Revisionism project 11/9/81

Readings: [Ernesto Laclau sand Chantal Mouffe, "Socialist Stratesy,"
Chantal Mouffe, "llezemony nnd ideolozy in Gramsci?
Ernesto Laclau, Politics »nd Ideolosv in Marxist Theory,
pp 98-115, 138-76, 194-983.

The session centered around two presentations dealing with class
reductionism in communist stratesy in the 1930s and the alternative
posed by Gromsci's concention of hegemonv. The first dealt generally
with the critiaue of class reductionism 2and its implication for
communist stratersy. The second dealt more specifically with CPUSA
strateaxy in the 193Cs from the nerspective of the struggsle for
hegemnony.

* * % *

How does the critique of class reductionism fit into our analysis
of revisionism? Any enalysis of revisionism smounts to an analysis
of gederal nolitical line, General political line has 3 narts:
a)econjunctural analysis, b)strategic and tactical line, c¢)party
worik nlan,
a)conjunctural analysis--analysis of major contradictions in
socinl formation, their relation to one another. Main error
has been economism: treating all contradictions as manifestation
(reflection) of economic contradiction.
b)strategzie and tactical line--plan for intervention in struggles -
produced by contradictions identified in conjunctural analvsis.
Includes: who nre our friends and who are our enemies in relntion
to those strvrmmles? YWhat is the bhasis for nnity amona - allies?
Main error has been cinss reductionism: reducing all social
forces to n manilestation of economically det rmined clasces
with immutebie class interests,
Class reductionism in the realms of politics and ideology is the
strategic counterpart to economism in conjunctural analysis. The
proiject of Laclau snd Mouffe is to clenr the decls of the effects
of economism in strategy (class reductionism).

(See summary, pila)

i iconee of the criticne of clags rednectinaniam and +ha rrmamend an
e Sig icance of ihe critique of class rednctionisn and the gromscion
alternative is that it noses in a new way the tensicn hetween the two
recuirements of communist strateay: +to nrovide hro:d and effective

leadershin in tke sirvzthles at hand; to maintain the political
independence necesssry to avoid sacrificing the goal of comrunism on
the altar of the immedinte strumzle, Vithin the cormunish movement,
this tension has bLeen nosed as the problem of . united front toctics,
The uwnited front is the way communists always have thousht about stratecoy
(well before 1233) and alwavs had the foliowing featires:

——the united front always consisted of pre-constituted class
subiects united on the hasis of their fundamertal class (economic)
interests.

--on the nolitical level, the united front consisted of politicnl
suhjects (Inornnlly noliticnl narties) theot were thounent to he
directlr reflective ol closs interests,

Thie the wnited front was a coalition of classes nnd their noliticn!
renresentatives.
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Defininz fertures of class reductionism in ideology: ( orfle)
1)=211 snhjecﬁs 2re closs guahiects i
2)socirl glnosses have their own paradignatic 1deolowles :
3)all ideolozical elements have a necessary clzss beL0n¢1nv

Does not imnly (necessarilv) the onnosite nole:
1)no noliticn l/lﬂOOTOW1CqT subjects 2re cless Subdecfs $(only
Tthe neonl exists on the nolitical terrain)
2)clrsses hnve no naradigmatic ideologies
3)no ideolozics]l elements necessscrily belong to a Dartlcuiar clﬁss.

Mouffe's definition of non-reductionist view of ideology:

1)the unifyvine element of ion ideolozy is the beweronlg nrincinle
which erticulrtes all the idcolorical elements

2)hezemonic vrrincinle is » system of values whose re=liz=tion
denends unon the centr-=! role nlayed by a fundamental cless =t
the level of relnations of nroduction. Thus, the unifvinn~
nrincinle is nlwrys the exnression of =~ fundement=1 clnss.,

3)the clnss chearacter of an ideology or of an ideolozical element
s*ems from the hegemonic nrincinle which serves ns its

grticulating center.

Imnlicrtions for strategy:
1) Politicel subiects are nroduced by the full ranre of cqnltﬁ1ls“'"
contrﬁnlcblons and Torms of onpression. It is these grouns,
taken as a b w_}e, that cormorise the ponular masses ("the neconle’)
2)The cless Taiind %S these suﬁjecta is not necesssrily determined
by ahe class location of its Tiembers, but by the fundamental .
clnss (bour0501s1e or proletnrist) thot is able to srticulate
thet subiect's struecgle within its ideological discourse znd
political nractice.
3)The dominance of bourcgeois ideclosy and volitical =oals within
ponulnsr movements (lebor, women's liby; black 1ib) is exvlainsable
not by the bourgeois clqss nosition of its leaders, but by
the hememony of bourgeois ideolozy within cepitalist society:
the nroven »bility of the boungeoisie to esrticulate (in narrow
terms) the hopes znd frustrations of the monular masses within
the limits of bourgecis ideolozy 2nd noliticsal practice (reformism).
4)The =o2l of communist ideoloxical and nolitical sorrctice is to
diserticul~te the interests of the popular masses from
heourseols ideolosy snd nolitics 2and to resrticulste those inter
1A
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by c¢xposint how bourgmedis ideology end politics compnronmise
nonular strugcles; resrticulsate hy nrojecting a socizlist politics
'J“ nractice that embrace and deenend those struggles for
liberation.
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The contradiction hetween
traditionally been posed =
Charmes of onnortunism or

id these terms: omnortunism is the failure tosive sufficient weicht
to the tasli of maintaining political indenendence; sectarianism

is not talking seriously the need tc maintain an effective fichting
front. 21 Richmond captured the two extremes by referencé to the
Chinese: o united front con hbe "all unity and no struccle'" or

"all strugzle and no unity."” Implicit in all treatments of the united
front, however, is that there is a correct balance between these two
requirenents. But within the framework c¢f class reductionism, this
problem of the united front becomes an absolute contradiction.

o

o

ffectiveness and indenendence has
the !ier nroblem of the united fr t,
ctarianism have norimally been conched

i
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United I'ront in the 1920s--

The united front apnroach to strategy was develoned in the Comintern
in the 1920s. The united front was thought of as a nolicy for a
non-revolnticnary conjuncture--the period of the "relnative stahilizntion"
of canitnlism,
—-—the united front was origcinally n front of the workings class
alone: an alliance of communist and non—-communist (primarily
socinl democratic) workers.
--united front of workinm class narties: €CPs and social democratic
parties and their associated trade unions
—-never incorporated in any systematic way Lenin's insistence (WITLCD)
on the need for communists to provide leaderstip to all classes
and strata strugegling against oppression. ]
The original united front was internal to the working class. While the
working class was divided politically, the communist parties alone
represented the fundamental interests of the working class. Within
the "united front! the orientation of the CPs was tc expose the social
democratic leadershin in the eyes of the social demccratic rank and file.
The CPs' anproach to political indenendence earned .hem the reputation
of sectarian, unfaithful allies. It seems safe to say that the CPs
maintained their nolitical indevendence at the expense of maintaining
an effective united front.

Third Period--

Predicting the end of the period of "relative stabilization" (declaring
a "third period of capitalist develonment) the Comintern exmected a
new wave of revolutionalry struggle, ihe unjttd front wos x:xmrmigne
ahandoned, for in a revolutionary situation there cculd be nobrsis for
unity of tﬂe nroletariat excent cormunist nolitics. The probhlem of
nolitical indepnendence/ceffective unity was collapsed into one, because
in a revolntionary conjuncture there counld be no distinction between
effective unity and communist unity.

United Front against Fascism--

Tn 1935, the unitcd front was resurrected, but under radically different
circumstances: ) '
——applied to 2 crisis conjuncture, but not a revolutionary conjiunctur
Maintainine on effective front became a recal priority, because
the stakes of the class strucsle were hish,
~=-united front across clnss lincs. The united iront hecame nn
alliance of classes wi“h on interest (derived from fundomental
clnss intercsis)in the defeat of fascism
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—~on the political level, the class alliance translated into
an ollinnce with bourgeois and »netit bourgecis political
porties, which were assumed to renrcsent those classes
Since the molitienl subjects united in the struzgsle. against fascisnm
were defined by their cliass interests {(ns was their onnosition to
fascism) any threat to the cless interests of any ally rislis a
reversal of the alliance, and thercfore iconardized the anti-fascist
strugele., Any attemnt to raise proletarisn politics was seen as
aaventurist and obiectively serving fnscism. In the interest of
defeating fascisn,no threat - nolitical or ideological - to the
"non-fascist" winn of the bourgeoisie conld he tolerated. In the
) —-foseist unity, the nolitical and ideolofical
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terrains of +he class strugsle were bit by bit relinquisiied to the
bourceocisie: first, by ubqnd0ﬂ1nm the SLruggle for proletarian politics
and ideolosy in the worlking class movement against capital, eventually
by abandonins the struggle against capital 1tself excent for fascist
canital.

Redectine the Comintern snalysis of the 1930s raises the guestion of
how we ¥oolr at it. ‘het was the relation of fascism and the anti-
fascist struczle to the restructuring crisis?

The 1930s is hest cheracterized as structural crisis of canitalism
ot the internntional as well as nﬁt nal levels, The variouns nossible
outcones of the restructuring stru ggle vare not all visible from the
ontset, but three brosd cateseries of cwanwes were likely to occur:
——there wonld he o new world structure of impneri ialisnm (articulated
hierarchv of nntion-states)
——there wonuld bhe o renegctiation of the terms of bourgeois
hezenony in ithe capitalist countries (new halance/o llﬁnment of
class forces)

I-" o

——there would he o new relation between capitalism and socialism
hor1ﬂw de (nec rhans socinlist revolution in the wealt linlis of
the immerialist aing oer:pvs an iﬂnerialist rollbaci: of the

socinlist v1cbor;
By 1935, certainly, fascisn 1ad become the most likely regressive
restructurine in a variety of furopean nations and was the main bidder
f o bewemoqv'xit“iw an imnerialist restructurins. So the error of
the Comintern stratesy was not in giving the defeat of fascisn first
priority. The error was in assuming that the enti-fascist struzggle

would cofsis tituted subjects with immuinble class intercst
The Cominter: ce that the anti-fascist strugmle could be
articulated nitalism or socialism. The tasit of communists
should have trote that nroletarian class interestis
nrovided the e most resolute strumsle azainst lascisn.
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i so held within it the possibilities of.
neore WrO“r“qzive CeRTnI (where the progressive movement was
strencthened by the i )f nroletarion politics) and even
1igt revolution (wwerﬁ the strumrle amainst the most re~ressive
'

social
restrneturineg could e directly ar rticulated to socialism),
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The class rednetionisn of 19230s communi

ist strategy and its failure
to stru=~le for hegemony can nerhens hest be seen by contrasting
the strovesy of the Third Period with thot of the United Front asains

d wns characterized by an ultra-left class reductionis=

The third nerio .
Stratesy was deminated by the imnerative of "nroletarian puritv:”
purit:r in commosition, purity in nolities.

In the worliers' novement, CP strategy was to build dual uﬁlons
communist mnions.

--worliing clnss politics is ilarxism-Leninism (raradigmatically)

—-—woriking clnss corganizotions should be Marxist-Leninist,

This left reductionist stratesy abandoned the workine class os it
actually existed and abstracted the struggle for socialism from
1t Agericad gontext.

--Wm. Z. 'oster, "Toweard a Soviet ‘merics:" vision of U3
socinlism was comnlietely Bolshevized--the implantation of
entirely Bolshevik formsYy making no allowance for uniquely
American developments to evolve from the revolutionary movemert.

By the mid-30s events forced the LP to absndon dual unionismn.
The industrinal mmion movement provided a basis for considerable nolitical,
as well as economic and orgenizational, vrogress in the class btr 1gels,
There develoned within the working class a greater sense of cles

identity, as well as class organization, than had ever existed before.
(Thouzh we should note that, compared to Zurone, the develonment

of class identiiy within the US worling class remnined incomnlete

and impermanent. The constitution of class subjiects in the US remains

as much of a task ans the constitution ofrevolutienary neliticol. subjects)
In Gremsci's terms, the worliing class had moved towvard political

economic conscjousness——recognlzlng the need to defend its interests

as a clrss acainst those of the bourgeoisie., But there was no movement
toward the develonment of hecemonic consciounsness--neither within the
worlking class nor, as we shall see, within the party.

The United Fronp against Pascism was the mirror image of the third neriéd.
YMere no nlliecnce w1tq non-nroletarirn classes had heen allowahle, now
all anti-fsascist classes could be united. VWhere the movement for
socirlism hrd previomsly heen thoroushly PolsHEV1zed now there wns =n
onen nannen~l to nmational traditions (20th Century mor1o anism). Where
any reference to democracy had been seen as hourqe01s now there wns

a direct anneal to democracy and the rev1vﬂl of the e‘ec+orh* nrocess,

But this totzl reversal manintained its class reductionist basis.

Embariiine on a noliticel terrain that it had previously conceded to

the bourreoisie, the narty now refused to challenze the bourseoisie
within that terraln. It tool: the annenl to national! traditions, democr~cy
on a hourceois nlatter and made no attemnt to articulate these elements

to nroletarian interests.

The New Deal evolved into a left bourgeois nopulism: it appealed to
the unitv of the nconle against the "interests,"” the selfish "economic
rovnlibt:." The CP never strusaled to ﬂrtlcn]nte that ponulisn
within a »roletarinn discourse and instead allowed the New Denl to
incornornte the nonnlist sentiments nroduced by the popular strugcles,



Indeed, the CP sejzed unon every onnortiunity to capitalize. on
bOlP“EDlS nrestice within the mnss movements ("the President wants
von to nqwoqlze') It secmed 211 teo hanpy to have the New Deal
INEENNEETEE incoenorate "the risht to organize” and "the risats of
the unermlovyed) even within the most bcuLDe01s discourse and

R state apnaratuses.

The ahsence of comqun1gu intervention left the hourgeoisie to.effect
its "passive revolution" from l-issez faire to the evnesinn welfare
state without hindronce. This passive revolution Do?l ically
neutralized the struggles of the ponular masses by incorporating
ktheir exnressed interests on a hasis that robhbed those strumoles

of their activist noture and undercut their challenge to the state.

This view of CP strateny in the 30s leaves us with a number of
unanswered questiions:
—-how to build a socialist monulism
--how %o gain nroletaricn hesgemony nrior to seizing state power
—-liow to maintain cross-class movements while building class
consciousness

* * * *

In discussion, we noted the nroblems of 1Dﬁly1n” a cotfception of
stratesy (Laclau and XMouffe's) rooted in the Zuroneun context in the ’
United States. For instance, the elements "democracy” and "nationalism"
are more thoroughly rootoﬁ in hourgecis molitics in the US than they

are in Durone, let alone the less Jeve1oned countries,.



