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REVOLUTION
AND DEMOCRACY

Harry Boyte
and Frank Ackerman

NHAT FORM OF revolutionary organization is appropriate for
revolution in an advanced capitalist country like the United
States? Why does the left need a national organization at all?
Which of Lenin’s ideas are applicable to this country, and
which are not? This paper is an attempt to answer these and
related questions.

I. WHY A THEORY OF ORGANIZATION?

THE IDEA OF SOCIALISM is spreading much more rapidly than
any socialist organization. Increasingly, involvement in radical
social protest leads many to a belief in the goal of a socialist
society. But the goal too often remains abstract, unrelated even
to the specific-issue movements in which socialists are active.
To make socialism more than a private belief of movement
activists, to build a unified socialist movement, we need a
theory of the organizational forms suited to the specific tasks
of an American revolution.

Two theories of organization of the revolutionary process
are widespread on the left today, “Leninism” and “localism.”
Both have considerable strengths, but both are ultimately in-
adequate for the tasks facing us. Leninists, awed by the obvi-
ously inspiring accomplishments of the Russian and Chinese
revolutions, conclude that the form of party organization that
led those revolutions is the appropriate one for the United
States as well. The repeated failures of Leninist parties in this
country are interpreted as results of the “‘wrong line” or “mis-
leadership,” not as evidence against that form of organization.
Localists, on the other hand, hold that in view of the non-
revolutionary character of most Americans today, what the
left needs are thousands of local organizations forming around
local grievances. At some pomt in the distant future these or-
gamzatxons will come to recogmzc the common origins of their
grievances, and will merge into larger, more revolutionary
organizations. The failure of this vision to date is attributed to
the insufficient numbers of local organizers— “If there are too
many radicals in Boston, try Oshkosh,” as one localist recently
put it.

We agree that thousands of local groups, responding to
locally felt grievances, are indispensable to a revolutionary
movement. And we agree with localism’s implicit criticism of
many past and present socialist groups: groups that call them-
selves socialist are all too often heavy-handed, dogmatic, in-
sensitive to people’s real needs and even their intelligence; we
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think that such characteristics flow from an impoverished
understanding of what the revolutionary process will mean in
the United States, and what form of organization is necessary
to help bring it about.

But we are also aware of the drawbacks of purely local
activity: local groups do not grow in a steady crescendo
towards larger and more revolutionary formations; often they
“burn out,” discouraged in part at their small size and isola-
tion relative to the enemy they are facing, or unable to make
the transition from one issue to another. Moreover, within
capitalism most local grievances have their roots, and must
ultimately find their solutions, at a national level, as part of
the gencral struggle against the capitalist system; capitalism
organizes all the institutions of the society on a national and
even international scale, in accordance with its values and pri-
orities. The resources, energy, and the potential power of a
nationwide, socialist organization can be a vital asset to, rather
than an ideological distraction from, local organizing.

Indeed, many apparently local organizations cannot exist
solely on their local resources, and naturally have connections
to a larger movement. But, as community organizing experi-
ence has often shown, in the absence of a national organiza-
tion through which local groups can relate to each other and
struggle for a common political understanding, contacts be-
tween groups easily become personal contacts of a few indi-
viduals, creating tension and suspicion of elitism within groups.

The localist strategy relies on a faith in the spontaneous
spreading of local organizing, a faith that was a natural product
of the movement’s optimism and rapid expansion in the 1960s,
but which becomes increasingly untenable in the “somber sev-
enties.” To move forward today, the localist faith must be re-
placed by a conscious strategy and a nationwide socialist organ-
ization. The localist resistance to larger organization, though it
starts from a perfectly serious political position, and often a
deep commitment to democracy, can lead to political indi-
vidualism and egotism, to a failure ever to take the first steps
toward the larger patterns of discussion, coordination, and
planning that will be necessary to create socialism in the United
States.

The strengths of what is called Leninism in the United States
are in some ways opposite to those of localism. Leninism recog-
nizes the need for socialist organization, which localism denies
or postpones. Further, Leninism proposes a specific type of
party and presents a developed theoretical rationale for that
form. It has as well the example of the Russian, Chinese,
Cuban, and Vietnamese revolutions to point to, though it has
a rather less impressive record from fifty years of attempts to
organize in advanced capitalist countries. All this must be con-
sidered and evaluated in detail, by all socialists.

It is all the more important to carry out a careful evaluation
of Leninism because of the emotional confusion that surrounds
the issue on the left, a confusion that has, if that is possible,
increased in recent years. Frequently it is presented as an all-
or-nothing choice: some adopt “Leninism” uncritically, seeing
it as the only alternative to localism, and the only possible
serious form of Marxism; others reject it equally uncritically,
either out of residual anticommunism or in reaction to the
arrogance and authoritarianism of particular “Leninist” parties.
We find the question too important and too complex for a
simple yes-or-no answer; we will attempt to identify the real
issues raised by Lenin himself, and will state our positions on
them, before presenting our objections to American Leninism
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and outlining our model of organization.

The needs, the possibilities, and the appropriate forms of
organization in our revolutionary movement must be based on
the material conditions of our society, here and now—the
United States in the 1970s. We admire, and draw inspiration
from, many accomplishments of the Russian, Chinese, Cuban,
and Vietnamese revolutions.! To the extent that there are im-
portant similarities in the situations, the experience of these
revolutions will be useful. But to the extent that our situation
has important differences from past pre-revolutionary situa-
tions, our revolutionary movement, as well, must be different.

For those who consider this approach too great a deviation
from Leninist or Maoist orthodoxy, we urge them to take seri-
ously the spirit of the Chinese Communists, and to adopt the
method of Lenin. In Mao’s words,

For the Chinese Communists who are part of the great
Chinese nation, flesh of its flesh and blood of its blood,
any talk about Marxism in isolation from China’s charac-
teristics is merely Marxism in the abstract, Marxism in a
vacuum. Hence to apply Marxism concretely in China so
that its every manifestation has an indubitably Chinese
character, i.e., to apply Marxism in the light of China’s
specific characteristics, becomes a problem which it is
urgent for the whole Party to understand and solve. For-
eign stereotypes must be abolished, there must be less
singing of empty abstract tunes, and dogmatism must be
laid to rest.?

And as Lenin recommended for all serious revolutionaries:

The categorical requirement of Marxist theory in investi-
gating any social question is that it be examined within
definite historical limits, and, if it refers to a particular
country . . . that account be taken of the specific features
distinguishing that country from others in the same his-
torical epoch.3

II. THE STRENGTHS OF LENINISM

AT FIRST GLANCE the similarities between the United States
today and pre-revolutionary Russia or China seem slim. On
the one hand, we are an advanced industrial nation, the leading
imperialist power in the world; only five per cent of the United

States’ population is still in agriculture; the working class,.

which forms the bulk of the population, is literate and experi-
enced in unions and other organizations, and has a long school-
ing in parliamentary democracy. On the other hand, Russia and
China were underdeveloped, primarily agricultural nations, in
which capitalism was a relatively new and weak arrival, led by
foreign imperialists; the majority of the population were illit-
crate peasants, and even the urban working classes, a very
small minority, had been prohibited from gaining much politi-
cal or organizational experience. How can the strategy, organi-
zation, and tactics of revolutions in such dissimilar situations
have anything in common?

There is a great deal of truth in this objection, as we will see
in the next section of this paper. Not only must the specific
forms and tactics of our movement be based on an analysis of
our own society, but also the historical task of our revolution
is profoundly different. For the United States, the revolution
will inaugurate a qualitatively different kind of society. Be-
cause of our advanced technological base, an American revolu-

tion will involve an explosion in human possibility, a radical.

cxpansion in human freedom, a profound deepcening of human

relationships, a redefinition of human labor; it will simultane-
ously mean that a socialist America can apply the most modern
technology in a nonexploitative fashion to the conquest of
humanity’s ancient curses: worldwide hunger, disease, ignor-
ance, brutal labor.

But despite the .normous differences between the third
world and the United States, there are in very general terms
important similarities between our situation and that of the
Russian and Chinese Communists before their revolutions.
Like them, we face the task of building a revolutionary move-
ment in a period of general social disintegration and crisis in
the capitalist system; like them, we are attempting to apply a
rather abstract class analysis to a particular multi-racial nation
within an international capitalist system, to a nation whose
population is divided into diverse, socially distinct strata. These
parallels lead us to accept some of the key theoretical and stra-
tegic principles of Leninism: the revolutionary spirit and de-
termination to change history; the theoretical justification for
political action and the critique of mechanistic determinism
and pure spontaneity; the need for an alliance of all oppressed
groups in the society; and the understanding of nationalism
and imperialism as pivatal problems for our movement.

Lenin and Mao are, of course, admired for their success in
leading revolutions, and for their roles in the movements that
produced those revolutions. They and the parties they led did
not come to power simply through coups or single crises,
but through several decades of recurrent crises and continual
struggle. The determination they maintained through those
long periods of struggle is the most important “principle” of
Lenin’s and Mao’s thought for us to adopt. In one of the best
available summaries of Leninism, Lukacs argues that ‘‘the core
of Lenin’s thought and his decisive link with Marx” is the
belief in “the actuality of the revolution,” the belief that revo-
lution is a real historical possibility and that political action —
the conscious, voluntary activity for socialism by revolution-
aries- -makes a huge and decisive difference.# This is not to
say that revolution is right around the corner, or will roll
in with the next recession (indeed, no such thing was true
throughout most of the Russian and Chinese Communists’ pre-
revolutionary struggles). Our belief in the “actuality” of the
American revolution is rather a belief that life as capitalism
offers it is increasingly unlivable and unacceptable to masses of
people; that crises and disruptions of “normal” life will con-
tinue to be recurrent; that even though the easy militancy and

1. We have far greater reservations in the case of Russia than in the other
cases; of course, about what the post-revolutionary government has be-
come. Some of our ideas about the difference between Russia and China
will be explained below. In no case is our admiration uncritical; we find
it impossible to support China’s entire foreign policy, for instance, despite
our enthusiasm for what the revolution has done for life inside China.
But in general, we identify with all the revolutions mentioned here as
representing, on balance, very positive steps forward in world history.

It is sometimes suggested that anyone who identifies with the revolu-
tions of China, Cuba, and Vietnam is “really” a Marxist-Leninist, since
those countries are the vanguard of the worldwide Marxist-Leninist move-
ment. Moreover, as we will discuss, we deeply value Lenin’s contribu-
tions to revolutionary theory and practice. If that is what the term
means, we surely are Leninists. But the more common usage defines
Leninists as those who believe in the need for a vanguard party, modeled
on the Bolshevik party organization. In this sense, we are clearly not
Leninists.

2. Mao Tse-tung, “The Role of the Chinese Comrnumst Party in the
National War.” -~

3. Lenin, “Right of Nations to Self-Determination.”

4. Georg Lukics, Lenin: A Study on the Unity of His Thought (1924),
especially chapter 1.



optimism of the sixties have subsided, people’s anguish at capi-
talism and their action against their conditions of suffering
will not vanish; that out of all of this, through decades of
struggle, we can build socialism in the United States; and that
what we do, even today, will affect the course and the chances
for success of that struggle for socialism.

Successful revolutions have required vigorous political ac-
tipn. This seemingly obvious statement has in the past needed
a theoretical rationale in defense against the exaggerated de-
terminism and worship of spontaneity that sometimes appear
as (distorted) versions of Marxism. 1f Marxists believe that the
economic base of society  determines everything that happens
in the political, cultural, ideological superstructure, then what
is there to do except wait for the contradictions in capitalism
to mature, and to support the appearance of class conscious-
ness and activism as they inevitably, spontaneously emerge?

Lenin and Mao are by no means alone among Marxists in
rejecting mechanistic determinism, and arguing for the impor-
tance of conscious political action- -Gramsci and many others
have written extensively on this issue.’’ Briefly, the reply to
mechanistic determinism is that the economic base of society
does not uniquely determine non-economic life, but rather
defines a range of possibilities within which political action is
decisive. For instance, the development of capitalism, and the
emergence within it of contradictions and crises, have made
socialism possible today (as it was not in, say, the sixteenth
century) but have not made it inevitable. The slow disintegra-
tion, or even a total collapse, of capitalism only opens the way
for “socialism or barbarism’; what we do can make a differ-
ence in deciding between those alternatives. More generally, as
Antonio Gramsci, a major theoretician and founder of the
Italian Communist Party, put it,

It may be ruled out that immediate economic crises of
themselves produce fundamental historical events; they
can simply create a terrain more favorable to the dis-
semination of certain modes of thought, and certain ways
of posing and resolving questions involving the entire
subsequent development of national life.6

Lenin’s views on this problem were developed in his contro-
versy with “economism,” a tendency among socialists to place
primary emphasis on support for workers’ spontaneous strug-
gles over economic, trade-union-style issues, without intro-
ducing any “outside’ political issues, in the belief that such
struggles would naturally become political.”? (Some versions
of localism on the American left today are very close to
economism.) Lenin argued that economism underestimated the
strength of bourgeois ideology:
But why, the reader may ask, does the spontaneous move-
ment, the movement along the line of least resistance,
lead to the domination of bourgeois ideology? For the
simple reason that bourgeois ideology is far older in origin
than Social-Democratic ideology; because it is more fully
developed, and because it possesses immeasurably more
opportunities for being distributed

Moreover, capitalists constantly distribute their ideas, inter-
preting every major event and development in a way which
defuses and mystifies class conflict. A movement that did not
explicitly challenge the dominant ideology would end up ac-
commodating itself to the status quo, channeling workers’
struggles away from opposition to capitalism and towards a
narrow interest-group approach. Lenin’s predictions have un-
fortunately been borne out in the history of the CIO unions;
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started with the help of Communists who did not raise political
issues in order to preserve “the unity of the labor movement,”
the CIO “spontaneously” moved to the right, not to the left.
In the late 1940s, it expelled Communists and dedicated itself
to the avowedly non-revolutionary goal of getting a little more
for its members.? To move the struggles of unions or other
groups beyond a reformist, interest-group consciousness, there
must be conscious political agitation by socialists in opposition
to the constant agitation by defenders of capitalism.

As Lenin defended the importance of conscious political
action by socialists, he was also aware of the significance of the
ruling class’s pervasive control. In fact, Lenin virtually redis-
covered Marx’s analysis of the class nature of the state.!® The
activity of most socialist parties before World War I, with their
heavy emphasis on running candidates for office, certainly
tended to encourage the illusion that government was politi-
cally neutral in the class struggle, and that gradual accumula-
tion of a socialist electoral majority could produce a peaceful
transition to socialism. Against this illusion Lenin asserted that
the state exists to defend the interests of the ruling class, and
that even in the parliamentary democracies of North America
and Western Europe,

the actual work of the “state” is done behind the scene
and is carried on by the departments, the government
offices, and the General Staffs [of the military]. Parlia-
ment itself is given up to talk for the special purpose of
fooling the “common people.” 11

The ruling class maintains its power whenever possible
through the consent of the governed, through persuasion of
the masses that the present order is inevitable and legitimate.
Most of the people most of the time are cynical and apathetic,

5. See, for instance, Carl Boggs, Jr., “Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks,” in
Socialist Revolution 11 and 12, for an interesting discussion of Gramsci’s
views on this, and a comparison with Lenin and Mao.

6. From “The Modern Prince,” in Boggs, SR 11} p. 108.

7. See Lenin, What Is To Be Done?, parts 11 and I11. In “Left-Wing Com-
munism: The Reply to Lenin"” (in The Unknown Dimension, edited by
Dick Howard and Karl Klare), Stanley Aronowitz maintains that Lenin
misrepresented the views of the leading Russian ‘“‘economist,” Akimov,
who was actually closer to the position of Rosa Luxemburg. But Lenin’s
argument is still a valid one against a position that has often been popular
on the left, even if it is more properly attributed to Alinsky than to Aki-
mov. An interesting aspect of Lenin’s critique of spontaneity was the
parallel he drew between economicm and terrorism: “The Economists
and terrorists merely bow to different poles of spontaneity: the Econo-
mists bow to the spontaneity of the ‘pure and simple’ labor movement,
while the terrorists bow to the spontaneity of the passionate indignation
of the intellectuals, who are either incapable of linking up the revolu-
tionary struggle with the labor movement, or lack the opportunity to do
so” (What Is To Be Done?, 111.D). This is not emphasized here because
the decreased popularity of terrorism in the past two years makes it
somewhat beside the point for the left.

8. What Is To Be Done?, 11.B.

9. There is a vast literature on this subject; see, for instance, Staughton
Lynd, “Prospects for the New Left” (in Strategy and Program: Two
Essays toward a New American Socialism, by Staughton Lynd and Gar
Alperovitz) for a very readable account. The theory of the limitations of
apolitical unionism is discussed at length by Andre Gorz, in Strategy for
Labor and other writings.

10. See State and Revolution and the works of Marx and Engels cited
there. ’

11. State and Revolution, chapter 3, part 3. Like Lenin, we do not be-
lieve this rules out use of electoral campaigns for educationzl purposes; it
only rules out primary reliance on an electoral strategy or anything else
that would encourage the illusion of a primarily electoral route to social-
ism. Electoral involvement should be judged by its usefulness in educat-
ing and organizing people into a primarily non-electoral struggle, as we
argue in the final section of this paper.
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believing that nothing can be changed, “you can't fight city
hall.”” When apathy gives way to activism, bourgeois ideology
¢ncourages people to see their demands in the narrowest, least
revolutionary terms: surely the pluralist state, balancing the
demands of conflicting interest groups, is the ideal mechanism
for reconciling our differences? When, finally, movements begin
to threaten the legitimacy of the system as a whole; the state
also defends itsclf through force, using the repressive power of
the police and the army.

The role .lpnmllst culture plays in defendmg the status quo
is more important in our society than it was in pre-revolution-
ary Russia or China. But ultimately, if we are ‘successful in
building a socialist movement, we will have ro face the state’s
readiness to use force to repress us. One conclusion to be
drawn from this is that the creation of socialism must ulti-
mately involve the disintegration of the overwhelming police
power of the state (as began to happen a few years ago with
the impact of the anti-war and black liberation movements on
the army; clearly the process will have to go much farther).12
Another conclusion, which Lenin was able to realize in theory
but not in practice, and which remains important for us today,
is that socialism must destroy the repressive and bureaucratic
apparatus of the capiralist state in order to make.way for the
new,and different forms of direct self-government.

In the very abstract model of capitalism (used by Marx
throughout most of volume 1 of Capital) there are only two
important classes in society, capitalists and industrial workers.13
Too often Marxists, especially those who most dogmatically
present tﬁemselves as Leninists, have tried to use this model as
a descriptioh of actual societies, disregarding or minimiizing the
significance of all other groups and all other divisions within
the society. Marx and Engels never committed this error in
their analyses of actual historical situations, and Lenin as well
understood reality far better than many of his would-be fol-
lowers. Pre-revolutionary Russia was a primarily agrarian coun-
try: the majority of the people were peasants, not industrial
workers, and a revolutionary movement based solely on work-
ers would inevitably be a minority movement. The peasants
were no less opprcssed and discéntented than thé workers, but
their position in society made it impossible for them to lead
the revolution. What was needed, therefore, was “the revolu-
tionary alliance of all the oppressed,” 1 led by the working
class, but representing and unifying the interests of all op-
pressed groups. And what this required of socialists was point-
ing out the connections between all parts of society, and criti-
cizing society as a whole; in Lenin’s words,

The Social-Democrat’s ideal should not be a: trade-union
secrctary, but a tribune of the people, able to react to
every manifestation of tyranny and oppression, no matter
where it takes place, no matter what stratum or class of
the people it affects; he must be able to group all these
manifestations into a single picture of police violence and
capitalist exploitation; he must be able to take advantage
of every petty event in order to explain his socialistic
convictions and his Social-Democratic demands to all, in
order to explain to all and everyone the world-historic
significance of the struggle for the emancipation of the
proletariat.15

In the following paragraphs Lenin goes on to urge more social-
ist agitation among all the classes of society and calls for sup-
port tor a wide variety of movements,

for he who forgets that ““the Communists support every

revolutionary movement,”’ that we are obliged for that
reason to expound and emphasize genmeral democratic
tasks- before the whole people, without for a moment
concealing our socialistic convictions, is not a Social-
Democrat.1é

It is the: tragedy of the Russian revolution that the need for
“the revolutionary alliance of all the oppressed,” for socialists
to become “‘tribunes of the people,” was ultimately realized
far less in practice than in theory. When the Bolsheviks came
to power in 1917, they had a substantial base of support
among urban workers, but virtually none in the peasantry. His-
tory did not give them a chance to develop peasant support
after the revolution either: immediately after taking power the
Bolsheviks were forced, largely by foreign intervention against

‘them, to fight a four-year civil war. The Bolsheviks won the

war, but at the cost of establishing a system of regimentation
and military control far more extensive than their political
support—a system which led directly to much of the later
authoritarianism of the Soviet government. It remained for the
Chinese Communists to create a successful example of “the
revolutionary alliance of all the oppressed,” ro unify the vast
majority of the country in the course of the revolution. The
pattern of guerrilla warfare starting in the countryside per-
mitted—in fact, required —the political and military strength
of the revolution to grow simultaneously among the peasantry,
ensuring that a Communist government would be a popular
one when it came to power.

What lessons should the American left draw from this? That
we must start guerrilla warfare in the countryside based on the
American peasantry? That we.must use the slogans and tactics
of the Chinese, rather than the Russian, revolution? We would
suggest that the lesson is that we must understand the Ameri-
can class structure, and build a movement that unifies and rep-
resents the interests of all oppressed groups in society, that
wins broad-based support and involves the widest participa-
tion, before there can be any hope of the kind of revolution
we want to see.

Though the American dass structure is very different from
that of Czarist Russia or Kuomintang China, it is no less af-
fected by the problems of nationalism and imperialism. With
some modifications, Lenin’s analyses of these problems have a
continuing vakdity for our situation. 0

Czarist Russia contained a multitude of national minorities;

12. The amount of violence that will be involved in the revolution is im-
possible to predict in advance; it depends in large part on how success-
fully we have united the population against the ruling class and its con-
trol of the state before any final confrontation takes place. As Wilhelm
Reich argued, “The larger the mass base of the revolutionary movement,
the less violence will be require&, and the more, also, will the masses lose
their fear of revolution. The increasing degree of influence of the revolu-
tionary movement inside the army and the state apparatus has the same
effect. For this reason the Russian revolution had only a minimum of
casualties” (SEX-POL, Essays 1929-34). It is a serious mistake for revo-
lutionaries to advocate violence; it may be a tragic necessity to defend
the revolution with violence, when capitalists violate the victories and
rights of the people, but violence is not something we generally encour-
age. And it is important for us to respect the natural fear people have of
violence—a respect the Bolsheviks remarkably demonstrated in 1917.
(See, for instance, Trotsky’s account in The Russian Revolution.)

13. 'See Paul Sweezy, The Theory of Capitalist Developmient, chapter 1,
for an exceltent discussion of Marx’s use of abstraction in Capital.
14. Lukdcs, Lenin, chaprer 2. i
lS. What Is To Be Done?, 111.E.
Ibid. “Social-Democrat” did not acquire its present connotation of
reformls( until after 1914; before thart all Marxist parties, including the
Bolsheviks, used the phrase to describe themselves.



according to Lenin only forty-three per cent of the population
belonged to the dominant Great Russian nationality. National-
ist movements frequently appeared among the minoritics: de-
ciding how to relate to them was an important, much-debated
question among socialists. Lenin’s analysis can be summarized
as follows:'7 Strong capitalist nations always attempt to domi-
nate and L\ploit weaker nations around them: thus national
oppression is a basic aspect of the expansion of capitalism, a
rcal form of oppression that socialists must oppose. At the
same time, class differences within oppressed nations cannot
be ignored: “There are two nations in every modern nation. .. .
There are two national cultures in cvery national culture.” '®
Nationalist movements are frequently led by and express the
interests of the bourgeoisics of oppressed nations, for whom
national autonomy is a nccessary step toward controlling
“their own” economics. But whatever the leadership, the fol-
lowing of nationalist movements comes from the masses of the
minority nations, who are protesting the very real oppression
they experience, in a manner that nced not be incompatible
with socialist politics. Therefore, socialists should support the
right of minorities to choose whether or not to secede, but
should not advocate secession, and especially should not sup-
port bourgeois or cultural nationalism: more positively, social-
ists should try to express the solidarity of workers of the op-
pressed and oppressor nations, and to that end, should struggle
against racism within the dominant nation.

Our situation is somewhat different from pre-revolutionary
Russia: the largest oppressed “nation” within the United
States, the Afro-American people, is far more geographically
disperscd than were the minority nations of Russia, so that
secession scems hardly plausible. ' Moreover, the greater de-
velopment of capitalism, as well as the geographical dispersion
of most minoritics in the United States, reduces the opportu-
nitics for the appearance of minority “national bourgeoisies”
(though such opportunities are partially recreated through the
conscious cfforts of the American ruling class).?® The demand
for secession of a geographical unit is thus normally replaced
in this country with the demand for separatism: for an inde-
pendent organizational, political, and cultural identity for a
minority group. But with this change, Lenin's approach to
nationalism still provides a model for how white socialists
should relate to minorities today: we stand for solidarity be-
tween races, and for the struggle against racism within the
dominant “nation”; we support the right to separatism when
minoritics feel it is necessary. Our position is subtly but im-
portantly different from advocating scparatism. We believe in
the need for ultimate unity in the movement against a highly
unified capitalist class and we welcome minority membership
in our organization. We believe our members can be simultanc-
ously effective in scparate and unificd movements. (Our posi-
tion on scparate feminist organizations is similar; the relation-
ship of socialism and feminism is treated well in the political
perspective and other writings of the NAM, in which it is made
plain that scparatism for women is often a political necessity,
and should be supported by socialists who simultancously be-
lieve in the basic unity of the struggle.)?!

We mentioned above that the problem of national oppres-
sion is based on the tendency of strong capitalist nations to
expand. The same tendency uthcrootohbeptohlensofm
and militarism. In dealing with these problems, particularly in
explaining the origins of World War | and the reasons why
socialists should oppose it, Lenin developed his well-known

analysis of imperialism.22 With some updating and changes
details, Lenin's theory of imperialism remains -a sound alﬁ
essential part of modern Marxism. f
Capitalism is based on businesses’ search for ucr-greaﬂ
proﬁts (.cographlcal expansion has always been one of ‘the.
stralcgu:s employed in this search.2 United States Lapmls.a_
from its beginning up to the 1890s, cxpanded westward acvom
North America, scizing half of Mexico and slaughtering native
Americans in the process. In the twenticth century this expg
sion continued, into Latin America, Europe, the Pacific, and
around the world. The decision as to whether new investments
will be located at home or abroad is made strictly on the basie:
of profit, and there are reasons to expect that the capu“‘
advanced industrial nations will find it profitable to invest in
unkﬂkvdopcd couritries. As Lenin explained, “In these m’
ward countries, proﬁu usually are high, for capital is scorges:
the price of land is relatively low, wages are low, raw mnﬁ“"
arc cheap.”" Moreover, as the growing consternation abows
the “energy crisis” indicates, certain kinds of mw.‘muem %
fucl sources and raw materials in the third world are 2
essential for caplulsm
- Capitalist expansion is more than economic; nanonal m
ments defend the interests of “their” capitalists around the
world as well as at home. In Lenin’s day this meant ac

17. s« Numul Liberation, Socialism and Imperialism, a cm
Lenin's writings on the subject (International Publishers).

18, Lenin, “Critical Remarks on the National Question.”

19. it should be noted that this is a subtle and complicated m
whose solution cannot be entirely predicted in advance. For inStaney,
several of the minerity nations within the United States age cleacly -
colomial situation both culturally and geographically --Puerto R,
Native America (especially the Navajo tribe, which is by far the
and occupics northeastern Arizona), Hawaii, the Eskimo lands. In Some
or all of these cases the development of the revolution may mean inde:
pendence movements (indeed such is alzeady the case in Puerto Ricol.
20. Sce, for instance, Robert Allen, Rlack Awakening in Capidaliot
Amervica, for a superb treatment of how the rulmg class mac- s
bourgeoisic within the black community. ;
21. C. L. R. James and Harold Cruse, writing from their ¢xp¢rkm
national minority struggle, have enriched Marxism through their discus
sion of cultural forces in developing a revolutionary alternative and move-
ment. More recently, feminist-socialist theorists have laid a groundwork
for a far more powerful Marxist method by insisting upon the centrality
of sexual politics, the family, and personal life to any rcvommmym
memt in advanced capitalism. Sec for example Juliet Mitchell, Women's.
Estate; Mariarosa Dalla Costa, “Women and the Subversion of the Com- 3
munity,” Radical America, vol. 6, no. 1; Eli Zaretsky, “Capmhun. the o
hmdy and Personal Life,” Socialisi Revolution 13-14. Both refe
tions of Marxism grew out of a “separatist” stance toward the
stream socialist tradition,” which has greatly undervalued qn-n- of
sexual and racial oppression.
22. This analysis is presented in Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest S
.:lulm It is sometimes argued that other authors such as |
Luxemburg, and Bukharin presented the same analysis N‘d'c
; see, for instance, Peter Karl Kresl, “Nikolai Bukharin on Eces
-nnw Vmperialism.” Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. §, 10,1,
We are not disputing such claims, only recognizing the fact that the
theory of imperialism has come to be identified witk Lenin, and u“o
part of “Lenimism.”
23. This is not to deny that there are other strategies for m?
profits, even in the age of monopoly capitalism; expansion into other
dustries and creation of new products and new needs through 1
and manipulation of consumers are widely employed today. But.
dcmhudvay:bmnmamwhuaum
vantages. It allows corporations to gain control of new markets, new
sources of raw materials and new supplies of labor, and to exclude com:
petitors from these resources. See Arthur MacEwan, “Capitalist Expee-
sion, ideology, and Intervention,” Review of Radical Political Economiss,
vel. 4, no. 1; and Harry Magdoff, The Age of Imperialism.

24. Lenin, Imperialism, chapter 4.
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formal empires. Today it means neo-colonialism, an informal
system of control that often involves cultural invasion and
arrogance as well as economic (a stark and brutal aspect of
American intervention in Indochina). Economic, political, cul-
tural, and military expansion become interrelated; reactionary
patriotism and racism are developed as ideologies of imperial-
ism; the inevitable clashes result in war-—among the imperialist
powers in World War I, between the imperjal powers and
national liberation movements today. This analysis, which
seems familiar today, was the position of only a small minority
of the left in World War 1. Most European socialists, for all
their talk of internationalism, had supported their countries in
war, inventing various excuses and claiming that other coun-
tries in the war were even more despotic than their own. Today
we face different wars but similar issues. Today, no less than in
Lenin’s day, opposing capitalism means opposing imperialist
war and neo-colonialism.

Summarizing our views on the strengths of Leninism, we
have found that the apparently slight similarities of our situa-
tion to pre-revolutionary Russia do in fact justify substantial
areas of agreement with Lenin’s thought. We identify with
Lenin’s revolutionary spirit and determination; we agree with
his critique of mechanistic determinism and economism, his
writings on the nature of the state, his approach to creating a
“revolutionary alliance of the oppressed,” and his treatmert of
nationalism and imperialism.

Our agreement ends, however, when we turn to the analysis
of the actual class structure of society, and of the type of
organiz'ation and movement needed to transform it.

I1I. THE AMERICAN CLASS STRUCTURE
AND THE WEAKNESSES OF AMERICAN LENINISM

IN THIS SECTION we examine the weaknesses of Leninism for
present-day American revolutionaries. Our disagreements are
not as much with Lenin as with those who call themselves
Leninists in the United States today, although as we will dis-
cuss, we do differ with Lenin on some subjects. But it is impor-
tant to distinguish, as most American Leninists do not, be-
tween the universally applicable aspects of Lenin’s thought
(the subject of the last section) and the aspects which are spe-
cific to the Russian situation. Not to do so can lead to serious
political mistakes when adopted in a very different situation.

The enormous differences in class structure and level of
industrialization between the United States today and pre-
revolutionary Russia or China require a different kind of organ-
ization and rtactics, and dictate different revolutionary goals.
In this part of the paper we will discuss our criticism of Ameri-
can Leninism in four subsections: the first two respond to two
major arguments for the Leninist form of vanguard party; the
third presents our analysis of the American class structure; and
the fourth outlines the revolutionary process that we believe
will characterize the United States.

Leninism has come to mean a belief that the revolution must
be led by a vanguard party modeled on the Bolshevik party
organization. The Bolshevik model was based as much as pos-
sible on full-time professional revolutionaries. Its leadership,
its internal structure and debates, and its methods of decision-
making were kept secret from non-members. The party en-
forced tight discipline and centralization throughout its ranks;
“democratic centralism™ meant freedom to disagree in the
party’s internal debates, but a duty to support the “line” and

not express present or former disagreement once the party had
reached a decision. Splits and purges occurred whenever neces-
sary to keep the party united and ready for action.

The arguments for this form of party are rarely stated clearly:
they seem to rest on the following sets of ideas. First, a move-
ment for socialism will not emerge spontaneously fyom eco-
nomic struggles; a conscious, explicitly socialist organization is
necessary. Second, secrecy, tight organization and hierarchy
are necessary characteristics of an organization combating a
repressive state power. And third, socialist ideology does not
originate within the working class; it must be brought from
“outside,” by intellectuals of bourgeois origin who have be-
come revolutionaries. Though often connected and confused
with each other, these three arguments are separable. We have
explained above our agreement with the first: Lenin’s critique
of economism is a persuasive argument for an explicitly social-
ist organization. But this alone tells us little about what kind
of organization it should be. We disagree with the second anc
third; they describe a party that was appropriate to Czarist
Russia, and in modified form to China and much of the third
world, but one that is not appropriate in the United States
today.

A. The secret, bierarchical party

IN THE DEBATES over the Leninist form of party organization,
it is usually forgotten how completely Lenin based the need
for a “Leninist party” on the specific conditions existing in
Russia, particularly on the difficulties of public organization in

‘the face of a dictatorial, repressive government. Lenin’s views

on party organization are set forth in part 4 of What Is To Be
Done?, which is the source for the following series of quota-
tions.

Lenin repeatedly contrasted the organizational forms appro-
priate to Germany or other parliamentary democracies with
the forms necessary to Russia. Unions faced severe repression
in Russia, and had to be based on a “small, compact core” of
workers who do the administracive work and do not keep writ-
ten membership records for fear of police: ““Only an incorri-
gible utopian would want a wide organization of workers, with
elections, reports, universal suffrage, etc. under the autocracy.”
When it comes to the organization of revolutionaries, the prob-
lem is even more severe:

In a country with an autocratic government, the more we
restrict the membership of this organization to persons
who are engaged in revolutionary activities as a profession
and who have been professionally trained in the art of
combating the political police, the more difficult will it
be to catch the organization.

Lenin described approvingly the easy, natural manner in which
politically active workers could be recruited to the party in
Germany, and compared it to Russia:

What takes place very largely automatically in a politically
free country must in Russia be done deliberately and sys-
tematically by our organizations. A working man agitator
who is at all talented and “‘promising” must not be left
to work eleven hours a day in a factory. We must arrange
that he be maintained by the party, that he may in due
time go underground, that he change the place of his
activity, otherwise he will not enlarge his experience, he
will not widen his outlook, and will not be able to stay in
the fight against the gendarmes. . ..



Finally, Lenin outlined his views on democracy within the
party in answering a faction which called for “broad demo-
cratic principles of Party organization”:

Everyone will probably agree that ‘‘broad democratic
principles” presuppose the two following conditions: first,
full publicity, and second, election to all functions. It
would be absurd to speak about democracy without pub-
licity, that is, a publicity that extends beyond the circle
of the membership of the organization.

We call the German Socialist Party a democratic organi-
zation because all it does is done publicly; even its Party
congresses are held in public. But no one would call an
organization that is hidden from everyone but its mem-
bers by a veil of secrecy, a democratic organization. What
is the use of advancing “broad democratic principles”
when the fundamental condition for these principles can-
not be fulfilled by a secret organization?

It is difficult to elect leaders in a secret organization:

In politically free countries, this condition is taken for
granted. “Membership of the Party, is open to those who
accept the principles of the Party program, and render all
the support they can to the Party” —says point 1 of the
rules of the German Social-Democratic Party.

This public membership and unhampered publicity about can-
didates for leadership is necessary for meaningful elections in
the party:

Consequently, knowing all the facts of the case, every

Party member can decide for himself whether or not to
elect this person for a certain Party office.

Clearly the German party structure was impossible in Russia:

Try to put this picture in the frame of our autocracy! Is it
possible in Russia for all those “who accept the principles
of the Party program and render all the support they can
to the Party” to control every action of the revolutionist,
working in secret? Is it possible for all the revolutionaries
to elect one of their number to any particular office,
when in the very interests of the work, he must conceal
his identity from nine out of ten of these ‘‘all’’? Ponder a
little over the real meaning of the high-sounding phrases
... and you will realize that “broad democracy” in Party
organization, amidst the gloom of autocracy and the
domination of the gendarmes, is nothing more than a use-
less and harmful toy.

In Russia seventy years ago it was necessary to argue that an
organization suited to a boutgeois democracy was not suited
to an autocracy; in the United States today it is necessary to
argue just the reverse. Lenin’s position does not advocate a
“Leninist party” as an alternative to “broad democratic prir.
ciples” and a publicly democratic organization in all circum-
stances; only in autocratic Russia.

Many countries today, especially in the third world, have
political systems quite similar to that of Czarist Russia; for such
countries, Lenin’s arguments for the Bolshevik party organiza-
tion make sense. The military-type structure of command
within the party seems particularly appropriate to guerrilla
warfare. It does not seem accidental that Leninist parties have
succeeded in leading revolutions with peasant-based guerrilla
warfare strategies in China and Vietnam, but have universally
failed to find a strategy for revolution based on the urban
working class in advanced industrial countries.?5 It should be
noted that the period of greatest success of the Communist
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parties in Western Lurope came during the resistance to Ger-
man occupation in World War 1, the time when their situation
most closely resembled the guerrilla warfare against dictator-
ship.

It is possible that the United States will in the future move
to a more dictatorial system, in which casc the argument for a
secret, tightly disciplined party with a military-type command
structure would be more plausible. But that is not the situation
today. A scrious threat from the left, which might conceivably
make the ruling class abandon parliamentary democracy, is not
presently on the horizon. Given that an overtly autocratic
government is a distant possibility, our priority is not to act as
if it has alrecady happened. The central work before us is the
building of an open, revolutionary movement, and to begin
that process we need networks of people who have worked
together and can trust each other. We need an organization
that has the understanding and support of masses of people.
With this substantive political basis, new forms can be devel-
oped as new situations approach; without this basis, the most
perfect forms of a secret, underground party will not make us
a success.

To be taken seriously as a movement that wants to trans-
form society, that wants to make the United States genuincly
democratic, we need an organization that is more democratic
than others, an organization that creates within itsclf the sub-
stance as well as the forms of democratic participation, cven as
it struggles to change the larger society. It will not help us to
have to explain to the American people that although we could
form a public and democratic organization, we have instead
chosen to protect ourselves against possible future repression
by forming. a secret, tightly disciplined organization, whose
leadership and internal discussions are hidden from view but
may produce changes in our “line” at any time. To most
people such a party would seem, if not a joke, one more re-
more, unresponsive bureaucracy trying to tell them what to do.
Our form of revolution must be different because the nature
of our revolution is different and the forms of ruling-class con-
trol are different.

Marx developed the idea of “‘false consciousness’ to explain
how the oppressed accept an entire world view that is clearly
not in their interest, that is often patently self-destructive. The
ruling class dominates the culture of a society; in Marx’s words,
“The ideas of the ruling class are, in every age, the ruling ideas:
i.e., the class that is the dominant material force in socicty is
at the same time its dominant intellectual force.”26 *‘False
consciousness” in advanced capitalism, bourgeois ideology, is a
set of sometimes contradictory ideas that legitimize the capi-
talist status quo and redirect the hostility and frustrations that
capitalism causes away from the system, toward other op-
pressed groups, and inward, toward ourselves. A basic principle
of these ideas is to judge people, including yourself, by what
people earn. There is “something wrong” with a man who
can’t support a family; housewives, who earn nothing, have to
be supported. People who earn less than you are lazy; even
worse, if they’'re on welfare they’re living off your taxes in-

25. The argument that a Leninist party is appropriate in third-world
countries but not in the United States is developed in'Raymond Franklin,
*‘Party and Class— State and Revolution.” We have found this paper help-
ful, although we disagree about what is needed for the United States.

26. German Ideology. Antonio Gramsci especially developed the idea of
bourgeois cultural “hegemony” with his discussion of the ideological role

of intellectuals and the idea of common sense, to which our model closely
corresponds.
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stead of earning an honest living. This of course helps to per-
petuate racism and sexism and encourages resentment and
scapegoating of those “below you™ in economic status. And
“you are what you earn” fits well with consumerism, the belief
that satisfaction is to be found primarily in passive individual
consumpuion.

When it comes to political issues, bourgeois ideology is based
on cynicism and distortions. Major change is impossible, you
can't fight city hall. Minor reforms are possible as long as you
work within the system. This system may not be so great, but
socialism means dictatorship: they’ll take away your car, your
home, your right to go to church, your right to run for presi-
dent. Besides, socialist ideals are impossible because people are
basically competitive and out for money; we need bosses to
make us work, we need traditional sex roles to keep families
together and teach people “their places,” we need repressive
schools to make us get an educatjon.

Bourgeois ideology inundates us all, through the media,
schools, churches, etc. But its strength is not simply based on
its constant repetition. It makes a certain kind of sense. It is a
set of ideas people are taught and partially work out for them-
selves as they attempt to “do the best they can” within the
context of “‘games” defined by the ruling class; it provides a
way of making sense out of, rationalizing and reconciling one-
self to a painful and contradictory reality in the absence of a
revolutionary alternative. If the number of jobs can’t be in-
creased, then men and women, whites and racial minorities
are in competition for jobs. If the amount of taxes and who
pays them can’t be changed, welfare and services for the poor
do come out of working people’s taxes (though of course they
are dwarfed by the military budget). If nobody pays attention
to you if you don't have money ‘or consume a lot, then it
“makes sense”’ to buy clothes or a new car or spend hours in
the hair dresser’s.?’

People’s fragmented and competitive view of reality depends
upon patterns of self-doubt, submission, and self-censorship we
all learn. People don't expect very much out of life; they have
little experience with real community, creative work, critical
thinking. Children run a gauntlet of judgments for years of
school; the mass media constantly trivialize and trample on
our deepest needs and fears, our most basic sense of dignity;
people are the constant vicums of messages which belittle,
make fun of, and condemn their independence, initiative, re-
belliousness.

jut 1t is preascly here where “Leninism” in the United
States tends to reflect the very capitalist assumptions and
values that the revolution must fight. On the one hand, many
Leninists applaud the “discipline™ that workers learn in the
factory, secing 1t as preparation for the discipline and self-
sacrifice. workers will need to accept the “leadership of the
vanguard,” smash capiralism, and build the proletarian state.
Rosa Luxemburg captured the contradiction 1n this idea:

We misuse words and we practice self-deception when
we apply tire same term - -discipline - -to such dissimilar
nouons as (1) the absence of thought and will in a body
with a4 thousand automatically moving hands and legs
[the factory | and (2) the spontaneous coordination of che
conscious political acts of a body of men. What is there
im common between the regulated docility of an oppressed
class, and the sclf-discipline and organization of a class
struggling for its cmancipation? 28

On the other hand, Leninist parties adopt the same authori-
tarianism in their internal functioning. The “rank and file”
tends to adopt the leadership of the central bodies uncritically,
certain “‘principles” become unquestionable, beyond the realm
of examination. In a limited sense, such an environment does
sometimes generate ‘‘faithful service” and “devotion to duty”
(as a friend recently commented, “People tend to work better
when they are handed out assignments’). But such organiza-
tional efficiency sacrifices more subtle necessities in the revo-
lution in advanced capitalism. The more revolutionaries re-
learn submissiveness, the more limited is their participation in
the process of criticism and rebellion against capitalist values.
In modern capitalism, revolutionaries must learn to probe their
fears and doubts, and to develop a wide-ranging sensitivity to
the feelings and hidden aspirations of others. Instead of assum--
ing the role of a new kind of “psychic police,”” revolutionaries
must take the opposite course, learning how to “open up™ all
forbidden and illicit realms. The fact that some socialists argue
that the only alternative to an authoritarian environment is
individualism reflects the hopelessness that stll pervades social-
ist ranks. In fact, the only way to guarantee commitment,
and even more importantly, to develop the imaginative and
flexible commitment necessary in the United Srates, is to de-
velop rigorous collective democracy, openness to interpersonal
relationships, broad and open links to pcople outside the or-
ganization, and a highly developed method of mutual criticism
and support.

Under a clearly unpopular dictatorship, revolutionaries can
safely assume that they have extensive passive support from
people who oppose the government but are afraid to act. But
in advanced capitalist conditions, the rule of the capitalists is
masked behind values and beliefs that people have internalized,
an entire ‘‘ordering” of reality. Ruling class ideology is a bul-
wark of class rule in third-world countries, and revolutionaries
had to counter it in Russia and China. Indeed, it is part of the
enormous legacy of Lenin and Mao that they insisted upon the
necessity of political advocacy in opposition to the dominant
culture, as we have argued. Monetheless, in those countries,
and in many third-world countries today, the situation was and
is far different from that we face: imperialists, deeply hated by
the masses of people, were seen in open collusion with the in-
digenous ruling class; imperialist intervention for many years
had been “‘spontancously’” undermining the legitimacy of the
ruling classes and their state, and had dramarically polarized
the entre society. The task remained for revolutionaries to
organize, cohere, and politicize the opposition that masses of
people already felt, and, in an autocratic political environment,
to organize military struggle against the state. (Indeed, the situ-
ation varies greatly from country to country even in the third
world; thus, for instance, the Cuban revolutionaries’ direct
military strategy, so successful in Cuba itself, was a dismal fail-

+27. Michael Mann, in an article in the American Sociological Review
(““The Social Cohesion of Liberal Democracy,” vol. 35, no. 3) examined
the idea of “‘false consciousness’™” in light of research on attitudes in the
United States and England. His conclusions suggested a pattern strikingly
like Gramsci's idea of common sense —-operational militancy on a num-
ber of immediate issues; interest-group consciousness and conservatism
in terms of people’s view of the total society. Such findings certainly vali-
date Lenin’s thesis thatsocialists must constantly relate specific grievances
to a criticism of the system as a whole, constantly showing how they are
linked together. ‘

28. Rosa Luxemburg, “Organizational Questions of Social-Democracy.”



ure in Bolivia.??

But in our society, where domination is primarily based on
an internalized ideology, where fear of government’s physical
power is less important than cynicism, passivity, and self-
doubt, we do not need a secret party but an open and demo-
dratic organization that encourages mass participation. For
only with the active involvement of the vast majority of the
population can the internalized control of bourgeois culture
be smashed, and a popular, democratic socialist society be
created.

B. Bringing consciousness to the working class from outside

ON THIS POINT Lenin makes himself clear:
The history of all countries shows that the working class,
exclusively by its own effort, is able to develop only
trade union consciousness. . . . The theory of socialism,
however, grew out of the philosophic, historical, and eco-
nomic theories that were elaborated by the educated rep-
resentatives of the propertied classes, the intellectuals. 30

The implication is that the party would be initiated outside
the working class, by intellectuals who have become socialists.
Though the party recruits workers, it recruits them into a life
quite distinct from that of “ordinary workers”; the revolu-
tionary organization is made up of “self-less cadre,” as many
as possible full-time revolutionaries. American Leninists have
adopted this view of cadre organization and argue for it on the
basis of their understanding of the class structure, a particular
understanding they all share despite wide political differences
on other points.

This understanding is based on several misconceptions. First
there is the mistaken argument that factory workers are the
uniquely leading sector of the revolution. Second, there is the
unacceptable use of theories about the “aristocracy of labor”
and “middle-class elements” to explain the failure of factory
workers to become revolutionary. Finally there is the often
counterproductive conclusion that American revolutionaries
need a Leninist cadre party to be politically effective.

I. THE AMERICAN LENINIST misunderstanding of the working
class stems from the idea that industrial workers must lead the
revolution. As in Russia, the party will lead the industrial
workers, who will lead the rest of the population. In Russia
this made sense- -it was appropriate to see the industrial work-
ing class leading the peasantry in “the revolutionary alliance of
all the oppressed.”

One might suspect this analysis would be more applicable
to some underdeveloped countries than to the United States.
But even in China after 1927, the Communists rejected the
Russian strategy of urban workers leading the peasants, and
formulated their own strategy based on their own conditions,
the rural, peasant-based guerrilla warfare that ultimately led
to success.3! And the Russian class analysis is even more obvi-
ously wrong for the United States than it was for China: most
of the American people are clearly not peasants.

The American Leninists’ theory of industrial workers as the
leading sector of the revolution may originate in too literal an
adoption of the Russian scenario. But it also has a more cur-
rent justification. Itis claimed first that only industrial workers
are “‘productive” workers, producing surplus value for capital-
ists; second that only industrial workers are organized in such
a fashion that they attain “clear” consciousness of their collec-
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tive oppression; and finally, that only industrial workers have
the power to paralyze capitalism, to really ‘“‘shut it down”
when they strike. The Revolutionary Union, a “Maoist” group,
puts it as well as any when it says the movement that will lead
to socialism ‘
will be led by working people at the point of production
... because only workers at the point of production, and
particularly black and brown workers, have the power to
shut the country down, take over the factories, and run
them in the interests of all working people.32

First, the idea that only certain workers are “productive”
has a long and confusing history in Marxist theory. Marx
used the term to distinguish those who produce surplus value

‘(roughly, profits) for their employers from those who arc

simply part of the “retinue” of the rich, such as servants. Only
the misuse of Marx’s very abstract model of capitalism could
lead to the identification of “‘productive workers™ as simply
industrial workers. In fact, Marx emphasized the broadness of
this definition and how little it had to do with the usefulness
of the work performed:
An actor, for example, or even a clown, according to this
definition is a productive laborer if he works in the serv-
ice of a capitalist to whom he returns more labor than he
received from him in the form of wages; while a jobbing
tailor who comes to the capitalist’s house and patches his
trousers for him is an unproductive laborer.33

Second, the organization of the workplace does create a
basis for socialist consciousness among industrial workers. But
the conditions of industrial workers are not unique in this re-
spect. More recently the same process occurs in other work-
place settings and in many other institutions- -wherever capi-
talism forces people into collective patterns of life and work
according to its own logic. This provides the basis for the col-
lective action and consciousness of students and service, cleri-
cal, and technical workers, as well as of prisoners, soldiers, and
old people.

Finally, the idea that only industrial workers can paralyze
capitalism is easily disproved. In the last few years, United
States capitalists have been content to watch lengthy strikes at
such manufacturing giants as General Motors and General Elec-
tric, without the least thought of intervention by the state. On
the other hand, strikes in transportation and communications,

“of truck drivers, airplane pilots, longshoremen, railroad work-

ers, postal workers, and telephone operators, apparently terrify
the rulers of America and often lead to government interven-
tion to break the strikes and enforce arbitration. Does the in-
creased dependence of all sectors of the economy on the trans-
portation and communications industries make the workers in
these industries the leading sector of the revolution? Are postal

29. Gramsci always made the distinction between societies where police
power was dominant and the world view of the ruling class was fragment-
ed or undermined, and capitalist societies dominated by well-developed
and coherent ideology. See, for instance, Eugene Genovese's discussion in
“On Antonio Gramsci,” Studies on the Left, vol. 7, no. 2.

30. What Is To Be Done?, section 1L A.

31. See, for instance, Eric Wolf, Peasant Wars of the Twentieth Century,
chapter on China.

32. In A Selection from the Red Papers 1, 2, and 3.

33. Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, part 1. For an exhaustive treatment
of Marx’s views on productive workers and their political role, see lan
Gough, “Marx and Productive Labor,” in New Left Review 76. Gough
concludes that no simple political guidelines can be drawn from Marx's
view, except that productive workers are a necessary part of the revolu-
tionary movement.
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workers “objectively” in more of a vanguard role than auto
workers because postal strikes are more swiftly paralyzing to
the economy than auto strikes?

The whole theory that those who can shut down the econ-
omy are the vanguard is in error: it dramatically oversimplities
the many aspects of the socialist revolution. What we must do
is not simply “shut it down” but shut down American capital-
ism in such a fashion that we can open it up a$ a socialist
democracy. And that will require the support and participation
of the many sectors of the working class, making up the huge
majority of the American people.

Lenin’s critique of economism applied to the present Ameri-
can situation suggests quite different conclusions from thosc
drawn by Leninists. For Lenin was emphatic in insisting that
revolutionary consciousness develops outside the immediate
situation of any particular groups of workers, in the conflict
between all the oppressed and the state:

Class consciousness can be brought to the workers only
from without, that is, only from outside the economic
struggle, from outside the sphere of relations between
workers and employers. The sphere from which alonc it is
possible to obtain this knowledge is the sphere of rela-
tions of all classes and strata to the state and government,
the sphere of the interrelations between all classes.?*

American Leninists, with their overemphasis of the “indus-
trial working class” and the supremacy of “point of produc-
tion” organizing, can thus be seen as economist in Lenin’s
terms. The task of the revolutionary organization must be to
spread its roots in the diverse settings of the class for the sake
of building a united movement that can challenge capitalism as
a total system: its ideology, its institutions, and its state.

2. WE ARGUED ABOVE that bourgeois ideology is a crcial di-
mension of ruling-class control, made especially effective be-
cause workers internalize it as a means of ‘“‘survival,” a way of
rationalizing a painful existence when there is no visible alter-
native. American Leninists, however, all too often assume
quite a different basis for false consciousness. Reading Yheir
literature and talking to them, one gathers that the instinctively
revolutionary nature of the working class is always about to
surface, held back only by misleadership and wrong ideas.
These “‘wrong idcas” are often described as a “‘smokescreen”

created by the ruling class and its lackeys; as one overenthusi-
astic young sympathizer of a Leninist group said, ““The ruling
class sure thought up a good one when they thought up rac-
ism.”" Given such a perspective, Leninists believe the party
must denounce all forms of misleadership and wrong ideas,
whether they criginate from politicians, academics, union offi-
cials, or even other left groups.3?

In explaining the presently non-revolutionary state of the
working class, Leninists suggest that the (otherwise pure)
masses of workers have been misled especially by an “aristoc-
racy of labor” or by “middle-class elements.” These categorics
play a powerful role in American Leninist thought but in fact
they are not based in the reality of the existing social structure
and scrve only to distort our understanding.

The “aristocracy of labor” idea was part of Lenin’s theory
of imperialism. He developed the idea in attempting to explain
the traumatic events of 1914, when most European socialists
supported their governments in World War 1. According to
Lenin,

Imperialism . . . which means high monopoly profits for a
handful of very rich countries, creates the economic possi-
bility of corrupting the upper strata of the prolctariat. .
lmpenallsm has the tendency of creating privileged sec-
tions cven among the workers, and of detaching them
from the main proletarian masses.36

It is these privileged sections of the working class, the “aristoc-

‘racy of labor,” that came to dominate unions and moderate

socialist parties, and misled the main proletarian masses into
support for imperialism and thc status quo. Lenin’s conclusion
was that revolutionaries must “‘go down lower and deeper, to
the real masses.’” 37
For all that has been written about the aristocracy of labor,
little effort has gone into providing evidence that a-particular
clite of workers enjoys benefit from imperialist profits.3 In
his evaluation of the “aristocracy of labor” theory, Eric Hobs-
bawm suggests that it was more applicable to late nineteenth-
century Britain than to other times and places, and concludes:
Today, when it is possible to separate what is of perma-
nent relevance in Lenin's argument from what reflects the
limits of his information or the requirements of a specific
political situation, we are in a position to see his writings
in historical perspective. If we try to judge his work on
the “aristocracy of labor” in such a perspectiye, we may
well conclude that his writings of 1914-16 are somewhat
less satisfactory than the profound line of thought which
he pursued consistently from What Is To Be Done? to .
1920. . . . The more general argument abaut the dangers
of “spontancm and “selfish’” economism.in the tradc-
unfon movement, though itlustrated by ‘the historic ex-
ample of the late nincteenth-century Byitish labor aris-
tocracy, retains all its force.3?

Currently the concept of “middle-class elements” in labor
and socialist movements is often used to play the same theo-
retical role as the “aristocracy of labor,” a mort privileged,
outside group, misleading the “‘real masses.” Indeed, “middle
class,” or even worse, “petty bourgeois,” has come to be one of
the most common invectives in left debates.

“‘Ih classical Marxist theory, the middle class, or petit-bour-
geoisic, referred to those groups that stood between the big
bourgeoisic and the working class: those who owned-a mod-
erate amount of incorne-carning property, but not endugh to
live ‘on” their profits: without working. The small store-owner
or farmer who works alongside a few employees is a typical
rcpn.scntatlvt.\ of this class. The petit- bourgconsnc was said to
be a “middle” class politically because of its contradigtory
;class*interests; on the one hand, it is in a clearly subordinate
posmon to the blg bourgeoisie, prevented from ever attaining

34 Hlmz Is To Be Done?, 111.E. James Weinstein in the June 1973 issue
of the NAM newspaper has an analysis that reflects this critique of Lenin’s. -
35. {'his'approach reaches its most self-destructive conclusion in inter-
necine left warfare, with different Leninist groups accusing each other of
being a major, or even the major, cause of working-class conservatism.

3() A il enm~ Imperialism, chapter 8

Qmud h Eric Hobsbawm, “L enin and rhe ‘Aristocracy of Labor,’ "
Unn//yly Review, April 1970. Hobsbawm provides an excellent treatment
of the whole question.

38. André Gorz outlifies what would be required to demonstrate the
existence* of an aristocracy of labor, and doubts that it can be done, in
Socialism and Revolution Spp. 3-10. !
39. Hobsbawm, “Lenin and the ‘Aristocracy of Labor.” See also Hobs—
bawm's Iahtmng Men _for essays on British labor and the arlstocracy of
labor theory. Other i interesting articles on the subject can be found in the
April apd June 1970 issues of Monthly Review.



real economic or political importance; on the other hand, as a
property-owning class it fears the attack of the propertyless
masses. Because of these contradictory interests, the petit-
bourgeoisiec may be politically vacillating, shifting between
radical and conservative positions as class alliances change.

“Middle class” does not, to Marxists, mean ‘“‘middle income.”
(What bourgeois sociologists have done with the term is an-
other matter entirely.) “Middle class™ refers, rather, to a rela-
tionship to property, to the means of production. In the United
States today, the middle class, by this definition, includes a
wide range of income levels, overlapping with working class
incomes. Though, of course, the middle class has a higher aver-
age income, both classes include a wide range around their
averages.** Too many leftists use “middle class” to refer to
anyone above median income, s if such income surely taints
class consciousness. They believe the ‘“‘real masses’” are only to
be found “lower and deeper” in the income distribution. Marx
himself did not ex~lain class consciousness as a result of in-
come, but rather as a product of the relationships of produc-
tion. In a well-known passage in Capital, he describes the
worsening of working conditions and alienation with the prog-
ress of capitalism, and concludes that the life of the worker,
“be his payment high or low,” must steadily grow worse. And
Marx and Lenin both identified the most revolutionary class
in Europe as the working class, because of its position in pro-
duction, rather than the clearly much poorer peasantry.*!

In criticizing the theory of the aristocracy of labor and
middle-class contagion of the “pure” working class, we don’t
suggest, of course, that the revolutionary organization abandon
political advocacy and debate. As Marx said, “The call to
abandon . . . illusion . . . is a call to abandon the conditions
that require illusion.” #2

3.SOME OF THE MOST DIFFICULT and emotionally charged
questions facing the left have to do with the sources and the
consequences of revolutionary commitment. On the one hand,
it is hard to remain committed to radicalism. The pressures
against activism are immense and incessant. Where do revolu-
tionaries come from? How can we become, and stay, “‘serious’
about politics?> How can anyone endure a radical awareness of
suffering in the face of the enormous obstacles and disappoint-
ments to be overcome?

On the other hand, the very process of developing com-
mitment transforms revolutionaries in unintended ways. The
struggle to be politically “effective” can lead to cold and
impersonal activity. As Brecht said in a poem about resistance
to the Nazis:

Indeed I live in the dark age,

A guileless word is an absurdity. A smooth
forhead betokens

A hard heart, He who laughs has not yet
heard

The terrible tidings.

Ah, what an age it is

When to speak of trees is almost a crime
For it is a kind of silence about injustice!
And he who walks calmly across the street,
Is he not out of reach of his friends

In trouble?....

I came to the cities in time of disorder

n

When hunger ruled.
I came among men in a time of uprising
And I revolted with them.
So the time passed away
Which on earth was given me.

i
I ate my food between massacres.
The shadow of murder lay upon my sleep.
And when I loved, I loved with indifference.
I looked upon my nature with impatience.
So the time passed away
Which on earth was given me....

You, who shall emerge from the flood

In which we are sinking

Think --

When you speak of our weaknesses,

Also of the dark time

That brought them forth....

For we knew only too well:

Even the hatred of squalor

Makes the brow grow stern.

Even anger against injustice

Makes the voice grow harsh. Alas, we

Who wished to lay the foundations of kind-
ness

Could not ourselves be kind.

But you, when at last it comes to pass
That man can help his fellow man,

Do not judge us

Too harshly.

Furthermore the development ot a group sense of commitment
often leads to collective stereotypes and distortions of reality;
such distortions are reinforced through the same group process
that develops commitment. How can we stay sensitive and
humane as well as effective, realistic as well as dedicated? This
is not a luxury or a personal distraction from the building of a
revolutionary movement: there are too many examples of
small groups of unquestioned dedication and commitiment,
doomed to futility by their hostile styles of relating to people,
and by their collective fantasies about how to talk to the work-
ing class.

Much of the appeal of the Leninist party lies in the answers
it offers to the first set of questions, the problem of commit-
ment. The party discipline, the tightness, the maintenance of a
“pure” and uniform line, aims to create a world apart from
the pressures of daily life, a world in which revolutionary com-
mitment can ve continually developed. As Trotsky described
the self-steeling process the Bolsheviks went through,

Bolshevism created the type of the authentic revolution-
ist who subordinates to historic goals irreconcilable with
contemporary society the conditions of his personal exis-
tence, his ideas, and his moral judgment. The necessary

40. For an attempt to identify middle-class incomes according to a defi-
nition much like the one used here, see Ackerman, Birnbaum, Wetzler,
and Zimbalist, “Income Distribution in the United States,” Review of
Radical Political Economics, vol. 3, no. 3.

41. Many sources document the absence of a simple correlation between
poverty and revolutionary potential. One of the most interesting is the
conclusion to Eric Wolf’s Peasant Wars, in which it is explained why the
poorest peasants are often not the most revolutionary. This is especially
true now, when revolutionary motivation grows from a variety of condi-
tions, as we will argue in section D.

42. Critique of Hegel's “Philosophy of Right.”
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distance from bourgeois ideology was kept up in the
party by a vigilant irreconcilability . . . by a process of:
selection and education, and in continual struggle, the
Bolshevik party created not only a political but a moral
medium of its own, independent of bourgeois social opin-
ion and implacably opposed to it.”’43

But the Leninist party, as it exists in the United States
today, fails to answer the second set of questions] on the
consequences of commitment. In fact it fails for exactly the
same reasons that it seems to succeed in creating commitment.
The Leninist conception of a tightly defined cadre bringing to
the working class a consciousness developed outside the daily
life of the class is not appropriate to the American working
class today. In fact the Leninist approach te organization has
often proved counterproductive; it has created a political lan-
guage and a political focus which hastened the collapse of the
left of the 1960s. The cure for the problem of commitment
has turned out to re”ect and intensity the disease.

In this section we argue against the Leninist form of party
for the United States, as follows: first, the Leninist party was
appropriate and necessary to the conditions of pre-revolution-
ary Russia and China; second, the “new turn toward Leninism”
in the United States in recent years is based on very different
conditions; third, this “new Leninism’’ denies many of the feel-
ings that make people revolutionaries, and misunderstands im-
portant parts of the American working class; finally, it is there-
fore necessary to develop new forms of organization, and new
methods for maintaining political commitment, if we are to
make a revolution in the United States.

In an underdeveloped country, an elitist conception of the
party may be unavoidable. In Czarist Russia, it made sense to
think that specially trained cadre were needed to run an organ-
ization. In addition to the ways in which the dictatorship pre-
vented public organization, discussed above, the experience
and education of the working class made mass participation
difficult. Russian workers were recently of peasant crigin, with
little or no education, no tradition of experience in 1tnions or
voluntary organizations, and no political participation of any
sort. Moreover, intellectuals in a country like Russia were in an
elite position. They had time to read and think, time to de-
velop a fundamental opposition to the whole society. They felt
a sharp contrast between their ideas of what “‘intellectuals”
should be doing in service to their country and the reality of
backward, semi-feudal conditions.

Yet intellectuals also experienced enormous relative material
privilege. If they werce to become and remain revolutionary, it
would require the most rigorous training and collective disci-
pline. After the revolution, as well, third-world countries may
require a form of revolutionary asceticism, due to conditions
of material poverty. Individuals may necessarily give up much
of their personal will and needs to the ¢ollective project of
military struggle and capital accumulation. In this case, the
ascetic restructuring of intellectuals’ personalities involved in
“party discipline” is a method of lessening the cultural dis-
tance between themselves and the masses.

Supporters of the Leninist form of party in North America
and Europe scem to assume that the same arguments apply to
their countries today. Thus Robin Blackburn wrote in defense
of the Leninist party in advanced capitalism:

The charge that the Leninist Party is elitist is in a way
true. But then capitalism generates the most harsh in-
equalities in opportunities of every sort, because there is

vastly unequal provision of education, culture, and free
time. . . . In other words certain people have the privilege
of being able to devote themselves to the revolution and
perhaps sacritice themselves to it in order that a classless
socicty be created. #

As Blackburn adm'ts, this is an elitist conception of thc party.
We, the revolutionary cadre, it says, are entirely different kinds
of people from the workers around us, more able to sacrifice
ourselves, more able to maintain correct ideas, more able to
lead.

Though this view may be necessary for underdeveloped
countries, it is not valid in an advanced capitalist society. The
“new turn toward Leninism” that began among American stu-
dents and ex-students in the late 1960s, and continues today,
has a somewhat ditferent basis than “classical” Leninism had:
objectively it is based on the exaggerated isolation of campus
life from the adult working class; subjectively it is based in the
collapse of the student lett of the sixties.

There 1s a material basis for the remoteness students feel
from other oppressed groups. Campus life is very different
from the life of adult workers, even from the life of college-
educated workers: no fixed work routine, no family responsi-
bilities, often no hassles about commuting or shopping, some-
times even no need to worry about where money is coming
from for four years. Such conditions are, moreover, preserved
for an indefinite length of tme in the “ex-student ghettos™
that form around major university centers and that were popu-
lated in part in the late sixties by radicals and “‘counter-
culturalists.” And of course students are taught to think of
themselves as different from those who don’t go to college.
Such an atmosphere naturally encourages the growth of ver-
sions of Leninism that exaggerate the distance between “intel-
lectuals’ and “masses.”

In the late sixties a number of developments within the new
left and in the “outside” society created deepening disillusion-
ment and bitterness. Instead of remaining focused on the basic
revolutionary task  building a mass revolutionary movement - -
the new lett by the end of the sixties increasingly reflected
many of the worst aspects of capitalism. It demonstrated con-
tempt for non-radicals. Sects were contemptuous and scornful
toward cach other. Prevailing opinion evaluated pcople’s value
according to their rhetoric, their disruptiveness, their hostility.
The experiences of countless people in the new left came to be
filled with guilt, doubt, and fear of politics. Meanwhile, the
most visible sections of the movement continued to fantasize
about “instant revolution” and revolt based on college cam-
puses: in the ultimate expression of that fantasy, some student
“leaders” proclaimed that the revolution had actually arrived
during the May 1970 campus strikes.

Such pain and delusion within the left doverailed with the
increasing repression under Nixon. Many in SDS who remained
committed to revolutionary change came to understand the
new left as full of fantasy, self-indulgent, elitist. A lifelong
commitment to revolution demanded an end to. pretense and
a new kind of seriousness, In addition, the isolation and ridi-
cule radicals experienced even at the hands of other radicals
created enormously powerful needs for tight communities,
“‘hardened against bourgecis encroachments,” in which people

43. Trotsky, The Russian Revolution, vol. 3, chapter 5.

44. Robin Blackburn, “Revolutionary Theory: The New Left and Lenin
Leviathan, vol. 1, no. 6.



could be valued and supported and have their commitment
sustained.

Given these objective and subjective bases, the “‘new turn
toward Leninism’™ is understandable. It is not at all a stupid or
implausible response. It is nonetheless mistaken. The political
assumptions of the new Leninist deny a huge amount of in-
sight and experience in the new left as well, much of that
which was most vital and exciting. It is the tlip side of the ex-
cessively student-centered radicalism of the sixties. Those who
remained political adopted a kind of “ascetic” approach to
politics that at its most developed is a caricature of third-world
revolution. Political activity secemed to be viewed as necessarily
self-denwing and painful (for many, political activity becomes
virtually synonymous with mecetings). More broadly, the new
Leninists came to sce themsclves as alien to the American
working class, actors in other people’s revolution. They forgot
the needs and experiences that had led them to revoiutionary
opposition: their realizations about the pointlessness of their
future jobs, the shallowness of their relationships, the exploita-
tion and hypocrisy involved in sexual rctations, and the bore-
dom of their schoolwork. It was such feelings, coupled with a
growing horror at what American capitalism did to people
around the world and with increcasing sophlstu.mon about the
polmml roots of injustice, that had led to passionate commit-
ment in the first place. But forgetting so much of their roots,
they cut themselves off from the increasingly important stra-
tum of the working class from which they émerged, believing
that the millions of collcgc students were destined to become

“cducated representatives’ of the propertied classes,” as Lenin
described the college-educated stratum of his day.

Higher edutation has expanded rapidly in recent decades;
today about half of all high school graduates go on to start col-
lege, and the proportion has beén stéadily rising. This expan-
sion results from advanced capitalism’s need for a more edu-
cated working class: average educational levels in most job
categories, including blue-collar work, have been rising; and
the jobs requiring the most education, such as teaching, social
work, medicine, and scientific and technical work in industry,
have been afnong the fastest-growing parts of the labor force. #s
But as these occupations have grown they have become pro-
letarianized. Formerly mdependcnt profcssnons have become
routine and bureaucratized: The pay is sometimes better and
the working conditions are usually less hazardous than in fac-
tory work; as Bgb Dylan said, “twenty years of schoolmg and
they put you on “the day shift.” But the educated white-collar
worker is increasingly powerless, alienated and exhausted by
work. <

Morecover, the sections of the working class that don’t go to
college are nonetheless far different from the working class of
Russia. They are litcrate and educated to a degree that no
other working class has ever been. They are capable of, in
many cases already experienced in, working in unfons, gom-
munity groups, and other organizations. They are imbued with
a decp-scated belief in democracy. The “simple” fact of a
40-hour, rather than a 66-hour, week means that workers,
while keeping their jobs, can ake active; even leadership roles
in a revolutionary organization. - y

Socialists today do think differently from most other people
in the working class— they are socialists. But their conscious-
ness is not inaccessible to others; they are not “specially privi-
leged” human beings who have been able to learn about the
facts of capitalism in. a fashion different than anyone clse.
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They are members of the American working class, radicalized
by their experiences of fighting oppression, including their
own, and often inspired by the “external” example of others
the Chinese, Vietnamese, French, ltalians, Chileans, South
Africans.

The revolutionary commitment of those who are now social-
ists will develop as a part of the process of developing con-
sciousness and movement among the masses of other working
people. But there is nothing automatically sclf-sustaining about
revolutionary commitment; one ¢Xperiences constant pressures
trom the society to be “pragmatic” and “realistic.”” Moreover,
as the demise of the new left demonstrated so vividly, revolu-
tionarics are prey to the distortions of feeling and perception
that pervade the broader society; indeed without a clear ideol-
ogy and a method for constant self-correction and support, it
is probably inevitable that they will be so corrupted, losing
contact with the realities of struggle and the broader popula-
tion. Thus any ctfective revolutionary organization must de-
velop a highly effective method of collective criticism and sup-
port, through which pcople can refine their ability to think
critically about political activity and themselves and simul-
tancously feel supported by and accountable to a group. Here
we have much to learn from the Chinese experience. But we
also have to develop sensitivity to the kinds of needs and
processes that are uniquely part of revolution in advanced
capitalist society. Moreover, the organization's structure and
characteristics should facilitate collective unity and self-
consciousness.

C. American class structure

WE HAVE SEEN THAT American Leninism rests on several re-
lated misunderstandings of the American class structure. A
basic step in creating an alternative theory, therefore, must be
the development of a more accurate class analysis.

A highly diversified working class forms the material basis
for revolution in twentieth-century America. Different sectors
of the class will perform essential and unique roles in an emerg-
ing bloc of forces united against capitalism. But to move
toward the unity of the class, and to understand the context
within which a revolutionary organization must operate, it is
important to study the material and structural roots of the
divisions and conflicts which now keep the class fragmented.

What is needed to understand the American class structure
is an analysis of the relationships of production as they affect
different parts of the population. We may begin with defini-
tions of the capitalist class, middle class, and working class.
The capxtallst class consists of those people who own enough
income-earning property. to live without working— the “inde-
.pendently wealthy.” Members of the middle class are those
who own some income-earning property, but not enough to
live on. Subject to the dictates of the market, they control
their own work because they work with their own property.
Perhaps the middle class should be extended to include those
‘who technically own no property, but have some form of status
that allows them to control their own work: such groups as
doctors and lawyers who work for someone else (sclf-employed
doctors and lawyers are middle class according to the classical
definition), tenured professors, famous performers. But these
groups are numerically insignificant (they are a small and de-

45. A readable-account of how the working class has changed in response

to developing capitalism is found in an article by David Cohen and Marvin
Lazerson, “Education and the Labor Force,” in The Capitalist System.
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chning portion of the Census Bureau category of “‘technical
and professional workers,” for instance). The working class is
cveryone else, those who own no important income-carning
property (notice this does not exclude people who own their
own homes and cars, or small savings, stocks, or bonds). The
working class thus consists of people who must work for a
living, under conditions dictated by the capitalist system, and
of people who are directly dependent upon those who must
work.

FFew statistics have been collected on the capitalist class.
Curiously, few social scientists scem to survey them. We may
roughly identify them as the one or two per cent of the popu-
lation %vho own most of the corporate stocks and bonds, and
collect most of the capital gains and dividends.#6

The rough statistical outlines of the middle class and work-
ing class are easy to describe.*” The middle class has been a
rapidly declining percentage of. the labor force: 31 per cent
in 1900, 19 per cent in 1939, 9 per cent in 1969. With the rise
of big business it might be expected that the independent
middle class is simply replaced by salaried managers and offi-
cials (who are technically part of the working class, but in
reality normally identify with the capitalist class, and are in
some cases on their way into it*). However, managers and
officials amounted to only 7 per cent of the labor force in
1969; thus only 16 per cent of the labor force was in middle-
class or managerial occupations, leaving 84 per cent—five-
sixths- -in non-managerial working-class positions. Marx’s pre-
diction that the middle class would be eliminated, and that the
population would be increasingly polarized into a capitalist
class and a working class, has clearly been confirmed.

The structure of the working class has been changing as well
in the twentieth century. Blue-collar workers have remained a
roughly constant thirty-five to forty per cent of the labor force
throughout the century; but there have been significant in-
creases in average skill and educational levels among blue-collar
workers, as the least skilled jobs have been replaced by higher-
skill ones. Farm labor has been rapidly declining; today less
than five per cent of the labor force works on farms. The ex-
panding categories have been professional and technical, cleri-
cal, and service workers; in particular, the fastest-growing occu-
pations have included such groups as teachers, nurses, other
medical workers, waitresses, office workers of all types, and
scientific and technical workers in industry. The economic rea-
sons for these changes within the working class include techno-
logical advances in production, the rise of corporate and state
burcaucracies, and the increasing demand for services such as
health and education.

As the working class has grown in numbers, it has also grown
more diverse. While the working class of 1900 was found largely
in home, factory, and farm, its successor seventy years later
admits of no such simple description. While the mass culture
introduces an important tendency toward homogenization
among the subcultures of different sectors of the class, other
tendencies, such as different racial and ethnic histories, and
varying cducational levels, tend to differentiate sectors. With
growing diversity, the possibility that organizing confined to
one scctor m isolation from others might lead to a total oppo-
sition to capital is increasingly remote. Only organizing efforts
that attempt to link different sectors of the class on a common
class basis offer opportunity for fundamental shifts toward
socialist consciousness.

A model for understanding the differentiation within the

.

working class is provided by the New American Movement's
analysis of sexism. Men and women are scen as playing
complementary roles in production, carrying out different but
interrelated parts of the necessary labor that the working class
must perform:

These social roles and relations are rooted in the sexual
division of production, a division that occurs between the
home and the outside workplace. Goods and services are
produced primarily by men (secondarily by women) on
the outside; while the production of labor power (children
and husbands), the maintenance of daily life and house-
hold services, is performed by women in the home. Social
value is assigned to men’s work outside the home through
the payment of wages while women'’s work in the home
is considered valueless. The sexual division of production
fragments social life into “‘public’” work life and “private”
isolated home life. The relegation of the domestic to the
private and valueless sphere roots the oppression of wom-
en then not primarily in the division of labor— which
subordinates women to men on the job—but in the
sexual division of production which forces women and
the family out of public life.+?

This analysis of the relationship between the labor of house-
wives and that of wage-earners suggests that relations among
various sections of the working class are more complex than
one-dimensional differences in the degree of exploitation. Simi-
lar explanations can be suggested for other divisions within the
working class: they are differences among groups that play
distinct but complementary roles in production. As different
productive roles require different worker characteristics and
personalities, the various groups naturally develop distinct
styles and cultures; prejudices and even oppression of one
group by another may easily result.

Today many diverse kinds of labor are needed to keep capi-
talism running. In particular, two major groups not included in
Marx’s definition of “productive workers’ must be included in
the modern working class: housewives and state employees.
Their labor is organized around the needs of capitalism; their
lives are socially integrated with other parts of the working
class. In short, there is no political sense to excluding house-
wives and state employees from the revolutionary class.

Moreover, both state employees and housewives perform
essential labor under capitalism and their active participation
in the revolutionary movement is a necessity for its success.
State employees of all sorts perform the increasingly central
task of organizing and maintaining civil society --communi-
ties, schools, family life—according to the needs and priori-
ties of capital. And in the home, women are responsible for
much of the terrain of “‘personal’”” and “private” life — through
which children receive their earliest socialization and in which
people see themselves “really living.” Revolt of both sectors
of the work force will politicize social life and will be essential

46. See footnote 40.

47. See Michael Reich, “The Evolution of the United States Labor
Force," in The Capitalist System.

48. The process of absorption of top managers into the capitalist class is
described in G. William Domhoff’s Who Rules America?

49. From the “Political Perspective of the New American Movement,”
June 1972. The analysis of sexism in that document is based on Kathryn
Johnson and Peggy Somers, “The Political Economy of Sexism.”” See also
comments by Anne Farrar and Peggy Somers in Socialist Revolution 10,
and the article by Mariarosa Dalla Costa in Radical America, vol. 6, no. 1.
Zaretsky's article, cited in footnote 21, has a superb historical treatment
of the family and of the increasing importance of the “‘personal realm”
under capitalism.



in bridging the gap between the “public world” or work and
politics and the private world of home and neighborhood life.

The position of wage-carning women workers, as well as
that of housewives, is shaped by sexism and by capitalism’s
need for the productive role of women in the family. The num-
ber of women working outside the home has increased rapidly
since the late 1940s, but this has only partially broken down
the traditionally subordinate role of women. Many of the jobs
open to women in the expanding services sector and in bureauc-
racies place them in roles much like that of housewite and
mother: secretaries, waitresses, nurses. The availability of a
labor force already socialized to supportive and submissive
roles has facilitated the rapid expansion of these sectors of the
economy.>0

The blue-collar industrial work force remains a substantial
group, as indicated by the staustics above. Its disappearance
through automation, as predicted by some of the more extrava-
gant versions of the “new working class™ theories a few years
ago, is not taking place. But the fact that it is a roughly con-
stant proportion of the labor force does'not mean thatitis an
unchanging “core” of “pure proletarians’ (or that at last we've
gone “lower and deeper’” enough). Skill and education levels
have been changing, as noted above. Considerable cultural di-
versity exists within the group; even among white male indus-
trial workers, “generation gaps™ and other divisions cannot be
ignored.®! In addition, two major divisions of productive roles
must be noted within the goods-producing sector of the econ-
omy: the divisions between white and non-white workers, and
between manual and technical workers.

Blacks still face a different labor market from whites-—con-
“fined to the lowest-skill, lowest-paying blue-collar and service
jobs, less likely to be promoted, “last hired and first fired,”
unemployed more often and for longer periods.’> Employers
use a varicty of methods to maintain the separation of black
and white jobs. Blacks may be hired only for temporary or
menial work, or assigned to the hottest, dirtiest, or heaviest
work. This promotes racial antagonism, as white workers sce
themselves having something to protect against blacks—better
jobs- ~while black workers naturally want equality. (The ruling
class did not “‘think up” racism for this purpose; the history of
racism stretches back over many centuries; the ruling class
does, however, consciously or unconsciously, perpetuate racism
because it is useful in preventing working-class unity.) The
racial division of the working class also leads to different per-
sonality styles and cultures. The “‘work ethic,” discipline,
working hard to get ahead, etc., are far more plausible sets of
values for those with long-term jobs offering even slight chances
of promotion (often through artificially created hierarchies of
job ranks), pay increases, and seniority benefits. For those who
find themselves in deadend or temporary jobs with no chance
of acquiring seniority or advancement, the work ethic is more
clearly fraudulent, and casual attitudes toward work, whether
rebellious or fatalistic, are more likely to prevail.

Production has become increasingly dependent on science,
not just for occasional inventions but for a steady stream of
technical changes in the production process. And this has re-
quired the creation of a stratum of technrical workers in indus-
try, one of the fastest-growing parts of the working class. The
separation of scientific from manual work leads on the one
hand to elitism, professionalism, and mystification of knowl-
edge, treating information as private property; on the other
hand, it can lead to anu-intellectual and anti-scientific attitudes
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on the part of those excluded from science. The political sig-
nificance of technicians has been better understood by the
Italian left than by the American. As 1 Manifesto (an Italian
left group with which we find oursclves m considerable agree-
ment) deseribes it

As these social layvers are not a “remnant™ of the feudal
or bourgeois past but a specitic product of capitalist de-
velopment and represent values and needs that are essen-
tial for the revolutionary process, only a critique of sci-
ence and its social roles by those whd produce science
and the professions allows the proletariat to go beyond a
refusal of capitalist technology and organization 33

Under advanced capitalism, the demand for services such as
health and education has also increased. These services employ
workers at a variety of levels (consider the range of occupa-
tions in a hospital), including a substantial number of highly
educated workers: teachers, nurses, social workers, etc. (Doc-
tors are the one medical occupation which represents a declin-
ing proportion of the labor force, due to the restrictions of
supply caused by the AMA and medical schools). These edu-
cated service workers are a largely socially distinct group from
the scientific and technical workers in industry; they share
some of the same problems. such as the potential for profes-
sionalism and eclitism, but have important differences as well.
The contradictory aspects of the humanitarian ideology sur-
rounding work present a major problem for service workers.
On the one hand, it is based on a genuine impulse toward
socially useful work, an impulse that drew many people to
work in services in the first place; on the other hand, under
capitalism, it will always be used to justify ever-greater exploi-
tation of the service workers themselves (“work a little harder
for the patients, dear”). Many former student radicals are now
employed in service work. While this improves the chances for
political action among service workers, it must not become an
excuse for making social services a new “‘key sector.”

The above list by no means exhausts the divisions within the
working class. It should, however, illustrate our method of
approaching these divisions, in the cases of some of the larger
groups of workers. The necessary labor to produce and repro-
duce the capitalist economy and its labor force is fragmented

50. A summary of the contradictory changes women have experienced
in the last twenty years can be found in Sara Evans Boyte's “Out of the
Frying Pan, Into the Fire,” a paper for the NAM socialist-feminist con-
vention reprinted in Woman's Bulletin 2. In the same discussion bulletin,
Judy Henderson’s paper, “On Integrating the Personal and the Political,”
is an affirmation of women's struggle and a provocative discussion of
methods of group support and criticism.

51. A good recent account of the nature and diversity of the industrial
work force is found in Stan Weir, “‘Class Forces in the 1970s,” Radical
America, vol. 6, no. 3.

52. Recent economic research suggests that there is a structural division
in the labor market, which partially explains racial discrimination in em-
ployment: the division between the “primary market” in which workers
are hired for stable, long-term jobs, and the “secondary market™ in which
temporary labor is hired. The division does not exactly follow racial lines,
but of course blacks form a higher percentage of secondary workers. The
reasons for this division in the labor market are only beginning to be ex-
plored; they include such forces as the division of the economy into a
core of monopolistic big businesses and a periphery of small competitive
firms, and the efforts of big business to achieve stable, long-term planning
in as large a sphere as possible, conflicting with the fluctuations of the
market which continue to limit the spread of this stability. See ““Labor
Market Segmentation in American Capitalism” by David Gordon, Rich-
ard Edwards, and Michael Reich (mimeo, 1973), or Theories of Poverty
and Underdevelopment by David Gordon. James O'Connor attempts to
integrate these points in Fiscal Crists, chapter 1.

53. 1l Manifesto, Thesis 91.
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into complementary, but individually incomplete, sectors. Each
sector has different work relationships, and therefore different
training, education, skills, personalitics. Often sectors of the
working class will form their own social groups, neighbor-
hoods, and cultures, including, at times, distinct hostility to
other sectors. But it is the capitalist system which organizes,
directs, and coordinates their separate labors. It is the capitalist
class alone which benefits from the manner in which the work
and life of the American people are presently structured and
divided. This is what socialists must explain’in our effort to
achieve class unity against the common enemy; this is. the sense
in which the ‘“‘revolutionary alliance of all the oppressed’ must
be reformulated to be adequate to the present.

Different sectors of the working class will play different
roles in the revolutionary process, and will enrich the revolu-
tionary alliance with perspectives and ideas drawn both from
each group’s particular history of oppression and from the con-
scious negation of its role under capitalism. Clearly all mem-
bers of the working class do not, at any particular moment,
have equal potential for political action. But the question of
where to organize, of which groups are possible and important
to mobilize right now, must be considered more carefully,
and answered less sweepingly, than is common on the left.54
Rather than debating, for instance, whether factory workers or
office workers are in general a more leading sector, it is impor-
tant to examine particular factory and office situations. The
same job category, ‘‘secretaries, stenographers, and typists,” in-
cludes women in large impersonal typing pools with supervisors
checking how fast they type, and women who have been per-
sonal secretaries to the same man for twenty years. Obviously
the political potential of these two kinds of secretaries is
vastly different. For a fully adequate analysis, not only the
structure of the workplace, but also the family and community
life and cultural background of workers, and the history of
past attempts to organize, must be considered.5’

But a revolutionary alliance within advanced capitalism must
rest upon an essential egalitarianism and an understanding of
the common humanity of all who are oppressed. Our answer
to the key sector theory is that all the major sectors of the
(non-managerial) working class are interdependent and neces-
sary parts of a revolutionary movement; though at any one
time some will be more politically advanced than others, none
alone is sufficient, and none is the “key” to the others. The
revolutionary movement must handle “contradictions among
the people” with strength and determination, but also with
profound respect for the capacity of all working people to
grow and change. And it must recognize that the differences in
status and power within the working class are vastly over-
shadowed by the qualitative improvement in life for all people
that a humane socialist society would inaugurate.

D. The revolutionary process

REVOLUTION IN ADVANCED capitalist society has a dual char-
acter: it combines the revolt against scarcity, against poverty
and material deprivation, with the revolt against authority and
alicnation.56 The relationship between the two forms of revolt
has been distorted by virtually all left groups, Leninists and
others; it is an essential relationship for socialists to understand.

Most of the world’s population and a significant minority
of the American population life in terrible poverty. Huge num-
bers of people are hungry, without shelter and adequate clothes.
For starving, physically brutalized masses of people, the revo-

lution is first against scarcity: revolutionary commitment grows
first from an understanding that socialism will offer previously
unimagined abundance for themselves, their comrades, their
children.57 But much of the population of the United States,
and increasingly of the other advanced capitalist countries,
lives at a level of at least modest physical comfort. Even in
these countries socialism will provide a more secure physical
existence; but people who are already living in reasonable
physical comfort will not become revolutionaries solely to end
material scarcity. The women'’s, gay, and student movements,
the intensifying struggle for worker control in industry and
services, even elements of the environmental movement have
begun to express visions of a qualitatively new society growing
out of rebellion against coercion. André Gorz summarizes the
new form of revolt succinctly: “Revolutions are made not to
get more (or of course less) of what we already have, but to get
something altogether’ different that will put an end to condi-
tions that are felt to be unbearable.” 58

Our revolution must synthesize these two strands of revolu-
tionary motivation. It must be able to understand and unite
those who are demanding work and those who are refusing
work, those who are asking for housing and those who demand
that housing developments be planned creatively and demo-
cratically, those who demand food and those who demand an
end to psychic coercion of the mass culture to buy what they
don’t need. No matter how affluent the United States becomes,
the revolt against scarcity will always retain an important role.
Most of humanity exists within scarcity conditions, and United
States imperialism profits from and perpetuates that situation.
To isolate the revolution in advanced capitalism from the
struggles and poverty of the third world would be to live in a
chauvinist fantasy. The revolutionary process will develop only
through a high degree of international understanding and soli-
darity; a part of the post-revolutionary work will be the use of
modern technology and affluence to end poverty throughout
the world. Moreover, American capitalism shows no tendency
toward eliminating all internal poverty. Indeed, it may be use-
ful to the system to preserve it, especially in an ethnically or
racially distinct minority, which can be channeled into the
worst jobs, used as a scapegoat for other workers’ hostilities,
and as evidence that the majority of workers are, in fact, better
off than someone. (Northern European capitalism, finding it-
self without any blacks to play this role, has imported tempo-
rary labor from southern Europe, which tends to confirm the
idea that capitalism has a structural need for such a group.)
Finally, even the “mainstream” of the working class has no

54. Fora helpful approach to this question, and avalid critique of NAM’s
frequent reluctance to discuss the political potential of different groups
of workers, see Randy Bregman, Tom Kuna, and Nancy Lee, “Organizing
among Teachers,” NAM Discussion Bulletin 4.

55. An excellent example of such an analysis, for a different time and
place, is E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class. What
the American left needs is a specific understanding of the various parts of
the working class on the concrete level of Thompson’s analysis, not
sweeping generalizations—and dismissals —of major groups of workers.
56. See Andrew Feenberg, “Marxist Theory and Socialist Society: A Di-
lemma” for an intriguing and provocative discussion of the two dimen-
sions to revolution and their importance in differing situations (in News-
letter on Comparative Studies of Communism, vol. 6, no. 3).

57. The great Leninist parties in the underdeveloped countries combined
the struggle for material well-being with a vision of the new society to be
built collectively. Yet the leading aspect in such revolutions was neces-
sarily a revolt against poverty.

58. Socialism and Revolution.



guarantee that its modest comfort will be uninterrupted; infla-
tion, food and fuel shortages, unemployment, and incredible
waste are constantly imposed on it by the marvelous workings
of the “market system.”

But while keeping in mind the continuing importance of
the revolt against material deprivation, it is also important to
be aware of the rising role of the revolt against coercion,
which is of course related. Whatever the level of material afflu-
ence, capitalism organizes all social life in accordance with its
values and priorities: efficiency, rationality, profit maximiza-
tion. With advancing capitalism, whole sectors of the class de-
velop new needs and hopes that capitalism is unable to satisfy
——for community, for personal expression and self-discovery,
for creative work that serves other people, for directness and
honesty, for nonexploitative sexual relations, for new, non-
instrumental relationships with nature. It is this complex of
needs that forms the basis for what we call the revolt against
authority. On the average, real incomes have increased dramati-
cally over the past generation; most American workers are well
aware that they are living in greater physical comfort than
their parents did. They will not be impressed if we try to
deny this. It is true that a socialist system could have pro-
duced more comfort with the same resources; under capitalism
growth is accompanied by urban sprawl, disintegration of the
central cities, pollution, and twenty varieties of toothpaste.
However all this only slows——it does not reverse—the trend
toward rising affluence.

Rising affluence does not end capitalist oppression; it only
changes its forms. And the struggle against that oppression
goes on as a struggle against all forms of authoritarianism and
coercion, toward a vision of “free conscious activity.” Marx
described that vision as resting upon the possibilities that
emerge only in an advanced economy:

The realm of freedom only begins, in fact, where that
labor which is determined by need and external purposes,
ceases. . . . Freedom in this field cannot consist of any-
thing else but the fact that socialized mankind, the associ-
ated producers, regulate their interchange with Nature
rationally . . . accomplish their task with the least expen-
diture of energy. . . . Nevertheless, this always remains a
realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of
human potentiality for its own sake, the true realm of
freedom.?

We do not expect an abrupt transition from revolt against
scarcity to revolt against authority. There is no particuler in-
come level at which a family puts aside the concerns of poverty
and enters a realm of post-scarcity anti-authoritarianism. Often
one group of workers, even one person, resists both material
and cultural oppression at once; often both are combined in
one struggle. But in a long period of rising affluence, the rela-
tive importance of the struggle against authority necessarily
increases. There is no longer any possibility of “deciding”
which kind of revolution to have; we must have both together.
Capitalism in the United States, and very likely in Europe and
Japan, has passed a watershed of sorts; it has attained suffi-
cient material prosperity for a majority of the working class
that the revolution can no longer be based solely on rebellion
against material deprivation.

The duality of the revolutionary process has rarely been
understood by the left in this country. Most leftists have sim-
ply, unambiguously, grasped one or the other horn of the
dilemma, sometimes even switching back and forth in response
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to past failures. On the one hand, the exclusive importance of
the revolt against forms of authority has been proclaimed by
“cultural revolutionaries,”’ anarchists, and certain of the most
self-centered and self-indulgent parts of the student, women’s,
and gay movements. At its worst, this leads to an insensitivity
to the needs of other oppressed groups that can border on
class prejudice and racism.

On the other hand, American Lenjnists often commit the
opposite error, insisting on the exclusive importance of the
struggle against hunger and material deprivation. It is not sur-
prising that this is the result of indiscriminate adoption of
Lenin’s strategy and tactics; Lenin developed his ideas in lead-
ing a revolution that was primarily (though not entirely) a
revolt against hunger and poverty. But the simple mimicking
of Lenin has done considerable damage to the development of
a revolutionary movement in the United States. For when
those who are struggling against coercion and capitalist-formed
repressions confront Leninists, they are often told that their
concerns are ‘“‘middle-class luxuries,”’ distractions from the
“real” struggle.60 This produces some guilty converts to Lenin-
ism, who renounce their experience as irrelevant; more often
it produces discouraged movement dropouts, who renounce
revolutionary politics. American Leninists see criticism of the
work ethic and attempts to form new social felationships as
luxuries. The priority that they place upon the revolt against
scarcity has led them to champion the social and sexual repres-
sions that Western capitalism employed, and the Soviet Union
emulated, in order to promote industrialization. Both the Com-
munist Party and the Revolutionary Unton condemn homo-
sexuality and deviations from the nuclear family. American
Leninists’ underestimation of cultural forms of oppression
makes it difficult for them to deal adequately with the per-
sonal, subjective aspects of working-class division, such as the
psychosocial side of racism and sexism. This failure makes it
difficult for Leninists to understand the gevolt against the re-
pressions and self-denials that capitalism demands.

The errors of American Leninism stem from two sources.
First, Leninist groups assume that state repression is the pri-
mary instrument of ruling-class domination. We have argued
that that is the case in many autocratic third-world countries,
where foreign imperialism tied to domestic ruling classes has
undermined the ruling classes’ legitimacy. The situation is far
different in the United States. Here the ruling class rules first
through “consent” and acquiescence, through the contradic-
tory and confused ideas people have internalized. The revolu-
tionary movement must clarify class relationships in this coun-
try and build a revolutionary culture through struggle against
the bourgeois order. Secondly, Leninists minimize the role of
white-collar, service, technical, and household workers in a
revolutionary movement, and disregard the increasingly impor-
tant ‘“‘revolt against authority” which emanates from many
sections of the working class.

59. Capital, vol. 3, p. 820.

60. Leninists in the third world are far more sensitive to the “subjec-
tive.” Mao, for instance, described the party’s approach to the masses’
values and beliefs in these terms: “It often happens that objectively the
masses need a certain change, but subjectively they are not yet conscious
of the need. . -. In such cases, we should wait patiently. We should not
make the change until, through our work, most of the masses have be-
come conscious of the need and are willing and determined to carry it
out. . . . There are two principles here: one is the actual need of the
masses rather than what we fancy they need, and the other is the wishes
of the masses, who must make up their minds instead of our making up
their minds for them.”” Selected Works, vol. 3.
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Because of these errors, Leninist parties, despite their un-
deniable hard work and dedication, will be unable to unify the
American working class and lead a socialist revolution in the
Vaited Srates. The new circumstances of advanced capitalism
require new strategics and new forms of organization.

v

IN THIS SECTION, we outline the kind of revolutionary organ-
ization we need for the present-day United States. The nature
of this organization will grow both from an understanding of
the revolutionary process in advanced capitalism and from the
nature of the socialist society that the revolution will inaugu-
rate.

The organization we are describing will not grow out of thin
air. Nor are we waiting for it to do so: we are/both active in
the New American Movement. But clearly what we are describ-
ing is a much larger, more powerful organization than NAM is
at present; it is what we hope will grow out of our work in
NAM, cither through the development of NAM alone or
through mergers with other groups. We urge individuals and
local groups who agree with this paper to join NAM.

There are important aspects of Lenin’s thought which our
organization should adopt, as we argued in sectian 1. Above
all, we need the rcvolntiomr&’ determination of Lenin, the con-
viction that socialism is a possibility and that what we do
makes a difference in malsing v #°réality” We reject cconomism.
We recognize the role of state power as the ultimate defender
of capitalism. As in Lenin’s day, the revolutionary movement
must be based on an alliance of all oppressed groups; in creat-
ing that alliance, the problems of racism, nationalism, and im-
perialism are crucial ones to face.

But, as we argued in section 1, there are important ways
in which our organization should differ from American Lenin-
ism. We do not need a secret, hierarchical party preparing to
engage in military struggle. Rather, we must win far greater
open political support and participation; for that we need a
publicly democratic organization, one that understands the
nature of American capitalism, how it rules more immediately
through ideology than through force. We reject-narrow sterco-
types of the working Class and its problems: revolutionaries
are members of the same class as the “masses,” facing the same
day-to-day problems, but with a specific view of how to over-
come those problems. We need to understand the diversity of
the American working class, and thus understand the impor-
tance both of reaching out to other strata who are not much
in the movement yet, and of respecting the role of, and ex-
panding our base among, those strata in which we are currently
strongest. Finally, we must remember the dual nature of the
revolutionary process: the revolt against scarcity and the revolt
against authority must be combined, rather than opposed, to
create révolution in the United States.

Our description of the revolutionary organization is inti-
mately connected to our vision of the future socialist society.
To create an authentically democratic society, which values
the free development of each individual as well as of the social
whole, the socialist organization and movement must come to
embody and reflect such goals.

We envision a socialist society which is democratic in every
sphere of life.#! 1t will be based in workplace and neighbor-
hood councils, which will combine into larger bodies for metro-
politan, regional, and national government functions. To main-

tain dircct democracy, and control over policy by those it af-

fects, decisions will be made as locally as possible. For some

arcas, such as housing and child care. this means very decentral-
ized local planning; for others, such as transportation and

energy production, metropolitan and national planning will be

essential. It is not a question of drawing up blueprints in ad-~
vance, but of establishing the general principles. Many ygars of .
experimentation will doubtless be required to determine the

optimum level of decentralization of different functions.

Eliminating inequality will be a major goal of a socialist soci-
ety: there will be an immediate floor and ceiling on incomes,
to end the extremes of inequality at once; and the socicty will
move beyond that, toward increasing equality, perhaps by
making more and more things free rather than by equalizing
money incomes. The commitment to equality does not, how-
ever, mean that the revolution will exprépriate the personal
possessions of middie-income people; its primary purpose is to
unite the people in expropriating the means of production, the
enormous productive wealth and power of corporate America.
Private control of the means of production is the most impor-
tant source of inequality today; climinating it is far more
urgent than the final, perfect equalization of incomes within
the working class.52

Socialism will be based on respect for the equal worth and
integrity of each individual; it will allow the creation of non-
sexist, non-racist, cgalitarian relationships, by eliminating the
materidl basis of sexism, racism, and hierarchy. It will respect
the freedom of belief and of social experimentation of indi-
viduals and small groups, so long as they do not hurt others.
The major obligation which will be imposed on individuals
will be to share the socially necessary unpleasant work; but
when the vast amounts of wasteful and harmful activity pres:
ently existing in the United States economy are stopped, the
necessary work will probably be well below forty hours a
weck. Furthermore, necessary work will decline over time, as
the new meaning and possibilitics of socialism in an already
industrialized country are realized: the goal of <ocialism will
not be to work hard to accumulate and industrialize, as in past
socialist revolutions, but rather to reduce the necessary work
involved in maintaining the society, to create the realm of
“free conscious activity " uncocreed by economic need.

There will continually be difficult decisions to make. The
nature of the sociery’s responsibility to formerly oppressed
minoritics, and to third-world countries, will not be casy to
define and agrec on. New forms of democracy will have to be
created: for instance, how can workers’ and consumers’ inter-
ests be balanced in running industry? How can democratic
access to mass media be assured? But there will be more inter-

61. 1he phrase “dictatorship of the proletariat™ conveys the exact oppo-
site of our vision of socialism, and is one of the least helpful parts of
Marxist jargon as it has developed on the left. Whatever elaborate ration-
ales may be presented for the phrase, it will always suggest to people out-
side the left that we are advocating the worst, most dictatorial features of
socialist countries, such as Stalinism in Russia. (See Paul Breines’s review
of The Essential Stalin in Telos 15 for an insightful analysis of Stalin and
his renewed popularity on the left.)

62. In Fansben William Hinton explains how the Chinese Communists
learned that promoting immediate, total equality within vil mis-
directed the anger of poor peasants toward the middle peasants who were
just slightly better off, rather than uniting both against the real enemies,
the biggest landlords, the generals, and the Kuomintang. There is a lesson
for the American left to learn from this. People with incomes between,
say, $15,000 and $30,000 are not the ruling class; we should avoid mis-
directing our attack at them and their living standards.



est in political participation than at present, because it will be
more possible to affect the decisions that are made —apathy
today is often a rational response to powerlessness.

The tasks of the revolutionary organization arc¢ defined by
this vision of the socialist society, and by the nature of the
revolutionary. process that will lead to socialism. There are four
major functions of the revolutionary organization: popular
mobilization; creation of a “culture of resistance”; advocacy
of a socialist vision and strategy; and, cyentually, contesting
for state power and transforming the state.63

In the first instance, the revolutignary organization must
assist the self-organization of the working class in workplaces,
communities, schools, and other settings. It does so to create a
network of popular institutions, free of ruling-class control,
that will provide the basis for the revolutionary movement,
and will become the direct organs of democracy in the future
socialist society. The essential feature of such popular institu-
tions, in addition to internal democracy, is that they go beyond
a defensive role, beginning to take the offensive against capital-
ism. This means challenging capitalist authority in new ways,
questioning hitherto sacred budgetary and administrative pri-
orities, rejecting the established notions of what constitutes a
“responsible”” organization and ‘‘reasonable” demands. The
conditions we need to live and work “reasonably” often strike
capitalism as entirely unreasonable. It is this perspective, above
all, that we should bring to our organizing efforts.

Though we convey arrogance toward capitalism, we must
avoid it toward other workers. Organizing does not consist of
“expert” organizers, armed with this paper or any other theo-
retical work, coming in and laying a structure on people.
Socialists must be sensitive to the needs and feelings of people
around them, not imposing any preconceptions about which
aspects of capitalist oppression ‘‘should’” be most important.
To understand other people we must understand ourselves,
not as “outside cadre” but as people with the same kinds of
lives and problems as those we would ‘“‘organize.”” On doing
this we make a discovery that at first might seem to have
little to do with our political analysis: we need the support of
the people around us, in countless little ways, to survive—
advice from other workers in learning the informal, as well as
the f§rmal, rules at work; cooperation in covering up for each
other in the face of the boss; help when our cars break down,
in arranging child care, and so on. ’

This is not an accidental or unstructured process. Recent re-
search suggests that the working class constantly self-organizes
into informal defensive groups to fight back against capitalist
power. In the workplace, studies have revealed the functions
of informal work groups that limit production and maintain
some control over the work process:

There is ample evidence . . . to suggest strongly that the
discipline of informal work groups has a major effect in
day-to-day relations on the shop floor. . . . From the
standpoint of the worker, the control by the work group
of production is closely bound up with wage stability,
job security, working conditions, social interaction, work
satisfaction, relation to management, and even psycho-
logical satisfaction .
It turns out that even union organization, often taken by left-
ists as the paradigm of mass activity, must, if it is to be success-
ful, be based on a confederation of pre-existing informal work
groups. The task of socialist organizers in informal work groups
is twofold: to help make their functioning and existence the
object of conscious understanding and direction by working
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people themselves, and to help different “‘cellular” groups to
combine and coordinate their activities. Organizations and
struggles we attempt to build, in the workplace or elsewhere,
must grow out of existing informal social group structures, or
rapidly create new ones, if they are to succeed.

In workplace organizing we must face the question of the

‘relationship of socialists to unions. Unfortunatcly there is no
.simple answer. Unions are defensive orgamizasions of workers,

protecting wages, hours, and sometimes conditions of work. As
such, all but the most corrupt and self-interested of unions de-
serve our support. On the other hand, the position of unions,
as defensive, non-revolutionary organizations, compcl;' them
to play a conservative role; disciplining their members to work
onge a contract is signed, suppressing other issues in order to
gain bigger wage settlements. (In addition to the intrinsic pres-
sure of the situation, of course, the conscious efforts of many
union leaders steer unions in a conservative direction; but it
would be a mistake to pose the issue simply as one of “‘mis-
leadership.”) Thus thefe will be situations in which it is appro-
priate to work directly in unions, and even more often in rank-
and-file caucuses within unions; but this cannot be a complete
program for workplace’ activity, even in those workplaces that
have unions. There is no direct or natural trafsition from the
defensive, “responsible”” posture of unions, even unions with
honest leaders, to the offensive against capitalism which work-
ers’ councils must take. We should create our own organiza-
tions, separate from the necessarily bureaucratized and govern-
ment-regulated structures of unions; and we should remain
open to issues and struggles outside of those that unions can
raise. y

Similar problems emerge in the question of socialist electoral
campaigns. The advocates of a socialist clectoral strategy in
NAM have effectively described the growing role of the state
in economic and social life, and have urged electoral and other
challenges to state policies which serve the ruling class. Elec-
toral activity, however, even more than union work, has built-
in pressures toward reformism and can, moreover, foster illu-
sion about a purely electoral route to socialism. Socialist clect

" toral activity should be seen as a tactic that can at times aid

the popular, non-electoral movement. To overcome the re-
formist pressures of electoral involvement, any elected socialist
officials must be directly accountable to non-electoral mas:
organizations.

The primary goal of the revolutionary organization at pres-
ent must be building a movement--a network of autonomous
working-class institutions. The movement never grows strictly
within capitalist institutions, whether workplaces, schools, or
the electoral system; it never accepts as “‘given’’ the ways in
which social reality is divided and structured by capitalism.
The movement is always a hybrid: its units exist partially with-
in institutions, but also have ties across and outside of institu-
tional boundaries. The movement grows through forms of asso-
ciation that people can claim as ““their own,” within which new
consciousness and new forms of relationship can develop,
leadership can emerge, people can compare and organize their
experiences, past histories of struggle can be uncarthed. In a
classic study of the formation of working-class consciousness

63. For similar attempts to outline the functions of a revolutionary or-
ganization, sce André Gorz, Socialism and Revolution, pp. 53-69, and
the paper by Miles Mogelescu in NAM Discussion Bulletin 3.

64. M. Guttman, “Primary Work Groups,” Radical America, vol. 6, no.
3, pp. 81-83. More information on this will be published soon in an
anthology edited by Paul Rosenstein and Stan Weir.
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in a different era, E. P. Thompson points to the importance of
independent “people’s institutions”:

The countryside was ruled by the gentry, the towns by
corrupt corporations, the nation by the corruptest corpo-
ration of all; but the chapel, the tavern, and the home
were their own. In the “unsteepled” places of worship
there was room for a free intellectual life and for demo-
cratic experiments.5

This is the environment we must create, not in a dreamy, iso-
lated ‘‘counterculture,” but within the process of political
struggle.

Despite the generally bleak atmosphere on the left recently,
some promising beginnings have been made toward defining
“new forms of struggle.”” Strike support and boycott coalitions
have been some of the most widespread an ' durable forms cre-
ated by the left: support for the Shell, Farah, and United Farm
Workers strikes has been a major activity of NAM chapters,
and other left groups, in the past year.66 In Minneapolis, NAM
played a leading role in a coalition of left- and right-wing
groups, which defeated the joint efforts of the Democratic and
Republican parties and the downtown businessmen to build a
huge domed stadium, and went on to force an amendment to
the city charter requiring a referendum on any major bond
issues by the city in the future.6’7 And in several other cities,
new mass organizations have developed, uniting different con-
stituencies, in some cases integrating workplace and commu-
nity movements.58 Finally, the socialist electoral campaign of
1973 in San Francisco, undertaken by NAM and other groups,
is built on concrete ties to different community and workplace
struggles and sees itself as aiding those struggles by contesting
ruling-class policies; such ties may be able to overcome the
problems inherent in electoral work —much practical experi-
ence will be required to evaluate the results.$? None of these
are perfect models for socialist organizing; but, examined criti-
cally, they nonetheless suggest exciting possibilities for mass
mobilization in the mid-1970s.

The tasks of mobilizing and organizing popular groups and
struggles suggest certain specific features of the revolutionary
organization: although it encourages and allows a diversity of
forms, its basic organizing unit will be the working collective,
based in communities and workplaces. As the revolutionary
organization grows in an area, networks will have to be created
to coordinate and link particular groups’ work. Such collec-
tives will be open and democratic; moreover they will not de-
mand “total commitment” and “self-sacrifice”: they will re-
spect the complex and varied needs of their members, for time
to themselves, and for a variety of activity, for play. But the
groups will be highly self-conscious and politicized; they will
continually analyze concrete situations and examine broad
questions of strategy and theory. And they will themselves ful-
fill many of the members’ needs for social life and creative
work.

A second function of the revolutionary organization is par-
ticipation in the creation of a “culture of resistance.”” A move-
ment cannot survive through formal politics alone; to endure
and grow it must become a way of life, encompassing new
forms of social life, entertainment, and communication, and
creating counter-institutions and service projects—food co-
ops, free clinics, etc.- -in those areas of life where they are
possible. (It is in the nature of capitalism that alternative steel
mills and city governments are not possible; thus a purely
counter-institutional strategy for change is doomed to failure.)

The cultural and practical needs of movement-building suggest
that the revolutionary organization will also need to develop
and support a wide range of organizing, research, cultural, and
artistic centers.

One of the most creative aspects of the new left was its con-
cern with “culture” and with the contradictions of social life
under capitalism. The efforts of the new left to build counter-
institutions began to tap the explosive needs people have to get
out of isolated homes, meet people, and participate directly in
social activities (the songs of the sixties are full of startling and
haunting laments about lost community, loneliness, isolation—
with occasional notes of optimism: “There’ll be dancing in the
streets”’). And the new left began to develop a counter-vision
of human culture to correspond to the counter-institutions:
the vision of an egalitarian and free community 'in which-
masses of people from different backgrounds can participate
and express themselves.

Yet the new left lacked a clear vision of a society in which
such a revolutionary culture could be sustained; it lacked a
strategy for relating culture to class struggle, in a way that
could involve the non-young, non-student sectors of the work-
ing class. Eventually politics and culture diverged even within
the “youth revolt”: as new left politics became more exotically
militant and self-isolating, the counterculture became elitist
and commercialized. Promising instant liberation, the counter-
culture in fact reproduced the racial, sexual, and hierarchical
contradictions in the broader society.

A successful resistance culture must be more directly tied to
a political movement, and political consciousness, than was the
counterculture of the late 1960s. Examples of such a political
culture can be seen in the civil rights movement of the early
1960s, in the labor movement of the 1930s, and above all in
the IWW. One indicator of the role of culture in these move-
ments was their singing, often an effective form of propagan-
dizing as well as a source of collective encouragement: in 1914
an academic survey found that half of the migrant workers in
California “‘knew in a rough way the-—for them curiously at-
tractive — philosophy of the .WW. and could also sing some of
its songs.”’7° By contrast, the widespread inability of American
leftists today to sing anything more than half-remembered
commercial rock songs shows how far rhe passive consumer
culture of capitalism has impoverished us, and how badly we
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‘need an active culture of working-class resistance.

Such a culture would also have important implications for
the internal life of the revolutionary organization. Within the
organization there will be a constant struggle to transcend
racist, sexist, and elitist behavior. But the terms of that struggle
must be far different from the practice of the new left. The
organization must understand the different ways people ex-
press their feelings and ideas-—not simply, as college-educated
people sometimes expect, through intellectual and verbal
means. Fundamentally, the organization must not constantly
condemn and judge people harshly; it must create am environ-
ment that profoundly values and supports its members, and
gives recognition and reinforcement to attempts to change.

A third function of the revolutionary organization is con-
stant advocacy of a socialist vision and strategy. Whenever
socialists play an important role in mass organizations, they
should be publicly explicit about their ideas and political per-
spectives. This is a major difference between our approach and
that of many left groups which see themselves as a secret cadre
working in mass organizations or front groups: too often the
cadre keeps its political views on all but the simplest issues a
secret from the masses, seeking to recruit individuals into the
cadre, but not to encourage, or even to allow, the development
of radical politics in the mass organization. The Communist
Party’s role in unions after 1934, and the Socialist Workers
Party’s role in the anti-war movement in recent years, are clas-
sic examples of this approach. Unlike the ‘“‘secret cadre” style
of these and similar examples, we should not try to work our
way into leadership positions as “honest militants” without re-
vealing our political views. When we play leadership roles in
working-class organizations, they must be based on mass under-
standing and acceptance of our ideas, not just on personal
trust, This is the only way to avoid the sense of betrayal people
would feel on finding out they have been “infiltrated” by
socialists; and it is also the only way to combat the immense
institutional pressures on all leaders to be “responsible’” and
compromising reformists.

Clearly, being “publicly socialist” must be more than an-
nouncing a religious conviction. Equally clearly, it must usually
mean less than demanding that mass organizations themselves
become socialist. The role of socialists in mass organizations
should be to advocate strategies which create class polariza-
tion, and thereby develop a basis for socialist consciousness
throughout the organization. Two questions are at the heart of
such strategies: who will pay for proposed reforms, and who
will make the decisions about their nature and implementation.
(The questions correspond loosely to the two strands of revo-
lutionary motivation discussed earlier.) -

The new left most often failed to ask the first question
clearly. But it is essential if we are to rebuild the left on more
solid grounds. Rather than participating in struggles, for in-
stance, in which middle-income taxpayers are asked to pay for
increases in welfare payments, or white workers are asked to
give up their jobs for blacks, socialists must argue for struggles
that demand that reforms be paid for by the ruling class.

The new left was more accurate in its insistence upon the
question of control. Yet it failed to press the issue beyond de-
mands for popular control of particular institutions or vaguely
defined communities. It is important to move beyond the
formulations of “community control’”’ of the 1960s, to find
methods for demanding that power be shifted to alliances rep-
resenting diverse sections of the working class.
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The need for advocacy of socialism also affects the internal
life of the revolutionary organization. The organization’s in-
ternal functioning should be, and will inevitably be considered
by others as, a “preview” of the kind of socialist democracy
we want to create. Thus the organization must be thoroughly,
openly democratic at every level, with its internal life and de-
bates open to public view. However, this is not meant to en-
dorse the anti-leadership-and anti-structure views which are
popular among many independent leftists. Important issues
must be decided in reasonable lengths of time, by votes if
necessary; once decisions are_reached there must be strong
elected leadership with the authority to carry out the group’s
will,

The principles of internal organization are fixed, but the
forms are not. The organization allows complete autonomy in
the formation of subgroups around particular issues, geographi-
cal areas, or types of oppression. Aware of the continuing
problems of divisions and antagonisms within the working
class, even among those committed to overcoming them, the
organization allows all-women, all-black, etc., chapters and
caucuses. Similarly, quotas may be established for racial and
sexual balance in leadership.

The revolutionary organization requires discipline (more,
for instance, than NAM has had in the past); but, as Rosa Lux-
emburg put it, it must not be a “regulated docility” but rather
“the self-discipline and organization of a class struggling for its
emancipation.” Ultimately the discipline, the unity, the inter-
nal democracy that the organization neéds cannot come from
structure alone They grow from a shared commitment, from
a constant, organic growth in perspective and understanding,
from a deep collective trust and respect which permeates the
organization, even as it grows in size. Such a collective life
must grow from the basic assumptions of the organization,
from its warmth, its boldness, its honesty, from its emphasis
on the importance and dignity of each member. This is not an
alternative to, not a different emphasis from, the political
struggle. For it is only among people engaged in common
struggle that the beginnings of socialist relationships can be
created.

The mutual trust and self-discipline will be all the more cru-
cial when it comes to the fourth function of the revolutionary
organization, taking state power and transforming the state
into a true socialist democracy. This will involve at some point
a qualitative change in the nature of the organization, for the
ruling class will not simply surrender without a fight. But, as
explained in section III, this situation is sufficiently far off
that it is counterproductive to begin structural preparations
for it now. Moreover, haw a transfer of power to the working
class will occur is a complex question. For instance, a socialist
electoral victory may very well legitimize the primarily non-
electoral transfer of power to workers’ councils, as proponents
of an “electoral strategy” within NAM have argued. On the
other hand, an over-reliance on an electoral strategy and the
“neutrality” of the state, and an under-reliance on popular
mobilization, fatally crippled the victory of the Popular Unity
coalition in Chile.”!

To most people the growth of a powerful, many-faceted so-
cialist organization and a massive popular movement for social-
ism seem like an impossible fantasy. Furthermore, the break-up

71. A remarkably prescient discussion of the situation in Chile, written
before the coup, can be found in Kyle Steenland, “‘Chile at the Cross-
roads,” New Left Review 78 and Socialist Revolution 15.
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of the new left caused many activists to feel disillusioned and
uncertain. Finally, the turn toward Leninism starting in the
late 1960s enclosed some remnants of the left in a political
language that is ineffective and inappropriate to an advanced
capitalist environment (despite the good will and determina-
tion of its proponents).

Yet objective conditions and new developments within the
left give great cause for hope. The empire is shaken by internal
crises and defeat abroad. Massive numbers of people are open
to new directions; conventional liberalism is exhausted. And
the socialist vision itself is a force of enormous potential
power, a vision that can shatter the imaginative bonds of capi-
talism and help give meaning and substance to our future. We
can, today, build a revolutionary organization and a popular
movement that will begin realizing the immense possibility
for socialism in the United States. =]





