A Dilemma for All Sections of the Communist Party

Democracy and the Shake-up in Russia

By H. W. BENSON

Less than six months ago, the national convention of the Commu-
nist Party ended in New York. It was an event of genuine political sig-
nificance affecting the course of radicalism in the United States. It ecame
as the climax of a deep-going discussion inside the Communist movement
lasting for at least a year: serious-minded party members and leaders
sought a way out of the crisis into which their movement had been

plunged by the revelations of the
20th Congress and the Hungarian
Revolution. The best among them
were turning away from totali-
tarian distortions of socialism and
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toward the American working
class movement and democratie socialism.
It was a real discussion, an authentic in-
ternal strugple between divergent basie
views. Anyone who =till does not under-

stand this can hardly comprehend what -

has aroused the socialist movement in
this country.
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The convention rehbuffed the drive of
William Z. Foster to re-Stalinize the
American party, an attempl backed by
the authority of Jacques Duclos whose
new letter of advice was spurned. But at
the same time, the convention evaded the
main issues in the name of party unity:
it did not even consider the Gates pro-
posal for a Pelitical Action Association:
it dodged the Hungarian events: it failed
to solidarize itself with the struggle of
the Polish people, under the leadership
of the Gomulka regime, for indepen-
dence from Russian domination, Thus, its

seasions eénded with a question mark.

Hundreds streamed out of the party in
disappointment over its failure to maka
a real turn, the tendency which leaned
toward democratic socialism. Many of
them, finished with the Communist Par-
ty, now await the rebirth of a militant
socialist movement.

Others, who were just as dissatisfied,
decided fo remain in the party. await new
events, ond renew the campaign for o turn
toward scciclist democrocy under more
favorable circumstances. Now, six months
after, it is possible fo take stock. Hos the
party moved further toward democratic
socialism or bas it begun to slide back to-
ward Stalinism?

The most sensational event in the Com-
munist world since the convention was
the shift in Russia which entrenched the
power of Khrushehev and eliminated two
of the erstwhile highest ranking leaders:
Malenkov and Molotov., The state of the
American Communist Party is revealed
instantaneously in this: before the last
convention, a wide-ranging discussion,
debates, articles,. bulletins, an effort to
grapple with basic socialist problems.
Now, after the Russian events, almost
nothing, An editorial in the Daily Work-
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er, a short column by Joe Clark, and that
is all.

To rernew the discussion is not as sim-
ple as it appears. Not the least diffieulty
is a general weakening of the Gates for-
ces and the resurgence of Foster and his
co-thinkers. This iz not to say that the
Fosterites have been recroiting adher-
ents. They have heen winning only by
default, As the party fails to move for-
ward, it automatically slips backward.
Even before the national convention, the
Gates wing was weakened by defections,
not to Foster, but out of the party in des-
pair. The process continues. At the last
state convention in New York, once a
stronghold of anti-Stalinism, the Foster-
jtes and allies took control. The Gatesites
were voting with their feet. Pro-Gates
delegates, elected before the convention,
quit the party before it could assemble.
The Fosterites could take over only be-
cause their rivals were disintegrating by
the minute. Why? Those who left the
party obviously saw no future with it.
They were net guided in any fight for
democratic socialism inside the party;
they saw no alternative acceptable to
them on the outside. So far, this situa-
tion remains unchanged.

FOSTERITES GAIN

The Daily Worker remains under the
editorship of John Gates and therefore
does not seem to reflect openly the
changing balance of forces. We get a hint
of the real situation only by realizing
what the Daily Worker does not say.

Foster-types begin to take over in New
York. The tone of old-time Stalinism is
heard again in somewhat subdued fashion.
In his resignation from the Communist Par-
ty, Howard Fast expressed horror at Stal-
in's erimes and criticized the Russian re-
gime for maintaining dictatorship and con-
tinuing %o suppress democracy. He called
for freedem in Russia, One can understand
why those who remain in the party criti-
cize, even repudiate Fast's act of resigna-
tion and dissociaote themselves from it.
After all, they believe that Communists
must reform the party, if possible, But
what of Fost's call for democracy? what
of his criticism of the Russian regime?
That is something quite different. Is it per-
missible to egree with Fast on democracy
and remain inside the porty nevertheless?

The arrogance of Stalinistic thinking
begins to reassert itself. Foster feels free
in publie to denounce Fast for his views
on democracy, borrowing again from the
olil lexicon: “slander,”” “monstrous dis-
tortion,” “plaving directly into the hands
of the class enemy.”

Another sign of the times: Political
Affairs, the partys monthly magazine,
has a new editor: Herbert Aptheker,
That alone tells all. Only at the very
height of the party discussion did a trace
of fresh air filter into its pages. But
now! Aptheker is a typical “red profes-
sor” whose eminence in the party rests
upon the art of sifting out little grains of
history into a formless heap and building
the latest line on top of it. This craft is
displayed in classically crude form in his
book “The Truth [sic!] About Hungary.”
Here, to the astonishment of no one, he
discovers that all Hungarian history
points to (he irresistible conclusion that
the Hungarian Revolution was essential-
1y the result of a reactionary and impe-
rialist plot, a conclusion that he had no
doubt reached long before commencing
his concentrated researches. As a reward,
he now assumes the editorship of the
party's magazine. Properly enough, the
first issue under his editorship publishes
a lengthy laudatory review of hiz own
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book written by a member of the party’s
National Committee, Hal Lumer. Some-
time before, in the Daily Worker, a
Gatesite reviewing the same book felt
impelled to express his dissatisfaction
with it!

With this background the porty learned
of the change in Russia, At first the Daily
Worker was non-committal, cenfining it-
self to straight news. There was no return
to the old Stalinist-style drum beating. It
referred carefully to the “alleged” anti-
party faction of Malenkov and Molotov,
indicating very subtly that the editor did
not necessarily swallew Moscow's official,
canned account of events. That was all for
a few days. Obviously, the Daoily Worker
which had quickly reflected dissatisfaction
with Russian policy during the Hungarian
events now felt it advisable fo be prudent,
perhaps to wait for top level party discus-
sions. For this is a time of rising Fosterite
strength and dwindiing Gatesite influence,

A DILEMMA

Moreover, the Gatesites faced a dilem-
ma entirvely apart from the internal par.
ty balance. A Fosterite could react with
automatic precision; to him each tack
and turn in ‘Russia is invariably the
latest and greatest’' contribution to hu-
manity; and now, when our own ruling
politicians seemed pleased by events, he
could ride with popular currents. But for
the best of the Gatesites that will not do
at all, They want.a movement based not
on Russian policy but on the needs of so-
cialism in the United States. The turn in
Russia took place ufider the sign of “lib-
eralism,” of “peaceful coexistence,” of
easing tensions in the Russiun bloc. The
Gatesites are all for that. Yet, the change
was hardly a model of democracy. To
climb the Khrushchev bandwagon was
not good enough; it would sugrest the old
platform of blind apologeties. Thus, the
Daily Worker continued to report devel-
opments in Russia in minor key, concen-
trating as usunal on events in the United
States which are simpler to handle.

On July 9, the Daily Worker comment-
ed editorially under the heading “Soviet
Events and Coexistence.” Later a reader
wrote to the editor, “The Worker editori-
al on the change in leadership was an
excellent piece of writing. One could al-
most picture the staff working together
to present a correct editorial poliey.” In
a way, he was right. It was an attempt to
piease everyone and in the end will prob-
ably prove fruitless. At bottom, the edi-
torial approved of the changes. "What-
ever their many secondary elements,” it
began, “the central feature of the recent
historie Soviet events ds that they
strengtheri the tide to peaceful coexist-
ence and a durable peace.” It approved
of “the rebuffing of a faction™ which op-
posed among other things *democratic
rights of the Soviet people.” And, “we
view with the warmest sympathy the ef-
forts of the Soviet Communists to main-
tain the unity of the party which leads
200 million Soviet peoples.” If they are
for unity, what of democracy?

DEMOCRACY?

“From all accounts,” the editorial con-
finues, “the issues were debated vigorous-
ly for a week ot a full meeting of the Cen-
tral Committee (about 200 were present)
with all points of view presented. This was
a departere from certain of the con-
demnad practices of the latter years of
the Stalin leadership which frequently by-
passed the CPSU's elected bodies. The
meeting took the decisive steps already
noted. it may be suggested, however, that
matters might not have even come to this
pass had a wide public discussion preced-
ed the meeting for the Soviet Communist
Party membership and the Soviet people
undoubledly support wholeheartedly the
policies of peaceful c¢oexistence, demo-
cratization and the raising of living stand-
ords. The process of democratization re-
quires such a debate; the process of cor-
rection of the abuses of Soviet democracy
will undoubtedly provide new forms for
such public discussion. But this is distinctly
suberdinate to the historic evenis them-
selves—events which will kelp shape a
peaceful world."

It is impossihle to consider this as-
semblage of ideas as a public declaration
of policy; it reads like a diplomatic com-

munique. composed to satisfy-an inner
family ecirele. Is there a real trend to
democracy in Russia? The editorial sug-
pests that there is. But it offers not a
single substantial fact to bolster its hope.
If the “process of demoeratization re-
quires public debate,” was there any evi-
dence of it in Russia? No, that is what
is missing, we are told.

At any event this must be answered:
vesterday Molotov, Malenkov and others
were at the very pinnacle of power. In
the twinkling of an eye, without public
debate, and now without recourse of any
kind, without the slightest right to go
before the Russian people, they are im-
mediately reduced to nothing . . . unani-
mously. If that is the fate of yesterday’s
rulers when they take issue with the re-
gime, rightly or wrongly, what must be
the fate of the ordinary Russian worker
and farmer, without power or influenece,
who wants to call for a change? The Rus-
sian people want democracy? We have no
reason to doubt it. But is the regime
moving toward demoeracy? The dump-
ing of Molotov and Malenkov without
consultation with the people proves the
opposite.

PUBLIC DEBATE?

On July 10, Joseph Clork was ready to
go further in his Daily column. He .spoke
bluntly of "The lack of basic democratic
procedure in the Soviet Communist Party
which still persists. . . . (We remind our
readers that it is the only legal party in
the country! If there is no democracy with-
in thot party, how is it possible to, speak
at all of demeoeracy in Russian society?)
Clark deplores the fact that the removed
Russian leaders ''were never given the
benefit of public debate. The struggle was
bottled up in the presidium of the Party's
Central Committes,"

Clark then turns to the charge that they
were responsible for Stalin's erimes and
points out the plain fruth. "It would be . ..
fatuous fo think that Khrushchev, Mikoyan,
Bulganin and Veroshilev, remaining collab-
orators of Stalin, were also not respon-
sible for the Leningrad frome-up and the
repressions of the ‘30s for which they now
blame Molotov, Malenkov and Kagano-
vich." _

And so, there is no democracy in the
Russian party; there was no appeal to
the people possible for the defeated “fac-
tion"; the present leaders of Russia bear
respongibility for Stalin’s erimes. Any
ordinary persen would consider these to
be grave charges. If true, they must lead
to a basic change in attitude toward the
ruling regime.

What is so astounding in this type of
thinking is-the ability to combine it with
a whole system of old illusions. At the
same time, Clark somehow senses a fight,
among other things, over “democratiza-
tion.” “It would be unfortunate if that
basie trend were obscured by the meth-
ods being used by the Soviet leaders to
fizht against Stalinism.” And again, he
concludes: “Meanwhile, slowly but inex-
orably by zig-zags if not straight, by fits
and starts if not steadily, Soviet society
moves toward democratization which is
the guarantee of socialist progress.”

ABOVE OR BELOW

But Clark will not face up to the jssue.
Let us assume that “Soviet society” will
move toward democracy . . . and every
socialist has confidence that it will be-
cause he has confidence in the Russian
people. . ... The question is: will demoe-
racy be won by the people fighting below
or will it be condescendingly handed
down bit by bit by benevolent dictators
above?

No realistic political person, and spe-
eially no socialist, can be satisfied merely
with promises ond hints of promises by
rulers, especially when the latter enjoy
uncontrolled tyrannical power, If Clark
and his friends simply accepted the prom-
ises of the Russian regime as geed coin
we could enly soy that they are being de-
ceived. But that is not the case! They are
not even given promises! The Russian re-
gime does not promise to move toward
democracy (they only insist that they al-
ready have perfect "democracy™). They
de not pledge to allow public debates,
They do not offer public pledges of “demo-
cratization” to say nothing of free elec-
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tions, free parties and free trade unionms.
Mot at all. Clark and the Daily Worker are
gratuitously reading these promises into
events. They are only deceiving ond dis-
orienting themselves. And that is the trag-
edy; for it cuts them off from what is pos-
sible today: to rebuild a socialist move-
ment in America and bring it to the work-
ing class,

The crucial faet, says the Daily Work-
er, is that the turn in Russia makes pos-
sible a peaceful world. All the questions
of , democratization, it maintains, are
“distinetly subordinate to the historic
events themselves, events which will help
shape a peaceful world.”

WHERE DO YOU STAND?

Suppose we grant that contention? Let
us assume that the main impact of
events in Russia is to strengthen the pos-
sibility of peaceful coexistence, But that
alone will solve nothing for the Commu-
nist Party in the United States. The days
when it ceuld draft along on the tide of
Russian pelicy are obvieusly gone. What
secialist militants in the labor movement
and the world of radiealism want to know
from the Communist Party is this: where
do you stand on democracy, not only in
the United States but in Russia too? Do
the latest events in Russia show a real
turn of the regime to demoeracy? Does
socialist democracy live in the private
world of a narrow clique? It is not
enough to piece together a reply that will
hold divergent groups together inside the
party, you must face the world of social-
ist public opinion.

Two years apgo, the article by Clark
and the Worker editorial would have rep-
resented a courageous break from the
domination of the Russian CP. Even to-
day, they reveal a strong resistance to
the Fosterite process of re-Stalinization.
But a lot has happened in the last year.
Socialism in the United States faces a
new beginning. All those, and they only,
can make a real contribution toward. its

resurgence who publicly proeclaim that-

socialism is and can only be democratic.
It is not simply a question of abstract
theory; it is a matter of finding a place
inside a renewed socialist movement for
every militant who should be there.

Liberals — —

{Centinued from page 1)

5. Trachtenberg further poinfed out
that the Liberal Party will win adherents
to itself on the basis of its liberal pro-
gram, and its independence from the
Democratic Party. He ended with the
proposal that someone like Charles
Abram would make a far more suitable
candidate for Mayor than the present
Democratic encumbent.

The three delegates who spoke next
rose to support the essence of Trachten-
berg’s remarks. One delegate from
Brooklyn pointed out that the present
eity administration iz without morality
and that the Liberal Party would be
gambling its principles and existence by
supporting the Democratic Party. An-
other indicated a strong feeling for “run-
ning our own candidates.”

Alex Rose then took the floor to supply
the justification of the Policy Committee’s
proposal. This was based on the philose-
phy thot the Liberal Party considers itself
fo be in a "coalition' with the Democratic
Party ond that the present municipal elec-
tion campaign must be seen in light of this
coalition and not as o sepurate entity in
itself. He pointed out thot the Liberal
Party policy todoy has to be based on the
1958 elections when on a noticnal scale, he
felt that liberals and the labor movement
would have to "coalesce” with the Demo-
cratic Party in order to defeat the Repub-
licans.

In elosine, Rése pointed out that “he
had nothing against the members who
spoke against” the Policy Committee’s
proposal, that he knew that they spoke
“from motives of idealism and devotion”
and that he wanted them to “stay and
work along with us."

The vote was then taken on the Policy

Committee’s proposal. It was carried hy -

a vote of 208, with 23 votes opposed.



	Pages from v21n29-jul-29-1957-LA.pdf
	Pages from v21n29-jul-29-1957-LA-2.pdf

