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From the New Deal to the New Left

The United States is the only nation in the OadvancedO capitalist world without a
significant left partywhether labor or socialist’communi&tthough these parties have
existed since 1828 at the local level when many citiesNm#tingmen®Parties; the
Socialist Party made important electoral inroads at the turn of theez@ury; and the
Communists were key ganizers of the mass industrial union and other social
movements in the 1930s and 1930s, in geeraricans have been tied to the two-party
system.The question is whether the absence of a left political formation of significant
influence and constituency is a function of OAmerican ExceptionalismO as was first
argued by the German sociologigterner Sombart whose bow%hy Thee is No

Socialism in the United Statésst appeared in 1907 when the Socialists were in a phase
of rapid growth. Or whether far more concrete, that is, OsubjectiveO influences have
prevented the sustenance of a left party of national influence. Sosresstdtial

argument is that the absence of a feudal tradition that fomented class consciousness,(in
other words historical materialism applies only to Europe) its artisanal and yeoman past
that constituted a sustaining myth of individualigimerica®surfeit of natural resources
that permit cheap ergy and cheap food, and mobility opportunities,-- a parallel to
Frederick Jacksomurner® frontier thesis,Nits populist urban political machines that
absorbed class discontent, the ethnic diversity of its working class that constituted
unbreachable obstacles to class solidaffigh two major exceptionsNthe Progressive
Party presidential campaign of 1948, and the Green p&®@D campaign in behalf of
Ralph Naderby the end o¥Vorld War Two progressives and many radicals had been
swept up in the Franklin D. RoosevsI&w Deal Coalition or had conceded that
radicalism was incapable of attracting a popular constituéncy

We saw the consequences of the absence of a coherent Left force in the 2004 presidential
election when most on the Left and the Cehtsi rallied behind a centrist candidate of

the Democratic Party while the third party forces were hopelessly divided. Leave aside

the historical left abdication of the space of the opposition to the Demddnatfact is

1Werner SombaiVhy There is No Socialism in the United States; Frederick JacksoerThe
Significance of the Frontier il\merican History
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the Democrats do not occupy that space, except in electoral Tdreiiscampaign was

bereft of sharply defined issues: they neither defended their social liberalism nor mounted
an attack against the Bush administrasomé@ and economic policies which have been
directed against the working cla3$iey barely mentioned the Bush betrayal of the
environment, nor challenged his claim that the U.S. economy was on the mend.

The Left was led by the nose by the de f&atwerican liberal party which emged as a
serious political force during the primary season when Howard Dean came out of
nowhere to der the party establishment a serious challenge based on his mild anti-lraq
war position, and a grass roots fund-raising campaign that helpegizereecitizens
movement at the local levdlhe demise of Deasresidential candidacy was not nearly
as important as his legacy of having contributed to the creation of a new middle class
liberal movement that has taken the novel form of internet communication by a series of
webzines to add to the hard copy journals of opinion su@hafation and he

Progressive, and issuegjanizing by Move-On which has shown phenomenal ability to
assemble a mass constituency on line that can be mobilized to write letters, visit
legislators and give money to promising electoral campaigns. But in the end they
supported the Centrist John Kerry whose major domestic plank wdsitoaof breaks

for employers who created jobs for the unemployed, and criticized Bush for not sending
enough troops to get the job done in Iraq.

In order to explain this state offaif's, we must briefly address the historical choices that

led up to the abdication by g sections of the Left of the position of opposition. For the
sad situations of the last two decades that produced liberal hegemony over what was once
a promising radical movement were the outcome of a long process that can be traced to
two signal events that shaped Araerican Left: the admission by Nikita Khruschev the
Soviet leaderthat the OcrimesO of Stalin against the peasatdage cohort of old

Bolsheviks, and countless others marked the twenty five years of his undisputed rule; and
the 1930s and 40s Ledtf@sponse to the rise of fascism, during which most of its
organizations suspended the class struggle, chose to give qualified support to liberal
capitalism, and consequently subordinated itself to the Democratic phrtder these
circumstances, it is no wonder that the question of politiggrozation was relegated to

the back burner

Since the 1960s, United States Left has, with few exceptions, accepted the view that the
guestion of political ayanization was resolved by the collapse of communism initiated

quite unintentionallyby KhrushchewJevelations at the 1956%®Goviet Party Congress

of the repressive and sometimes terroristic character of the Stali@@mong its

features was the moral and political corruption of the Bolshevik project, especially the
vision of a society in which workers, peasants and other exploited strata would, through
popularly elected councils, manage all of the crucial economic and social functions.
Particularly loathsome were the details surrounding the Mo3ciae of 1936-1937

where the cream of the old Bolshevik revolutionaries were wiped out by a OlegalO process



that ofered little room for defense, let alone dissent. Equally abhorrent was the
knowledge of the formation of a new class of party apparatchiks and state bureaucrats
who enjoyed a monopoly of power and material privilege. Far from a force for pointing
the way to a more egalitarian future, the Communist Party became, itself, a new ruling
class.These revelations drove thousands of dedicated Communists frémérean

party after 1956, which, after a prolonged debate, remained staunchly apologetic for the
Soviet oligarchy; more, the stain carried over to succeeding generations of young leftists
for whom the concept of OpartyO was itself an epithet. Even as private property in the
ownership of the means of material production wagelgrabolished state socialism

brought neither freedom nor prosperity to the mass of Soviet citizens. But the immense
authority of the Soviet Union on the Left, especially during the 1930s when its economic
achievements were heralded as proof of the superiority of socialism over capitalism and
the1940s, where the R&dmy vanquished the mighty Nazi war machine at Stalingrad,
became a nightmare for millions of dedicated radicals and revolutionaries whose faith
was shattered by the truths they had vehemently denied, or for which theyenad of
apologies for decadethe aftermath was not only mass resignations from many of the
parties of th&\Vest, including the United States and the UK, but a slow but steady
deterioration in the entire socialist project.

Thirty five years later the Soviet empire, which embraced most of Eastern Europe, and
350 million people, collapsed under the weight of its top- heavy bureautiradgternal
economic and social rotNrelative economic backwardness in consumer goods
production, for example; misplaced collectivization of agriculture; growing inequality
between the ditialdom and the masses, that was never remedied by Stilioé@ssors.

Add to these the costs of empire, and the huge burdens of maintaining a world class
military, not only to compete with the awesome United States war machine, but to insure
Opolitical stabilityO for the shaky Communist regimes of Eastern Edmgeof course,

the heavy push to liquidate state ownership of industry rendered by a substantial fraction
of the party and industrial bureaucracies which lusted after the fruits of capitalist
enterprise.

The end of Oreally existingO socialism triggered a tidal wave of criticism, confusion and
recriminations that resulted in the stunning decline of once powerful mass Communist
parties of Italy and Franc&he crumbling Soviet Empire prompted the Italian party to
change its name to tli@emocratic Party of the Leftvhich preserved some its electoral
appeal but signaled a radical loss of confidence in its own heritage and vision. Soon after
the name change, a new formation arose, the Refundazione group that sought to retain the
revolutionary aims of the historical Italian Communist Patier 1991, the less flexible
French party rapidly lost most of its electoral constituency and some of trade union
hegemony and, equally important, ceased to be a magnet for a considerable fraction of
the intellectuals whose cultural and ideological role in French society remains to this day
important.What saved these parties from virtual extinction was their long-held ironic
attitude towards the Soviet Union and its supplicarttat they freely debated, with



varying degrees of vigpthe consequences of Stalinism, stavédhaf cruelest result,
liquidation.

Not so with theAmerican party and itsfice substantial peripheAlthough it had

sustained losses during the bleak first half of the 1950s, especially among its leading
trade unionists(who were prohibited by law from holding unidic®if they were open
Communists), Khrushchev€peech proved utterly devastating to its member rolls and to
the remnants of its influenc&he key reason was the fact that since the airtg€ption

in 1919, theAmerican Communists were true believers. Particularly damaging to its
survival, even in a weakened state, was the slavish subordination of much of the
leadership to the Soviet party which itself can be explainedrbthe one hand, the

strong representation of fiercely pro-Soviet immigrant and first generation Eastern
Europeans within the partsgind on the other by the almost complete lack of cultural and
political circumspection within its rank$he latter feature is a symptom of the degree to
which American Communism was trulmerican: puritanical, humorless, and self-
abnegating when it comes to matters of religion and other forms of autRonthe

party core which was mostly bereft of theoretical and historical perspective, Marxism and
Communism were the twin pillars of their religidrheir fervent profession of Marxism
scarcely hid the bald fact that few Communists enjoyed even a superficial mastery of
Marx® critique of political economyet alone the materialist conception of history
Instead, many party faithful were imbued with Stalinist dogmatism culled from a few
texts.And Stalin himself was elevated by thdicl line to the status of a demi-god.

Which made it all the more di¢ult to change the party@ourse, especially when the
authority of the Soviet party was being severely tested and its leading figures had no time
for the troubledAmericans.

Still in 1956-57 there was an extensive and spirited debate about the significance of the
Soviet leade® report and its consequences for the future oAtherican party because a
substantial minority of its leadership wanted it and the rank and file demanded it. Quickly
the top leaders as well as secondafigials and rank and file members divided into

critics, defenders and centris@illiam Z. Fostey whose role in building the mass

industrial union movement gave him virtually unassailable stature in the wagyhe
ideological leader of the orthodox wimgccording to FosterSoviet society and its

leading detachment, the great Communist Party were essentially sound. In the interests of
maintaining party unitythe orthodox wing was reluctant to prolong the discussion, lest it
go too deeply into the history of the communist movement; it adamantly opposed any
judgements that Khrushchev had opened the door to major changes either in Marxist
analysis of the current crisis, or of the assumptions that lay beneath its dddtene.
centrists acknowledged the seriousness of the criticisms of Stalin, and admitted that his
crimes raised questions about howAmeerican party had behaved in relation to the

Soviet Union, but refused to take this occasion for a fundamental reevaluation of the
party® history its methods of work, its current practice and itgoizational form. Its

leader party secretary Eugene Dennis, and the influential California districts were



unwilling to revise or rebuke a single proposition contained in the Marxist-Leninist
canon, but entertained some reform proposals that might democratize how the party
functioned.

Led by DailyWorker editor John Gates, the critics refused to confine their discussions to
Stalin and his record. Nor were they willing to preserve the party as it had been since its
reconstitution in 1945. Instead, many in this faction were prepared to revamp the entire
Leninist project as defined by Stalin since the death of Lenin in 1924. Some in the Gates
tendency wanted to liquidate the party and restore the concept of a Opolitical associationO
which had been introduced by deposed party secyé&iaryBrowdeyrduring the war

years when the party entered a phase of full collaboration with Roosevelt and the New
Deal® pursuit of victory over fascism. In fact, Browder envisaged a post-war alliance
between the left, the labor movement and the Oprogressive sections of capiglO.

under FostdB direction, the party was reconstituted along classic lines, in which

concepts such as class struggle foreclosed Brd®vgesgram, Gates considered to have
been an erroMoreover in Browderite fashion the critics proposed thraf the eficacy

of liberal-democratic institutions in any future socialist society which implied that the
hallowed doctrine of the proletarian dictatorship would be renounced, or at least set aside
and, with it, the concept of the party as vanguard itself. In Gatg®he Communists

should find avenues of fusion with other socialists to form what amounted to an

American social-democratic political association in which the formem@hRt be its left

wing. Indeed, Gates and his collaborators were in contact with David McReynolds of the
War Resisters League, and other leading members of the Socialist Party like Irving Howe,
a prominent intellectual and editor Bissent and the veteran radical pacifstl. Muste

to forge such a reapproachment. Muste called several public meetings to discuss socialist
OregroupmentO. For him the possible defection of a substantial chunk of Communists
offered an opportunity for a new politicsNanti-watemocratic and socialishs it

turned out the project died because Howe and McReynolds were still locked into their
conventional anti-communist paranoia, and Gates himself was not yet able to convince
his comrades that it was a good idea to fuse with social-democrats and pacifists except on
specific issues.

After a relatively prolonged internal discussion, which became public when some of its
leading articles and statements appeared in the party press,(th&/Ddibr even

devoted an entire regular section of the newspaper to reprinting articles and speeches on
the implications of the Khrushchev report by major and minor figures), fearing the worst
the center collapsed and joined the dogmatists in a new leadership alignment that
ruthlessly suppressed criticism and especially renounced any intention of re-examining
many of the key tenets of established doctrine as interpreted by Stalin and its own
leadershipAlready weakened by a decade of Cdldr repression which included show
trials, imprisonment of many of its leaders, blacklists,-- not only in Hollywood but in
industrial plants and government agencies at all levels--, by a premature and badly
thought out policy of sending many of its best functionaries and union activists



undeground, and by the timidity of a leadership that all but abandoned intervention in
political life save the questions associated with peace and civil liberties, after the mass
exodus of Gates and his followers as well as a considerable number of simply dispirited
rank and file activists, by 1960 the @Rs reduced to a shell and its political influence

had been reduced to a whisper

Other parties of the Left were similarly enfeebl€de two mairiTrotskyist formationsN

the SocialisiVorkers Party(SWP) and the Independent Socialist League(ISL)-- had
suffered government attacks, but mainly lost ground for two distinct reasons:,the CP
whose relative strength once gave them a reason for being and sustained their opposition,
was in shambles; and, like other socialists, many of its activists, especially of the ISL,
became trade union and liberal functionaries, positions which drove them to silence, or
worse, collaboration with the prevailing cold war liberal consensus. Others were pleased
to find academic jobs, positions that had been either denied them by McCarthy-like
university policies or by party disciplinalthough the SWRxperienced a brief revival
during the anti-¥etnamWar movement, managing to attract some young intellectuals and
soldiers, it was unable to overcome the general decline of the left or its own lack of any
but tactical imagination.

Questions of political ganization typically occupy social movements and political
formations during periods of popular upgenThe New Left which, in 1960, arose in the
ideological vacuum produced by its ancestorsNmany were Ored diaperO babies imbued
with their parents@ill to change world but not necessarily sympathetic to their way--
were, in the zenith of their influence, obsessed with the question of what to do in the
wake of the spread of the movement beyond the universities, to professions such as
medicine, social work, and teaching and even into the ranks of young workers and
members of the armed forceBheir decision not to form a new OpartyO of the left, or
even to build a national movement for a Odemocratic societyO parallel to SjD@blyar
the leading formation of the New Left--, was fateful for the future development of
American radicalism for it was the first time since the 1930s that the Left had a popular
baseAs Wini Breines has demonstrated, that attempts to build a permagantzation
failed was not the result of a mood drift, but the outcome of quite deliberate detison.
main voices of the New Left, including the leadership of the mass sattiavh war
movement, were convinced that party formations would inhibit the mass character of the
movement, lead to bureaucratization and worse, to the inevitable integration of the
movement into the liberal mainstreaifhese views were fueled by the prevailing
libertarian sentiment among many sections of the movement which disdained ideas such
as party discipline and centralization, but also were conditioned by the tawdry history of
international communism. Since the CWr was the ineluctable context for politics, the
words of C.Wight Mills rang in the ears of mani his influentialLetter to the New
Left Mills left little room for doubt: do not become entangled in the ORussian QuestionO



but build a movement directedAmerican society and particularly its politics and

culture?

And these gguments were tinged by more than a small dose of participatory democratic
concepts according to which power must reside in the OpeopleO rather than in tightly
organized party elites composed chiefly of middle-class intellectuals. In SDS,
Oparticipatory democracyO stood in, not only for a heafthmation of a politics that
required the direct participation of the people Oin the decisionsfeéwifed) their livesO,

but also for a populist, even anarchist suspicion of a political center that might have
influence over the movemenithese ideas were mixed in with a heavy dose of anti-
intellectualism that permeated the later SDS.

Of course, not every fraction of the Left was imbued with antipathy towards the concept
of a revolutionary or radical partlor a brief moment the ganizational question
dominated conversations in the New Left and its leadiggrozation, SDSThe debate
was fomented by one of the sects, Progressive Labor (PL), a self-proclaimed Maoist
organization founded in 1960 by a small group which had split from the Communist
Party accusing it of OrevisionismO, a term that connoted deviation from revolutionary
politics. In its search for a wider political base, since 1966d&l_made SDS a special
concentrationWhile most SDS leaders rejected delf as an @ranizational alternative

to the relatively loose SDS structure, many were attracted ta@isant that without a
party to lead and unify the opposition to capitalism and imperialism, the movement
would inevitably ebb and perhaps disappear

Why was PLable to refocus the ganization®attention from its preoccupation with the
Vietnam war towards a season of introspection? One factor was the enormous prestige of
NorthVietnam and the National Liberation Front, its Soviginam afiliate. Several

leading New Left figures, including SDS found@m Hayden and Staughtognd had
visitedVietnam and returned with glowing reports about the anti-imperialist resistance
and were impressed by its Communist leaderdiip.main debate within SDS in 1968

and 1969 was whether thegganization should transform itself into a vanguard Marxist-
Leninist party or a revolutionary party directed to youth and blacks, or a Omovement for
a democratic societyO which could carry the program of participatory democracy into the
unions, community @anizing and the professions but maintain a decentralized structure.
For any one who would listen, Murray Bookclsip@ssionate pamphlesten Marxist

written in the heat of the controvergyovided readers with a grim reminder of the

legacy of the Marxist-Leninist left, not only in the United States but in Spain and Russia

2 C.Wright Mills OThe New LeftO in Irving Louis Horowitz ed. Powalitics and People(NeXork:
Oxford University Press, 1963)

3The irony of the populist anti-intellectualism of the New Left is that many of its protagonists were,
themselves, trained intellectuadsti-intellectualism outlived its intial populist moment; it pervades the so-
called OactivistO Left to this day



itself. Bookchin suggested that the anarchiganizational form, the federation of
independent groups which retained their autonamag most appropriate to a political
formation that respected the tenets of participatory demadBaokchin reflected the
viewpoint of a number of the relevant discussants but in the cauldron of ideological fire
was lagely ignored.

\

The breakup of SDS in 1970 was both a symptom, and a tremendous force, in the
collapse of the New Left. Excepting feminist and ecology movements which had yet to
peak, other movements were clearly in trouble. Massive demonstrations against the war
may have forced a president fronficé, but the new administration of Richard Nixon

had responded to certain defeat on the battlefield by widening th&lveakillings of

antiwar student protesters at Kent State in 1970 were a severe warning that the Nixon
administration was in no mood for tolerance, even of whitdsn Nixon, in the wake of
massive resistance by draftees and objectors, abolished the draft, the protests were visibly
weakenedAnd the black freedom movement, whose civil rights wing was already co-
opted by the legalistic hopes surrounding\¥béng and Civil Right#\cts, was further
disarmed when, after Martin Luther Kisgg$sassination, it failed to address the long
festering deterioration of black living standards due to tfeetsfof de-industrialization

of most major northern cities, the already evident abject failure of Brown v Board of
Education to remedy de facto discrimination in schools, and the obdurate refusal of
Organized Labor to address its own racism. In the nadir of the mass street expressions of
the movements after 1973, various formations scrambled to preserve what they have
already achieved and, fearing th&bes to build a coherent ideological and political left
would anger their potential allies at a moment of advancing conservatism, tended to build
coalitions with elements of the Democratic paftyus, after a nanno secosdi®tation

with third party electoral politics and something more than a flirtation with Leninist
vanguardism, since the 1980s the main tendency of the left has been to revert to single-
issue politics represented, for example, by the current anti-Iraq war coalitions, local level
struggles such as fights against urban redevelopment, or by social movements such as the
black freedom movement and feminism who are on the defensive in the wake of right-
wing assaults on their achievements of the 1955-1975 period.

It may be superfluous to remark that mass demonstrations against what has become an
unpopular Irag warthe impatience of lge sections oAmericans with the Bush
administratior€drift toward barbarism, the looming economic crisis, including the gas
inflation, the Bush administratich@alpable incompetence and class/race bias during the
Hurricane Katrina debacle, the impending bursting of the housing bubble that has made
even the most blinky-eyed neo-liberals nervous, and the absolute paralysis of the Center
Right Democratic party which seems unable to remember what political opposition is,
have yet to inspire the left to seek a voice that may spur a new wave of opposition that
would clearly articulate a series of alternatives and begin a discussion of what a new
society might look likeWith social movements at or near standstill, ange@ized Labor

in decline and seriously divided, the problem of building a new left and particularly its



organizational aspects may appear merely an academic, even utopian exercise. On the
contrary | want to suggest that these questions take ongemey today precisely

because the so-called Oobjective conditionsO are ripe. If they have a utopian dimension it
is no more accidental than any proposal for fundamental structural change in the present
political environment when most radicals find themselves constrained to fight for
something less than increments.

By objective conditions, | do not mean to repeat the mechanistic formulae of the old left:
economic crisis, war and a certain degree of disarray among sections of the ruling class.
Among these conditions are what in the traditional rhetoric one might term OsubjectiveO
that is, the décts of the interventions of specific groups and individuals :the considerable
evidence of popular didattion from the war and renewed actiyiéxemplified by

Cindi Sheears@iramatic and media savvy sumnp2805 encampment at Bushi@nch

and the astonishing outpouring of support, degpitees columnist Frank Rich@ue that
Oslick left-wing operativesO had succeeded in making her protest into a OcircusO; the
open, unprecedented acknowledgement among labor leaders and their intellectual
acolytes that the unions are in crisis, even if their solutions geyaadministrative;

growing recognition in wide circles of the black freedom movement that the legal
framework of civil rights established since Brown and\tbéng Rights legislation do

not equality or even freedom make. In fact, in the aftermath of Katrina some like New
York Congress member Charles Rangel said that federal neglect was a reminder that
some conditions have changed little in the past forty yAads. miracles of miracles,

some journalists have discovered that class plays an important Astesiican politics

and culture.

Radical Steps and Missteps

For almost a century Sombart®eory ofAmerican Exceptionalism, combined with its
implication of the Oend of ideologyO(end becausarica is simply not a class society on
the European model) has remained a maguraent for ex-radicals who have, in

different generations, joined the liberal party cum New Deal Democrats or have moved
further to the rightWriters such as Herbert CroArthur Schlesinger JrDaniel Bell, and
Seymour Martin Lipset have barely embellished Somb#redry in their claim that the
farthest horizon of progressive aspiration is incremental reform within a virtually
permanent capitalist system whose framework of liberal-democratic political institutions
is perfectly adequate to address the remaining,albeit residual cultural and social
problemsThus, according to this viewraditional European formsNlabor and socialist
parties and radical, let alone revolutionadeologyNdid not form because they were
unnecessaryJnderlying this perspective is the tacit assumption that the system is sound
and increasingly egalitarian, at least open to mass social pressuricarglyf

democratic to accommodate and respond to dissent. Many leftistsNpeople who call
themselves socialists, anarchists, communistsNfunction, in practical terms, as part of the
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liberal party Irving Howe goes so far as to refuse the idea that capitalism is wracked by
structural contradictions; thus democratic socialism, according to Howe is an ethical ideal
whose possibility of realization is dim, but provides a Qmaf hopeO for some

important changes. Howe never went the way of his contemporaries Daniel Bell and
Irving Kristol but these guments are more than justifications for individuals to move to
the center or to the rightDaniel Bell, End of Ideology; Irving How& Margin of Hope)

| want to suggest th&tmerican Exceptionalism is a powerful ideology that has become
integral to theAmerican political landscape and has influenced the Left as much as
liberals to, in fkect, confine their activity to incremental remedies for what otherwise
would be recognized as systemic contradictions. Its material basis at the level of
subjectivity is the pervasive perception initiated by the turn of the Democratic Party as
the party of working people when it adopted populism during the campaiyvifliam
Jennings Bryan and its refinement\tpodrowWilson® New Freedom; and the shift

within the labor movement, first made AL president Samuel Gompers when the
Federation supported Bryan in 1908 &¥idson in 1912.The decisive break came during
the New Deal when socialists and communists alike enthusiastically embraced the
Roosevelt coalition, even before the social welfare state policies of the Osecond New
DealO in 1935 hat the labor movement and major radical detachments were Ointegrated®
into an explicit acceptance of the capitalist system and of the Democratic Party was not
inevitable. It was conditioned by the ideology of exceptionalismAtherican left®

response to the rise of fascism, and its belief that Roosevelt and a progressive wing of
capital would join a grand alliance to oppose HitMussolini and Franco; the real, albeit
temporary benefits workers, farmers and others made destitute by depression, would
derive from Roosevek@ocial welfare programs; and a profound misunderstanding of the
contradictory nature of the Labor Relatigkxed which the left was loathe to criticize, let
alone oppose€lo be sure, unions gained in membership and collectiaivang power
during the first decades after the passage of the labor relatiangJlave theWagner

Act made an historic shift from government hostility to labeight to oganize and

make demands on employers, to open support of the Oright of workers to form unions of
their own choosingO, Labor submitted itself to a regime of regulation which, during
decades of court rulings and legislative action in behalf of capitettektly repealed the
Act.

The New Deal proved to be an episode in and otherwise unbroken two centuries of race
and class oppression, but it retains huge force as a sustaining myth of the liberal party
any case Labor and the main forces of the Left remain, against all historical evidence,
firmly tied to a Democratic party that has long abandoned them; even the slogans that
animated the party until Kennedyghunciation of a ONew FrontierO or Johago6@eat
SocietyO have disappeared. Still, at the political level most in,Lstimial movements

4 Daniel BellThe End of Ideology; Irving How& Margin of Hope
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and left intellectuals reject consideration of forming a new electoral vehicle, let alone a
radical, ideologically alternative politicalganization.

This was not always the case: the Socialist Party between 1900 and 1917 had over a
hundred thousand members, composed of trade unionists, farmers, intellectuals and
professionals, and activists in social movements, particularly thageifand peace
organizationsAnd the party enjoyed an electoral constituency that reached nearly a
million in 1912 when Debs received six percent of the vote for president and exceeded
that number in 1920, (although his percentage dropped because of the growth of the
electorate due chiefly to the growth of the number of newly naturalized citizens). In its
heyday and thereafter the Socialist Party were opposed to supporting candidates of the
two capitalist parties. It elected thousands of loc&tiafs, including mayors and council
members, state legislators and two United States Congress members who were expelled
in 1917 for opposindmerica®entry into the waiThe party was nearly fatally wounded
when two thirds of its membership bolted to heed Lentafdto form a Communist Party
linked to the international revolutionary movemdiite Communist Party@embership

grew to about 100,000 durivyorld War Two but more to the point, Communists and

other socialists led unions with more than a third of the CIO membership and many locals
of theAFL.>

The CPwas influential in many sectors Aferican societyespecially culture,

education, health, among youth and the black freedom movement, both at the national
and local levels. In Nework, the communist influencéldeachers Union became a major
ideological force in public education. Party historians embarked on an ambitious project
to wrest the writing oAmerican history from political historians who extolled the
determining role of individuals in histarin this respect, in the United States as well as
the United Kingdom, it prefigured the movement of social histrhistory from
belowQOThe party@intervention in cinema, music and literature later became one of the
hallmarks of the McCarthyite counteffensive in part, because it was immensely
influential .NovelistsTheodore Dreiser and Jamedarrell, playwrights Clibrd Odets

and Irwin Shaywcomposeréaron Copeland and/allingford Reigerpainters Max

Weber and the Soyer Brothers were only the most prominent of a legion of akiists.

at least until 1939, it enjoyed considerable prestige among intellectuals like Lionel
Trilling Phillip Rahy VanWyck Brooks and Malcolm Cowlefythe endorsement list for
William Z. Fosteyits 1932 presidential candidate, looks like a roster for a considerable
fraction ofAmerica®literati).While its electoral strength was negligible except in New
York and California, many of its members ran as Democratserican Labor Party
candidates and won publicfiak. This aspect of the par/éirategy was extremely

54. For the Socialist Party see JaésinsteinThe Decline of Socialism 1912-1925; David Shanmba
Socialist Party oAmerica; for the Communist Party see Frasier M. Ottambli Communist Party of the
United States(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1991); Irving Howe and/iBidk The
American Communist Party(NeVork:Praeger Publishers, 1957) is a wholesale indictment of they CP
two fervent left anti-communists who make no pretense at dispassion
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dubious. In fact, in contrast to socialists and anarchists who, for the most part, wore their
politics on their sleeves, the @RAdercut its influence by its Popular Front policies,

among whose features was to send cadres into movements and parties without revealing
their afiliations or even their fundamental vie@s.

From 1900 to about 1970 there was a visible left press. In the first decades df the 20
century the Siad several daily newspapers in cities where they had substantial
membership, especially in the Northeast and Midwes®gpeal to Reason, an
independent nationwide socialist weekly with 700,000 sales and several million readers,
came out of Girard Kansasnd during the 1930s through the 1950s the Communists
published théaily Worker, which, periodicallyhad several supplements, especially in
Chicago and Detroit, and tlireoples \Wtld on theWest CoastThese papers were often

the main form of open Communist participation in national and local politics and were a
key ideological link for party activists who, in the main, were immersed in practical tasks
and had little or no alternative intellectual activity NewYork City the left-liberal PM

and its successors, the Compass and thel&é&ed for more than a decade but under the
burden of prohibitive costs amid few advertisements, folded in the mid-1®%@she
independent left weeklfrhe National Guatian was launched during HenWallace®

1948 Progressive Party presidential campaign, and was able to outlive its origins.
Although its circulation never exceeded 35,000, it became an influential voice for the
New Left in the late 1960s.

In retrospect, one of the great political misfortunes of latecédturyAmerica was the
failure, nay refusal of the New LeftNwhich by 1969 grew to popular proportions--to

form a coherent radical democratic politicaj@nization that proposed the fundamental
transformation of capitalism, engaged in serious theory and ideological practice and
could take a leading role in the analysis and struggles around contemporary political and
cultural questionsThe main tendencies that arose out of the demise of SDS that
undertook some of these tasks were little more than parodies of the Marxist-Leninist
parties they attempted to emulate. None of the newly-founded revolutionary outfits
except thaVeather Undeground, made anfeirt to rethink the traditional party form that
had arisen in the shadow of the Bolshevik ascent to power in Russia, proposed new
organizational strategies,andeed, grappled with fundamental ideological questions that
had been addressed by earlier revolutionaries. Nor were they particularly concerned to
address the specificity of the United States, its histags formations, economic,

political and cultural institutions. Instead, armed with the Little Red Book of$vlaoO
timeless homilies, Stalis@arxism and the National Questiamd, at least for the RCP

his Dialectical and Historical Materialisma section ofrhe History of the Communist

Party of the Soviet Union(Bihey thereby bypassed the grueling work of rethinkég.

of them, including th&Veather people, adopted one or another version of vanguardism,

6 The best history of the parsyfbpiular front policies is Michael Dennifige Cultural Front; on Foster
and the 1932 presidential campaign see Edward Johannis3ineiEbging ofAmerican CommunisrA
Life of William Z. Foster(1994)
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and accepted the dominant interpretations of Lenimiiings as biblical text(s) to be

followed as an evangelical cook book. From the ashes of SDS two party formBtiens,
October League and the Revolutionary Communists, imagined themselves as vanguards
and soon after their birth morphed into OpartiesO complete with central committees and
political bureaus even though they remained relatively small sect-like groups. Each had a
press with extremely limited outreach and copied the oldt@Regy of intervening in the
trade unions by sending their mostly young cadres into auto, steel and other basic
industries to recruit workers into the party and hopefully influence the umétisonly

a handful of exceptionsNthe RC&®®ork in Postal, the work of maoists in Ed
Sadlowski®insugent campaign for the presidency of the Steelworkers, their

participation in Jesse Jacksspéesidential bids of 1984 and 1988 and the work of Eric
Mann in leading a fight to save a General Motors plant in Southern California, these
interventions were not accompanied bfpdg to conduct public education around their
ideas. In most instances, they functioned as rank and file militants rather than publicly
advancing their ideological perspectives. In a few years most of the intervenors quit their
factory jobs or were laid §fwhereupon they returned to Graduate Schalty five

years later only the ROf@mains a propaganda machine, which, like some of the other
sects, particularly the erstwhileotskyist/ MaoistWorkersWorld Party has sponsored

front omganizations to give them some leverage and recruiting space within the anti-war
movement.

While the Marxist-Leninist formations displayed considerableggnier pursuit of

reform but a remarkable poverty of imagination, for a firheWeather Undeyround

provided enough revolutionary romanticism to excite a significant fraction of young
radicals. Invoking, alternately images of Bonnie and Clyde, the James Brothers and the
Bolsheviks during th&@sarist tyrannyWeather elevated undgound resistance, a

product of theirs and the Black Panthe@lusion that the United States had embarked

on the early phase of fascism, to a new princt¢ually theWeather people never

organized a formal partyn some respects they resembled the Narodniks(Friends of the
People) who came under Lersrsdgical scrutiny They believed the revolutionary

process began with an educational gesture through the deed, to show the masses of youth
the vulnerability of the system. So they engaged in some acts of violence against property
(with some tragic, unintended consequences in loss of human life), tried to incite
uprisings among high school students in working class, often black districts, and
admonished the rest of the left to follow their example. But the state viewed them as
criminals.They were hunted down by Federal authorities for armed bank robbery and, in
time, manyWeather fugitives surfaced and turned themselves in to the authorities.

This is not the place to render a full evaluation of one of the more interesting figures in
the history ofAmericanTrotskyism: Hal DrapeA trained academic librarian, he was

author of several scholarly books in the history of Marxism and was also a tireless
champion of a radical version of democratic socialism. For our purposes it is important to
take note of his &brts in behalf of the Berkeley Free Speech movement of 1964, and his
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attempt to transform it into the base for a new self-conscious democratic socialist
formation. Draper had been a member of thew8ich, under the tutelage of the old
Communist-turned-btskyist, Max Schachtman, refused to characterize the Soviet Union
as a OworkersO state. tibated terms such as Obureaucratic collectivismO and Ostate
capitalismO but insisted, unlike the SWiEh which it had earlier split, that the Soviet

Union was not socialist in any walhus, it responded to the two-camp political divisions
engendered by the CoWdar by proposing a Othird campO posifitye. formulation of

the doctrine of the third camp explicitly rejected the proposition, advanced by most non-
communist left intellectuals, that one must Ochoos#/ésO, however distasteful that

might appeamor render Ocritical supportO to the Soviet Union on the basis of its
abolition of private productive propertpraper was a leading intellectual of the M3ho

broke with Shachtman over the decision to abandon the third camp and dissolve the
organization into the Socialist Party which, by the 1950s, was a pro-western partisan. But
as many independent radicals discovered, in a bi-polar world there was little room for
political reason In the late 1960s Draper founded the Independent Socialists(1S), a loose
federation of like-minded intellectuals and activists some of whom were former ISL
members, but most were younger people who had cut their political teeth around the New
Left. Renouncing some of its Bolshevik-Leninist origins, IS remained a radical,
democratic socialist movement which, like its predecessmided forming a sectarian
vanguard partyin the late 1960s, IS managed to attract some of the best veterans of the
Free Speech movement, SDS, and white supporters of the black freedom struggles. But it
could not avoid falling into some of the characteristic pitfalls of a Marxist 58capefs
books)

Among them was a policynitiated in the early 1970s when Dra@edirect influence had
receded, of sending young intellectuals into important trade unions. But the 1Sers were
much more intelligent than most of the others. Making Detroit , a national concentration,
especially work in the trucking and auto industries, where the League of Revolutionary
Black Workers had given the WA leadership many sleepless nights, and displaying a
degree of patience not often found among radicals who expected the revolution was just
around the corneby the early 1980s theganization had successfullygamized a viable
caucus within th&eamsters Uniorileamsters for a Democratic Union(TDU) focuses
narrowly on the two closely connected problems facing working teamsters, ndmaely
deterioration of its contract and the autocratic and corrupt nature of the union leadership.
By linking the problem of union democracy with bread and butter issues, and assiduously
avoiding OdivisiveO ar issues such as wabortion and other social questions, and
problems of political ideologyTDU built alliances with some breakaway mainstream
Teamster locals and became a genuine force in reforming the union. By 1995 it had
spearheaded the election to the natidieaimster union presidency of Ron Carey a
Queens, Nework leader of a major local of the United Parcel Service(UPS) the biggest
employer in the industryvith TDUQ® assistance in 1997 the Carey administration

7 Hal Draper ref. TK
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agitated forand oganized a national strike against UPS over the issue of the two-tier
wage system and won an impressive vict@Qgrey went down over financial scandals
and the demise of his administration led to the return to power of elements of the Old
Guard under Jimmy H&£® son, James PDU survives as the leading force within a
minority caucus which still leads some the uréda@e Midwest locals, among others.

In auto, building on a long dissident tradition within the Detroit region, IS members
played an important role in some importantWAocals in Detroit and New Jersey
although it was not able to build a credible national movefent.

In the 1970s IS experienced several splits, the main lines of which need not detain us.
The true inheritor of ISSolidarity, has carried on the best aspects of its work, mainly
fighting to oganize rank and file caucuses capable of winning leadership in unions such
as Newyork@® TransporWorkers local 100, where, in 2001 it successfully elected a rank
and file insugent to the presidency only to break with him shortly after victory; some
telephone locals of the Communicatifisrkers and others. Solidarisy§rategy

remains essentially syndicalist, that is, radically trade unionist. Its members within the
caucuses advocate democratic unionism, direct action methods of struggle and
transparency in the conduct of collectivedaaning and grievance administration. But
they do not function as a political tendency among the workers outside the trade union
framework Among the best features of Solidarstydtivities is the work of some of its
long-time activists, particularly ex-SDS member Kim Moody who founded the monthly
newspapetabor Notedn the early 1980s, guably the best labor paper in the United
StatesWhile the paper has hued fairly rigorously to the politics of radical trade
unionism, recently it has moved slightly towards a broader conception of its purview

The first new postar socialist gganization of relatively lge size was the result of a

split by a substantial chunk of members of the Socialist Party from the parent
organization to form the Democratic Socialisg@nizing Committee(DSOC) in 1972.

The move was initiated by writer Michael Harrington in sharp disagreement with the
Socialist Partyiraditional refusal to engage in fusion politics by supporting Democrats.
In Harrington®view the SPad condemned itself to being a sect and he and many others
were determined to make socialist ideas relevant to practical politics. However for
Harrington there was no question of forming a mass socialist péftgr in the

immediate aftermath of the split or any time in the future. DSOC was not a movement in
the tradition ofAmerican socialism; rather it patterned itself after the Communist Rarty®
popular front policy of the fascist eras Harrington and his colleague Irving Howe put it
DSOC®program would be the Opopular front without StalinismO DSOC would seek to
effect a Opolitical realignmentO so that the Democrats w ould become a left-liberal party
forcing the conservatives into the Republican p&kighin this configuration socialists

would be the Oleft wing of the possibleO.

8 Dan LaBotz Rank and File Rebellion( London and Nenk: Verso Books, 1990)
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In 1974 two prominent new leftistSpcialist Revolutioeditor Jame¥Veinstein and

historian and anti -Mtnam war activist Staughtoryhd helped aganizeThe New

American Movement(NAM) whose aim was to refound the democratic socialist and
radical project on specificallkmerican groundsT'he name itself signified its orientation:

it would be OnewO in the sense of Méti@onition not to get bogged down in the

debates of the past; OAmericanO in its quest to address the specificity of our own
situation; and a OmovementO neither a party of the social-democratic, i.e. electoral type,
or of the Leninist variety; nor an association that enrolled members who agreed with its
principles but did not intend to be active. From the start NAM was sought to revive the
Muste project: to regroup a significant fraction of the New Left with a parallel group of
OoldO leftists who had been deszsted from the Stalinist arittotskyist orthodoxies, but
possessed long political experience and ideological sophistication that would be valuable
for a movement composed, primayibf younger peopl@mong the early recruits was
Dorothy Healeywho had been long-time chair of the €B6uthern California district

and had recently resigned from the patrtgaley®adherence to NAM symbolized the
intention of bringing in the old into the netaut she was among the few that that took

this step.

Although shortly after its first convention the two founders abandoneddheaination,

during its almost nine years of life it managed to recruit some 1500 members, a relatively
high proportion of whom were activist&/ith some 25 chapters in cities such as Los
Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco, Portland, Chicago, Minneapolis, Boston and
Baltimore, NAM marked itself éfrom many other formations by emphasizing education
and cultural development of its own members as well as riiatafl leftists. In several

cities it ran rather successful socialist schools whitdred courses in political

economy politics, international relations, cultural subjects and occasionally sponsored
weekend childres@ctivities Although many of its member/activists were professionals
Nphysicians, scientists, teachers and professors it boasted quite a few trade unionists,
both rank and file activists andgamnizers, principally in public employees, health and
professional unions, among th&fRSCME, SEIU and thAAUP. Prior to its annual
conventions, NAM dkred an intensive weeklong institute on Marxism, particularly
weighted towards the work gintonio Gramsci. It was invariably well-attended and
became one of the more valuable aspects of its Wdnke its modest resources

prevented NAM from mounting national campaigns of consequence, and was not able to
sustain a viable press that could have given its views a wider circulation, many of its
chapters were active in electoral campaigns to support progressive candidates, some of
which were its own members and most participated and sometimes initiated struggles
around local issues.

Plagued by perennial financial problems, even to maintainfee aind stef and facing

the virtual OretirementO of a considerable portion of its activists who were anxious to get
on with their careers, mostly in academia and the labor movement, in 1983 a sharply
divided NAM national committee, reflecting a torn membership, decided tgemath
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DSOC.The new oganization was christened Democratic Socialistsnoérica and was

led by Harrington, a political journalist who had been, consecutiassociated with the
CatholicWorker, ISL, and the SRHarrington, had some trouble persuading the Old
Guard of the gganization to go along with the nger: Its gris eminencglrving Howe,

also a former ISlistalwart, had come a long way to overcoming the teeth-grinding anti-
communism that marked their own political journeys, but there were many others who
had not. Of course, Howe had to be convinced that NAM was not a legatee of Stalinism;
he had come to believe that anyone who remained at all sympathetic to some of the
Marxist interpretations within the communist tradition were either unreconstructed
Stalinists or impossibly nasve. In the 1950s and 1960s HawagazineDissent had

opened its pages to radicals like Cigkt Mills and ex-communists like former Daily
Worker foreign editgrJoseph Clark, But these younger NAM people were enthusiastic
readers of the works of a general secretary of the Italian Communist Party and some
even still considered themselves pro-Castro and Leninist. In the endHoeed
Harrington and Bogdan Denitch persuaded him and the majority of the Oright wingO of
DSOC that NAM was a democratic socialisgamization.

DSOC was much lger than NAMALt the time of the meer in Spring, 1983 it claimed
nearly 5000 memberdmong them were trade union leaders of considerable stature such
asWilliam Wipinsinger president of the Internation&ssociation of Machinistd/ictor
Gotbaum, executive director of the mammoth district Council 37 and Bill, Lucy
secretary-treasurer BFSCME and many secondaryfiofals of the so-called progressive
AFL-CIO unions. Harrington was a genius at collecting notables, but glaaiaation

had only a handful of functioning locals. Harrington ruminated that since socialism was
not on the agenda éimerican politics, DSOC had to rely on Osmoke and mirrorsO to
present a semblance of relevance, and betrayed little interest in problengsuoizairon.
DSOCS® relevance, he thought, was to be a catalyst in the formation of a significant
Democratic Party left based chiefly on the progressive trade unions. B&@E®O

activities were to work within the Democratic party on the road to what Shachtman,
Harrington®&old mentarcalled Opolitical realignmentO, and operating as an informal
hiring hall for progressive union stafAs it turned out, within a few years all but a

handful of the former NAM members were left in the leadership, many had dropped out,
and many of its locals dissolveéfter Harrington@eath from cancer in 1990 the
organization went into steep decline. For despite his formidable political and intellectual
talents Harrington was indidrent to the process of internal political education or public
socialist propaganda. His favorite slogan that D®AId be the Oleft wing of the

possibleO strictly precluded utopian or radical thinking as a politicélsaatresult DSA

was dull and uninspiring to those who were becoming radithésmembership has been
cut in half and, except for an active youth section, exists today mostly on\Mgilerits
current politics are considerably to the left of those of DSOC, Democratic Socialists of
America was, and remains, an occasional sponsor of celebratory events such as dinners,
the chief sponsor of the Socialist Scholars Conference, a suppdiissehtmagazine,
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and a place where some liberal intellectuals and trade unions can display their OleftO
credentials without risking anything.

What is Political Opposition?

The idea of a party system was initially controversial to many of the leading lights of the
American Revolution. For example, GgeWashington may have refused to accept the
mantle of royalty but, as Richard Hofstadter has shown, he saw the presidency in the
imperial model. JohAdams andlexander Hamilton insisted that a strong, centralized
national government was necessary to protect the fledgling United States from its foreign
enemies and to facilitate national economic development and preferred to create a
government which ruled without significant opposition. It fell to the agrarians and
artisans, led bfhomas Jdérson, to propose a party system that could insure that the
executive branch would not become a self-perpetuating aristocracy and that sovereignty
would remain in the Congress which, however imperfect (universal manhdatsuf

was not enacted until 1828 and black slaves and women were completely excluded),
remains the most representative institution of national goverrfment.

But if the idea of a systemic opposition to established authority wged\taron by 1800,
when Jefierson defeateAdams, it had to be lagitimateopposition.That is, against
Jeferson®earlier statement that when the people Oshall grow weary of the existing
government they can exercise their constitutional right of amending it, or their revolution
ary right to dismember or overthrow it.O, the opposition was now was sworn to uphold
the constitution, especially its declaration of individual liberty such as free speech, the
collective right to assembly(to protest existing policies and laws) and private property
rights. The term Olegitimate oppositionO has pervaded party systems iAiNeriba

and most ofWestern Europe since the inception of constitutional demaciidey

opposition is legitimate if, and only if, it remains loyal to the precepts of liberal
democracy and to its constitution, whether formally installed or not. OThe rule of lawO is,
by the tacit political consent, understood to be the ultimate constraint upon political
action; the opposition party may wish to change the law but pledges to do so within the
principles and procedures established by the constitution(as interpreted by the courts, of
course).

Indeed, th&Alien and Seditioctspassed by Congress during Aslams presidency and
Hamilton® moment of greatest influence, attempted to define the concept of opposition
itself as seditious and OalienO that is, imported from Frarfeesdefthe drafter of the
Declaration of Independence ran and won the presidency on the idea that a legitimate
opposition was consistent with the ideals of the revolution, because its aims were well
within constitutional legalityHis Democratic Republican partyow in ofice understood
that power was never permanent, except the power inherent in the precepts of liberal

9 Richard HofstadteFhe Idea of a Party System
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capitalist democracyJnder these rules the workingmens parties created during the
regime ofAndrew Jackson worked for local reforms such as free public education,
limitations on the working day and other legitimate demands. None adopted the
revolutionary aims of the various political formations in Europe, although some were
sympathetic to Robert OwensiOpian socialist experiments in the United States. It was
not until the constitution of the newly form@dhericanFederation of Labor that the idea
that unions were constituted to engage in a Oclass struggleOto secure a better living
standard and working condition&/ithout declaring revolutionary aims, a major labor
organization enunciated the marxian concept of irreconcilable antagonism between labor
and capital.

In 1848 Karl Marx and Frederich Engels drafted a OManifesto of the Communist PartyO
for the Communist League, first a German workingmens asssication, later an
international aganization, as Engels says in his 1888 preface to the English edition
Ounavoidably a secret societ®.commonly refer to the documentTage Communist
Manifestq but it is important to remember that its authors wrote it as the statement of a
political party Clearly they were not interested in writing a program for a OlegitimateO
opposition to prevailing authority sinceh®immediate airof the communists is the

same as that of all proletarian parties;formation of proletariat into a class, overthrow of
the bougeois supremagyonquest of political power by the proletariatO(emphasis mine)
E again OThe distinguishing feature of communism is not the abolition of property
generally but the abolition of bayeois propertyBut modern boweois private property

is the final and most complete expression of the system of producing and appropriating
products that is based on class anatagonisms, the exploitation of the many by%he fewO
No political opposition within the context of liberal capitalist democracy that was serious
about such aims could long expect to be tolerated by the ruling order for which the
protection of bolgeois property is always its incontrovertible premi&een,

periodically communists and revolutionary socialists are indicted, stand trial and
convicted of sedition, conspiracy and other state crimes, the procecutors are often liberal
democrats that is, members of aficldom that fervently believes that, in the wake of
constitutional rights, the right to revolution must permanently laid to rest, and the
exercise of whichNeven its advocacyNmay stand outside the purview of accepted
definitions of freedom.

The imperatives of liberal democracy have bedevelled European marxists since, in the
aftermath of the suspension of the anti-socialist laws in Gerrtfayformed social-
democratic partiedVhile proclaiming their revolutionary aims, in the interest of

winning necessary reforms for their primary working-class constituencies, after 1870 the
social democrats decided to participate in parliamentary elections. Between 1875 and
1914 they became so powerful in some of the parliamemé&stern Europe that at the

10 Karl Marx and Frederich Engels OThe Manifesto of the Communist PartyO in Lewis F&\iirks
of Marx and Engels on Politics and Political Philosophy
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outbreak of the wain some countries they held the balance of poBwtr success within
the context of bogreois democracy was fraught with problems, at least from the
perspective of the social-democrats@Ilutionary pretensions.

One of them, which might help explain the long record of socialist consent to the rule of
law, is the problem alluded to by Engels: a spectre of communism might have haunted
19 century Europe, but on the ground was the real tyranny of absolutist and reactionary
states in France before and after the Commune, in Russia, and Geramig@rialist

laws before 1864, that greeted social democtaeyoganizations and doctrine of
revolutionary marxism, with exile and imprisonmerd.achieve the status of legitimate
opposition, to enjoy the privileges of ordinary civil liberties was, indeed, a great
acheivement not to be sneered at. If most social democrats recognized the fragility of
their newly-won rights at the turn of the!20entury many were hesitant to abandon

them voluntarily So, legitimacy and its obligations became habitual for many social
democrats and their parties. Habituation was abetted by real reforms thanthéye
workers movements, won within parliament and at the workplace.

In 1899 a major German party leadeduard Bernstein, publish&volutionary

Socialism a virtual reformist manifest@he major thesis of the book was that the

working class and its party were destined to transform capitalism, not by revolution but
by the cumulative éécts of their successful struggles for reform. His motto Othe final

goal, whatever it may be, is nothing; the movement is everythingO signified what he
noted had already occurred: revolutionary socialism was already an empty phrase, a
slogan relegated to speeches and pamphlets. In practice revolution had been rendered
unnecessary by the victories achieved through the parliamentary road and by trade union
action.1?

Although most of the major party theoreticians and leaders, notably Rosa Lugembur
Karl Kautsky andugust Bebel, soundly refuted Bernstsip@sition, at the ideological

and theoretical level, the issue refuses to go aWas/labor and socialist movementO
impressive struggles to achieve social insurance, legally sanctioned shorter working
hours, child labor legislation and many other refowithin the pevailing system of
boumgeois poperty elationshad, in efiect, pushed the aim of transforming capitalism,

root and branch, into the backgrouAad in the process of engaging in parliamentary
struggle, socialists had developed loyalty to liberal democratic institutions. Bernstein
argued, following the work of Rudolph Hilferding, that capitalism had entered a phase of
a high level of gganization which would preclude systemic crises.(Hilferding had coined
the term OganizedO capitalism to connote a distinction with its competitive, OanarchicO
phase) Under these conditions the workers movement could expect to gradually exact
concessions from capital without resort to the measures taken by the workers during the
Paris Commune or the protagonists of the 1848 French, German and Italian revolutions.

11 Eduard Bernstein Evolutionary Socialism (Adrbor: University of Michigan Press, 1968)
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Relying on Marx€own aguments, Luxembgrdemonstrated that the inherent tendency

of capitalist overproduction and falling profit rates would lead to crises; and Lenin
advanced the view that war was an expression and a displacement of the crisis tendencies
of the system. In her famous refutation of Bernssein€ss Social Reform or Revolution
Luxembug did not renounce reform struggles but emphasized their temporary nature;
under no circumstances could the working class expect economic security and
permanently rising living standards as long as capital ruled.

But the social-democrats@tcesses within the framework of parliamentary liberal
democracy were simply too impressive for many to accept the proposition of
revolutionary intransigence. By the dawnWorld War One it was plain to many trade
unionists and socialist parliamentarians that advanced capitalism, as contrasted to its
competitive, cutthroat predecessoad produced a lge economic surplus that was
available to the workers and their parties, but only if they maintained a high level of
militancy and political will While Bernsteir€views may have been scorned by marxist
orthodoxy they seemed to resemble social and political reality more than dire predictions
of impending systemic crisis. Moreoy&rhat may be described as thstitutionalization

of social-democragythat is, its correspondence to theeberian model of

bureaucratization, made it likely that labor and socialist parties would become integrated
into their own national frameworks, that the material interests of the labor movement,
intellectuals and the middle strata that had been attracted to social-democracy could be
fulfilled within, and not necessarily against, the prevailing social and political. dnder

his classic workPolitical Parties Robert Michels gyued that, far from their democratic
professions, socialist parties had become hierarchical and autocgatiizations.

Through its control over the party press and the means of internal communications and its
role in representing the parsy@ogram in parliament and in the popular media, the top
leadership exercised control over the partgdk and file and became progressively less

in touch with their needs.

Seeking to protect their material and political gains but also having assimilated nationalist
aspirations, in 1914 most socialist and workers parties with parliamentary representation
voted war credits to their respective governmeTitiese OrenegadeO acts led Lenin and
Luxembug to conclude that the forty year experiment in parliamentary socialism was
seriously flawed and had to be abandoned. Lenin theorizeWtrlt War was a marker

of the general crisis of the system. In his 1916 pampnle¢rialismLenin, whose theory

that capitalist collapse would begin at Othe weakest link of the imperialist chainO
predicted that the outcome of the war would be a prolonged period of world revolution
which would begin among the masses of the defeated countries, including Russia which,
although ostensibly on the winning side, was actually defeated by Germaagd, upon
wresting power from the liberal Democratic Kerensky government, the Bolsheviks had to
sue for peace with Germany before the Gerfamailstice of 1918. His view proved

prescient. By 1919 Russia and Hungary had communist governments and a Bavarian
Soviet Republic was declared. But the German revolution had arrived and ended with the
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murder ordered by the social-democratic government of Luxegvdand Karl Leibnicht
whose Spartacist League had executed a short-lived uprising directed to overthrow of the
governmenti?

The revolutionary period having been exhausted,--the Hungarian communist regime
lasted just 133 days and the Barvarian Soviet much less, and the Italian factory
occupations did not swell to revolutionary activity--, in 1920 Lenin announced a new
phase of relative capitalist OstabilizationO and advised communists to dig in, take
advantage of democratic institutions in the leading capitalist states, by joining with
established unions and other workers parties in the struggles for reform. Needless the say
the social democrats were not eager to subscribe to the Commienstfof united front
actions against capital and the statee 1920s was a decade of increasing isolation of the
revolutionary forces even where, as in Germ#mgy succeeded in building a mass

working class basé

It is not excessive to observe that apart from the extraordinary movements for national
independence in the colonial and semi-colonial nations, from the perspective of the
world-view articulated by Marx and Engels in tdanifesto of the Communist Parfgr

more than three quarters of a centting movement for fundamental social change has
been on the defensive in the advanced capitalist sociEtiexleavage between social

reform and revolution has widened. In fact, revolutionary ideas remain at the level of
inspiration while the everyday activities of the parties and trade unions are devoted
exclusively to reform of the existing systefimd the social-democratic parties in the

most advanced capitalist countries had settled into a pattern according to which the party
consists chiefly in its parliamentary delegation and the campaign apparatuses created to
win elective ofices. In fact, afteWWorld War Two the Socialist and Social-Democratic

parties resolved, at their party congresses, to permanently adopt the role of legitimate
opposition when not in power and to seek to become parties of government, within the
framework of capitalism. Even the left-wing of, stye British Labor Party anthe

French Socialists and the French and Italian Communist parties themselves hesitate
before the perspective of revolution or proposals for fundamental chidrgehave

flirted with ideas and programs of workers control and, when in pdwage

administered nationalization of some industries, but invariably under a regime of
hierarchical management. In time the trade unions have become more autonomous even
if, as in the case of the British Labor Pathey remain diliated. In some instances the
relative distance between unions and the party has been advantageous to workers who are
inclined to engage in direct action against capital. But it is also a sign of the consequence
of what means the transition from opposition to parties of Ogovernsméities of
government, the socialist are responsible for administering the institutions of the
capitalist stateAnd within this perspective, it places the pagy adminstratpm

potential conflict with labor

12 \/|. Lenin ImperialismThe Highest Stage of Capitalism

13 V.I. Lenin Left-Wing CommunisnAn Infantile Disorder
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As Carl Schorske has brilliantly chronicled, German Social Democracy between 1905
and 1917 constituted a Ostate within a stateOparty was home for the overwhelming
majority of its members and a considerable part of its constituency aJovidle
parliamentary delegation and trade unions, a third wing existed which provided a wide-
range of education and cultural life to its adheremisile Schorske shows that this all-
enveloping series of activities and social relationships may have isolated the zarkyO
and file from the rest of the German population and, for this reason, had some dire
conseequences, the importance of establishing a counterculture of education, art and
sports for adults and youth to the prevailing capitalist cultural and educational institutions
was generally recognized as a central contribution to the development of class
consciousness. But with the growing reliance on parliamentary reformsNa vital element
in the transformation of social democracy into a legitmate oppositionNthe ideological
element in social democracy receddthe parties€ducational, sports and cultural
institutions, upon which the traditional social-democratic and communist parties relied
for raising the intellectual and cultural level of leaders and activists in the party
organizations, unions and social movements, and for the development of cadres, have
been reduced, or have disappeé&ted

Today European socialism, if that term is still appropriate, are a series of government
parties which, like the Democrats in the United States, hafreutlly, when out of

power assuming the role of even a legitimate opposition. In consequence of the
narrowing of diferences between the cenleift(the mainstream social democrats) and

the conservatives, the parties are beginning to come apart at the seams. In recent years,
German social democracy has experienced a severe split after its leadership showed
enthusiasm for surrendering some of the crucial social welfare gains of the last sixty
years, and has shown considerable pliancy to the job-cutting program of dGdpatakw

party of the Left includes a fraction of trade union militants, left intellectuals and the
former East German Communist Partgw called the Party of Democratic Socialigm.
previously noted, the Italian Communists have split and its left-wing is steadily gaining
ground. And, after holding government power for some fifteen years and six years in the
putative opposition, the French Socialists are deeply divided and the once moribund
CommunistsNwhose alliance with the Socialists-in-power nearly destroyed them--, are
experiencing something of a reviv@hese divisions are symptomatic of the decay of
social democracy as it mutated over the past sixty years. For the mainstream of European
socialism, even in the Scandanavian countries, can no longer be described as parties of
social reformTheir survival is due, in a great measure, to the fear @é Isections of the
underlying population of the rise of the new Right, rather than its own social and
economic programihile on lagely national and regional economic and political

grounds they have dé@red sharply with the United States government of Gabt

Bush on some issues of global politics, Socialists have become parties of government

14 Carl E. Schorske German Social Democracy 1905-1917
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who differ from the conservatives only in matters of emphasis and timing, and exhibit
characteristics of parties of order when extra-parliamentary movements take to the
streets.

By the1960s it was apparent to many intellectuals, young workers and political activists
that the main political parties of the Left were bankriipe rise of a New Left in all

western nations was as dramatic as it was short-liMesl French May of 1968, the

Italian HotAutumn the following yearand the massive anti-war demonstrations and civil
rights struggles in the United States were collective expressions of a new burst of anti-
establishment, lgely anti-parliamentary and anti-capitalist political wilhe mutation

of the revolutionary socialist and communist movements into parties of reform and of
government produced not only widespread ésdiion among intellectuals and activists

from the OleftO parties but spawned a series of OnewO social movements which
consciously spurn the concept of OpartyO itself; the exception, the global phenomenon of
Green parties, may be understood in the framework of the revolt of the ecology
movement against the social-democratic mainstream rather than being an instance of an
attempt for form a new radical parfyhat project was lgely defeated in the 1990s

when, in an exemplary struggle, the German Greens divided over the question of
parliamentary and extra-parliamentary perspectives. Founded in the 1970 as a movement/
party dedicated to direct action, in a country where electoral divisions between Center
Left and Right were extremely close the OrealiesO(Greens dedicated to parliamentary
politics) won the internal battle and soon grasped the chance to become the balance of
power After winning as much as 10% of the vote in Federal elections and eledtoee of

in many municipalities, the Greens eventually helped their coalition patteesocial
Democrats to regain national government power and accepted cabinet positions,
including the powerful foreign ministrBut, in most countries, including the United

States, in the 1970s, in order to retain their freedom of action the feminist, ecology and a
considerable fraction of the black freedom movements distanced themselves from the
parties of the center and left, but were influential on their policies. But the Reagan
revolution instilled fear and trembling into the leaderships of these movements and
prompted nearly all of them to reevaluate their stance and, in most cases, they enlisted in
electoral, coalition politics subsumed under an increasingly CBmgét Democratic

Party that tempered their radical wilp,

Party and Class

Among the fundamental concepts of historical materialism is what Karl Korsch terms
Othe principle of historical specificatioA€cording to Korsch, categories such as labor
capital, value, profit etc. are subject to the historically specific context within which they
function. For this reason the significations of these categories changes as well. In the

15 On the French May see GgerKatsiaficaghe Imagination of the New Left GlobalAnalysis of 1968
(Boston: South End Press, 1987, chapter 3)
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debate about the role of the pauestions of its relation to revolutionary class
consciousness, problems ofjanization, and issues of strategy and tactics, there are few
if any, principles that transcend conditions of time and place. For example,d svajud
writings on political oganization were produced under Tgarist tyranny when social
democratic parties and trade unions were illegal, and strikes were b&haeshmmon
assumption of Lenin and his adversaries in the debates, both within Rusgfastach
Europe, was that, at the turn of thé"2@ntury capitalism had reached a state of crisis,
both on the bring of profound economic crises and almost inevitable trajectory toward
war, and that the rise of the labor and socialist movements presented OobjectiveO
possibilities for revolutionary actiofi.

Against two tendencies within the Russian movementNthe so-called OeconomistsO who
advocated almost exclusive attention to trade union struggles, and those who favored a
decentralized party or at least a weak centerNLenjued, on the one hand, for politics

and for political oganization and, on the othéor a strong party centdn his polemic

against the views ofladimir Akimov and other proto-syndicalists, he stressed the
significance of specifically political struggles, including those in the Duma(parliament)
where, periodicallythe government opted to initiate representative assemblies.

Moreover he agued against the expressed as well as the implicit positiongef lar
sections of the party that the working class, in the course of struggles around elementary
needs, would achieve revolutionary class consciousness. $anu®ent against
Martov for strict centralization is based,daly, on the fact that the workers movement
was obliged to operate undeound, where the violation of secrecy was often and
invitation to the police. Both tendencies he views as worshipful of the spontaneity of the
masses, with strongfafity to anarchism?’

For Lenin, following his theoretical mentor Karl Kautsiye working class can only
achievetrade union consciousnessthe course of its struggles for economic justice;
revolutionary class consciousness must be brought to the working class O from the
outsideO specifically from intellectualgjanized in revolutionary parties, chiefs
professional revolutionaries. It is they who provide the education of the most OadvancedO
working class leaders, recruiting them into the ranks of social democracy and into the
center But for Lenin as for other contemporary revolutionaries, there is never any doubt
that ultimately the task of working class emancipation falls on the most class-conscious
contingent of the workers themselves:

OFirstlythe active elements of the Social-Democratic working-class party will
include not only the ganizations of the revolutionaries, lautvhole numbeof workersO
organizations recognised as partgamizations. Secondliow and by what logic, does
the fact that we are a party of a class warrant the conclusin that it is unenecessary to make

16 Karl Korsch Karl Marx (Newrork: Russell and Russell, 1961)

17 V.I. LeninWhat is to be Done? on the economists; on centralizatiov. kdgenin One Step Forward,
Two Steps Back. On his misrepresentation of the economists see Jonathan\EAkikeElvE. TK
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a distinction between those whelongto the party and those who associate themselves
with it? Just the contrary: precisely because there derealites in consciousness and
degree of activitya distinction must be made of proximity to the Pakty are a party of

a class, and therefore almost the entire classEshould act under the leadership of our
party.But it would beEtailism to think that the entire class, or almost the entire class,

can ever rise, under capitalism, to the level of consciousness and activity of its vanguard,
of its Social Democratic Partilo sensible Social-Democrat has ever doubted that under
capitalism even the trade uniorganizations.. .are incapable of embracing the entire, or
almost the entire, working clasi forget the distinction between the vanguard and the
whole of the masses gravitating towards it, tgédthe vanguard®@onstant duty of

raising ever wider sections to its own advanced level,means simply to deceive oneself, to
shut onefeyes to the immensity of our tasks, and to narrow down these tasksO

It fell to Rosa Luxembug to reply to Lenir€stringent conception of Russian Social-
DemocracyBut it was not only as a marxist theorist that Luxerglalaimed authority to
speakAs a founder and leader of one of the two Polish Social-Democratic parties which,
at the time were closely associated with the Russian party owing to Rodam@®ation

by theTsarist regime, she was vitally interested in developments within the Russian party
Noting that OThere is no doubt that, in general a strong tendency toward centralism is
inherent in Social DemocracyO since [it] Ogrows in the economic soil of capitalism, which
itself tends towards centralismO , Social Democracy is Ocalled upon to represent within
the framework of a given state, the totality of the interests of the proletariat as a class,
opposed to all partial and group interests. OThereforeO she concludesO it follows that
Social Democracy has the natural aspiration of welding together all national, religious,
and professional groups of the working class into a unified partyO( 16. Lugembur
OOganizational Questions in Dick Howard ed. PolitM4itings of Rosa Luxembar

287)8

So far she agrees with Lenm@eneral @ument for centralism. But Luxcemlgudeparts

from Lenin on two points: she calls his idea that the Party center has the right and duty to
intervene on #actical levelon all matters local as well as national OconservativeO and
might result in stifling OinnovationsO that can only arise in the course of actual struggles.
And she vehemently disagrees withe Kautsky/Lenin thesis about how revolutionary

class consciousness occurs. Now the concept of OspontaneityO has remained ambiguous
in these debates. For example, in her articlg@@zational Questions of Russian Social
DemocracyO Rosa Luxembuadvances a thesis which cannot easily be described as a
statement in favor of spontaneity

While acknowledging the importance of the partydle in political education, cultural
development and agitation, social democratic action

18 Rosa Luxembuy OOganizational Questions of Social DemocracyO in Dick Howard Ed. Political
Writings of Rosa Luxembg(NewYork: Monthly Review Press, 287)
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Ogrows historically out of the elementary class struggle. It thus moves in the
dialectical contradiction that here the proletarian army is first recruited in the struggle
itself and too, only in the struggle does it become aware of the objectives of the struggle.
Here oganization, enlightenment, and struggle are not separated mechaaiudlélso
temporarily different moments as in the case of the Blanquist movement[a conspiratorial
organization prominent the 1830 French rebellion sa]. Here they are dehedifsides
of the same process. On the one hand, apart from the general principle of the struggle,
there is no ready-made pre-established detailed set of tactics which a central committee
can teach its Social Democratic membership as if they were an army of recruits. On the
other hand, the process of the struggle, which createsgheimpation, leads to a
continual fluctuation of the sphere of influence of Social Demod®icy

Although both agree that the party is nothing other thanganaation of the
workersOmovementNits advanced detachment because it can grasp the relationship of
sectoral struggles to the totalityNto refuse the concept of tactical centralism is by no
means identical to Lenis@ttribution of bowing to OspontaneityO to his opporirs.
revolutionary socialist parties tend to centralism, that is, they attempt to Oweld togetherO
disparate elements, to overcome the OatomizationO of various sectors of the workers
movement that, in Luxembg® own words, the party Ocan be nothing but the imperative
summation of the will and the fighting vanguard of the working class as opposed to its
individual groups and memberZhis is, so to speak, a Oself-centralism of the leading
stratum of the proletariat; it is the rule of the majority within its own paggrdizationO

In these passages there is a striking cayerae as well as dgrence between Lenin and
Luxembeg. Both agree to the propositions that (1) the party is necessary and is a
vanguard of the working class composed chiefly of revolutionary workers and
intellectuals (2) it requires centralism to fulfill its tasks chief among which is the job of
(3)welding together disparate elements to exercise unified political will. .But the
argument is in the implication and consequence of terms such as OcerdralismO
OvanguardOQ. LesieOnception of the party centralism was one of OcontrolO both of its
own ranks as well as the course of the struggle; Luxegrdpeaks of Oself-centralismO

and rejects the idea that the party brings revolutionary class consciousness to the workers
from the OoutsideO Instead it is part of the struggle and subject to fluctuations in its
influence because the struggle is, in many respects, unpredictable. Lenin writes from the
perspective of a revolutionary elite which, because of its advanced consciousness and
political education has, perforce, earned the right to lead in matters of strategy and tactics
as well as general orientation; Luxemipbelieves the vanguard is ¢&d in the course

of struggle and that leadership in the day-to-day battlesges&om the ground up.

Thus, according to Luxembgirthe party is a tendency within the class struggle whose
influence, let alone leadership, can only be earned, not assumed on the basis of of its

9ibid, 289



28

mastery of marxist science of revolutidinat, in the immediate aftermath of the

Bolshevik revolution the Leninist conception of the party and its vanguard role overcame
the Luxembugist objections advanced, among others, by the Council Communist group
which included Korsch, a German communist who served in the Bundestag as
representative of the dissident Commuwsirkers Party(KAPD), and the Dutch left-
socialists, the astronom&nton Pannekeok and Herman Gorter are attributable to the
cammand exercised by the Communist International led by the Bolshékikag under

the pseudo name OJ. HarperO against Leninist ideas of centralized control, Pannekoek
advanced Luxembgrst conceptions of the party: Hegaed that parliamentary struggle

was subordinate to the pagy®traparliamentary role: to encourage workers to undertake
direct industrial action, to expose the class collaborationist role of post-war social
democracy and to promote working class international solidarity against capital.

Armed with their dire assessments of the degeneration of the Communist parties to cabals
of bureaucratic centralism, and an analysis of the Soviet Union as a new form of ,tyranny
by the 1930s the OleftO communists, although still marxist in their political and theoretical
orientation, renounced party formations, and all forms of political centralization as
instances of groups of intellectuals and bureaucrats who imposed Odictatorship over the
proletariatO and not alongside it. In Gd&evords parties tend to Odominate the massesO.
20

The left communists became known as council communists when they decisively rejected
Marx and Lenir€conception of the Otransitional stateO. Coming close to associationism,
Pannekoek published his political magnum$pbrkers Councilavhich is both a

treatise against political centralism, both at the level of politig@mzation and of the

state form itself, and a description of how associations of workers councils might
collectively control production and the distribution of goods, conceived as use rather than
exchange values in the capitalist sense, and self-manage society as a whole. PannekoekO
thesis is that the Paris Commune, the Russian and German Soviets, Italian occupations
and workersé@bellions in other countries had already shown that they were capable of
conceiving of a society without hierarchy and that, without party control, able to invent
new forms of self-management.

Thus they brought to theoretical fruition the worst fears of Luxegibancerning parties

that control its members and, through power within workegarozations, the working

class itself.What oganizations the council communists maintained until the mid-1940s
were brought together by a regular publication Olnternational Council CorrespondenceO
followed by the journal ONew EssaysO which was published in several languages. Like
the historical socialist and communist movements, the press remained their ideological
center while the groups that adhered to their politics constituted a loose federation that

20 The Councilists were prolific writer8Vorkers Councils provides a fairly comprehensive account of
their view of communism(Anton Pannekoélorkers Councils with an introduction by Noam Chomsky
(Oakland CaAK Press, 2003)Anton Pannekoek :OThe Party andwheking ClassO(1936) available from
Marxists archive. Qy; see also their running commentary on the Communists and the Soviet Union in the
1930s and 1940s ( New Essays(five volumeggpdért, CT Greenwood Press, 1971)
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met periodically but had no binding power to decide anything for the groaps,

although intellectually marxistsNtheir economic and political analysis followed closely

the critical perspective of Marx himself rather than the second or third international
orthodoxies-- they came to adhere to the anarchist conception of poliaaization,

the federated principle. But most of the ICC groups oppdgattl War Two, and

characterized it as an unprincipled struggle between two rival authoritarian camps. Under
the overwhelming weight of the bi-polar world that follow&drld War Two, they met

the fate of other third camp movements; they disappeared.

The Party in a Non Revolutionary Era

We have already noted that, save the Russian revolution, by 1919-20 popular uprisings,
sometimes in the form of seizures of state ppaed sometimes in the form of mass
strikes, especially in Italy and the United States, were spbat1920s were a years of
retreat for the workers movement. In Germany and the United Kingdom where the
boumgeoisie was weak, socialist governments were able to win governmenta) potver
were unable to sustain it in the wake of weak economisscialist government that
presides over mass unemployment is not likely to inspire confid€hedJnited States,
triumphant in the warentered a fifteen year period of reaction as the labor and radical
movements were decimated by a combination of employer and police power and by the
perifidy of theAFL.

In Eastern and Southern Europe fascist and proto-fascist military regimes took power
And two luminaries of the newly formed international communist movementgGeor
Lukacs andAntonio Gramsci exemplified the fate of the revolutionary intellectuals in
countries seized by counterrevolutionary force. Lukacs, a leading Hungarian intellectual
who had joined the Communist Parsgrved as Minister of Culture in the Hungarian
Soviet Republic of 1919%hen the government collapsed he was forced into exile and
settled for a decade Vienna where, in sharp contrast to higédy literary past, he
worked as a full-time revolutiongrégramsci, the general secretary of the Italian
Communist Party and before that an editor of a newspaper and major figur&umithe
factory occupations of 1920, was imprisoned by Mussslia€gist regime in 1926 and
died in prison eleven years later

These personal circumstances combined with the ebbing of the revolutionary movement
became the occasion for two of the more original and discerning reflections on problems
of political olganization in a non-revolutionary period. Precisely because of the

particular character of the interwar period it became possible to consider these issues with
a degree of reflexivity missing in the earlier debates. Recall that Lenin and Luxembur
were fully confident that the gency of issues of partyganization were directly related

to the their judgement that the first two decades of tHec2@tury constituted a

revolutionary situation when the class war would imminently take the form of an assault
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on the capitalist stateThe questions for Lukacs and Gramsci were: in a period of relative
capitalist stabilization what are the forms of praxis for the revolutionary fovéba®is

the relation of theory to practice? How to build the movement to avoid the formation of a
tight bureaucratic leadership?(20 lukacs and gramaaifiks of this period)

Every essay in Lukacs@llection of essayistory and Class Consciousness(HCC)
(1922) was written fronvienna in the context of his period of work as a leader of the
illegal Hungarian Communist Par#nd that this world famous philosopher and literary
critic devoted himself to practical politics for a decade has been lost on many of his
readers who tend to study his writing during this period as instances of Marxist
scholarshipAlthough Lukacs is an exemplary scholdistory and Class Consciousness
must be understood as a contribution to political thabithout the perspective of the
economic and political situation in Europe HCC becomes, in some respects,
unintelligible. Or put more generousbBeen in an essentially a- political wéye central
arguments of even the most philosophical essays can be grasped only péetiahyg

essays of HCC, his bodlenin(1924)and his second collection from this perfadtics

and Ethic$!968.1972) contain some of the more valuable reflections on the problems of
political organization in a non-revolutionary period. Many readers of HCC, which was
reissued in German in 1967 and first appeared in English four yeayataterevitably
drawn to two essays: OWhat is Orthodox Marxism?O in which Lukacs defends the
materialist dialectic, especially the concept of the totality and its coraltery

indissoluble relation of the subject and object as constitutive of the totality; and the
magisterial OReification and the Consciousness of the ProletariatO, actually an
elaboration of the same themes, with particular emphases on the philosophical
underpinning of the subject/object split in everyday life, and the objective basis of this
split in the universalization of the commodity-form in capitalist soclatkacs

conception of reification, derived from his reading of MaGépital, (but the term owes

it elaboration to GegrSimmel), is that, in the capitalist system dominated by commodity
production and exchange, relations between people take on the appearance of relations
between thingsThat is, subjectivity is subsumed under reified objects. Read in the
context of the debates over politicaganizations rather than an occasional work of
philosophical reflection, Lukacs provides a OscientificO and philosophical basis for
Lenin® claim that revolutionary class consciousness cannot arise from the workers
struggle. For Lukacs that struggle is always conditioned by a)rationalization in which
every aspect of human activity can be calculated and classified into Ospecialized systemsO
b) Othe fragmentation of human production necessarily entails fragmentation of its
subjectO (c) by the division of labor as well as by the hierarchies produced by the
occupational structure of the labor market. But at the core of gnenant is his claim

21 Geog Lukacs History and Class Consciousness(Cambridge Rv#$s, 1971Antonio Gramsci
Selections from the Prison Notebooks with an introduction by Rodney Livingstone aricb & laiwell-
Smith (NewYork: International Publishers, 1971)
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that, under the domination of capital, the workers see themselves as fragmented objects
rather than subjects of the historical proééss

Consciousness, therefore, is not lodged in perception or individual understdiging.
perception and understanding are determined by the logic of capital, But, read in
isolation, OReification® might be interpreted asgamrant for either voluntarismNthe
doctrine according to which even adverse objective circumstances can be overcome by
revolutionary willNor fatalism, the concept that the capitalist crisis will, under its own
weight, lead to the systemélf-destruction. Lukacs theory of politicajanization
refutes these antinomiescgued in philosophical terms, even in OReificationO Lukacs
provides the basis for a methodology of politicgaization. Beyond political discourse
itself, Lukacs sees the root of contemporary conceptions of the subject/object split in
Kantian ethics. He addresses Kant, not only becausestarng€Critiquesdominated
German and French philosophy for almost a century after I$etgiéh in 1831, but
kantian ideas had penetrated some of the leading figures of international socialism,
notably Bernstein, MaRdler, the leader ofAustrian Social Democracgnd Russians as
well. In his view unless a sound philosophical basis is established for the objective
possibility of revolutionary class consciousnegsres to make change are likely founder
on the twin fallacies of objectivism and voluntarisihe task, according to Lukacs, is to
provide a structural basis for explaining the reproduction ofgemis consciousness
within the proletariat in the wake of crises and war and for the objective possibility of
class consciousness.

Condemning what he calls the Ocontemplative attitudeO towards sociaimeatitgh
the Othing-in itselfO is not available to consciousnessyiwsar

Ein order to overcome the irrationality of the question of the thing-in itself it is
not enough that the attempt should be made to transcend the contemplative attitude.
When the question is formulated more concretely it turns out that the essence of praxis
consists in annulling that indégrence of form towards content that we found in the
problem of the thing-in itself.[the senses provide the data, but the categories provide the
formal conditions of intelligibility that is, knowledge sdJhus praxis can only be
established as a philosophical principle if, at the same time, a conception of form can be
found whose basis and validity no longer rest on that pure rationality and that freedom
from every definition of content. In so far as the principle of praxis is the prescription for
changing realityit must be tailored to the concrete material substratum of action if it is
to impinge upon it to any fefct3

22 HCC pp.88-92

23HCC 125-126
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These concepts underlie Lukansfjor statement on the pafybwards a Methodology

of the Problem of QyanizationO, the last chapter of HCC.. In the article Lukacs advances
a bold definition: Oganization is, at once the form of mediation between theory and
practiceO(299) and, more generallthe concrete mediation between man and historyN

this is the decisive characteristic of of thganization now being bornO(318). In these
passages Lukacs stresses the fallacies of the inherent hierarchy present in many workersO
parties which overestimate the importance of the individual, that is the leader and his
activity, and the OfatalisticO complementary passivity and subordination of the masses.
Both tendencies lead to bureaucratization of the panty thwart the development of a
movement that promotes Oreal active participationO of members in every event, in the full
scope of party life.

The idea of aganization as the Oconcrete mediation between man and historyO is closely
linked to the problems of fragmentation and rationalization raised in the OReificationO
essayEvery struggle is necessarily partial: workers employed by a single capitalist
enterprise or in a single industry fight for higher wagesnfast recentlyagainst wage

cuts) or for better working conditions; tenants oppose landlord demands for more rent;
communities fight developers seeking to gentrify their neighborhoods or destroy natural
systems for commercial uses; blacks and other oppressed minorities fight for civil rights
and women for sexual and gender equalibe party is, in the first place, the mediation
between these struggles and the fight against capital. For example it must show the class
dimension in the struggle for abortion rights and the sexual dimension of labor struggles.
Second, the party indicates the principles for a better life that are inherent in these
struggles and why this aspiration is frustrated by the priorities of emplagdriord,
developergovernment dicials and menThird, does the party expose the role of the

state in these struggle¥#ose side is it on®/hat are the necessary tasks regarding
legislation, what are the costs of legal solutions versus direct agtendll return to

some of these questions in the next and final section.

Antonio Gramsci developed his thought while in a fascist prison. His captivity was the
outcome of the success of the counterrevolution against therb@adactory

occupations and the founding of the Communist Party by Gramsci and other left-
Socialists who had heeded the call of the CI to form revolutionary parties linked to the
international. Since 1924 Gramsci, had been General Secretary of thé&Spayits
founding in 1920 he had conducted a fierce ideological struggle against the so-called
OleftO Communists led Agnadeo Bordiga, who had actually called the meeting to form
the party. Arrested in 1926 under suspicion of participating in a plot to assassinate
Mussolini, by 1929 Gramsci was tried by his fascist captors for attempting an armed
insurrection and sentenced to 20 years in prison. In the years 1929-1933 he wrote many
notebooks, five of which have been edited and translated into English by Joseph
Buttitgeg. Under the watchful eye of the cengémramsci was obliged to invent his own
vocabularyNwhich consisted not only in euphemisms for conventional terms, but
provided graphic descriptions of them--,and smuggle the material out, thanks to his
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friend, the economist Piero Stafand his sistein-law Tatiana.The scope of these works

is immense, but can be explained, not only by the fact that he had been trained as a
OtraditionalO intellectual and was familiar with many languages, natural and human
sciences and the arts, philosopégciological theory and politics, but also by his
conception of the movement as more than transformative of the nature of propieasy

a vehicle for the development of the full capacities of individuals. Like Lenin,
Luxembug, and Lukacs Gramsci held that the party was a fusion of the most class
conscious workers and revolutionary intellectuétsmake sure it did not degenerate

into the private preserve of the laftére party had to develop a broad ranging
educational program both for its own cadres and for the OmassesO, not only in the
scientific aspects of Marxism, but in the whole range of literary and philosophical works
that mark the Enlightenmenfthe key task of party education was to help develop critical
self-consciousness:

OCritical self- consciousness means, historically and politittadiycreation of an
elite of intellectuals.[by elite he means people who are specialized in the political sense,
not ruling elites Bs& human mass does not Odistinguisk) does not become
independent in its own right without, in the widest sengggroring itself; and there is no
organization without intellectuals, that is withouganizers and leaders, in other words,
without the theoretical aspect of the theory-practice nexus being distinguished concretely
by the existence of a group of people Ospecialisedficeptual and philosophical
elaboration of ideas. But the process of creating intellectuals is lofiguldiiffull of
contradictions, advances and retreats, dispersals and regroupings in which the loyalty of
the masses is sorely triétl.

Gramsci then stresses that this task is tied to the dialectic between intellectuals and
masses in which the development of the latter to a Ohigher level of culture® and whose
influence on the intellectuals is decisive for their own development. In turn the
intellectuals, OganicallyO linked to the subaltern classes, conduct a struggle to impose a
new common sense within civil society

The importance of the development of intellectuals becomes clearer when we consider
one of Gramscédnore celebrated formulations. Consistent with the principle of historical
specification, Gramsci gues that there are two aspects to the struggle for social
transformation: the war of maneuyer which the revolutionary movement, of which the
party(After Machievelli OThe Modern PrinceQ) is its leading detachment undertakes the
assault on the state; and the war of position, that is, the period when the possibility of
revolution has been foreclosed to the proletariat and its alliesmoment of the war of
position is characterized by two extremely important party activities, both of which fall
largely, if not exclusivelyon intellectuals. Stating that every class in history seeking
power must prevail at the ideological as well as the military/political level, Gramsci

24 OSelectionsO 334
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claims that the possibility of winning a war of maneuver depends both on the level of
organization and strength of the movement and, crucmﬂiyhe capamty of the workers
movement and its intellectuals to impose a new Ocommon senseO on society as a whole.
By Ocommon senseO Gramsci connotes a disaggregated collection of myths, deeds and
supersititions that constitute bgaois hegemony that are in dialectical tension

with :good sense@s long as the constellation of ruling ideas prevail, every struggle will
remain local, fragmented and even perceived by the workers and other subalterns in terms
of those hegemonic ideas. For Gramsci critical understanding presupposes a struggle of
Opolitical hegemoniesO pulling in opposite directih®re there is no contest of
hegemonies the ruling common sense will inevitably undermine the significance of what
might otherwise become a generalized battle. One of the main tasks of the war of
position is to create a new common sense.

OneAmerican example may illustrate what a cowftegemonic good sense might be. In
the heat of the great industrial union ugguof the 1930s and 1940s the communist
composer and lyricist, Earl Robinson, wrote the song OJoe HillO, an attempt to displace
the bougeois myth of individualism with a myth of collective action mediated by Joe
Hill, a real historical IWWbrganizer Joe Hill was, in RobinsosPhrase Oframed. on a
murder chageO and executed. But as the song goes, Joe Hill Onever diedEwherever
workingmen(sic) are out on strike, trsat@ere youOll find Joe HillO. So without using the
term, for Gramsci as for Lukacs the partgamization is a mediation between theory and
practice, between OmanO and histonyust challenge the prevailing common sense at
every level: the trajectory of the economy and itsat$ on class structure; the analysis of
the political situation; articulating a social and cultural ethics on questions of sexuality
issues of laweducation and artistic representation; on the interpretation of history;
problems of science and technolptheir theoretical implications as well as practical
application. In short, unlike the modern social democratic dictum that the limit of
political intervention is the material interests of class, defined narrowly as economic and
welfare issues, it must be capable of intervening on the widest range of economic,
political and social questions. Prior to any set of specific tactics, its role in welding
together the fragments of the working class through the interpretation and dissemination
of the significance of particulasectoral, struggles in relation to the totality is
fundamental. So the struggle for political and cultural hegemony is a cardinal strategic
task during the non-revolutionary peri¢d.

In order for a struggle of this magnitude to be conducted, Grangs@sarthe corps of
OintellectualsO must be expanded; but since there are simply not enough traditional

25 The tendency of Social Democracy after the death of Engels to insist on the strict separation of the
private and the public and to renounce intervention into cultural and social life, which led most of these
parties to, in d@éct, renounce the dictum that the socialist revolution was about the transformation of not
only economic and political relations but would bring to birth a OnewO individual whose cultural and social
development would be the basis of the Ofree association of producersO was dgg imeatarre, to the

legacy of the absolutist states of continental Europe. Perhaps the most articulate statement of the need for
the separation is in HannahendtThe Human Conditian
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intellectuals, (and, in any case, one would not want to create an elite in the old sense)
raising the level of culture in the OwidestO meaning of the term becomes crucial. Here
lies the importance of theoretical and philosophical education. Declaring that everyone is
a(spontaneous) philosopher and also a politician, Granmggeesithe task of the

intellectuals is to fuse this spontaneous wisdom with historical materialism. He
transforms the concept of elite to mean those who engage in the doegeenonic

activities of education, propaganda, and theorizing to produce a new common sense, and
not only as a specialized professional activiitye class develops @QanicO intellectuals;
some are recruited from the traditional intellectuals who are trained to serve the crown or
after the English and French Revolutions, the peaisie As the strength of the

subalterns, including the proletariat, grows, the size of the traditional intellectuals who
come over to the movement grows. But throughouPtiieon Notebookst is clear that
Gramsci expects the ranks ofanic intellectuals to swell by recruiting a new type of
intellectual from the rank and file as a result of the psug@cational and cultural

efforts.

A Radical Party in the United States?

What are the prospects for the egerce of a OpartyO in the United States capable of
being the mediation between the existing labor and social movements and history? In
order to address this question we need first to make a sober assessment of the specific
features of the economic and political situation within the United States and its relation to
global capitalismWithin this assessment we ask what is the condition of the labor and of
the social movements? Finallg a preliminary waywhat, in general, is the prevailing
common sense both within the movements and in the population as a Wheteand

only then can we makeganizational proposals.

1. It is no secret that the U.S.national economy has been seriously weakened over the
past quarter century by massive de-industrialization in many of gaskacities, and by
globalization which has brought new players into the world econdralgor destroying
technological change has reduced labor forces in many major industries while new OtechO
knowledge industries have failed to make up for the losses. Reinvestment in US based
industries has declined, even in the crucial gneectorand global investment by
finance capital has increased. Real wages have declined during this period by nearly 25%
and oficial poverty has increased. Further we have experienced a radical restructuration
of the labor market: jobs, which once implied a degree of permanence, have been
replaced by temporargontingent and part-time Owork@d while the oficial level of
unemployment hovers around 5%, the hidden joblessnessNpremature retirements, people
forced out of the labor force, job scarcity for first-time job seekers, part-timers counted as
full time by oficial statistics,--brings our real rates closer to the double digit¢estern
Europe.
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At a time when global warming threatens life forms on the planet, rail and air
transportation industries are experiencing a huge crisis, even as hundreds of billions of
dollars are poured by the Federal government into the highway prognaong the

chief tagets of deregulation in the 1980s, airlines have been a net loser in the much
praised free market innovations of the Democrats, who controlled Congress until 1994, as
well as successive Republicérite Houses. Several airlines have declared bankruptcy
degraded their service and cancelled contractual mandates for pensions and other
benefits, even as they have demanded, and received, substantial wage concessions from
unionized workers. Biased without forethought for autos and trucks, federal investment in
rail has been reduced to a trickle as railroads attempt to stay afloat by raising ticket fares
and freight rates. Skilled rail employees have been l&dofdAmtrak has announced

further cuts in servicAnd theAmerican auto industryne the envy of the world, has

been plunged into nedepression by global price competition, the poor quality of its
products, and by short-sighted and self-destructive corporate plamhmtransportation
industries alone &fct a quarter of the economy and millions of jobs. General Motors has
announced a 25% jobs cut over the next three years, and the prospects for Ford are no
better

Meanwhile, domestic and global manufacturers of electronic equipment and computer
hardware have, under stress from relative shrinkage of sales and technological
innovation, meged, engaged in extensive outsourcing, and reduced workforces,
shattering the classic neo-liberal dismissal of the crisis in intermediate technology
industries such as auto, steel and electrical products. Remember the mantra? OThese are
rust belt industries. Not d/orry, The sunbelt industries will more than make up for the
lossesAll displaced workers need is retraining for these hi-tech jobis®fact is, apart
from China and India who have embarked on a contemporary version of primitive
capitalist accumulation by means of what David Harvey terms OdispossessionONa
hundred fifty million Chinese have been driven from the countryside into the cities--,
global capitalism is in a state of stagnation and decline.

But what is the state of the unions and the social movem©éfitaPhas been their

responses to the veritable cascading of economic, environmental and the political crises
brought about by the daily revelations that, as Marx and Engels remarked in the
Manifestq the bougeoisie can no longer meet the needs of the immense majority of
people? (we need not rehearse in detail the appalling level of US education and health
care, let alone the chronic shortage of housing that working peoplefoat) &fow did

the Left and the labor movement respond to Hurricane Katipaf from joining in the
private relief efiorts and criticizing the slow response of the Bush administration, not a
public voice of any consequence was raised to point out that privatization of relief
services was a symptom of the systematic destruction of Federal civil service in the
diplomatic, intelligence and technical areas, that one of its most competent branches, the
U.S.Army Corps of Engineers and many state and local engineering departments had
been seriously weakened before the hurricane by the billions of dollars of contracts to
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Halliburton and Bechtel and other private construction firkt¥ere is the voice that
places the blame squarely on capitalism itself, its evident incapacity to engage in
planning beyond the interests of the individual fiMdRile economist Joseph Stiglitz can
show the limits of market ideologgind Paul Krugman insists that the Bush
administration is to blame for countless economic woes, not the least of which is the
mounting debt due to war expenditures and balance of payments deficits, few are the
analyses that link the current situation with the history of neo-liberal economic, policy
with the self interested faith in the market to solve most problems.

How has the left and the labor movement addressed the steady bleeding of good jobs, the
incessant corporate demands for wage and benefit cuts to make them profitable, the
pattern of concessionary lgaining that had spread like an epidemic throughout the labor
movement? Can we say that any significant force within the labor movement has been
able to mount a campaign against concessionagalmang where the union becomes the
instrument of the employerpfdgram?nd when a union of Northwest mechanics dares

to withhold their labor rather than grant yet another round of wage and benefit
concessions, and, with few exceptions, notably thead UNITE HERE, the rest of

the airline unions and thAFL-CIO and its rival federation snub the strike, where are the
voices of solidarity that take a public platform to criticize the parochialism of the unions,
especially in the airline industrwho cross picket lines and condemn the mechanics for
their resistance®hile the courageous labor perioditalbor Noteshas raised these

issues, it is only putatively an ideologicagan of a fragmented and dgaly incipient

radical wing of Oganized LaborSince there is no OpartyO with members broadly
distributed in the unions and with a presence in the public sphere, to take up these issues,
no intellectual and political force to attempt to weld movements of resistance and to link
them to historywe are now confronted with a working class that is ideologically and
politically defenseless because lgrois hegemony particularly the fatalism that has
accompanied the huge shifts in the economy-- is virtually uncontested. In this case, and in
many over the last quarter centiury some workers have identified their interests with

those of their OownO corporation, a de facto instance of corporatism. Of course, many are
discontented with these alignments but have no vehicle to contest the dominant
leadership. Finallyas left-liberals bemoan the vacuum in the space of political

opposition, they remain in the thrall of the old common sense that the two-party system,
and the current electoral swindle is the only game in town and, for this reason, it is folly

to imagine alternatives.

Only those who are in the grip of political myopia would suggest that a party formation

is on the immediate agenda. Given the concrete historical circumstances where, for
example, a laye portion of radical activists are self-described OanarchistsO where many in
the movements remain in the thrall of the OlessonsO of the history of international
socialism and communism, namely that the party as a form has been discredited, and
where the left, broadly conceived, has not seriously debated radical, let alone
revolutionary political theory for a decades, one might propose to fornganipation
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that moved in the direction of being the mediation between theory and practice, humans
and history Concretelyit would, initially, have three principle tasks:

1. to bring together those who are already discontented with the current state of things
where movements remain fragmented, locked into single issues, and disdain a broader
vision of a new societyn this connection, among the early tasks is to develop a public
presence, lgely at first, through the creation of a Left press, local groups in evggy lar
city that dedicate themselves to forming study groups, intervening, where appropriate, in
local struggles and contributing to thegar projects such as those outlined below

2. to initiate a broad discussion of the central problems of social and political theory
situated in the actuality of the global as well as national situatiégafiave barely come

to terms with the significance of the re-egeice of a Latidmerican Left, once

solemnly buried by ex-radicals who went over to Centrist governments in Mexico, Brazil
andVenezuela, among others. How to take account of the virtual collapse of European
social democracy anmimerican liberalism? Perhaps most important, will the Left take up
the critique of liberal democratic institutions advancedanyong others, Benjamin

Barber Grant McConnell, Robert Dahl and Robéfiebe, each of whom has written
persuasively that democracy has becongelgran illusion in the United States? If so,

what are the prospects for electoralism in what otherwise might be viewed as a stacked
deck?And, of course, we need to revisit the question of the state andhitthadser

termed its Oideological apparatusesO. Is it really possible to reform the state so it becomes
an expression and instrument of popular powera®others have claimed, must the

state itself be uprooted®ong the crucial issues raised by Werld Social Forum is

the project of reinvigorating civil societyNthe space between the economy and the forms
of political rule.The question is: can we envision radical social change in which the
underlying population actually takes hold of the econamyents forms of coordination

that address common problems without forming a series of repressive state apparatuses,
without creating a whole new social formation of ganicO intellectuals(including self-
described OactivistsO many of whom are already intellectuals without acknowledging it)?

3 And, finally, the question of what forms a Left politicaganization might take under

the concrete historically situated circumstances oAtherican movements7his means
revisiting the history of the Left, especially theerican Left as well as developing an
adequate theory of our own situation. Questions such as Owhat is the role of a center?
How to insure that funds and other resources are available for education and publications
etcO. should be discussed.

A left political oganization may or may not be a OmassO party of hundreds of thousands
of members, but, taking the point of view of the totaliguld articulate the demands of
millions, including the working class and other social formatidnsl. it would seek to

have members among the leaders and rank and file activists of trade unions, womensO
organizations, environment and ecology movements, various fractions of the freedom
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movements of blacks, Latino&sians and other oppressed peoples, the anti-war and
global justice movements. Its most important role might be to link the various forms of
discontent into a overview that made sense of what seems to be a series of unrelated
events and sectoral struggles. It would assemble a small army of intellectuals whose
tasks would include writing, educational work, performing and thinking the ideas
required by the historic and future project of transforming capitalist social relations. In
liberal democratic societies such as the United States,dhaipation, in its electoral

form, can expect to win a substantial vote, especially at the local level. It would
undertake extensive education and propaganda activities, sponsoring schools of popular
as well as advanced political education, conferences, and research inBtieutes
organization would have its own ideological intervention in the form of a press, and
could sponsor or give financial andyanizational support to a series of independent left
periodicals, especially daily and weekly newspapers, but also journals which could be
published on-line as well as hard copy

We are at a moment when all of the old arrangements are in digernag have noted in
many of the major countries of Europe, as well as LAtnerica, the disintegration of the
Center/Left parties has resulted in a revival of a series of Left political formations whose
relation to the old Russian question has been partially severed. Is it not the time to
consider a similar break from both anti-party and anti-radical assumptions in the United
States?



