Information, Education, Discussion Bulletin

In Defense of Marxism

Also: Notes on Bmldmg a Revolutlonary Party, Part 2
by Paul Le Blanc
The Struggle Over Health Care Reform
by Dayne Goodwin

In This Issue

U.S. Miners Launch Project Solidarity 93
by Jean Tussey

The Struggle Over Health Care Reform
by Dayne Goodwin

For Workers in Ex-USSR Democratization Has Only Begun .
by Marilyn Vogt- Downey

Referendum and Media in Russia

Yeltsin’s Referendum “Triumph”: How Democratic Was It? .
by Renfrey Clarke

Russian Constituent Assembly Called

Yelisin Moves to Install Dictatorship .....
by Renfrey Clarke

interview with Neville Alexander The Strategy of Assassination .9

Labor Movement in Iran Four Years After the War .
by Reza Mogaddam

Political Crisis in Sri Lanka
by Thirunavukkarasu

The Outlook for the Mexican Labor Movement .
by Hector de [a Cueva

Notes on Building a Revolutlonary Parly in the United States

DI D et i IR R

by Paul Le Blanc

Twentieth Anniversary of Socialist Lawsuit
Democratic Ri?hts Versus Government Wrongs ....
by Evelyn Sell
The African American Struggle Today
The Centrality of the African American Movement .
by Mary France
Viewing the Stru ?gle in Its Dynamic Context .
by Lloyd D'Aguitar
The Meaning of Self-Determination
by Vera Wigglesworth
Discussion Trotskyism and the Struggle for Black Liberation .. 33
by Peter Johnson
Question and Answer
Is Permanent Revolution Applicable in the World Today? ...... 39
Kendra Alexander, Committees of Correspondence Leader .. .. 41
by Barry Sheppard
Irving Howe (1920-1993) ... o
by Robert J. Alexander and Paul Le Blanc
“Our Canada” Isn’t
Reviewed by Barry Weisleder
Letters ..

senisiv i 20




1 1year—$24 Plus, your choice of one of Information, Education, Discussion Bulletin
the following:

®
O3 American Elections and Issues Facing In D efense Of Ma_rX]_S N ]
Working People
03 The Transitional Program— Forging a
Revolutionary Agenda for the U.S.
3 A Year of Decision for U S. Labor— The Hormel Strike and Beyond

I 6 months — $15 1 3-month introductory — $5
Name (please print}

Address

Cay

A unigque monthly magazlne with news and anafysls of the international class struggle iwm a revolutionary Marxist perspective,
published in Europe.

O3 Single trial issue: $4.50.
B81 year: $48 surface ma1l =0 $60 amnaxl Plus, your chome of one of the foﬂowmg*

Name Seitne B s R g e S
Address
Cay
Pamphiets, $1.00 Each - Revolufonary Tradions of Amtican Troskyi,
Our Bodies! Our Choice! Winning the Fight for Reproductive Rights, Edited with an intraduction by Paul Le Blanc $5.00
By Evelyn Sell Fult Set of Alf Three: $10.00
The Mandst Case for Revolution Today, by Ernest Mandel Books and Other Literature '
Sevolugonary Intemationalism and the Struggle for Socialism in the United  The Fourth Intemational: Fifty Years, Talks given at the New YorkCity
Sales = e calebration, October 1988, plus other relevant contributions $10.00
The Actuality of Socialism, by Emest Mandel Trends in the Economy — Marxist Analysis of Capitalism in the Late 1980s,
Vanguard Parties, by Emest Mandel by Carol McAfister, Stave Bloom, and Emest Mande! $3.00
Two Essays on Leninism and Trotskyism, by Emest Mandel The Transitional Program — Forging a Revolutionary Agenda for the United
Materials for a History of Trotskylsm In the United States e A e i e <
sobgs 1 Amarica, 116 Hist F11 Vears by wanl Le Blae B850 prmanent Revolution in Nicaragua, by Paul Le Blanc $3.00
Croanizational Principles and Practices, Edited with an introduction oo e '
Sy Evelyn Self 3.

Order from and make checks payable to:
Bulletin IDOM, 27 Unlon Square West, 2nd Floor Room 208, New York, NY 10003
¥ SPECIAL DISCOUNT FOR BULK ORDERS ¥
Write to Bulletin IDOM or call (212) 633-2007



U.S. Miners Launch Project Solidarity 93

by Jean Tussey

hile observers, advisers, and consult-

ants continue to wring their hands and
deplore the weakened condition of the trade
union movement, the traditional “shock
troops” of American labor, the coal miners,
have declared war against the multinational
union-busters of the Bituminous Coal
Operators Association (BCOA).

Carefully assessing the relationship of
forces when negotiations broke down in May,
the United Mine Workers of America
(UMWA) donned their camouflage fatigue
picket uniforms and launched a united and
disciplined campaign to shut down the profit-
able BCOA mines.

Coal still generates about 55 percent of the
electricity in the U.S., a June 8 New York
Times report noted, but “the union controls
only about 30 percent of coal production.”
The central issue in the current strike is the
mine owners’ practice of cutting costs and
increasing profits by shifting work to non-~
union affiliates or subsidiaries.

Miners — many of them third-generation
union members — closed ranks and began
building solidarity in their locals and commu-
nities. On May 1 more than 3,000 mine-
workers were joined by hundreds of other
union supporters in a march from Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, to the headquarters of Consol
Energy, Inc., the holding company for
Consol’s coal lands. Rally speakers, along
with UMWA President Richard Trumka,
were Gerald McEntee, president of the Amer-
ican Federation of State, County, and Mu-
nicipal Employees; Amy Newell, secretary-
treasurer of the United Electrical, Radio, and
Machine Workers; Bill George, president of
the Pennsylvania AFL-CIO; and Johnny
Morris, vice president of the International
Brotherhood of Teamsters.

On May 10, President Trumka announced
the first wave of selective, strategic, expand-
ing strikes against AMAX Coal Industries,
Inc., Arch Mineral Corp., and Zeigler Coal
Holding Co., involving 2,000 UMWA mem-
bers in [llinois and Indiana.

On May 17 the UMWA began placing
60-second radio spots on 178 stations
throughout the coalfields and ads in 25 news-
papers demanding the BCOA companies bar-
gain in good faith over future job
opportunities. The ads pointed out that it was
the work of union miners that increased the
profits of the BCOA companies and enabled
them to invest in new mines, where they now
refuse to hire UMWA members. On May 18
the strike expanded to West Virginia sub-
sidiaries of Ashland Coal Co. and Arch
Mineral Corp.
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“Project Solidarity 93” established a coor-
dinated reach-out campaign, with an acces-
sible information hot-line number:
1-800-334-UMWA. In addition, a union pub-
lication with “Negotiations News Briefs,”
keeps members and supporters informed of
strike support and progress.

The May 20 issue of this publication re-
ported the growth of international labor sup-
port. UMWA Secretary-Treasurer Jerry Jones
traveled to the Miners International Federa-
tion convention in Budapest, Hungary, to
rally support. Delegates passed a resolution
pledging solidarity and agreeing to undertake
a worldwide campaign to pressure the
British-owned Hanson, PLC, owner of Pea-
body Holding Co., and also the German com-
pany Rheinbraun, RWE, which has a 50
percent holding in Consol. Peabody and Con-
sol are the two largest coal producers.

By June 3 some 3,000 UMWA miners
struck Peabody and Consol, expanding the
U.S. total to 9,000 strikers; and on the other
side of the world about 1,000 coal miners
demonstrated their solidarity by walking off
their jobs at mining operations co-ownéd by
Peabody in Australia.

Meanwhile the relationship of forces had
begun to change on the home front.

* May 25 Cyprus Minerals Co., which bar-
gains with the UMW A independently, an-
nounced plans to merge with AMAX, the
third largest U.S. coal producer. AMAX
notified BCOA that it is withdrawing from
the multi-employer bargaining group im-

mediately. (On June 7 the strike at AMAX
ended, with 400 workers returning to their
jobs.)

» May 27 By a vote of 256 to 151 the United
Mine Workers won a union representation
election supervised by the National Labor
Relations Board at Zeigler’s Marrowbone
mine in West Virginia. A similar election
at that company’s Wolf Creek Collieries
mine was set for June 28.

* June 11 The Wall Street Journal reported
that the United Mine Workers had ex-
panded its five-week-old strike to include
16 additional mines owned by Peabody
and Consol in West Virginia, Illinois, and,
for the first time, Kentucky. This adds
3,000 miners to the strike against BCOA
companies, bringing the total to 12,000.

The report also quoted an analyst with
Shearson Lehman Brothers in New York:
“We are starting to hear that spot coal prices
in these targeted strike regions” are begin-
ning to increase. “This is clearly due to the
supply disruption caused by the strike.”

The Journal article concluded with the
news that Peabody had “filed a series of
lawsuits and charges of unfair labor practices
against the UMW seeking damages for slow-
downs in its mines.”

A United Mine Workers representative on
the Project Solidarity hot line dismissed the
company charges as a “frivolous” attempt to
counteract the union’s growing support and
effective strike sirategy. a

Editor’s Note

International in particular.

Working-class internationalism being the focus of the present issue, we are
pleased to offer articles on U.S. working-class struggles (the miners’ strike
and the health care fight) along with valuable material on problems and
struggles in Mexico, Canada, Russia, Iran, Sri Lanka, and South Africa. Also
quite appropriate in this regard is the discussion by Jack Bresée and Steve
Bloom, on the relevance of the concept of “permanent revolution,” and the
concluding part of Paul Le Blanc’s “Notes on Building a Revolutionary Party,”
which address the question of internationalism in general and the Fourth

We look forward to future discussion and debate on issues of central
importance to building the labor and socialist movements. In this regard, we
are gratified to be publishing the panel discussion (from the Socialist Schol-
ars’ Conference) on Black liberation struggles with Mary France, Lloyd
D’Aguilar, and Vera Wigglesworth, which broadens the ongoing debate on
Black nationalism that Peter Johnson continues with his article defending the
concept of “revolutionary integrationism” from critics in these pages. In a
future issue Evelyn Sell will respond with additional views on the relevance
and revolutionary character of Black nationalism.




The Struggle Over Health Care Reform

by Dayne Goodwin

Dayne Goodwin is a leader of the Utah Coalition for National Health Care Reform. Assistance in preparation of this article was provided

by Jean Tussey.

H ealth care reform has moved to the center
stage of U.S. politics. Business leaders
and their economic advisers are alarmed
about the rapidly rising costs of U.S. health
care, especially in the context of world reces-
sion and increased international tradeé com-
petition. U.S. health care costs are the highest
in the world in absolute and proportional
terms — approaching one thousand billion
(one trillion) dollars annually, about one-
seventh (15 percent) of GNP.

The capitalist class has been driving down
the standard of living, reducing its labor costs
and also reducing the social wage, the gov-
ernment-funded social programs. Skyrocket-
ing medical costs are a major cause of
continued growth in government spending,
and Medicare and Medicaid are a major target
of capitalist politicians bent on “cutting the
deficit.”

One of the influential business leaders who
stirred up the current consideration of health
care reform was Lee Iacocca, who observed
a few years ago while he was still Chrysler
CEO that average health care costs per
vehicle in U.S. production were over $700
compared to $200 in Canada. A Ford execu-
tive complained at Clinton’s economic sum-
mit last December that they were spending
more on employee health care benefits than
on steel.

The employment-based insurance that has
provided access to health care for most Amer-
icans is a recipe for crisis when the economy
is stagnant and in recession. The layoffs
among relatively well-insured industrial and
manufacturing workers add directly to the
number of involuntarily uninsured (over 30
million and growing).

Most new jobs are in lower-paid, unorga-
nized service sectors of the economy, where
minimal benefits often don’t include health
insurance. The predatory, private-profit
health insurance companies are in a better
position than ever to pick over their potential
customers, excluding those with “pre-exist-
ing conditions” and generally providing in-
surance only to those least likely to need it.

Employers are on the offensive to reduce
their health care costs, cutting back coverage,
shopping for less expensive insurance pro-
grams like HMOs, raising deductibles and
co-payments. Unions go on strike more often
to defend health care benefits than any other
issue in recent years. For their respective
reasons, employers and unions are increas-
ingly looking to the government for a resolu-
tion of this health care crisis.
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People Need a National Health
Care Program
Public opinion strongly favors increased
government responsibility to ensure that
everyone has access to needed medical care.
While the standard of living of working
people has been going down for the past
twenty years, the cost of health care has been
rapidly escalating, leaving most Americans
fearful over potential medical bills, if not
terrorized by real ones. Even those fortunate
enough to be employed and “insured” delay
or don’t get needed medical attention because
of high deductibles and co-payments. Most
of us know of employed and insured people
who have been pauperized by a medical
emergency or catastrophic illness.
Advocates and organizations of the dis-
abled and chronically ill, and of the increas-
ing numbers of unemployed, poor, and
uninsured, are in constant battle for public
health care funding and services. Hospitals
and clinics have been closing down in low-
income urban and rural areas where people
don’t have the means to pay for health care.
Anew law requiring businesses to financially
provide now for the cost of future retiree
health benefits has been the occasion for
slash-and-burn cutbacks by employers.
‘Working people who have retired and those
thinking about retirement have been shocked
to see corporations unilaterally betray past
commitments for retiree health care
coverage. Among the growing numbers of
elderly in the aging U.S. population, or-
ganizations from the Gray Panthers to the
AARP (American Association of Retired

Persons) are mobilizing to see that their

greater health care needs are met.
Conscientious doctors and public health
professionals directly face the results of a
deteriorating health care system. They see the
return of childhood diseases among the mil-
lions who don’t get basic inoculations, new
resistant strains of tuberculosis developing
and spreading among the homeless, new dis-
eases like AIDS that don’t get appropriate
levels of government attention and funding.
They share the growing awareness of the
human damage that results from an economic
system that shirks responsibility for such “ex-
ternalities” as toxic wastes, polluted air and
water, and other environmental hazards.
They want to see a serious commitment to
public health and preventive medicine.
Although the U.S. health care system is the
most expensive in the world, it is far from the

best. Public health indices such as life expec-
tancy and infant mortality rank near the bot-
tom of all advanced capitalist countries.
Health indices for African-Americans and
Latinos rank with Third World countries.
Poor, isolated Cuba does a much better job of
providing medical care for all its people than
the rich United States of America.

The angry stew of dissatisfaction with un-
affordable costs, decreasing access to medi-
cal care, and government cutbacks and
inaction in the face of growing public
demand has been brought to a boil by Dem-
ocratic Party politicians who discovered that
promising universal access to affordable
health care was a useful tactic for winning
elections. One pundit has called national
health care reform the “Vietnam” of the
1990s.

Why Is There No National Health
Program in the U.S.?

Obviously working people in the U.S. would
be better off if we had a national health pro-
gram that assured our access to medical care.
Once again the U.S. is notable for its lack of
a social program that exists in every other
advanced capitalist country (excluding South
Africa). This social backwardness is ulti-
mately a result of the political weakness of
the working class. An independent working
class or labor party with sustained activity on
a national level has never existed in the U.S.

The strong hold of capitalist ideology over
much of every social class in U.S. society
provides fertile soil for fanatical right-wing
organizations funded by extremist elements
of the capitalist class. From the John Birch
Society through the Libertarian Party to the
growing right wing in the Republican Party,
there is a knee jerk ideological rejection of
any progressive social program.

Proposals for a national health care pro-
gram have been on the political agenda sev-
eral times in U.S. history. Each time the be-
ginning of a war (World Wars I and IT and the
Cold War, including the Vietnam War) pre-
empted national attention while the Amer-
ican Medical Association (and the private
health insurance industry, once it arose)
fought fiercely and successfully against “so-
cialized medicine.” The medical industry is
one of the most profitable sectors of the U.S.
economy, with strong incentives to defend
private profit over public health.

The U.S. has an unusual health care system
built on access through employment-based
payment for private-profit health insurance.
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The industrial backbone of the working class
wasn’tunionized until just prior to World War
II. The class collaborationist political
perspective of the dominant socialist tenden-
cy of the time (the Stalinized Communist
Party) and increasingly of the union leader-
ship they influenced was manifest during the
war when health insurance benefits were
provided by employers as a thank you to
unions for promoting class peace and accept-
ing a wage freeze.

Business unionism institutionalized health
care access for the organized core of the
working class, satisfying the potentially
strongest social force for a national health
care program. Relatively strong industrial
unions habituated to routine business
unionism are now being forced to find other
ways to secure health care benefits for their
members. The last national contract between
the oil industry and the Oil, Chemical and
Atomic Workers Union (OCAW) committed
both sides to work for a national health care
program.

Clinton Goes for “Managed
Competition”

New developments in the highly profitable
health care business have also prepared the
way for national health care reform. Giant
health care provider corporations are buying
and building hospitals and organizing doc-
tors and “consumers” into preferred provider
and health maintenance organizations (PPOs
and HMOs). The archetypal example of a
hospital chain corporation is Humana, of a
PPO is Blue Cross/Blue Shield, and of an
HMO is Kaiser.

These new “managed care” businesses or-
ganize consumers on a massive scale into a
private health insurance type of contractual
relationship, so that the business has a large,
steady cash flow of premiums. Doctors, nur-
ses, and other health care professionals be-
come employees of these large corporations,
working under supervision and regulations
designed to manage health care delivery in
such a way as to maximize profits. Metro-
politan Life, Prudential, Aetna, Cigna, and
Travelers insurance companies have recently
invested billions of dollars in creating their
own health maintenance organizations. Na-
tionally, all types of managed care businesses
have grown from a total enrollment of 10
million a decade ago to well over 40 million
today.

Public opinion polls during the 1992 presi-
dential election campaign showed that the
American people wanted fundamental re-
form of the health care system. Although
Clinton didn’t have a plan, he joined other
candidates in calling for universal, com-
prehensive, affordable health care insurance
and frequently postured with the challenge,
“We have to have the courage to take on the
insurance companies!” The reality was that
the Clinton campaign was “taking on the
insurance companies” in private meetings.
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After he had the Democratic Party nomina-
tion, Clinton agreed to a “reform” plan
designed by the largest insurance companies:
managed competition. Once the deal was
made, Metropolitan Life, Prudential, Aetna,
Cigna, and Travelers left their own industry-
wide Health Insurance Association of Amer-
ica and joined with the Blue Cross/Blue
Shield PPO network to form the “Alliance for
Managed Competition.” Clinton was able to
win the election with only vague explana-
tions of this little understood, oxymoronic
conception.

What Is “Managed Competition?”
“Managed competition” is a plan for govern-
ment regulation to aid in institutionalizing
the giant HMOs as the predominant health
care provider.

The federal government would legislate a
basic health care benefit package, organize
people into large (about 250,000 minimum)
health insurance purchasing cooperatives
called “Health Alliances,” and manage com-
petition among those HMOs large enough to
bid for the Health Alliance business. This
would be a tremendous boon to the large
HMOs. They would gain tens of millions of
new customers, potentially including at gov-
ernment expense the millions who can’t pres-
ently afford health insurance. Many of the
hundreds of smaller-scale traditional health
insurance companies who remain in the Health
Insurance Association of America would not
be able to survive in this environment.

The Clinton administration is trying to sell
“managed competition” to employers as a
program that will cut their health care benefit
costs.

Theoretically the efficiencies of size, a na-
tionally standardized basic policy, simplified
administration, and the pressure of competi-
tion would keep prices down. Managed com-
petition relies on profit-driven insurance
companies to cut costs by looking over doc-
tors’ shoulders and supervising medical prac-
tice. The government might also limit HMO
malpractice liabilities and completely shelter
employee-doctors with legal immunity. This
should result in reducing the quality of medi-
cal care, whether or not it reduces costs.

The government-mandated basic benefits
package may well be a bare-bones affair less
generous than many current policies. The
government would assist and pressure em-
ployers to move to the standardized policy by
ending the current tax exemption for em-
ployer expenses beyond the basic package
and by taxing as employee income any bene-
fits beyond this level.

According to recent news reports, Clin-
ton’s economic advisers favor a plan with a
$2000 annual deductible along with substan-
tial payroll taxes. The “Jackson Hole Group”
of insurance and other corporate executives,
and their hired minds who are credited with
designing managed competition, theorize
that a primary cause of medical cost inflation

is “overuse.” Americans with insurance who
don"t pay directly for each doctor visit and
medical procedure greedily consume excess
health care, presumably begging for just one
more operation. That’s why discouragingly
high deductibles or co-payments are needed.

Because there is no assurance that man-
aged competition will be able to cut health
care costs, Clinton at one point planned to
tack on a budgetary system of expenditure
limits. Whether to have overall spending
limits or price controls or neither remains
unresolved.

Clinton’s prospective managed competi-
tion health care program is a typical capitalist
reform. While appearing to be prompted by
concern for the public interest, it is primarily
driven by the needs of employers and by the
specific interests of the largest health insur-
ance corporations in restructuring the health
care business. Health care insurance will be-
come a government-regulated industry with
a typical oligopolistic structure favoring the
few largest corporations with guaranteed
profits.

The Single-Payer Alternative

The single-payer alternative is to nationalize
private health insurance and make govern-
ment the single-payer of health care bills as
in Canada. Single-payer is more econom-
ically efficient because society no longer
pays for the private insurance middleman.
The money that now goes into insurance
company management salaries, profits, and
costs of competition like underwriting and
advertising is saved.

Insurance companies contribute nothing to
the health care system. They simply impose
additional costs for access. Therole of private
health insurance is completely analogous to
the function of a mafia protection racket.
There is no economically rational excuse to
waste money on this parasitical “industry.”
The Canadian system serves 27 million
Canadians with about the same number of
administrative personnel as Blue Cross/Blue
Shield of Massachusetts, which serves 2.7
million people. A 1991 Government Ac-
counting Office study found that if the U.S.
switched to a single-payer health care system
on the Canadian model, there would be an
immediate $67 billion savings, more than
enough to cover all those presently unin-
sured. A recent Congressional Budget Office
study reached similar conclusions.

Contrary to widespread myth, health care
competition is economically expensive not
economically efficient. For example, hospi-
tal costs go up as the number of hospitals
competing in an area go up. Private health
insurance companies operate with overhead
costs of 20 percent or more, while the U.S.
government operates Medicare with over-
head costs below 3 percent.

Under a single-payer system, the present
level of U.S. health care spending could be
used to provide universal, portable (delinked
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from employment) coverage with compre-
hensive benefits. Everyone would be under
the same equitable program, and it would be
up to us to choose when and where to get
medical care.

There is no additional cost to us for switch-
ing to single-payer. We simply stop paying
money to private insurance companies and
instead pay approximately the same amount
in (preferably progressive) taxes to federal,
state, or local government. Estimates of the
initial cost of implementing managed com-
petition range from around $50 to nearly
$200 billion, depending on whether it really
is universal, whether benefits are comprehen-
sive, and how fast it is implemented.

Unlike managed competition, a single-
payer system has the means to constrain
health care costs through a process called
global budgeting. State or local public health
boards allocate resources for each provider
based on last years spending and rational
planning for future medical care needs.

Development of Single-Payer
Movement

A few intellectuals like Yale University
Public Policy Professor Ted Marmor have
been explaining the merits of a single-payer
system for years. In the late 1980s, two Har-
vard University M.D.’s, Steffie Woolhandler
and David Himmelstein, started an organiza-
tion of medical professionals called Physi-
cians for a National Health Program (PNHP)
to promote a single-payer system. PNHP now
has over 5,000 members.

The Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers
Union teamed up with PNHP and began to
campaign for single-payer within the labor
movement. During the 1992 presidential
campaign, the AFL-CIO was split down the
middle with a bare majority of international
unions supporting the mainstream Democrat-
ic Party “play or pay” plan. Most of the large
industrial and public employee unions sup-
ported a single-payer system. Labor Notes
and other networks of progressive trade
unionists support single-payer.

A number of public interest and consumer
organizations like Citizen Action, Jobs with
Justice, and the Consumers Union have been
campaigning for single-payer. Consumers
Union has published several major articles
(in Consumer Reports magazine) and a book
showing that 20 to 25 percent of the present
health care dollar is wasted on unnecessary
administration and insurance costs.

Some activist organizations that come
from the peace movement, like Neighbor-to-
Neighbor, are an important part of the single-
payer movement. The Democratic Socialists
of America was an early supporter of single-
payer, touring NDP leaders and physicians
from Canada. Other respected socialist or-
ganizations like Solidarity and the Commit-
tees of Correspondence support single-payer.

Union locals, PNHP chapters, and progres-
sive political activists have combined with a
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variety of local community, low-income ad-
vocacy, senior citizen, and some church
groups to create dozens of local and state-
wide single-payer coalitions throughout the
nation. One outstanding local coalition, the
Northeast Ohio Coalition for National Health
Care, initiated a nationwide coalition, the
Universal Health Care Action Network
(UHCAN), through a conference it organized
in Washington, D.C., immediately following
the November elections.

UHCAN sponsored a December mobiliza-
tion of 1,000 people who went on short notice
to Little Rock to demand single-payer health
care from President-elect Clinton. UHCAN
mails a high-quality monthly newsletter to
4,000 activists in every state of the nation.

Senator Paul Wellstone and Congressmen
John Conyers and Jim McDermott have in-
itiated single-payer legislation in Congress
(“The American Health Security Act”S.491/
H.R. 1200), which now has 8 Senate cospon-
sors and 75 House cosponsors. UHCAN is
working to get more Congressional cospon-
SOrS.

A variety of national polls (CNN, Harris,
CBS/NY Times) taken in the spring of 1993
showed 60 percent or more of the American
people support a single-payer health care
system.

The Clinton Task Force

Shortly after taking office, President Clinton
set up a Health Care Task Force chaired by
Hillary Rodham Clinton ostensibly to come
up with a proposal for a national health care
system. The Task Force’s actual mission was
to work out the details of a managed competi-
tion program and prepare the political cam-
paign to get it implemented.

The managed competition crowd in the
Health Care Task Force could not just ignore
the single-payer movement. Their strategy
has been more along the lines of seduce and
abandon, claiming to share the same goals
and principles while asserting that single-
payer is not politically feasible.

Some single-payer advocates were eager
to work with the new Clinton administration.
Keynote speaker Ted Marmor clashed with
PNHP and Citizen Action “single-payer fa-
natics” at UHCAN’s founding conference.
Marmor proposed cooperation with Clinton
as long as there was a commitment to even-
tually achieve certain threshold criteria: uni-
versality, comprehensive benefits, cost
containment, choice of providers, and quality
assurance. The Communication Workers of
America and AFSCME also wanted to work
with the Clinton administration rather than
counterpose single-payer to managed com-
petition.

The steady stream of leaks and trial bal-
loons from the Clinton Task Force indicated
serious problems, disputes, andretreats. Con-
cessions to various interests have resulted in
a multitier system that will still be primarily
employment based.

What to cover and how to pay for it was
never resolved. Senior citizens will be dis-
satisfied if long-term care is not included in
the program. Schemes for phasing in various
combinations of coverage, benefits, and taxes
over varying time frames were constantly
mulled over with an eye to the political sup-
port and public relations costs and trade-offs.

Managed competition is simply not prac-
tical for half the U.S. population which does
not live in areas with a sufficient demograph-
ic base. The Clinton Task Force has respond-
ed to this problem with a proposal that is
supposed to win support from the single-
payer movement: state option to choose
single-payer (or another system).

The Health Care Task Force disbanded in
late May without agreement on a proposal.
The debate within the Task Force has been a
strong attraction away from the single-payer
movement. Many leaders of the single-payer
movement are politically oriented to the Clin-
ton administration and are pleased to be seen
as a sympathetic counterforce to those who
oppose any national program.

The Current Political Situation
Hillary Clinton has argued that the single-
payer movement must get behind the ad-
ministration proposal or it will jeopardize the
chance of getting a national health program
at all. Now that the Clinton presidency is
clearly weakened and compromising to the
right, “politics of the possible” arguments
will be more seductive.

Single-payer supporters continue to defect
to the Clinton camp. Citizen Action is sup-
porting a managed competition system in the
state of Washington. The statewide Ohio
health care coalition was taken over by a
pro-managed competition leadership, which
prompted determined single-payer advocates
like OCAW to withdraw.

Clinton will undoubtedly reassess the po-
litical landscape during the next few months
of delay beyond his original schedule. He will
probably make programmatic deals and tim-
ing concessions to bring in more support
behind his eventual proposal. Although the
Clinton administration has done polling to
find a more attractive name than the already
tarnished “managed competition,” their pro-
posal will certainly be built on this founda-
tion.

Meanwhile, the single-payer movement
has continued to grow. UHCAN held a na-
tional conference in mid-May in Chicago,
attended by 150 leaders from 24 states and
cosponsored by 91 national and local orga-
nizations. Three unions (ACTWU, OCAW,
and UE) were actively involved in the con-
ference. A statewide Ohio conference of
single-payer supporters will be held June 19.
It is cosponsored by United Automobile
Workers Region 2 and half a dozen UAW
locals, Communication Workers District 4,
OCAW, Machinists, and other union locals.

Continued on page 46
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For Workers in Ex-USSR

Democratization Has Only Begun

by Marilyn Vogt-Downey

The following is based on the presentation made by Marilyn Vogt-Downey of the US-Soviet
Workers Information Committee as part of a panel on “Russia Between Democracy and
Chaos” at the Socialist Scholars Conference held in New York City, April 1993.

want to describe some of the political cur-
rents emerging as aresult of the democratic
openings in Russia (and the former USSR).
These are not individuals or groups that you
could read about in the corporate media, but
they are forces important to the workers
movement, both in the former Soviet Union
and in the United States. I present them by
way of example, to show some inspiring
developments.

The U.S.-Soviet Workers Information
Committee was organized to “overcome the
problem of opening new channels of infor-
mation and collaboration” with the emerging
working-class and pro-socialist movements
in the former Soviet Union by soliciting and
making available materials from these move-
ments and activists.

You will find a great deal of such material
translated and available to you in our US-
Soviet Workers Information Committee
(USSWIC) Bulletin, two issues of which have
appeared, while a third will soon be printed.

I might add that we also send to collabora-
tive groups and individuals in the former
Soviet Union materials about the workers,
democratic rights, and other social move-
ments in the USA.

We have received a great deal of informa-
tion from many types of sources. It shows us
what the capitalist media and even the
reformed Russian mainstream media do not.

The following are examples of political
tendencies in the new workers movement in
the former USSR that will be participating in
forging the new order that must be built there.

1. “Home-Grown Marxists.” The first
type I want to describe is one based on the
work of activists who were imprisoned and
persecuted during the Stalin and post-Stalin
(To find out more about the U.S.-Sovit?
Workers' Information Committee,
and/or to obtain a subscription to the
USSWIC Bulletin write to: USSWIC,
P.O. Box 1890, New York, NY 10009.
The cost of one Bulletin is $3.00 plus
$1.25 postage. A contribution of $25
allows you to receive six issues of the
USSWIC Bulletinplus six issues of the

KAS-KOR Information Digest.
S
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period. We have all heard of Andrei Sakharov
but how many have heard of A.B. Razlatsky?

Razlatsky, a worker-intellectual from the
Urals, was arrested in 1981 for trying to
organize workers. He was not released until
1987 and he died in 1989. He is what I call a
“home-grown” Marxist, that is, he rejected
the Stalinist falsifications of Marxism and
sought to apply a genuine Marxist method to
analyze and understand what had transpired
in the Soviet Union and the world and how
workers could organize.

Some of his key ideas are contained in
Razlatsky’s “Second Communist Manifesto”
and have inspired the thinking of the Workers
Party of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat
(WPDP) and the newspaper Zabastovka
(meaning “strike”). Their newspaper is
printed in Samara (formerly Kuibyshev).

You may disagree with some of the
WPDP’s and Razlatsky’s formulations, as-
sessments, and conclusions. For example, he
concluded that the counterrevolution over
which the Stalinist bureaucracy presided was
social as well as political and that it repre-
sented arevival of feudal relations. While the
WPDP thinks that workers must form a rev-
olutionary party and take control of the econ-
omy, it does not think that the revolutionary
party per se should take power, because in the
WPDP’s opinion that would lead to its cor-
ruption. The WPDP feels that the degenera-
tion of the Russian revolution and the
Bolshevik party began soon after the October
revolution as a result of the corrupting in-
fluences of power.

Nevertheless, the WPDP is a strong pro-
ponent of the workers movement and oppo-
nent of the ruling bureaucracy in its “feudal,
‘democratic,” or ‘Communist’ variants.” The
WPDP newspaper, printed twice monthly,
with a circulation of 10,000, contains a great
deal of useful information and analysis.

2. KAS-KOR Workers Information
Center. Another important current is the
Confederation of Anarcho-Syndicalist Cor-
respondents — KAS-KOR. It was organized
in the aftermath of the coal miners’ strikes in
1989 and 1990 when it became obvious that
there needed to be a center that collected and
distributed to workers information about
workers struggles.

Some currents from within the KAS, with
some forces from the new trade unions, es-
tablished an independent information center
— KAS-KOR — for the workers movement.
It prints a weekly information bulletin in
Russian that is received by some 500 or-
ganizations throughout the former USSR. It
also prints a monthly KAS-KOR Digest in
English, which our committee helps circulate
in the US. It contains accurate and up-to-date
information on workers struggles across the
former Soviet Union. The KAS-KOR editors
are young workers and student activists in
their mid-twenties, for example, Kirill
Buketov and Boris Kravchenko.

3. Party of Labor, the MFTU, and
Solidarnost. Some KAS-KOR supporters
collaborated with Marxist and socialist ac-
tivists like Alexander Buzgalin (who is also
on this panel today), Andrei Kolganov,
Vladimir Kondratov, and Boris Kagarlitsky
in another important effort — the Party of
Labor initiative. The Party of Labor, which
had its founding conference in October 1992,
is still very small. However, its supporters
collaborate with the much larger Moscow
Federation of Trade Unions (MFTU) and
together with the MFTU publish the weekly
paper Solidarnost, which contains news and
analyses by many currents in the new work-
ers movements, including those of revolu-
tionary Marxists.

4. The Mass of the Workers Organiza-
tions. The overwhelming majority of the
workers are organized in unions that are suc-
cessors to the official trade union structure of
the prereform era, which under Stalin was
given the name All-Union Central Council of
Trade Unions (AUCCTU). The AUCCTU
was reorganized as the General Confedera-
tion of Trade Unions (GCTU), which in-
cludes many local and Russia-wide
organizations, such as the Federation of In-
dependent Trade Unions (FITU), the St
Petersburg Federation of Trade Unions, and
the Moscow Federation of Trade Unions.
These represent a combined membership of
some 70 million!

The GCTU and FITU leaderships suffer
from major weaknesses — one of the worst
being their current acquiescence in the bu-
reaucracy’s privatization program and will-
ingness to become the “loyal opposition” to
the “new capitalists.” However, they repre-
sent a membership which for the most part
has not — despite all the repression of the
past and the economic and social attacks of
the present — suffered any major defeats.
Most of these workers grew up not during the
Stalin terror but after Stalin’s death. They are
beginning to learn to struggle on their own.
The militant workers inside these unions —
MFTU, FITU, GCTU — can surely be ex-
pected to play a major role in the unfolding
political and economic developments in the
coming months and years.

5. The AFL-CIO and the Independent
Unions. In addition, it is important to follow
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what the AFL-CIO leadership is doing in
Russia and elsewhere in the former Soviet
Union. It is expending considerable effort to
organize seminars, provide computers,
“train,” “advise,” etc. Although its politics
are not much different from those of the
GCTU leadership, the AFL-CIO bureaucracy
has instituted a no-contact rule on officials of
AFL-CIO unions, who stand to lose their
posts if they make any contact with GCTU
officials.

The AFL-CIO is focusing its energies and
resources on fostering relations with some of
the new, independent trade unions — that is,
those formed by workers who concluded that
the only way for them to organize effectively
was outside the formerly official unions.
These independent trade unions — some very
small and others like the Independent Miners
Union (IMU) numbering in the tens of
thousands — have a total membership of
perhaps 100,000.

Real Workers Alternatives Are
Yet To Emerge

It is important to reiterate that neither the
leaderships of the unions that the AFL-CIO
is supporting, like the IMU which is avidly
pro-Yeltsin, nor the large unions that make up
the GCTU offer an economic or political
alternative to the bureaucracy’s market
reform and privatization programs. Both
seem quite content with being a permanent
“loyal opposition,” lobbying for a few con-
cessions rather than mobilizing the workers
in their millions to extend workers economic
and political power.

I am presenting this information not just to
inform you but to demonstrate that for the
vast majority of the workers in the former
Soviet Union the democratization process
and glasnost is only getting started. It will
take time for them to fashion organizations
of their own and build their own new, inde-
pendent leaderships.

1. The first is the economic impasse. It is
becoming evident that imperialist aid is only
aimed at destroying the former USSR’s eco-
nomic base.

This is evident from the IMF proposals
which propose elimination of the industry
that exists, laying the basis for conversion of
the former Soviet Union into a source of raw
materials and cheap labor — a Third World
country. This reality is behind the current
political crisis, in my view. A section of the
apparatus is no longer prepared to go along
with full implementation of IMF dictates,
seeing as it does that large quantities of aid
are not forthcoming as a result and that the
material basis for their power and privileges
are about to collapse.

2. The second is the nature of the
privatization program. A massive privatiza-
tion program is in the offing — 5,000
medium and large enterprises are scheduled
for privatization by year’s end. Yeltsin has
made land privatization a focus of many of
his speeches. This privatization is not in the
interests of workers. Even concepts of
workers’ self-management or dreams of
worker ownership of individual plants are
pipe-dreams: None of the privatization plans
available to enterprises offers workers a con-
trolling share of their enterprise.

But this process, too is only beginning: 95
percent of property is still state-owned.

3. A third important consideration is the
army. Is there a likelihood that the IMF and
the bureaucrat-marketeers can call upon the
army to help them impose these devastating
reforms on the workers?

This is very unlikely. The army is a de-
moralized and unattractive sector in a deep-
ening crisis. Only some 30 percent of draft-
age men reported for duty last year. Accord-
ing to Moscow News, 360 soldiers committed
suicide during a 10-month period in 1992 and
three homicides are committed each day in

the army. In addition, the quality of life inside
the military, like that of the population at
large, has suffered considerably as a result of
the market reforms.

There seems, therefore, to be little
likelihood that the soldiers could be con-
vinced to turn their guns against their own
people. In fact, quite the opposite would ap-
pear more likely, that is that the rank-and-file
soldiers would turn against the officials
viewed as responsible for the economic
devastation.

The workers will be pushed more and more
into action around their own needs and
demands. There is really no alternative for
them. To leave the economic planning to the
IMF or the bureaucrats or the speculators and
blackmarketeers whose dealings are respon-
sible for the shortages and high prices will
only lead to further devastation.

In conclusion, I want to say that the col-
lapse of Stalinism — and it continues to exist
in a transitional form — does not necessarily
mean chaos. It only means that a new phase
of history is upon us. There is a new kind of
order. What we are entering is a transitional
phase in which the workers — the CON-
SCIOUS elements of history — will need to
make a difference if we are to avoid a further
descent into barbarism.

The IMF, the apparatchiks, the factory
directors, U.S. imperialists, and the AFL-CIO
all have their own plans for implementing
their own goals and they are busily at work
on them. None of these plans are in the inter-
est of the mass of workers.

The workers must have their plans too.

Unfortunately, we have no MASS revolu-
tionary workers international through which
we might all collaborate toward helping the
workers in the former Soviet Union and else-
where — “here, there and everywhere” as the
saying goes — not only to advance their
interests but to move toward taking power in
order to eliminate exploitative class

It cannot happen at once.

Despite the tremendous gains
toward democratization — be-
ginning to recover the genuine
history as opposed to the false
history of the Stalin and post-
Stalin period, uncovering the
crimes of Stalin and rehabilitat-
ing many victims, lifting the
repression, new possibilities to
travel and communicate, etc. —

\WE'RE HAVING PROBLEMS
SWITCHING To CAPITALISM,

THE TROUBLE IS THAT ALL OUR
CAPITALISTS ARE CRIMINALS,
BREAKING ALL OUR LAWS,

rule, which is critical to humanity’s
survival.

However, what workers in Rus-
siado and do not do to advance their
interests is of utmost importance
not only to us here but to workers
the world over. We must find ways
to extend our contacts with them,
il which is an important reason why
USSWIC was set up in the first

place.

despite all these gains, for the

As Leon Trotsky said in 1938 in

mass of working people, the
democratization process has
only just started.

Do they have time? Will his-
tory give them time to organize
as they must to protect their lives
and future from the ravages of
the world capitalist market?

In examining this question, a
number of considerations must
be kept in mind:

I

6

THAT'S JUSTANEARLY |
STAGE OF CAPITALISM.,

(——

3, WENTUALLY
3. THERELL BE Pacs

EVENTUALLY THEY BECOME
POWERFUL ENOUGH To
REWRITE THE LAWS.

the founding document of the
B Fourth International: “The world
1 political situation as a whole is
characterized by the historic crisis
of proletarian leadership.” Building
this leadership or helping build it
remains the central task today, as it
& was back then.

Those of us here who want to
collaborate in this process must
begin now. a
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Referendum and Media in Russia

Yeltsin’s Referendum “Triumph:
How Democratic Was [it?

by Renfrey Clarke

n Russian warships based in the port of

Kaliningrad, the English-language Moscow
Tribune reported on April 26, the vote in the
April 25 referendum went heavily against
President Boris Yeltsin. This was not just a
reflection of hostility to Yeltsin in the armed
forces — though the president ought to be
gravely concerned on this score.

Probably to an even greater extent, the
sailors’ failure to endorse Yeltsinreflected the
fact that while out at sea, they were among
the few Russian citizens not to be exposed to
a television and radio assault of staggering
one-sidedness.

Yeltsin’s “triumph™ in the poll was not in
fact particularly impressive — only 34 per-
cent of eligible voters turned out to endorse
his economic policies — and one does not
normally pay much attention when election
losers cry “Foul!” Still, it is astonishing by
how much the vote for Yeltsin exceeded the
predictions of opinion surveys taken before
the campaign began in earnest some two
weeks earlier. Meanwhile, some of the most
pro-Yeltsin Western journalists in Moscow
have had to concede that the conduct of the
electronic media during the campaign was —
well, not up to the elevated standards of the
West.

Just consider how your own electoral au-
thorities would react to the following. On St
Petersburg television, which is relayed
throughout much of Russia, election eve
viewing consisted of a five-hour spectacular
in favor of the president. The staunchly pro-
Yeltsin Moscow Tribune was moved to ob-

family. The scene was not even authentic: the
flat was that of the president’s daughter.
Yeltsin and his wife currently live in a well-
appointed villa on the outskirts of Moscow,
and are soon to move into a palatial 400-
square-meter apartment in a building being
constructed especially for senior state offi-
cials.

Among other slabs of free prime-time ad-
vertising enjoyed by the president, the most
outrageous was perhaps the one screened
during the interval of the Spartak Moscow
versus Antwerp European Football Cup
match. The manager of Spartak was shown in
aninterview urging people to vote for Yeltsin.
The match attracted enormous interest in
Russia, since it was the farthest any national
team had advanced in the cup competition.

Meanwhile, some of Yeltsin’s best-known
opponents were having a hard time making it
onto television at all. Alexander Rutskoi, who
despite being Yeltsin’s vice president has
emerged as a leader of the opposition Civic
Union bloc, was denied air time on April 23
when he sought to make a speech exposing
government corruption. On occasions when
speeches by Rutskoi or Congress Chairper-
son Ruslan Hasbulatov were screened, they
were followed by withering pro-Yeltsin com-
mentaries.

The one-sidedness of the television cover-
age of the campaign shows up in figures
compiled by the parliamentary press office,
which the president’s staff has not chal-
lenged. Of television programs which men-

serve:

“The sight of the coun-
try’s leading artists, actors
and musicians professing
loyalty to President Yeltsin
in one of the Kremlin’s
gilded halls reminded
many visitors of the cere-
monies of Andrei Zhdanov,
late and unlamented cul-
tural commissar of Stalin.”

A few days before view-
ers were to decide whether

1
they had “confidence” in (5 T
the president, they were [§
also treated to an hour-long |3
program depicting Yeltsin
“at home” in a typical i
three-room flat with his o

tioned the referendum the proportlon of time
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taken up by programs supporting the presi-
dent and programs supporting the parliament
was as follows (programs in which both po-
sitions were featured were scored, perhaps
unrealistically, on the basis that half the time
went to each side):

Supporting: Parliament President
Commonwealth

of Independent

States TV 23% 77%
Russian TV 24 76
Moscow TV 17 83
Channel Four 15 85
St. Petersburg TV 4 96

The bias in the coverage of political events
is not denied by Russian TV producers and
controllers. Under the title “Who Rules the
Media?,” Time magazine reported in its April
12 edition:

Some journalists complain that broadcasts
about anti-Yeltsin leaders get held up under
the pretext that they might “strike a blow
against democracy.”...Yeltsin supporters re-
spond that they must push hard for his embat-
tled reforms. “We are not so well advanced
with our democracy as not to take sides,” said
Yuri Reshetnikov, deputy director of Vesti [a
Russian evening news program]. “If we want
the Yeltsin reforms to succeed, we must back
them to the hilt.”

Russian citizens who tire of televised plau-
dits to Yeltsin do, of course, have the option
of buying newspapers instead. But they need
to choose carefully, since the ratio on their
television screens of about 80 to 20 percent
support for the president is roughly the same
in the print media. Newspapers like Pravda
that are critical of government policies attract
little advertising and are much more expen-
sive than pro-Yeltsin papers.

Newspaper subscriptions in general have
fallen sharply since Yeltsin’s “reforms” be-
gan cutting deeply into people’s real incom-
es. The situation described by a correspon-
dent for the paper Rabochaya Tribuna is now
commonplace: “In my apartment building (as
T ascertained from the post office), only a few
_ people now receive news-
i papers. They’re expensive,
the neighbors feel, and
§ what’s the point if there’s
radio and television?”

With the electronic me-
dia exercising a heavy
% dominance over the infor-
mation field, and Yeltsin
and his supporters ruthless-
ly exploiting a near-monop-
oly of the electronic media,
the reasons why unexpec-
tedly large numbers of Rus-
sians turned out on April 25
to express “confidence” in
the president begin to seem

less mysterious. a
May 4, 1993
7



Russian Constituent Assembly Called

Yeltsin Moves to Install Dictatorship

by Renfrey Clarke

To the puzzlement of many observers, Rus-
sian President Boris Yeltsin during the
first weeks after his April 25 referendum held
off introducing the “tough measures” through
which he had promised to “neutralize” the
country’s parliament and clear the way for an
unimpeded rush to capitalism. But on May 12
the “phony war” period came to an end. After
meeting the previous day with regional
leaders, Yeltsin signed a decree ordering a
special assembly to convene on June 5 and
adopt a new constitution.

This decree is clearly illegal, and is highly
likely to cause another drawn-out political
crisis. But still more menacing than this pros-
pect is the draft document with which the
president hopes to replace the current con-
stitution. Since it was released at the end of
April, Yeltsin’s draft has drawn stinging con-
demnation as a blueprint for elective
autocracy.

The first hint that the president was about
to launch a new offensive came in a May 6
television address in which he claimed a
mandate to purge opponents of radical
change from his government and from local
administrative bodies.

On May 11 Yeltsin announced the transfer
“to other duties” of two members of his cabi-
net, including Yuri Skokov, the powerful sec-
retary of the Security Council. Once counted
among the president’s closest allies, Skokov
balked during March at supporting Yeltsin’s
attempt to go outside the constitution to in-
troduce “special rule.”

On the same day, May 11, the president
met in the Kremlin with leaders of almost all
of Russia’s 88 republics, provinces, and au-
tonomous regions, calling on them to nomi-
nate delegates to a constituent assembly.
Once anew constitution was in place, Yeltsin
indicated, he wanted to see elections for a
new parliament no later than autumn.

In setting the June S date for the opening
of the constituent assembly, the president
made clear he did not expect the body to
dwell at length on its tasks, or to consider
drafts other than his own. The assembly was
given just five days to approve a new “basic
law.”

The major obstacle Yeltsin faces is that his
plans openly violate the existing constitution,
under which the only body able to adopt a
new basic law is the full parliament, the Con-

gress of People’s Deputies. In legal terms the
constituent assembly will be a strictly infor-
mal gathering, whose resolutions will have
no binding effect.

At a certain point, Russia’s Constitutional
Court is likely to have to rule on the legality
of the president’s actions— and the stage will
be set for another constitutional and political
showdown of the type which saw Yeltsin
narrowly survive animpeachment vote by the
congress in late March.

With the law on its side, the Russian par-
liament has tried to outflank the president’s
scheme by making its own proposals for con-
stitutional reform. This activity has centered
on the Constitutional Commission, the body
which has long been charged with preparing
a new draft, and of which Yeltsin is still
technically the chairperson. The commission
completed a draft for a new constitution last
year, but the congress has not adopted it —
largely because the deputies have beenreluc-
tant to cut short their terms, which would
otherwise run until 1995.

On May 7 the Constitutional Commission
met to consider the president’s draft, and to
decisively reject it. According to the English-
language Moscow Tribune, the commission’s
secretary, Social Democratic leader and for-
mer Yeltsin supporter Oleg Rumyantsev,

...attacked Yeltsin’s blueprint as authoritar-
ian and a threat to Russian statehood. He said
it would give the President the autocratic
powers of a Russian tsarand setupa “shadow
center of power” comparable to the Politburo
of the former Communist Party.

Parliamentary speaker Ruslan Hasbulatov
called on the legislatures in the republics and
regions to consider the commission’s draft by
June 1, and Rumyantsev suggested that the
congress might be convened in October or
November to adopt a new constitution.

Political commentators in Russia are now
predicting freely that the country’s constitu-
tional fate will be decided in the provinces.
Whether or not this is true — the critical
factor might well be the attitude of the armed
forces General Staff — the response of pro-
vincial leaders to the appeals of the two sides
will obviously be vital in deciding how the
conflict evolves during the next few weeks.

In general, Russia’s provincial elites are
much more attuned to the parliament than to
the president; many local power brokers are

themselves members of the Congress of Peo-
ple’s Deputies. Jealous of their prerogatives,
such people are likely to be wary of the highly
concentrated presidential authority Yeltsin is
claiming. According to Nezavisimaya Ga-
zeta, most of the leaders of the republican
legislatures have already indicated that they
prefer a “constitutional course” for the adop-
tion of a new basic law.

However, it is far from clear that the legis-
lative rather than the executive organs will
decide who should be sent as delegates to the
constituent assembly. Many of the executive
heads of Russian provinces are unelected
Yeltsin appointees. In these circumstances,
the battle in the constituent assembly is likely
to be tight, and to be decided by the concrete
inducements that each side offers.

Already, there are signs of a political auc-
tion developing, with the president and par-
liament trying to outbid one another in their
offers of autonomy and economic handouts.
The English-language Moscow Times report-
ed that Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin
on May 7 offered a financial carrot to regional
administrations that “supported reforms.”

The president’s side is handicapped, how-
ever, by a conception of federalism that is
much less favorable to the ethnically Russian
provinces than to the non-Russian republics
— which are nevertheless generally hostile
to Yeltsin. This imbalance is written into the
president’s draft constitution through the in-
clusion in it of three federation agreements,
negotiated last year but not yet implemented.
Sentiment in the provinces, meanwhile, is in
favor of upgrading local rights to match those
of the republics.

Around half of the delegates will also be
conscious that their local populations voted
against Yeltsin in the referendum, at least on
the question of confidence in his economic
and social policies.

All this guarantees that debate at the as-
sembly will be fierce, and the political horse
trading desperate and sordid. Whatever the
formal result, the real victors will be the
republics and regions, whose effective inde-
pendence will be enhanced while the fight for
the diminishing power of the center will not
be settled. Q
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Interview with Neville Alexander

The Strategy of Assassination

R T R T e e e e R e e B e S

The assassination of Chris Hani, leader of the South African Communist Party, has fueled fears of further polarization and violence in South
Africa. The South African periodical New Nation obtained the following interview with Neville Alexander, chairperson of the Workers’
Organization for Socialist Action (WOSA), who believes that Hani was killed by clandestine state or right-wing forces intent on wrecking the
negotiation process. These forces, he says, will stop at nothing to prevent a transition to majority rule.

New Nation: How do you view Hani's assas-
sination?

Neville Alexander: First of all, I think the
government is either directly involved or that
they are clandestinely encouraging the assas-
sination of top officials in the liberation
movement. The state has tolerated acts of
violence on political trade-union, and civic
leaders for decades. There is an ongoing,
systematic policy to eliminate influential
people in the liberation movement.

The right-wing element is totally opposed
to any concessions to black people. They will
go for anybody who has influence among
blacks and tries to bring about change in the
country. They are not prepared to relinquish
even a little bit of power. There is no question
that these people are involved in violence
against our people.

I think we must expect the worst from the
right wing in the months and years to come.
There will be an attempt on their part to
destabilize the negotiations process and to
prevent any power sharing deal, and certainly
to prevent any takeover of power by blacks.

And then there are people, either outside
government or close to it, who want to
weaken the entire liberation movement and
the ANC in particular because it is such a
major player.

One of their strategies to weaken the
movement is by using assassinations of key
leaders and officials. They also aim to cause
confusion in the ranks of the movement by
using propaganda to try and set the leadership
against each other — Winnie Mandela
against Nelson Mandela, Harry Gwala
against the national leadership, and so on.
that is the transparent propaganda that you
read and which does not reflect what is going
on in the ANC. It is quite evident to people
like myself outside the ANC that this type of
propaganda is being orchestrated against the
movement.

In the case of Hani, my suspicion is that he
was eliminated because he had a lot of in-
fluence among the youth of the country.

Some elements in government were get-
ting concerned that Hani was beginning to
defuse the militants in the townships. Be-
cause of his influence, charisma, and heroic
status, he was able to defuse that militancy. I
think that is not what some people in govern-
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ment wanted. They actually want the youth
to continue being rebellious to cause divi-
sions within the ANC and weaken its position
in the negotiations process.

Since Hani seemed to be the only person
capable of bringing the ANC youth into line,
he had to be disposed of.

There has been a resurgence of violence in
certain parts of the country during the past
few months. What is the source of this
violence?

There are different sources, but the funda-
mental source of violence is still apartheid.

Increasing numbers of people in the metro-
politan areas are competing for limited jobs,
housing, education, and health facilities. This
pressure causes immense social conflict.

The way in which this social conflict is
politicized and expressed depends on differ-
ent circumstances in particular regions. In
Natal, the state funding of Inkatha to compete
with the ANC was a government strategy to
cause divisions among the people.

‘We have got a similar situation in areas like
Khayelitsha and Crossroads, where various
groups are competing to control civic life.

But wein the leadership also have to blame
ourselves for falling into apartheid’s “divide
and rule” trap.

In the Cape we have a situation where the
ANC and the PAC are fighting one another.
This is a situation that must not be allowed to
continue. The liberation movement must
work together in unity.

Before Haniwas assassinated, he made a call
for the PAC to reconsider its armed struggle.
Doyouthink the callwas justified, taking into
account the violence currently plaguing the
country?

The Azanian People’s Liberation Army
(APLA) has decided that you can talk and
fight at the same time. But it is a contradictory
position. I think there are two voices within
the PAC. One is saying, let’s talk now before
we get marginalized, and then there is the
APLA voice. But the voice which wants the
armed struggle to continue cannot last for-
ever. Ithas to go one way or the other. I think
the PAC will eventually split.

The ANC leadership in the Western Cape and
Natal have called for the suspension of the
negotiations process because of the Hani
assassination. Do you think that is the right
move?

I think the leadership in Natal and the Cape
are expressing the mood on the ground in
their regions. As far as I know, in the Western
Cape and parts of the Natal Midlands there is
a radical current developing within the ANC
which is very critical of the negotiations pro-
cess. I therefore think the leadership in these
regions is expressing the view from the
ground. I think the ANC leadership will have
toresolve this issue becauseit might continue
for a long time, particularly if assassinations
and death squad activities take place.

Some of us believe the Hani assassination
will have the same impact as the killing of
Hector Peterson did in 1976 when the whole
country erupted. All the social contradictions
will come to the surface. No leadership will
be able to control what might come. Every-
thing will come to the surface.

Do you think Hani’s assassination was a
deliberate attempt to spark off a popular
uprising?

1 think certain people in government and on
the right want to see an uprising which they
can then put down with military force. They
want to demoralize the people so that they
can negotiate from a position of strength.
They want to cause divisions within the ANC
and isolate the radicals from the mainstream
to boost their chances of negotiating a more
favorable deal for themselves. Q



Labor Movement in lran

Four Years After the War

by Reza Mogaddam

Reza Mogaddam is the editor of Worker Today and a long-time labor activist.

uring the eight years of the Iran-Iraq war,

the Islamic Republic government
blamed the war for the economic problems
burdening the workers. So when the war at
last came to an end, workers, hopeful that
their demands would be met, for some time
put off their protests waiting for things to
improve. These hopes were dashed, however,
with the propaganda campaign that the gov-
ernment launched against what it called the
workers’ “excessive expectations.” This soon
led to sporadic strikes and protests. But Kho-
meini’s death shortly after, just as it over-
whelmed other issues in society for some
time, also put a brake on the new resurgence
in the labor movement. How the government
was going to adapt itself to the post-

Khomeini era, and its fate as a whole, became
the main preoccupation for people and work-
ers. They passively looked on the events tak-
ing place at the top, anticipating the regime’s
collapse with the death of Khomeini, its cen-
tral figure.

But, already prepared for the post-
Khomeini era, the government adapted itself
to the new conditions much faster than those
down below. Khamenei replaced Khomeini,
and Rafsanjani became president. Getting the
economy going was put on the agenda, and
workers very quickly found themselves
shouldering the burdens of the government’s
economic policies. With the scrapping of
subsidies, the lifting of price controls, the
gradual abolition of coupons, and the sharp
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devaluation of the rial [Iran’s currency],
workers’ living standards plummeted. The
result was such that even the rise in employ-
ment (due to the start of some projects and
the increased industrial production), and the
raising of the minimum wage, failed to bring
the workers’ living standards even up to that
in the war years. As aresult, the wage demand
became the workers’ first priority.

Struggle for Higher Wages: a
Background

The struggle over wages, going on in various
forms all throughout the war, has turned into
the most important field of labor struggles —
though under a new set of circumstances. One
ideological weapon in the government’s ar-
mory, that the “country is at war,” has ob-
viously lost its relevance. The government
and employers used this weapon during the
war not only to keep workers from taking up
their grievances but also to make them pay
part of their wages to sustain the war effort
— directly or indirectly, voluntarily or
forced. And to avoid a head-on clash with the
workers on the issue of wages the govern-
ment blocked all channels of wage bargain-
ing, and, through its Supreme Council of
Labor (SCL), opted for small wage increases
nationally once every few years. This kind of
official raising of the minimum wage — in
fact a mockery of the workers’ call for higher
wages — made the struggles focus on issues
only indirectly related to the wage issue. Thus
the labor struggles over the war years were
fought mainly around such issues as the calls
for the introduction of job classification
schemes, productivity benefits, benefits-in-
kind, etc.

End of the War, New

Battleground

With the ending of the war, the workers’
antiwar protests in the factories, which had
been going on in various forms during the war
and especially in its final years, also came to
an end. After the war a new labor law was
passed, which thus pushed the eight-year bat-
tle over it to the margins. Although the labor
law has not yet fully come into effect (the
executive statutes of each of the articles are
yet to be drafted by the labor ministry), May
Day became an official holiday. This, too,

Reprinted from Labor Solidarity  brought to an end the long fight over May
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Day. Thus three important fields of struggle
during the war years either receded or were
closed: the struggle for the recognition of
May 1 as a holiday, labor law, and the antiwar
protests. With the ending of workers’ strug-
gles on these three fronts, which had mobi-
lized vast numbers of workers, workers now
focused their struggle on the wage issue.

A New Period for the Labor
Movement

As a result of the government’s economic
policies, workers now find it impossible to
restore their energies physically or intellec-
tually. This has meant that they are quickly
worn out and exhausted; their average work-
ing and life expectancy is declining, and most
will find themselves crushed before the re-
tirement age. The only restraint to this open
butchering of workers in the interest of capi-
tal is the workers’ struggle. If Iranian workers
fail to defend themselves and their livelihood
in the face of this unbridled offensive by
capital, then in the most optimistic case, one
generation of workers will be decimated
under the pressure of work and economic
misery. The labor struggles have become fo-
cused on the issue of wages in circumstances
where both the workers’ living standard has
plunged to its lowest level in over twenty
years, making survival almost impossible,
and the government has lost its ideological
weapons and maneuverings.

The oil workers’ strike last spring, accom-
panied with the issuing of a resolution at their
mass meeting, symbolically announced the
end of a period in which the workers had
yielded to the government’s attacks. Coincid-
ing with the SCL meeting to decide the level
of the minimum wage, this strike was one of
the factors which forced the Supreme Coun-
cil to concede the highest percentage rise in
the minimum wage in the past decade.

But this wage rise could not diminish the
workers’ persistence for wage increases.
Widespread protests at the level of the in-
crease began from the day after the an-
nouncement, reaching even the pages of the
government-censored press. Although work-
ers have always been dissatisfied with, and
protested against, the level of SCL-deter-
mined wage increases, the new and unprece-
dented element in the recent fights was the
specific all on the SCL to repeal its decision.
This showed that, unlike the past, workers did
not consider the issue closed, seeing it within
their powers to force the government to back
down on its decisions. These are indications
of the entry of the Iranian labor movement
into a new era.

Struggle for Implementation of
the Labor Law

That faction of the Islamic Republic (the
Resalatis) which wanted the labor law written
according to the Islamic tenets on rent, will,
through its influence in the National Islamic
Assembly, try to hinder the implementation
of the Islamic labor law. This in turn will
mean that the struggle for the implementation
of the labor law will preoccupy some sections
of the workers’ movement. It is therefore not
unlikely that labor law may once again be-
come an issue among the workers as a whole.
But what can strengthen the labor movement,
both in the event of the reopening of the issue
of labor law and under the current struggles,
is the taking up by workers of such chief
demands as a minimum wage on the basis of
the expenses of a family of five, inflation-in-
dexed wage increases, an adequate unem-
ployment benefit for all workers, the right to
strike, and the right to organize. To these
should be added the demand for the right to
free and independent May Day celebrations.

Inflation-indexed Minimum Wage
The raising of a common demand in the
struggle for higher wages can give to this
struggle a generalizcd character and boost its
power and chances of success. The demand
for the determination of a minimum wage
according to the expenses of a family of five
can unify the movement for wage increases.

Once a year the government, through the
SCL, decides on the level of the minimum
wage. Even if this decision means a wage
rise, the effect is eroded in a matter of days
against the steep inflation rate. And until the
next time around, i.e., a year later, when the
SCL fixes the new level of the minimum
wage, workers have to be witness to the daily
reduction of their purchasing power. The an-
nual rise in the minimum wage in a country
having a more or less “non-crisis” situation
could go some way towards compensating
workers for the drop in their living standards.
In a country like Iran, however, where prices
go up every day, the minimum wage should
be raised several times a year, to be of any
effect. Increases proportional to inflation,
which just mean restoring the lost purchasing
power of the workers, should be done auto-
matically, so that workers would not have to
be forced to engage in strikes and struggles
in order to achieve them, exposing them-
selves to the perils that go with struggle in
countries like Iran. The demand for inflation-
indexed wage increases should be put for-
ward simultaneously with the call for the
introduction of a minimum wage proportion-
al to the expenses of a family of five.

Strike and Organization Rights
Two years of activity to draw international
labor solidarity with the labor movement in
Iran have resulted in the condemnation of the
Islamic Republic by labor unions across Eu-
Continued on page 45
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Support the Labor Movement in Iraq

\

The working class and the labor move-
ment in Irag have demonstrated itself,
more than any time, as an independent so-
cial movement in Iraq. With a brief view of
the advanced section of the working class
in Jrag, you find that workers’ struggle for
their rights has been a part of their historical
class struggle against capitalism in Irag.
The working class which came to the
sphere of action in the circumstances of the
past two years clearly declared its opposi-
tion to capitalism and the capitalistic move-
ments through its demands. The develop-
ment of the council movement, attempting
to dismiss plant managers, putting forward
the workers’ demand to the capitalists, be-
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Through a communiqué issued on July 10, 1992, a group of Iraqi labor activists abroad announced the formation of the Solidarity
Committee with the Workers’ Movement in Iraq. Below we publish the text of this communiqué:

sides the workers’ protests and strikes
which have been carried out since then,
clearly show the workers’ movement in op-
position to the capitalists and other anti-
worker movement in Iraq. Unfortunately,
not only have the voice and image of the
workers’ movement in Iraq been reflected
very little among the working class world-
wide, but the little [that] has, is unclear. And
this is a big vacuum for the workers’ move-
ment in Iraq which should be filled. To fulfil
this task, we will try, as a group of Iraqi
communist activists abroad, to communi-
cate the workers’ protest and the struggle of
the working class in Iraq to the world work-
ing class and the workers’ movement abroad.

Therefore we declare the establishment
of “Solidarity Committee with the Workers’
Movement in Iraq — Abroad.” Solidarity
Committee for accomplishing this impor-
tant tasks calls on all labor organizations
and labor activists and socialists abroad,
and also calls on all labor and communist
groups, organizations and papers in Iraq for
help and support.

The Solidarity Committee, for gaining its
goals, publishes Labor Solidarity in Kurd-
ish, Arabic, and English.

Solidarity with the Workers’ Movement
inIrag— Abroad. Address: SKAI Box 283,
175 25 Jarfalla, Sweden. a
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Political Crisis in Sri Lanka

by Thirunavukkarasu

Editorial Note: This article has been received from a comrade of the Nava Sama Samaja
Party (NSSP), Sri Lankan section of the Fourth International.

resident Ranasinghe Premadasa of Sri

Lanka was assassinated in Colombo on
May 1, 1993, in a May Day parade. He was
a friend and favorite of imperialism in the
South Asianregion. Demagogue that he was,
he would on the one hand maintain (for
public consumption) that he would not be
cowed by the terms of any foreign lending
agencies, while on the other, he carried out to
the letter the dictates coming down from the
IMF/World Bank under the structural adjust-
ment program on privatization, employing
the deceptive term “peoplization,” obviously
to hoodwink the masses.

Premadasa was one of those mainly re-
sponsible for sacking en masse some 100,000
workers who participated in the July 1980
general strike demanding higher wages. He
was prime minister at that time, The workers
and their families underwent untold hardship
and suffering, and about thirty of them com-
mitted suicide.

The ruling United National Party (UNP)
came into power in 1977. Under the open
economic policy introduced by that govern-
ment, there was a considerable drop in do-
mestic production, since imports became lib-
eralized. No sooner than the government as-
sumed office the rupee was devalued by al-
most 100 percent. The exchange rate, which
stood at Rs. 8/- to US$1 just before the UNP
took office in 1977, is now RS 46/- to US$1.
It was therefore the biggest joke in Colombo
when Premadasa went about stating at some
recent meetings that the Sri Lankan rupee
would soon be on par with some of the
world’s major currencies.

The fall in domestic production resulted in
a big loss of employment and incomes. In
southern Sri Lanka, the unemployed and the
displaced peasants had begun to become
more and more restive and, since the Old Left
had betrayed them, too, by their opportunistic
political alliance with the bourgeois Sri
Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), they found in
the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) [a
youthful pro-guerrilla war organization] a
pole of attraction to assert their aspirations.
Because of the dead-end tactics adopted by
the JVP, particularly during the 198990 pe-
riod, the Premadasa government grasped the
opportunity to launch the bloodiest repres-
sion in the south, resulting in about 60,000
Sinhala youths being slaughtered.

In northern and eastern Sri Lanka, there
was an intensification of the ongoing civil
war stemming from the nonresolution of the
Tamil national question, which has plagued
the island country’s politics since the 1950s.

In the aftermath of the assassination of
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President Premadasa, while firecrackers
were set off in certain areas of Sri Lanka to
celebrate the death, some sections of the na-
tional and international media portray him as
a hero and a friend of the poor, particularly
since he was himself of poor origin. As a
matter of fact, he was a highly authoritarian
president, and his Secretariat sat on top of the
Cabinet, and it was thus that he was accused
by his ex-Minister of Food and Cooperatives/
Educational and Higher Education, of run-
ning a “one-man show.” In fact, the latter had
spearheaded an impeachment action about a
year and ahalf ago against Premadasa. (It was
none other than Mr. Lalith Athulathmudali,
who was shot dead just one week prior to the
assassination of Mr. Premadasa.)

Whenever Premadasa faced a political
crisis — as, for instance, on the occasion of
the impeachment motion against him — he
would come down to earth, pleading that he
was a common man and that the elites were
going all out to cut his throat. But in the
matter of implementing imperialist dictates
on privatization, cutbacks, or vital social
overhead, etc., he proved that he would out-
shine the comprador bourgeoisie of the clas-
sical type, represented by former President
Junius Richard Jayawardene (JR), the late
Lalith Athulathmudali, et al., and those sec-
tions obviously became exasperated by
Premadasa’s bid to outdo them in this respect.

According to latest reports, Premadasa
was “widely praised in the business com-
munity for his economic policies, including
one of the fastest privatization programs and
most extensive deregulation campaigns in
Asia” (Financial Times of May 4, 1993).
This, of course, has meant big losses of em-
ployment and wages and a consequent de-
cline in living standards. The 1991 UNICEF
report on Sri Lanka bears ample testimony to
this, stating in part:

In the curmrent situation in Sri Lanka, the
entirety of the poor have become vulnerable.
Indeed, nutritional assessments indicate that
they have been adversely affected. Such a
situation places the poor pregnant and lactat-
ing women and preschool children in espe-
cially difficult circumstances. The situation
is worsened by the increased susceptibility to
infections to which the undernourished are
prone. The plight of these groups is further
aggravated by their limited access to effec-
tive, proper health care.

The worst hit by the privatization pro-
grams are the working population of the tea
and rubber plantation sector, who are at the
bottom of the Sri Lanka social ladder. Their
workdays and wages have become greatly
reduced. About 500,000 workers are adver-

sely affected by this. Malnutrition in that
sector was already amenacing problem. With
the recent privatization of the management of
the plantations and the attendant cutbacks on
welfare measures, there is a further aggrava-
tion of the situation.

While Premadasa boasted that the growth
rate was 4.8 percent in spite of the civil war
in northern and eastern Sri Lanka, the growth
means little to at least 70 percent of the
population. Besides, the country is groaning
under the weight of a debt burden of US$5
billion, against what was US$284 million in
1978. And Premadasa’s utterly evasive and
sterile approach to the Tamil national ques-
tion has led to an intensification of the ten-
year-long war between the government and
the LTTE [the Tamil liberation organization],
especially by aerial bombing, targeting hos-
pitals (which even Hitler forbade), schools,
refugee camps, examination centers, places
of worship, etc. The war now devours Rs. 25
billion a year. Over 50,000 lives have been
lost in the north and east, and many thousands
more have been maimed for life, besides
colossal destruction of property.

Over 700,000 war-displaced persons are
gradually perishing in filthy refugee camps
on meager food rations worth Rs. 9/- (or
US$.22) per person per day, which means “at
best one meal a day” (1991 UNICEF report).

The position of those living in their homes
is not far different from that of the refugees,
given the severe disruption, if not near-col-
lapse, of economic activity, combined with
scanty supplies of food, fuel, medicine, etc.,
to these areas, tantamount to an economic
blockade. This is further compounded by the
complete disruption of electricity supply to
the north for well over three years.

It is clear from this brief balance sheet that
Premadasa, the declared champion of privati-
zation, can hardly be a friend of the poor.
Rather, in point of fact, he was anti-poor. For
all his grandiloquence on poverty alleviation,
even the already eroded food stamp relief
scheme was being wiped outin devious ways.
Indeed, he was a friend and favorite of im-
perialism.

It is common knowledge that the Nava
Sama Samaja Party (NSSP) has been the
most uncompromising and relentless oppo-
nent of the UNP regime, which Premadasa
headed since 1988. The NSSP has been fight-
ing most bitterly against () privatization, (b)
the genocidal war in the north and east of Sri
Lanka, (c) the repressive anti—working class
laws, etc., and was thus the target of attacks
at the hands of the Premadasa regime. Never-
theless, the NSSP deplores the dastardly as-
sassination.

Premadasa fell as a victim of the very
methods of state repression and terrorism that
his regime employed for silencing dissent.
Especially therefore this is a resounding les-
son to all those who pursue the politics of
terrorism. Not for nothing did Marx and
Engels say that the alternative to socialism is
barbarism. a
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The Outlook for the Mexican Labor Movement

by Hector de la Cueva

Editor’s Note: This article, slightly edited, is reprinted from the April 29 issue of the Mexico City daily La Jornada. Hector de la Cueva
serves as head of CILAS, a trade union research and advisory institute, and has played a major role in the Mexican Network on Free Trade,
the body which brings together most organizations opposed to the terms of the North American Free Trade Agreement. Explanatory footnotes
have been added. Our thanks to Rosendo Mendoza for translating. Useful background information can be found in Comrade Mendoza’s
article “Salinas’s Mexican Miracle Begins to Fade,” BIDOM #105, April 1993.

ay Day 1993 will take place at the same

time that negotiations are under way for
the so-called sidebar accords to the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
which the Mexican government was forced
to take up, particularly with regard to the
delicate issue of a supplementary labor pact.
May Day events will serve as an apt contrast
to the pretensions of the three countries’
negotiators to take up the idea of “protecting
labor rights.”

Two of the key issues that will be the focus
of protests on May 1 — the existence of wage
caps and the absence of trade union democ-
racy — directly clash with the announced
aims of the trilateral talks. And at the same
time, this May Day finds the Mexican work-
ers movement immersed in a deepgoing
process of recomposition with regard to both
workplace and trade union issues, a process
also rlnarked by the new presidential succes-
sion.

Rogelio Naranjo, El Universal, Mexico City

The State’s Strong Cards and
Contradictions

Without a doubt the situation of the labor
movement is fundamentally determined by
the fact that since 1992 Carlos Salinas de
Gortari has managed to implement key as-
pects of his “modernization” strategy that
implies fundamental changes in labor issues.
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Major policy innovations cascaded down
upon the labor movement in 1992, including:
the National Agreement to Raise Quality and
Productivity, Educational Modernization, the
Retirement Savings System (SAR), the social
pact that is now labeled the Competitiveness
and Employment accord, and the changes in
articles 3 and 27 of the Mexican Constitu-
tion.” These were topped off by the signing
of NAFTA. And after a two-year hiatus, a
wing of the labor bureaucracy led by Francis-
co Herndndez Judrez and his Federation of
Goods and Services Unions (FESEBES)® got
the go-ahead for their plans to “modernize”
the official trade union movement. The vast
majority of Mexican workers have been mere
spectators and victims of this process, which
has been directly orchestrated by the state.

Butit would be a serious mistake to believe
that the government’s strategy is inexorably
advancing toward its goals, free of any con-
tradictions or resistance or threat of failure.
Despite its unquestioned successes, the new
labor regime is far from being consolidated.

A key aspect of Salinas’s strategy, which
has yet to be put in place and which appears
to have little chance of seeing the light of day
before the end of the current administration,
is the overhaul of the Federal Labor Law
(LFT) which has been announced and post-
poned on thousands of occasions. During his
recent speech before the Confederation of
Mexican Workers (CTM),* Salinas de Gortari
said that for the time being the LFT will
remain intact. In this way he deactivated a
political conflict with the traditional trade
union bureaucracy that could have affected
the presidential succession. But the message
was also directed at the Clinton administra-
tion, responding to Washington’s efforts to
press for a labor accord by pointing out that
the LFT is more advanced than existing labor
legislation in the U.S. and, therefore, requires
no changes.

The fact is that for both domestic and in-
ternational reasons it was necessary to post-
pone changes in the LFT. This doesn’t mean
the administration isn’t going to try to make
some headway in this direction. It is known
that in government, business, and labor
circles there are talks aimed at tacking on an
amendment to the labor law that would deal
with the question of productivity. In this way
they hope to provide the bosses with a
“flexible” legal framework that would allow

them to get around key aspects of the LFT.
But despite the fact that they continue to
implement their project in violation of the
existing law, sooner or later they must
provide a new legal framework to back up
their policies, either in the form of a greatly
“flexibilized” version of the LFT or in the
form of a law that would be broken up into
regionally adapted components. But all of
that will have to wait.

Businessmen and bureaucrats have en-
countered similar problems in the implemen-
tation of their efforts to further boost
productivity. The gravity of the obstacles
they face implies that publicity campaigns
and simple paper agreements such as the
National Productivity Accord will not suf-
fice. This latter agreement offers a very gen-
eral but important framework for carrying
through on the plans of the government and
the employers. It puts forth the new produc-
tivist philosophy that says that employers and
workers are all part of one big quality family
and that the need for “teamwork” subor-
dinates collective rights to the needs of in-
dividual competition. Though the initial
accord is very general, it has served as a
guideline for drawing up more specific pacts
dealing with specific branches of industry.
But there are questions on how to measure
productivity, under what working conditions
productivty will be increased, and how im-
proved productivity should be compensated.
These are all issues that have tripped up ef-
forts to sign and implement such agreements.

Yet the biggest problem is that attempts at
implementation of the agreements have
simply run up against a wall. The case of
Telmex’ — the regime’s “modernization”
showcase — is typical. Not only has the
company failed to implement productivity
accords beyond certain test departments;
they have concluded that it is “very expen-
sive” to pay any compensation for increased
productivity. The showcase is starting to look
a bit shabby. Euzkadi (the country’s leading
producer of tires) also successfully pressured
workers to accept a productivity accord, but
then decided that it would be too expensive
to pay out bonuses or invest in new tech-
nologies required by the pact. Mexican
businessmen want to impose a “barbarous”
version of productivity and that is causing
problems. Meanwhile, the trade unions have
failed to understand the need to fight for
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CT: Labor Congress, an umbrella organi-
zation of the 34 largest union federations
in Mexico.

CTM: Mexican Confederation of Workers,
with 2 million members the largest con-
federation within the CT, traditionally
having close ties with the PRI.

CROC: Confederation of Revolutionary
Workers and Peasants, a new competitor
with the CTM for a favored relationship
with the PRI.

\.

Mexican Labor and Political Organizations

\

FESEBES: Federation of Goods and Ser-
vices Unions, a recent formation, de-
scribed in this article.

LFT: Federal Labor Law, adopted in 1931,
which guaranteed freedom to unionize
and gave considerable advantages to or-
ganized labor.

PRI: Institutional Revolutionary Party, the
ruling government party, which — under
various names, and with varying levels of
radicalism, authoritarianism and corrup-
tion — has controlled Mexican politics

since the 1920s.
_J

collective benefits that go beyond the logic
of individual incentives, which ultimately
undermine collective organization and con-
sciousness. The productivity accord exists
but its implementation has proven to be ex-
tremely slow and tortuous.

The famous Pact for Competitiveness and
Employment is proving increasingly unvi-
able. The pact’s name is no accident. Com-
petition has become the supreme goal as the
country moves closer to regional economic
integration; and that competitivenessis open-
ly and officially based on the comparative
advantage that employers gain when wages
are tightly controlled. Employment, an ob-
Jjective thatisused as a threat against workers,
has reverted to the worst conditions that ex-
isted in the mid-1980s. The economic “slow-
down” and the adjustments being imple-
mented in anticipation of NAFTA have led to
the loss of tens of thousands of jobs. The
brutal and cynical way that the new pact has
been implemented has led to one of the most
open verbal conflicts ever between the CI‘M
leadership and Salinas. Fidel Velasquez’s®
belligerence, as on other occasions, has been
fueled by other considerations and once again
he has backed down. But the conflict pro-
duced an interesting debate on wages in
Mexico.

The truth of the matter is that the minimum
wage continues to fall. Ten million people
earn between one and two minimum wages';
the gap between minimum wages and con-
tract agreements continues to grow. Despite
a slight recovery on the level of manufactur-
ing wages, at the current ratio it will take 28
years to regain the levels recorded in the
mid-1970s. Wages have dropped so low that
it would be easy for management to offer
hikes well above current wage guidelines
without sacrificing their goal of achieving
single-digit inflation.

Many companies believe that the current
government-imposed wage caps are “exces-
sive.” In many contract negotiations, includ-
ing those at Ford, agreements have been
reached “under the table” that allowed for
increases beyond those demanded by the
government, based on an understanding that
it would be necessary to keep the terms of the

14

agreements secret. In this way the govern-
ment’s policy has been shown to be a cor-
poratist masquerade. And at the same time
that the wage cap proves to be unsustainable,
it is shown to be incongruent with the pro-
claimed effort to negotiate an agreement
aimed, supposedly, at bringing Mexican
wages closer to U.S. and Canadian levels.
The Mexican government has claimed that
NAFTA will generate higher wages. This is
neither credible nor possible as long as the
wage cap is in place. It is absolutely neces-
sary at a time of economic integration for the
unions to be free to negotiate wages, especial-
ly with transnational companies. The May
Day demand for an end to the wage cap is a
key and realizable demand.

Meanwhile, NAFTA is running into trou-
ble. As the key element around which other
major policy decisions are being designed —
privatization, constitutional reform, produc-
tivity, competitiveness — obstacles remain to
its implementation. One problem is the fact
that it was drawn up by Bush (who is out of
office), Mulroney (on his way out), and Sa-
linas (whose term of office is in its last
stretch). Obviously, NAFTA represents a
strategic objective of the most powerful busi-
ness interests in the three countries and it will
be difficult to keep it from going into effect.
But problems lie ahead, particularly in Can-
ada. In Mexico there is no sign of the prom-
ised benefits of free trade. The last few years
of adjustment policies have had clearly nega-
tive effects, despite all the government prop-
aganda in favor of NAFTA. The few new jobs
that are created are more than offset by the
huge losses of jobs suffered in traditional
sectors of the economy. Though there has
been a lack of broad, popular opposition to
NAFTA in Mexico due to a lack of informa-
tion and people’s willingness to hope for the
best, this situation could change once it be-
comes clearer how the accord will directly
affect people’s lives.

Mexican officials have now been forced to
negotiate environmental and labor accords
after having sworn that they would never
agree to such talks. It would be a mistake to
hold illusions in Clinton. It is clear to almost
everyone that the White House hopes to use

these issues for protectionist and interven-
tionist reasons. But the Mexican government
can’t call for full North American economic
integration and then appeal to Mexican na-
tionalism to defend the corporatist system
from any possible challenge. Independently
of NAFTA and the final terms of the sidebar
accords -— which will in no way change the
character of the trade pact — there exists a
real process of integration and an enormous
mobility on the part of the transnational com-
panies. The workers must face up to this fact.
The Mexican Network on Free Trade has put
forward a charter of labor rights for the work-
ers of the region which includes: bringing
wages and working conditions throughout
the region in line with the highest existing
pay scales and conditions; freedom to or-
ganize; rights for migratory workers; trina-
tional mechanisms to supervise respect for
labor rights; the implantation of compen-
satory mechanisms; and — especially in
Mexico —the administration of labor justice.
This last issue will be key, as well as the issue
of increased trinational labor coordination,
which has confributed to important reflec-
tions on new forms of union collaboration on
an international scale.

The Outlook for a Recomposition
of the Labor Movement

Itisn’t possible to understand the meaning of
labor “modernization” without taking into
account the goal of modernizing the tradi-
tional union bureaucracy. The aging labor
chiefs have proven too expensive and no
longer useful for the new productivity goals
and state reform policies. It was no accident
that Salinas kicked off his administration
with quick action in this regard. Getting rid
of “La Quina” was his first salvo. That was
followed by the fall of Jongitud and Venus
Rey® — in the face of rank-and-file resistance
— and the imposition from above of new
model figures of collaborationist union lead-
ers. At the same time the FESEBES made its
debut, generating a violent response from the
Labor Congress (CT). But the government
had not counted on the new upsurge in union
struggles that took place between 1989 and
1990. The rebirth of the opposition move-
ment in the petroleum workers union, the
teachers movement, Ford, Tomnel, Modelo
Beer, Cananea Mines, Sicartsa Steel, the So-
cial Security workers, and others all came to
represent a democratic threat from below
against the entrenched bureaucracy, especial-
ly that of the CTM. Once again the govern-
ment prioritized political control and decided
to defend the CTM, thereby putting “modern-
ization” on hold. Nevertheless, officials con-
tinued to give preferred treatment to the
CROC’ and the CTM bureaucracy started to
lose ground.

Another two years would go by before the
FESEBES was pulled out of the freezer and
won its legal recognition. In 1992 “modern-
ization” was back on track. Francisco Her-
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nandez Juarez made a spectacular interven-
tion into the Volkswagen (VW) conflict, serv-
ing as a go-between with the company, the
government, and the union bureaucracy,'®
proving himself to be the new “capo,” the
new “Don” that workers would have to turn
to if they wanted their voice heard within
ruling circles. It should be known that there
have been few takers since then. Even the
Electrical Workers’ (SME) leader, Jorge S4n-
chez, threatened to break with the FESEBES
and formed an unprecedented alliance with
the CTM on the wage issue. It didn’t take long
for him to be brought back into line, but the
conflict reflected the changes taking place in
the labor movement.

Lacking any industrial unions — unless
VW can eventually be brought on board —
the FESEBES has been forced into an al-
liance with the CROC to create an axis of
power within the union movement as an al-
ternative to the CTM. Meanwhile teachers’
leader Elba Ester Gordillo has yet to break
with the federation of state employees
(FSTSE).

So two major blocs have taken shape in-
side the CT (a body that has in recent years
been reduced to a largely abandoned office
building) in a test of strength to see who will
sit atop the labor bureaucracy. The conflict
offered a new example of Mexican surreal-
ism recently as political cartoonists crank out
caricatures of Fidel Velasquez accusing Her-
néndez Judrez of being a government lackey.

In fact it is a conflict between two types of
corporatist'' unionism. The conflict between
the two appeared to have reached the break-
ing point recently, but once again the battle
has been put on hold. It will continue to
evolve under the table. But because the presi-
dential succession demands that they close
ranks, unity is the order of the day. The time
for open conflicts is replaced with a period
marked by low blows. And the government
has adopted a mediating discourse, making
some concessions to the CTM and allowing
the old corporatist party structures to coexist
with the new. Yet the conflict between the two
brands of bureaucracy persists.

The democratic union movement has yet
to develop an alternative project and has been
essentially silent. Without a project of its own
and lacking any united coordinating body, it
has suffered the effects both of sterile sec-
tarianism and of collaborationist “realism.”
The changes under way in the organization
of the workplace have left many in a hopeless
resistance while othershave been attracted by
the sirens of “joint administration.”

This doesn’t mean that nothing is happen-
ing. There are important changes going on in
the middle-level and base structures of the
unions, within the fissures that have devel-
oped amid the crisis of the traditional bureau-
cracy. New democratic or simple trade union
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leaderships are developing. Within the union
structures and among the productivity com-
mittees many are looking for new alterna-
tives. There exists a great deal of instability
and mobility inside the unions.

It would be a mistake to think that there
can be only defeats, or to oversimplify things
by constantly repeating that the workers are
on the defensive (which is true of all but very
special historical periods). It would be a mis-
take to insist that Mexican workers have suf-
fered a definitive defeat that will now give
way to a prolonged period of labor stability
under the terms of the regime’s new model.
Even the figures that point to an overall
decline in labor struggles are poor indicators
of what is going on. Many conflicts are taking
place on the shop floor that assume the char-
acter of full-fledged strikes. And as we’ve
already indicated, many strikes have been
averted because it was possible to win new
wage accords beyond the official wage cap,
though such accords are not made public.

We will continue to experience for the
foreseeable future a period of great instability
and union turbulence. This is a period of
recomposition in which nothing is yet settled.
Next year, during the course of the presiden-
tial transition, many of the contradictions we
have already mentioned could produce new
conflicts. May Day 1993 will show signs of
the existing tensions, but it will be a simple
prelude to a path fraught with conflicts. O

Notes

1. Presidential elections will be held in August
1994, but since the 1920s the real presidential
succession revolves around a cryptic process of
internal selection of a presidential standard-
bearer within the upper councils of the govemning
party, the PRI

2. Article 3 was amended to open up the educational
system to greater private control, while the
counterreform of Article 27 effectively brought
to an end a decades-long land reform and opened
up collectively managed farms to private owner-
ship.

3. Francisco Hernindez Judrez, a former leftist, is
the prototype of the new union bureaucrats that
have enjoyed the backing of Salinas and his pre-
decessor Miguel de la Madrid. FESEBES was
aimed at creating a trade union federation bring-
ing together the key unions led by this wing of the
bureaucracy. But so far very few unions have
joined. Nevertheless, Juarez and FESEBES have
played a high-profile role within the labor move-
ment, promoting pay-based-on-performance and
stock-investment schemes, as well as other ele-
ments of modem-day business unionism. As de
la Cueva indicates, FESEBES was not imme-
diately granted formal recognition due to opposi-
tion by the traditional wing of the union
bureaucracy, but this changed in 1992. See foot-
note 10 below.

4. The Mexican Workers Confederation (CTM) has
traditionally been recognized as the regime’s of -
ficial trade union. However, in recent years other
organizations such as FESEBES and more tradi-
tional federations such as Alberto Juarez Blanas'’s

10.

11.

CROC (see footnote 9) have won the backing of
federal officials by proving even more pliable and
cost-effective than the CTM. This change of
policy has led to increasing disputes between the
CTM leadership of Fidel Velazquez and the
Salinas administration over such issues as wage
policies and possible changes in the LFT.

. Teléfonos de México, the telephone monopoly

that was privatized in 1991.

. Fidel Velazquez was one of a group known as

“the five little wolves,” which in the late 1940s,
with government support, carried out an anti-
Communist purge of the CTM, expelling its
Stalinist-oriented leader Vincente Lombardo
Toledano (with whom Velazquez had been as-
sociated since the 1930s). Velazquez has been
described this way in James Cockcroft’s Mexico:
Class Formation, Capital Accumulation, and the
State (Monthly Review, 1983, p. 55): “Today’s
corrupt and wealthy CTM boss Fidel Velazquez,
who had replaced Lombardo Toledano in 1938,
typified the official anti-Left union leadership
that remained after the witch hunt. It increasingly
tied itself to state favors, class collaborationism,
and upper-class aspirations and values. In ex-
change for sending hired thugs to murder ormaim
labor dissidents and for guaranteeing labor dis-
cipline, labor leaders received personal luxuries
that elevated them into the living rooms of the
bourgeoisie. In addition, they periodically
received institutional pay-offs for their organiza-
tions.”

. The minimum wage currently averages between

$4 and $5 a day.

. Soon after taking office Salinas sent troops to

arrest the leaders of the petroleum workers union,
at that time the most affluent and politically
powerful leadership of a single union. Joaquin
“La Quina” Hemandez, the general secretary of
the union, had generated considerable anger from
Salinas by offering limited backing to congres-
sional candidates allied with the presidential can-
didacy of Cuauhtémoc Cirdenas. Salinas later
pressed forward his plans to install a more pliable
labor bureaucracy, responding to rank-and-file
rebellions in a series of unions by replacing tradi-
tional leaders with “reformers” more attuned to
the govermment’s modernization project. Two
such experiences involved Jongitud Barrios, the
head of the 1.2 million-member teachers union,
and Venus Rey, the boss of the musicians union.

. CROC is the Confederation of Revolutionary

Workers and Peasants. See footnote 4.

In 1992 Judrez intervened in a major conflict at
the massive Volkswagen plant in Puebla, where
a majority of the 15,000 workers had struck to
protest a secret agreement between management
and their union leadership aimed at dismantling
the collective bargaining agreement and allowing
the company a free hand in imposing a more
“flexible” arrangement. Judrez helped design an
end to the conflict based on the firing of virtually
the entire workforce and its rehiring under a
contract drawn up unilaterally by management.
‘When FESEBES won legal recognition from the
federal government a few days later, Juarez
bragged that it was a compensation for his role at
VW,

Corporatism is a term whose definition varies
depending on who is using the term, but it sug-
gests government intervention and regulation of
society in “partnership” with business and labor.
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International Viewpoint

One of the distinguishing characteristics
of revolutionary socialists is our global
outlook. We are not only revolutionary ac-
tivists where we live and work but recognize
the need to be part of a worldwide struggle
against capitalism by supporting the battles
of workers, oppressed peoples, and super-ex-
ploited groupings in all societies. Interna-
tional Viewpoint magazine is an invaluable
source of information and helps provide link-
ages for supportive activities among revolu-
tionaries and working-class fighters around
the world.

Published under the auspices of the United
Secretariat of the Fourth International, Infer-
national Viewpoint presents news about and
analyses of events and developments, written
by participants in struggles as well as by
internationally-respected Marxist econom-
ists and political theorists. A February letter
sent to subscribers and distributors an-
nounced its recent reorganization and briefly
described some contents:

A NEW CRISIS erupts in the Middle
East as Israel expels 417 alleged activists
from the Islamic fundamentalist organiza-
tion, Hamas.

In the first (February) issue of the new
36-page monthly /nternational Viewpoint,
Lea Tsemel, Dalal Bizri, and Manar Hassan
go behind the headlines to explain the mean-
ing of the Israeli government’s act and the
reasons for the rise of Hamas.

There’s also Catherine Samary, recently
returned from Sarajevo, on the Yugoslav war,
David Finkel on Bill Clinton’s first steps and
Frangois Piguet on the social and political
consequences of the crisis in Somalia — and
more.

We think /V provides a unique resource for
those who want to go beyond catchphrases,
labels, and slogans to understand what Brit-
ish foreign secretary Douglas Hurd has re-
cently described as the “new world disorder.”

IV’s access to a wide range of publications
and organizations allows the magazine to
present documents and articles not usually
available, for example:

e A document on the U.S. military operation
in Somalia, written by Rakiya Omaar, a
Somali lawyer fired from her job with
Africa Watch because of her opposition to
U.S. intervention, and Alex de Waal, who
resigned as Africa Watch director when
the U.S. initiative was endorsed by its
parent Human Rights Watch organization.
This material first appeared in the Flemish
newspaper De Morgen.

o A debate onthelegacy of the 1917 October
Revolution in Russia between revolution-
ary Marxist Emest Mandel and Gregor
Gysi, leader of the parliamentary group in
Germany which succeeded the former rul-
ing East German Communist Party. This
public discussion, attended by 800 at Ber-
lin’s Humboldt University, was organized
by IV’s German sister publication Inprekor.

o The Declaration of the Executive Commit-
tee of the Federation of Independent Trade
Unions of Russia and of the leaders of the
Russian Branch Unions, and the Statement
of the Political Committee of the Party of
Labor. These documents addressed Yel-
tsin’s attempt to achieve a “soft” coup
d’etat.

* “The politics of hate” — involving the
destruction of the mosque at Ayodhya and
the deepening crisis of the Indian ruling
classes — were reported and analyzed by
Kunal Chattopadhyay in an article which
originally appeared in Naya Antarjatik,
publication of the West Bengal State Com-
mittee of the Indian section of the Fourth
International.

Through interviews and articles, contribu-
tors to International Viewpoint bring first-
hand information and evaluations of the situ-
ations in Europe, the Middle East, Latin
America, Africa, the United States and Can-
ada, Central America and Cuba, Southeast
Asia, Oceania, and the former Soviet Union.

The subject matter covers a broad range of
issues and events: working-class organiza-
tions and activities, women’s rights struggles
across the world, the global capitalist econ-
omy, the state of the left in various countries,
prospects for socialism — and much more!

For those who are not familiar with Inter-
national Viewpoint, a single trial issue can be
obtained for $4.50. Please sec inside back
cover of this Bulletin IDOM for information
about U.S. subscriptions. For interested per-
sons and groups in other countries:

o Europe: 280 FF, £32.
o Rest of world, surface mail: 280 FF, £32.
o Rest of world, air mail: 360 FF, £40.

Send to: IV, 2 rue Richard-Lenoir, Mon-
treuil, 93108, France. Make checks payable
to PEC (French francs preferred).

The Working Class Has No Borders!

International solidarity and interaction with working-class struggles around
the world is a continuing respansibility of revolutionary socialists in every
country. One of the major goals of Bulletin in Defense of Marxism is to
contribute information, analysis, and commentary to help such efforts. Each
issue is mailed to activists and socialists around the globe — including:

the former Soviet Union * Belgium  Bolivia * Brazil « Canada ¢ Colombia
» Ecuador ¢ France * Germany ¢ Great Britain ¢ Greece * Hungary
Ireland  Japan * Mexico ° the Netherlands © Peru « the Philippines
Poland « Scotland » South Aftica » Spain « Sri Lanka * Sweden ¢
Switzerland = Turkey * Uruguay

Because many of the working-class fighters and Marxists in these
countries do not have the resources to subscribe on their own, part of the
international circulation of Bulletin IDOM has been made possible by
financial donations. The thirst for information and political/economic
analysis is great! Many more magazines could be sent. Bulletin in Defense
of Marxism has established contacts with militants and Marxists who wish
to receive materials — but Bulletin IDOM does not have the resources to
fulfill al the requests and possibilities which have opened up, especially with

the freer flow of publications into the former Soviet Union and Eastern
European areas.

YOU CAN HELP.

A special Overseas Fund has been launched to help send Bulletin in
Defense of Marxism to revolutionary fighters around the world. Please fill
out the form below and send with your contribution.

Make your check out to: Bulletin IDOM and note on the check “Overseas
Fund.” Mail to: Bulletin IDOM, 27 Union Square West, Second Floor Room
208, New York, NY 10003. Thank you.

Your Name (please print)

Your address

City State Zip

I Enclosed is $ for the Overseas Fund.

[ | shall send an additional $ by (date)
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Notes on Building a Revolutionary Party

in the United States
Part Two
by Paul Le Blanc

he previous installment of these notes focused on the
proposition that it is not possible to build a Leninist party
in the United States worthy of the name in the absence of
a class-conscious proletarian vanguard.

This does not mean a relative handful of would-be Leninists
proclaiming themselves to be “the vanguard” of the working class.
It means an actual percentage of the working class, a minority
numbering in the millions, who actually believe that, as the
American Federation of Labor proclaimed in the preamble to its
Constitution in 1886, “a struggle is going on in all the nations of
the civilized world, between the oppressors and the oppressed of
all countries, a struggle between the capitalist and the laborer,
which grows in intensity from year to year, and will work dis-
astrous results to the toiling millions, if they are not combined for
mutual protection and benefit.” Class-conscious workers perceive
that, as the 1908 preamble to the Constitution of the Industrial
Workers of the World put it, “the working class and the employing
class have nothing in common. There can be no peace so long as
hunger and want are found among millions of working people and
the few, who make up the employing class, have all the good things
of life. Between these two classes a struggle must go on until the
workers of the world organize as a class, take possession of the
earth and the machinery of production, and abolish the wage
system.”

These two excerpts indicate what is missing today in the United
States. From the 1860s through the 1930s it is possible to trace the
existence and development of a vital subculture of labor radical-
ism, and the existence of a mass working-class vanguard which
consisted of men and women who believed in (and were prepared
to do something about) the ideas expressed by the early AFL and
IWW. Ample documentation of this reality can be found in the
work of such labor historians as Philip S. Foner, Herbert Gutman,
and David Montgomery; it is vividly illustrated in the pages of the
recently-published Encyclopedia of the American Left, edited by
Mari Jo Buhle, Paul Buhle and Dan Georgakas (a massive $30-
dollar paperback which belongs in every socialist’s library).

This subculture of labor radicalism now can only be found in
books, artifacts, documentaries, and the memories of old-timers.
In the 1940s and ’50s it passed out of existence thanks to the
impact of the Second World War, the corrosive effects of Stalin-
ism, the reformist labor leadership’s deep-going class-collabora-
tionist compromises, the Cold War and anti-Communist hysteria,
and especially the extended period of relative economic prosperity
which seemed to banish hunger and want among majority sectors
of the working class, giving increasing numbers a small but
gratifying taste of “the good things in life.” There was also the
impact of a largely commercialized mass culture, to a large extent
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absorbing and/or crowding out the myriad of subcultures within
the American working class.

While the working class (blue-collar and white-collar) makes
up an overwhelming majority of the U.S. population, massive
layers of this working class see themselves as “middle class”
(neither rich nor poor, but somewhere in the middle). They don’t
translate their ongoing resentments and conflicts with their bosses
and other “upper-class” representatives into a notion of linking up
with all other members of their class (with whom, in many cases,
they don’t identify) to struggle for common interests, overturn
capitalism, and democratically run the economy to provide a good
life for everyone. There are deep divisions within the working
class along the lines of race, ethnicity and gender, and some of
those who are prepared to struggle against oppression do so around
issues related to these identities, and also around such issues as
opposition to the destruction of the environment, opposition to
war, support for gay and lesbian rights, etc.

In the previous installment of these notes, it was argued that
revolutionary socialists should be involved in all struggles against
oppression, while working to make conscious the underlying class
dynamics of such struggles, and working to draw together various
sectors of the working class into common struggles. Combined
with this is the need for effective socialist educational work and
cultural efforts. Stirrings in the trade union movement, and future
working-class upsurges in response to capitalist crisis, will open
up possibilities for leaps in class consciousness, and the ferment
reflected in Labor Party Advocates but also in other independent
electoral orientations (Ron Daniels’s Campaign for New Tomor-
row, the feminist 21st Century Party, etc.) suggests the possibility
of a broad-based working-class party. Only within such a context,
involving the crystallization of a mass working-class vanguard,
will the creation of a genuine Leninist party be possible.

This has brought us to an important question: how should
revolutionary socialists organize themselves now in order to most
effectively establish the pecessary preconditions for a revolu-

tionary party?

Revolutionary Internationalism

A starting-point for serious and practical-minded Marxists in the
United States must be the understanding that capitalism is a global
system. It is not possible to understand what is happening in our
country without reference to what is happening in the intemational
economy and in world politics. It will be difficult for workers in
trade unions and in social movements to secure and evaluate
significant victories here without reference to the struggles of
workers and the oppressed elsewhere.

17



Yet revolutionary internationalism cannot involve simply pas-
sive observation and reflection. The victories and defeats of work-
ing-class and popular social struggles in one part of the world have
an impact on struggles in other parts of the world, and sometimes
mutual assistance across borders can help tip the balance. A
cross-fertilization of ideas and experiences among revolutionaries
and activists of different lands can immeasurably strengthen
working-class militants and revolutionary socialists of all coun-
tries. If there is to be any hope for socialism at all, the socialist-
" minded working-class will need to come to power in several
countries within a common time-span, relying on the active soli-
darity of millions of workers in other countries, and providing an
inspiring example to them as well.

There is a need, then, for ongoing and practical collaboration
among working-class and socialist revolutionaries around the
world. To build and maintain a truly revolutionary socialist or-
ganization in the United States necessarily means that serious
collaborative relationships must be developed and maintained.
This is not a simple matter. There are many countries, many
different working-class and socialist organizations and move-
ments and grouplets in the various countries. A small group of
revolutionary socialists could exhaust itself simply trying to es-
tablish contact with them all.

At the present time there are two already-existing global bodies
of socialists: the Socialist International (or Second International),
and the Fourth International established by Leon Trotsky and his
co-thinkers.

%A starting-point for serious and
practical-minded Marxists in the United
States must be the understanding that
capitalism is a global system. It is not
possible to understand what is happening
in our country without reference to what is
happening in the international economy
and in world politics.*”®

The Second International consists primarily of moderate, refor-
mist socialist and social-democratic organizations which are high-
ly bureaucratized and hostile to the overthrow of the capitalist
system. While enjoying the adherence of many parties that have
a substantial working-class base, and while sometimes promoting
positive projects, it has a long record of rejecting Marxism and
promoting class-collaborationism, more than once betraying the
interests of the working class. It is conceivable for revolutionaries
to find a place in the Second International for tactical reasons (as
did many Trotskyists for a short time in the 1930s), but it is clearly
not an adequate instrument for collaboration by revolutionary
socialists seeking to battle against and finally overturn capitalism
throughout the world.

On the other hand, there is the Fourth International, which
consists of relative handfuls of revolutionaries in a variety of
countries (although with larger groups in a few countries, such as
France, Mexico, Sri Lanka), who identify with the revolutionary
Marxist traditions represented by Lenin, Trotsky, Luxemburg and
others. It can be argued that the Fourth International is too small,
that it is not as well-organized as it needs to be, that there is often
not sufficient political clarity within its ranks, that its various
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affiliates have made one or another serious mistake. Other critic-
isms undoubtedly can also fairly be made.

The fact remains that the Fourth International represents an
invaluable body of experience and a rich programmatic heritage
(reflected in The Transitional Program, in Socialist Democracy
and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat, and in the recent Manifesto
of the Fourth International) which must be utilized and built upon
by revolutionary socialists. More than this, it consists of seasoned
activists who have made important contributions to the class
struggle, to social movements, and to Marxist theory in a variety
of countries, and it stands as a vital pole of attraction for radicaliz-
ing and revolutionary-minded militants throughout the world. It
is open and democratic (some critics argue that it is too open and
insufficiently centralist), and its central bodies have no interest in
trying to dictate to member organizations how to “make the
revolution” in their own countries. Instead, through its structures,
meaningful discussion and practical collaboration take place
among revolutionary organizations in North and South American,
in Western and Eastern Europe, in Asia, in Africa.

It seems obvious that organizations of revolutionary socialists
should actively participate in the work of the Fourth International.
Also, supporters of the Fourth International in any particular
country obviously belong in a common organization within that
country — but this is an issue to be dealt with in a later section of
these notes.

The fact is, however, that there are many revolutionary social-
ists who are not part of the Fourth Intemmational and who do not
want to consider affiliation. Some of these consider themselves to
be Trotskyists and favor an abstract “Fourth International” that
would conform to their own particular notions — but unfortunate-
ly most of these comrades, to a large degree, are mired in sectarian
delusions, and (despite substantial verbiage) are not active in real
struggles of the workers and the oppressed. Others, such as the
SWP of Britain (associated with Tony Cliff), as well as the Parti
Communiste Internationaliste (associated with Pierre Lambert)
and Lutte Ouvriere in France, and the Partido Socialista de los
Trabajadores of the late Nahuel Moreno in Argentina have main-
tained more substantial organizations and activities, but are in-
clined to see their own particular groups as the center of the
revolutionary universe in a sectarian manner.

More significantly, there are revolutionaries and proletarian
militants in many countries (one thinks of Central America, South
Africa, the Philippines, China, Russia and Eastern Europe), many
of whom come from non-Trotskyist traditions, some of whom
have earned authority in mass struggles, who are also not inclined,
even for a moment, to consider becoming part of the Fourth
International. Some of these comrades may eventually find their
way into the ranks of the Fourth International, and others may
eventually cease to be revolutionaries and principled working-
class fighters. It seems likely, however, that for some time to come
many revolutionaries and revolutionary socialist organizations
will remain outside of the Fourth International. This is true not
only in the countries mentioned, but also in the United States.

For reasons already indicated, those of us who are Fourth
Internationalists must give serious attention to building, and
strengthening our world movement. But it would be destructively
sectarian to act as if all genuine revolutionaries must or will join
the Fourth International. It may be that a broader revolutionary
international, embracing militants of the Fourth International plus
at least many of the others enumerated here, will eventually come
into being. This could be a very positive development. At the
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present time, however, for a revolutionary socialist organization
in the United States, maintaining ties with the Fourth International
can only be one aspect of its international work.

The structures, the programmatic and material resources, the
organizations and activities associated with the Fourth Interna-
tional are of great importance. No less important, however, are the
things that can be learned from all real, practical, mass movements
and struggles of the working class and the oppressed in each
country regardless of what particular organization is in the leader-
ship of the movement and struggle. In addition to learning from
such real class-struggle and revolutionary experience, it is impor-
tant to provide assistance, and also to establish practical links
between the efforts of activists, working-class militants and revo-
lutionary socialists in the United States and other countries.

To the extent that a revolutionary socialist organization is able
to contribute, in a practical manner, to international collaboration
and internationalist consciousness among sectors of the U.S.
working class, among trade unionists and social movement ac-
tivists, it will be paving the way for the kind of revolutionary party
that is so badly needed in the United States. The notion must be
developed and popularized that labor needs its own foreign policy
that is independent of the foreign policy of the capitalists.

Revolutionary internationalism — not just verbal, but real,
practical, structural — is one primary orientation for revolutionary
socialists seeking to organize themselves in the United States
today.

Democratic Centralism

Even though it is impossible to organize a genuinely Leninist party
in the United States today, it is not impossible to organize a
revolutionary socialist group along Leninist lines. Revolutionary
internationalism is one aspect of Leninist organizational norms,
but another involves what has come to be known as “democratic
centralism.”

This term has been grotesquely distorted in an authoritarian
manner by Stalinists and others to mean something like this: lower
bodies (individual comrades, local groups, etc.) are subordinate to
higher bodies (the central party leadership); there can be freedom
of discussion until a decision is made, then all members must
openly express agreement with the decision and help carry it out,
even if in their heart of hearts they are fundamentally opposed to
it.

This is an anti-Leninist distortion of democratic centralism. It
is inconsistent with genuinely Marxist principles. It should be
rejected by serious revolutionary socialists. Lenin argued that “the
principle of democratic centralism and autonomy for local Party
organizations implies full freedom to criticize so long as this does
not disturb the unity of a definite action; it rules out all criticism
which disrupts or makes difficult the unity of an action decided on
by the Party.” Insisting that the party leadership must not define
“freedom to criticize” too narrowly and “unity of action” too
broadly, he asserted that “criticism within the limits of the prin-
ciples of the Party Program must be quite free.. ., not only at Party
meetings, but also at public meetings.”

Genuine democratic centralism means that all members of an
organization will be involved in a collective process of discussing,
making decisions about, carrying out, and evaluating the organi-
zation’s work. The individual activist brings her or his experience
to the collective (one’s comrades, the other activists in the socialist
group), the collective helps to think through the political work,
and the collective helps the individual carry out the work. All
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comrades assume responsibility for helping to think through the
work, and there is often a division of labor among comrades to
enable the organization as a whole to carry out various activities.
There should be a high degree of individual initiative encouraged,
and also a high degree of autonomy for comrades actually carrying
out the work. But the functioning of the organization involves a
high degree of democratic decision-making and a certain cohesion
that comes from comrades working as a political collective.

This description of democratic centralism is, obviously, in
contrast to a different mode of functioning: the organization gets
together primarily for the purpose of providing a forum for dis-
cussion and a framework for social activities, but whatever actual
political activity members may engage in is basically their own
individual affair. There may be good revolutionary activists in the
organization, but it is not a revolutionary activist organization.

Democratic centralism assumes that revolutionaries, who are in
basic agreement on general Marxist perspectives and revolu-
tionary socialist goals, will naturally have differences on how to
interpret aspects of those perspectives, on how to apply the per-
spectives to practical struggles, on how best to work for the
realization of socialist goals, on how to understand complex social
and political realities while developing strategic and tactical per-
spectives, etc. Two counterposed perspectives can each yield an
aspect of the truth — no one has a monopoly on the truth. Only
through democratic discussion and testing political perspectives
in practice is it possible to clarify the meaning, and the degree of
truth, in one or another political perspective.

The Leninist mode of functioning is often associated with the
notion of discipline, which is correct, but truly Leninist discipline
is not something that is mechanically imposed on members from
the “political center” (whether this is defined as a leadership
decision or a majority vote). Rather, what is valued is an internal
discipline of the members involving the development of one’s own
knowledge and capacity for critical thinking, self-control and
working with others, strength of character, orderliness and ef-
ficiency. These qualities, not simply following orders or submit-
ting to authority, constitute the kind of discipline consistent with
the Bolshevik-Leninists described, for example, in John Reed’s
Ten Days That Shook the World or Trotsky’s History of the Russian
Revolution or Victor Serge’s historical accounts and novels. These
are qualities most consistent with the best in the writings and
organizational practice of James P. Cannon, one of the finest
representatives of a distinctively American variant of the Bol-
shevik tradition.

Unfortunately, even among Trotskyists there have been serious
distortions of healthy Leninist organizational norms. Perhaps this
can best be explained if we consider this passage from Lenin’s
Left-Wing Communism, An Infantile Disorder:

The first questions to arise are: how is the discipline of the
proletariat’s revolutionary party maintained? How is it tested? How
is it reinforced? First, by the class-consciousness of the proletarian
vanguard and by its devotion to the revolution, by its tenacity,
self-sacrifice and heroism. Second, by its ability to link up, maintain
the closest contact, and — if you wish — merge, in certain measure,
with the broadest masses of the working people — primarily with
the proletariat, but also with the non-proletarian masses of working
people. Third, by the correctness of the political leadership exer-
cised by this vanguard, by the correctness of its political strategy
and tactics, provided the broad masses have seen, from their own
experience, that they are correct. Without these conditions, dis-
cipline in arevolutionary party really capable of being a party of the
advanced class, whose mission is to overthrow the bourgeoisie and
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transform the whole of society, cannot be achieved. Without these
conditions, all attempts to establish discipline inevitably fall flat and
end up in phrase-mongering and clowning. On the other hand, these
conditions cannot emerge at once. They are created only by pro-
longed effort and hard-won experience. Their creation is facilitated
by a correct revolutionary theory, which, in its turn, is not a dogma,
but assumes final shape only in close connection with the practical
activity of a truly mass and truly revolutionary movement.

As Lenin put it, “all attempts to establish discipline inevitably
fall flat and end up in phrasemongering and clowning” if a
would-be “Leninist” party leadership attempts to short-circuit
what must in fact be created by prolonged effort and hard-won
experience. First there is the need for the development of a
class-conscious proletarian vanguard — which in the United
States passed out of existence a few decades ago. Today it can be
argued that a renewed vanguard layer is being brought into exist-
ence (and the primary task of Leninists is to help further that
process), but this first precondition is far from an accomplished
fact. The second precondition, the at least partial merger of this
radical working-class vanguard with broader layers of the working
class, is also in the future. The third precondition, the authority
gained by demonstrated political correctness of the would-be
revolutionary leadership, cannot be simply declared to exist by
that would-be leadership. It must be recognized by masses of
people on the basis of their own experience.

Alltoo often, even among Trotskyists, an impatient small-group
leadership, claiming to have “correct revolutionary theory”
(which it seeks to impose on, or counterpose to, the actual move-
ments and struggles of the workers and the oppressed), insists that
the members of the small group demonstrate “Leninist” discipline
by accepting the wisdom and authority of the leadership. The
result is phrasemongering, clowning, splits, expulsions — and
more splits and expulsions, plus burn-out and demoralization even
among those who support the leadership. Unfortunately it all
happens under the banner of “democratic centralism” and “Lenin-
ist party-building,” even through the method is the opposite of that
proposed by Lenin.

%0Only through democratic discussion and
testing political perspectives in practice is it
possible to clarify the meaning, and the
degree of truth, in one or another political
perspective.”®

The point is, if properly understood — as a profoundly demo-
cratic and collectivist (anti-authoritarian) form of organizational
practice, with a clear conception of where we are in party-building
process, and with an understanding that before all else U.S.
revolutionary socialists must be engaged in helping to recompose
a mass vanguard layer of the working class (which is a precondi-
tion for a meaningful and genuinely Leninist revolutionary van-
guard party) — if properly understood, democratic centralism is
a valuable mode of functioning, a necessary mode of functioning,
for consistent revolutionary socialists today.

Fragmented Vanguard

In a sense, those who believe in the need for the working class and
the oppressed to carry out a socialist revolution, and who are
prepared to devote significant time and energy to winning others
to this perspective for the purpose of translating it into reality,
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constitute a revolutionary vanguard, although a very tiny one, not
to be confused with the much larger “proletarian vanguard” that
Lenin said would be the base of a revolutionary party. In addition
to being tiny, this vanguard is fragmented. Even those who adhere
to a common tradition of revolutionary Marxism as represented
by Lenin, Luxemburg and Trotsky are fragmented. Even those
who identify with the actually-existing Fourth International are
fragmented.

This reality poses a challenge as we consider the question of
how revolutionary socialists in the United States today should
organize themselves. We don’t have a clean slate on which to draw
a diagram to which reality can be expected to conform. There are
more than a dozen groups claiming to be, in some sense, revolu-
tionary and socialist, that are for the most part competing with
each other. These include the Communist Party, the split-off from
the CP organized into the Committees of Correspondence (part of
which is attracted to the social-democratic Democratic Socialists
of America), the still-Maoist Revolutionary Communist Party, the
ex-Maoist Freedom Road Socialist Organization, the ex-
Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, the Freedom Socialist Party,
the Workers World Party, the Spartacist League, the International
Socialist Organization, the Trotskyist League, Socialist Action,
Socialist Organizer, the Alliance for Independent Socialist
Politics, and others. I am aware of clusters, here and there, of
Marxist-oriented African-Americans. There are undoubtedly
other formations of which I am unaware.

I happen to belong to Solidarity, whose strengths are indicated
in this self-description:

We are revolutionary socialists who are democratic, feminist,
anti-racist and stand for “socialism from below” based on the
self-organization of the working class and oppressed peoples. Our
members are active in the union movement, working to strengthen
a working-class opposition to corporations and “business union-
ism.” Many are involved in committees and demonstrations in
solidarity with the people of Central America, Southern Africa and
Palestine. Still others work to supportreproductive rights of women,
gay and lesbian rights, and to fight racism....

Although from different backgrounds, we all agree on the need
for a socialist organization to fight the politics of the ruling class
and the right. We need to develop a theory and practice that can
provide an effective alternative to capitalism. Solidarity recognizes
that creating arevolutionary democratic and socialist alternative that
is working class, multi-national and neither sectarian nor reformist
is not an easy task.

We don’t have all the answers and don’t pretend to. We see
Solidarity as the beginning, not the end, of a regroupment by
revolutionary socialists. To us regroupment is more than the merg-
ing of various leftist organizations; it is an attitude of openness and
collaboration despite our disagreements. Some of us were once
members of left organizations that were too inflexible to draw the
full lessons of their experiences and weren’t able to develop creative
new approaches. We advocate breaking down sectarian boundaries
and forging new and creative politics.

Solidarity is not a Leninist organization in any of the senses
indicated in these notes, although there are a significant number
of its members who identify with the tradition of Lenin and
Trotsky. Only a third of its members actively identify with the
Fourth International, although a majority have some significant
degree of friendliness toward what it is and what it is trying to
accomplish. While not projecting a clear and comprehensive
strategic orientation, Solidarity members are active in some of the
most important trade union efforts in the U.S. labor movement,
have been active in a number of social movements, and have been
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among the most articulate spokespeople and activists attempting
to build a broad working-class, anti-racist, feminist electoral al-
ternative to the pro-capitalist Democratic and Republican parties.

Despite its strengths, it seems to me unlikely that Solidarity —
in and of itself — will become a revolutionary activist organiza-
tion that is capable of being the unifying pole of attraction for all
or most people who are committed to revolutionary socialism. The
organization will, undoubtedly, be able to develop an increased
democratic-collective manner of functioning, carry out extremely
important activist and educational work, help generate increasing-
ly valuable revolutionary Marxist analytical and theoretical work,
and double or triple or quadruple its numbers. But this would give
it 2 membership that is still less than 2000. One of Solidarity’s
strengths is that it perceives that it will not become the organiza-
tion of the revolutionary vanguard.

Other organizations that believe they already are, or will be-
come, that exclusive vanguard organization are also incapable of
becoming this in reality. Groups that insist on pretending they are
the vanguard will be hampered in playing even a modest vanguard
role. They will be prone to the phrase-mongering and clowning
that Lenin warned against, and an internal life marked by accumu-
lated frustrations, purges, splits. Only by keeping themselves in
perspective. as part of a fragmented vanguard, will it be possible
for such groups to avoid sectarian degeneration.

The achievement of Solidarity in drawing together four national
groups (the International Socialists, Workers Power, Socialist
Unity, and most recently the Fourth Internationalist Tendency), as
well as attracting additional local collectives and individual ac-
tivists, demonstrates that elements of the vanguard can overcome
their fragmentation. Eventually, more organizations — quite pos-
sibly Solidarity itself — will want to pass out of existence in order
to help create a larger, stronger, more unified organization of the
revolutionary socialist vanguard. This organization would be far
more effective in trade union efforts, in the social movements
against all forms of capitalist oppression, in socialist educational
work and more far-reaching cultural efforts, and in helping to build
a mass party of the working class. Such work as this is essential
in helping to recompose the radicalized working-class vanguard
layer that must be the basis for the kind of revolutionary party that
Lenin stood for. Such a party is not important because Lenin stood
for it, of course, but because some variant of this is what it will
take to bring about a socialist democracy.

Solidarity and especially the Alliance for Independent Socialist
Politics (AISP) have given special attention to the Committees of
Correspondence (CoC) as a formation which could well evolve,
at least in part, into a substantial revolutionary socialist organiza-
tion. In addition to some significant Stalinist residues and an
inclination to drift into the non-revolutionary direction of social-
democracy on the part of some CoC members, one of the most
serious obstacles to this loose organization’s evolution in the
direction of revolutionary socialism is the involvement in the
Democratic Party of many CoC members. It may be, however, that
at least some in CoC will belong in a common organizational
framework as Solidarity and AISP.

Another logical trajectory toward unity would seem to be
among those who identify with the Fourth International — Social-
ist Action, the AISP, the FI Caucus of Solidarity, and the Trotskyist
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League. At the very least, one would hope that the roughly 300
members of these groups would be inclined to work together and
maintain channels allowing for ongoing communication and polit-
ical discussions. At present, friendly relations exist between AISP
and Solidarity, and also between Socialist Action and the Trotsky-
ist League, but prospects at present seem quite poor for a general-
ized regroupment among U.S. supporters of the Fourth
International.

What is most important, however, is not who joins what or-
ganization or which organizations eventually merge. Most impor-
tant is that the actual political, educational and cultural work is
carried out. It is vitally important that revolutionary socialists

%(ne of the most important things that we
must do is move away from petty
competitions in which we validate our own
particular little group at the expense of
others on the Left.”®

commit themselves, above all, to doing good work that can help
to advance the various struggles of the working class and the
oppressed, that can help spread and deepen socialist conscious-
ness, and that can draw together a broad working-class vanguard.
Members of different socialist groups need to cooperate and
collaborate as much as possible on such real, practical work. This
can and should be done informally among individuals, but also the
various left-wing organizations should try, and should be en-
couraged to try, to develop coalitions and united fronts around
specific efforts. Such common work, especially within the context
of real struggles, can be a key factor paving the way for more
durable unity.

One of the most important things that we must do is move away
from petty competitions in which we validate our own particular
little group at the expense of others on the Left. None who are
committed to struggling against oppression and for a socialist
society in which all can live in dignity should be dismissed or
denigrated simply because they belong to the “wrong” left-wing
group. There are too few of us to do this, nor is it the right way to
treat people in general. Especially at this time, we must seek
serious discussions with all on the Left about what we face and
what must be done — discussions in which those who disagree
listen to each other, not being afraid to consider and speak to
perspectives different from their own.

The Bulletin in Defense of Marxism has a distinctive orienta-
tion, summarized in its “Who We Are” statement. This is meant
not to be a banner of our own “superiority” but rather an indication
of what we hope will be a genuine contribution to the larger effort
of advancing the interests of the working class and all the op-
pressed. One aspect of that contribution involves political clari-
fication and an evolution toward unity among U.S. Fourth
Internationalists, but also among other segments of the fragmented
vanguard of revolutionary socialists. In the pages of this maga-
zine, and also through other channels, we must explore how to
transform the general principles of revolutionary socialism into
living realities. u
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Twentieth Anniversary of Socialist Lawsuit

Democratic Rights Versus Government Wrongs

by Evelyn Sell

Evelyn Sell was a named plaintiff in the socialist lawsuit, and a major witness during the 1981 federal trial in New York City.

This article is not simply a salute to a
hard-won and successful challenge to
government violations of basic constitutional
rights. It is important to call attention to the
information gained through the socialist law-
suit and other sources so that the facts remain
part of the arsenal of today’s fighters against
oppression and discrimination. It is crucial to
understand the value of safeguarding and ex-
ercising democratic rights incorporated in the
U.S. Constitution — a contradictory docu-
ment which was the product of two intercon-
nected revolutions at the end of the 1700s: the
war of Independence, which overthrew Brit-
ish rule and established the dominance of big
landowners, merchants, and bankers; and a
second revolution won by small farmers and
dispossessed groups in the new United States
of America. This second struggle — which
included uprisings and armed battles — suc-
ceeded in adding the Bill of Rights to the U.S.
Constitution. The first ten amendments laid
the foundations for the working-class, antis-
lavery, and feminist struggles of the nine-
teenth century, provided necessary tools for
twentieth-century battles, and are indispen-
sable for pursuing militant actions today.

Socialists Put Government
on Trial
In the summer of 1973 the Socialist Workers
Party (SWP) and the Young Socialist Al-
liance (Y SA) filed a landmark lawsuit charg-
ing the U.S. government with political spying
and disruption tactics. This unprecedented
challenge to federal institutions was brought
against the Attorney General of the United
States, the Director of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, the Secretary of Defense, the
Director of the Central Intelligence Agency,
the Director of the Secret Service, the heads
of other federal agencies, and individuals (for
example, then-President Richard Nixon,
John Mitchell, H.R. Haldeman, and John
Ehrlichman). The plaintiffs included all post-
1948 SWP members and supporters and all
YSA members and supporters during the
years after the youth organization was found-
ed in 1960. The suit demanded an injunction
against further harassment and spying as well
as monetary damages.

Many gains were achieved during the eight
years leading up to the 1981 trial, and as a
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result of the trial proceedings and posttrial
appeals:

The case provided the most extensive
record ever compiled of the government’s
war at home against ideas it doesn’t like
and against constitutionally protected
protest activities. The government was
forced to produce millions of pages of pre-
viously classified documents exposing over
forty years of warrantless wiretaps and
electronic surveillance, burglaries, mail tam-
pering, deportation threats, use of inform-
ants, “trash covers” (rummaging through gar-
bage!), anonymous phene calls and poison
pen letters designed to sabotage jobs and
personal relations and cooperation between
organizations, planting slanderous news-
paper articles, and invasions of privacy —
such as contacting employers, landlords,
neighbors, credit bureaus, relatives, friends,
co-workers, and parents.

The FBI alone maintained at least
9,801,114 pages of files about the SWP and
YSA in operations labeled “Counterintelli-
gence Program” (Cointelpro), “Disruption of
New Left,” and “SWP Disruption Program.”
Documented illegal actions included: 20,000
wiretap days and 12,000 bug days of elec-
tronic surveillance between 1943 and 1963;
the FBI’s use of 1,300 informers who were
paid $1,680,592 for spying and disruption
activities, including stealing 12,600 docu-
ments between 1960 and 1976; and 208
“black bag jobs” resulting in the theft and
photographing of 9,864 private documents
from SWP offices and the homes of party
members.

. Although the CIA charter prohibited sur-
veillance within the U.S., files dating back to
1950 showed that the CIA’s Office of Se-
curity monitored the SWP and its members.
The overwhelming majority of material de-
tailed the CIA’s attention to SWP election
campaign activities. In addition, CIA Direc-
tor George Bush was compelled to admit that
agents had burglarized and wiretapped SWP
members who traveled overseas. Other tes-
timony revealed that agents had opened SWP
members’ mail and had broken into and cop-
ied materials in places where party members
were staying. The YSA was targeted for CIA
infiltration and spying as part of the agency’s
surveillance of dissident groups in the U.S.
“Operation CHAOS,” The CIA’s domestic

program, collected information on 300,000
persons and groups in a vain attempt to prove
that the antiwar movement, the Black strug-
gle, and campus activities were all the result
of “foreign plots.” The CIA also utilized the
YSA as a training ground for its operatives
during the early 1970s.

Along with 667 other organizations, the
SWP was on an Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service blacklistused to plague, exclude,
and deport people. A foot-high stack of secret
materials revealed that the INS: had a stable
of informers parallel to those employed by
the FBI; was in collusion with the secret
police of foreign govermnments, including
South Africa; conspired with Mexico and
Canada to identify and target suspected “sub-
versives” in each country; maintained “sub-
versive libraries” of literature expressing
forbidden ideas; and kept a “subversive
index” listing the names of native-born U.S.
persons as well as noncitizens.

Many other federal agencies carried out
surreptitious and illegal activities designed to
paralyze the SWP and YSA. Each discovery
helped expose the role of state institutions in
capitalist society. The accumulation of evi-
dence blew away the veil of secrecy the gov-
ernment needs in order to function most
effectively against those desiring change.

Court rulings won by the socialists up-
held the constitutional rights of persons
and groups opposed to government poli-
cies and actions. On August 25, 1986, U.S.
District Court Judge Thomas Griesa issued a
210-page decision affirming the right of the
SWP and YSA to publicize their views and
engage in lawful political activity free from
government interference. The judge’s ruling
on disruption activities, surreptitious entries,
and the use of informants were declared to be
“violations of the constitutional rights of the
SWP and lacked legislative or regulatory
authority.” The judge rejected the govern-
ment’s claim that “national security inter-
ests” justified its actions. A key government
rationale for illegal operations was ruled in-
valid.

This was a historic victory, which went far
beyond the SWP and YSA, and far beyond
socialist organizations; it provided broad pro-
tections for the political rights of all: unorga-
nized workers and unionists fighting employ-
ers’ exploitation and assaults, people of color
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struggling for justice and equality, women
battling sexism, antiwar activists, lesbian and
gay rights fighters, young people, and other
oppressed groups in U.S. society. The court
victory also served to show that “you can
fight city hall” —and you can win! It proved,
once more, the value of protecting and exer-
cising democratic rights.

Evidence gathered during the pretrial
period demonstrated the collusion be-
tween federal agencies, local police depart-
ments, and employers, resulting in the loss
of jobs because of political affiliation and
protest movement activities. Documents ob-
tained in 1975 showed for the first time FBI
collaboration with local police agencies in
carrying out Cointelpro disruption opera-
tions. In the case of Evelyn Sell, the New York
Times reported:

...a Texas school teacher was dismissed
from her post after FB.I. agents had her
superiors informed that she had once sought
public office as a candidate of the Socialist
Workers party....The information, the docu-
ments show, was made available by the EB.I.
to Austin [Texas] police intelligence offi-
cials, who promised to keep its source con-
fidential and who then passed it on to the
school district.

The result, according to the documents,
was “the decision” by school officials “not to
issue a new contract or consider the subject
further for employment after the termination
of her current contract.” The papers also
noted that Mrs. Sell had a reputation as “an
intelligent, excellent teacher who was well
qualified in her field.”

In 1980, the SWP and Y S A obtained docu-
ments proving that the FBI aided company
security cops in the firing of SWP members
working in the Lockheed aircraft plant in
Marietta, Georgia. Swormn testimony by a
Lockheed security officer and internal com-
pany documents showed that the socialists —
who were members of Lodge 709 of the
International Association of Machinists —
were singled out for their political ideas and

activities. The investigation of the SWPers
began after a union meeting where they dis-
tributed an SWP leaflet voicing solidarity
with the union and supporting a labor party.
The company cop then went to the FBI for
information — which was given to him. He
followed the socialists to their homes, res-
taurants, laundries, stores, and political
events.

SWP members were not the only workers
investigated by Lockheed’s security police;
suspected “subversives” included any work-
er who had a college degree or who gave as
an emergency contact a person with a
“foreign-sounding” name. The company
used electronic equipment to bug private con-
versations and had a network of informers
inside the plant who spied on unionists’ dis-
cussions and slandered them to co-workers,
and who entered homes and looked at private
correspondence in workers’ mailboxes.
Lockheed, the FBI, the local policered squad,
and a Pentagon spy agency (the Defense In-
vestigative Service) collaborated in cam-
paigns against employees — resulting in the
firing of fifteen workers at Lockheed’s
Marietta plant. Similar investigations and
firings took place at McDonnell Douglas,
Hughes Aircraft, Martin Marietta, GE, and
General Dynamics, and other companies
with Pentagon contracts.

The lawsuit played a crucial role in ex-
posing significant facts: the government’s
war against a broad list of groups and
individuals; the illegal surveillance and
disruption campaigns carried out by
federal agencies; and the bipartisan na-
ture of these violations of fundamental
rights. Both Democratic and Republican ad-
ministrations approved and carried out opera-
tions against: political parties, civil rights
organizations and activists, students and fac-
ulty members, the movement against the war
in Vietnam, feminists, and civil libertarians.
The information gained through the lawsuit
and related sources was publicized by the
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Political Rights Defense Fund, established to
solicit support and financial aid for the court
case. The discoveries made in the socialists’
lawsuit were confirmed and expanded during
hearings held by Congressional committees,
materials received under the Freedom of In-
formation Act, and lawsuits filed by various
individuals and organizations.

FBI Targets African Americans
In a 1967 memo, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoo-
ver instructed agents around the country to
“expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or other-
wise neutralize the activities of black nation-
alist...organizations.” The following year,
the FBI was directed to: “Prevent the coali-
tion of militant black nationalist groups.”
FBIheadquarters in San Diego, California,
carried out these national directives by taking
advantage of the political differences existing
between the local Black Panthers chapter and
US, a Black nationalist group headed by Ron
Karenga. In an interview, Karenga explained,

The police would shoot at the Panthers, and
say it was US. Then they [the police] would
shoot at US, and say it was the Panthers....
The climate was created to get a certain re-
sult. It [the violence] was prompted and pro-
voked. It would never have happened if it
weren'’t for the police. [The Militant, January
23, 1976]

The FBI heightened friction between the
two African American groups in many ways.
The bureau created cartoons attacking the
Panthers as police agents and pretended that
the cartoons actually came from Karenga’s
group. The FBI warned Black leaders at-
tempting to negotiate peace between the two
groups that the Panthers had marked them for
death. Such tactics resulted in the murder of
two Panthers, the wounding of four Black
activists, the bombing of the US headquar-
ters, and other acts of violence.

By early 1970, the San Diego FBI boasted
in a memo to Washington, “As aresult of our
efforts, the Black Panther party in San Diego
isno more. It has been completely done away
with.”

In sharp contrast to the violence instigated
by the FBI against African Americans, ter-
rorist plans of the Ku Klux Klan were allowed
to proceed unchecked. Former undercover
FBI agent Gary Rowe testified that he joined
the Ku Klux Klan following orders from the
bureau. Rowe notified his superiors about
many KKK plans to commit violence, but the
FBI did nothing about these wamings. In one
instance, Rose told the FBI that the Klan was
going to beat up civil rights “freedom riders.”
The bureau did not pass this information on
to the Justice Department and did nothing to
stop the vicious attack, which took place as
scheduled.

An FBI file, dated March 4, 1968, stated
that a “primary goal” of the bureau was “to
prevent therise of a messiah who could unify,
and electrify, the militant black nationalist
movement.” To carry out this objective,
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many of the bureau’s efforts were aimed at
Malcolm X and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
U.S. Senate and House hearings during 1975
exposed the FBI’s campaigns against Dr.
King — including an attempt to induce him
to commit suicide. Leading Black civil rights
leaders and legislators issued a statement
pointing out that “disclosures of the Coin-
telpro operations and of widespread govem-
ment use of paid provocateurs and other
unconstitutional tactics raise obvious ques-
tions about the mysteries surrounding the
assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King and
Malcolm X.” They asked “to what extent was
the government complicit in the murders of
these two Black leaders? Or in the coverups
of those murders?” The statement also cited
the 1969 murders of Black Panther leaders
Fred Hampton and Mark Clark in Chicago,
and noted that a paid FBI informer was
posing as the Panthers’ security chief at that
time. (For further commentary, see “Coin-
telpro and the Destruction of Black Leaders
and Organizations,” by Dhoruba Bin Wahad
in the May 1993 issue of Bulletin in Defense
of Marxism.)

Students and Teachers

The campuses were a very special target of
the FBI. Students provided the cutting edge
of the civil rights and antiwar movements. In
addition, students were fighting to gain dem-
ocratic control over their campus existence.
Many teachers were involved in struggles to
win Black control of public schools and
helped organize massive demonstrations
against the war in Vietnam.

Here are some of the things the FBI did
during the 1960s and 1970s:

The bureau sent anonymous letters to
parents of two Oberlin College students par-
ticipating in a hunger strike to protest the
Vietnam war. The letters expressed concern
about the youths’ health and school perfor-
mance and warned the parents about the ter-
rible influence of the YSA. The intent was
clearly to have the parents pressure their chil-
dren into dropping their antiwar activities.

The Cleveland Educational Research
Council of America received materials from
the FBI for distribution throughout the city’s
high schools. The material claimed that the
YSA controlled the Student Mobilization
Committee (the major student antiwar or-
ganization at that time) in order to discourage
young people from joining the SMC. Accord-
ing to a bureau memo, this “could substan-
tially curtail problems of high school student
agitation before they begin.”

A phony student newsletter, called Arma-
geddon News, was created by the FBI to
hamper student antiwar activity at Indiana
University in Bloomington. The local FBI
office received this guidance from the nation-
al headquarters:

The nextissue (Volume 1, Number 2) and
subsequent material must contain a more so-
phisticated approach with regards to the situ-
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ation at Indiana University and in relation to
the broad protest movement in this country.
Your leaflet should be prepared ostensibly by
students who, while disagreeing with the
Vietnam war policy and so forth, neverthe-
less deplore subversive elements on and off
campus who are using these issues for their
Own purposes.

Another bogus publication was The Ra-
tional Observer, which called itself “an alter-
native American University [Washington,
D.C.] campus newspaper,” and claimed to be
“an attempt by a small group of students, who
love democracy, to preserve democracy...”

As part of a high school assignment, a
16-year-old student wrote for information
from the Socialist Labor Party. However, she
addressed the envelope incorrectly, and the
request went to the SWP instead. The letter
was intercepted by the FBI as part of its
ongoing mail cover of the party. Special
Agent John Devlin then checked the family’s
credit, the father’s employment situation, and
possible police records of any family mem-
ber. The FBI agent also went to the young
woman’s high school principal to ask about
her background and interests.

The FBI sent a series of letters signed “A
Fed-Up Taxpayer!” to a Michigan state sena-
tor describing the political activities of a pro-
fessor over a period of seventeen years,
including: his participation in a university
socialist club, his election to the executive
board of the Detroit American Civil Liberties
Union, and a 1952 debate with a former FBI
agent on the topic “Deoes the FBI Menace
Civil Liberties?”

The bureau tried to get a Washington, D.C.,
public school teacher fired by sending an
anonymous letter, supposedly from a neigh-
bor, to the school district’s superintendent.
The “neighbor” wrote that the teacher had
held meetings of a socialist youth group in
her apartment and explained, “I bring this
information to your attention in order to pro-
tect the D.C. school system from the menace
of a teacher who does not have the interests
of the children or the country at heart.”

Another poison-pen operation resulted in
an SWP member losing his position as an
associate professor at Arizona State Univer-
sity. A leader of the Phoenix Committee to
End the War in Vietnam and a founder of the
ASU American Federation of Teachers, the
educator was targeted for an intensive slander
campaign by the bureau.

Cointelpro and the Antiwar
Movement

In an article entitled “Documents Show
F.B.L. Harassed Foes of War,” the June 25,
1975, issue of the New York Times reported:

The 256 pages of EB.L files, captioned
“Cointelpro — New Left,” described a num-
ber of incidents between 1968 and 1971 in
which bureau agents, by sending “anony-
mous” letters to employers and parents, at-
tempted to secure the discharge of teachers
and other individuals and disrupt their per-

sonal lives because of their political [and]

antiwar activities.

The papers, which show for the first ime
the extent to which the EB.L attempted to
disrupt, confuse, and “neutralize” the domes-
tic antiwar movement, are the first to be made
public relating to [the] program for disrupt-
ing the “New Left”...

In October, 1975, the U.S. Senate Intel-
ligence Committee heard testimony from top
military personnel that, according to the Los
Angeles Times,

For six years the National Security Agency
reported on the foreign communications of
1,650 Americans, partly to determine
whether antiwar and other demonstrators had
links overseas....An “eyes only” 1967 cable
to NSA from the Army’s acting chief of staff
for intelligence, which the [Senate] commit-
tee released, showed that the Pentagon con-
sidered foreign involvement in anti- Vietnam
and other domestic protests as the “big ques-
tion.”...

The 1,650 persons on the NSA’s “watch
list” were provided by the FBI, Secret Ser-
vice, CIA, Defense Intelligence Agency, and
the former Bureau of Narcotics and Dan-
gerous Drugs. About 1,000 of the names were
furnished by the FBI. The newspaper article
reported,

The NSA director said the watch list opera-
tion averaged about two reports a day. They
included some messages between American
citizens, but over 90% of them had at least
one foreign participant and all of them in-
volved at least one foreign location, he said.

During hearings held by the U.S. House of
Representatives’ Intelligence Committee,
Robert Hardy testified about his 1971 ser-
vices as an FBI provocateur in an antiwar
group. Under bureau instructions, Hardy or-
ganized an illegal raid on a New Jersey draft
board. He taught a group of professors, stu-
dents, and clergy how to cut glass and open
windows noiselessly and other break-in tech-
niques. Hardy explained, “My neighbors be-
gan to wonder why I'had this crowd of people
climbing up the side of my house and parad-
ing along the edge of my roof every day. I
began to feel like Pied Piper.” Hardy rented
trucks, obtained floor plans, and led the anti-
war activists into the FBI-devised trap. Mem-
bers of the group were arrested as they
attempted to break into the draft board of-
fices.

Women’s Liberation Movement
Another former FBI informer, Timothy Red-
fearn, helped expose the bureau’s operations
against women’s rights fighters. The
mysterious 1975 burglary and vandalism of
the office of a Denver feminist newspaper,
Big Mama Rag, was cleared up when Red-
fearn confessed that he reported regularly to
the FBI on the newspaper collective for
several years. Bureau files show that his
reports were especially concerned with the
interconnections between lesbians,
feminists, and the radical community.
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The February 6, 1977, Los Angeles Times
reported:

Using female informers to provide details
its male agents could not obtain, the FBI
investigated women s liberation groups forat
least four years....In response to a Freedom
of Information Act request, the FBI made
public 1,377 pages from its files on the
women’s liberation movement, or WLM, as
it was known to the FBI.

...The New York office filed an inch-thick
report on women’s activities in that city Aug.
14, 1970. 1t said there were 3,200 names, “not
all of them radicals,” on the mailing list of
the Women’s Liberation Center....

Reports were also filed by FBI offices in
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington, D.C.,
Baltimore, Boston, Cincinnati, Seattle, Phila-
delphia, Chicago, Newark, St. Petersburg,
and other cities. In addition to utilizing in-
formers, the bureau assigned regular agents
to monitor feminist rallies and demonstrations.

FBI files contained reports such as: “...a
WLM meeting was held on 4-6-69...New
York City. Each woman at this meeting stated
why she had come to the meeting and how
she felt oppressed, sexually or otherwise.”
And, “Karate classes are being organized and
are held at the center [Women’s Liberation
Center in New York City].” The Seattle of-
fice, reporting on a feminist conference in
Eugene, Oregon, noted: “The women, in gen-
eral, appeared to be hippies, lesbians, or from
other far-out groups. Most of them were very
colorfully dressed, but the majority wore
faded blue jeans. Most seemed to be making
areal attempt to be unattractive.”

The June 1977 issue of Ms. magazine,
reporting on these revelations, explained that
the FBI

filed Women’s Movement fliers, position
papers, membership lists, agendas, meeting
notices, and conference reports. They lis-
tened to our radio interviews and cli
articles on us and by us, whether published
in the straight press or the most obscure
underground paper.

Speculating on why the FBI targeted the
women’s liberation movement, Letty Cottin
Pogrebin wrote:

1. Fear of social change and unrest. In
1970, the special agents in San Francisco sent
[J. Edgar] Hoover a trenchant analysis of the
Women’s Movement: “This movement re-
flects the same restlessness and dissatisfac-
tion which has motivated minority, student
and a variety of other groups to engage in
agitation.”...

2. Fear of affiliation with “dangerous”
or “subversive” groups.

3. Fear of some deep erosion of the
American way of life....the Women’s
Movement — its programs, issues, and per-
sonal lifestyle — was seen as an alarming
threat to the status quo....Free abortion on
demand and health collectives smacked of
socialism. To FBI ears, communes and com-
munity-controlled child care had an unmis-
takable communist ring to them....Self-
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defense classes, lesbian rights, understand-
ing female sexual pleasure, criticism of the
nuclear family, and attacks on male chauvin-
ism, all introduced sour ingredients into
American apple pie, not to mention the idea
that Mom might stop making it.

To FBI guardians of the capitalist credo,
the solidarity of feminists, socialists, peace
and Third World groups, prisoners and poor
people, probably added up to a conspiracy of
saboteurs and heretics.

Inits April, 1972 study, the FBI spells out
a supposed conspiracy in which the Socialist
Workers Party (SWP) advocates women'’s
issues as part of its manipulative scheme “to
encircle and direct the Movement for politi-
cal purposes.” ...Whatever the facts about
SWP “use” of the Women’s Movement, a
constructive joining together of forces for
change seemed to be what the FBI feared
most. If we could put aside our differences of
political affiliation in order to work together
on one issue, there was no telling where it
could end. So when the agents witnessed
compromise or coalition, they called it ma-
nipulation and exploitation.

Unwittingly, some of us gave them oc-
casional cause for celebration. Groups split
up over suspected hidden agendas or possible
domination. While women were worried
about so-called radicals or FBI plants tearing
the Movement apart, the FBI was worried
about radicals and mainstream women join-
ing together. [Ms. June 1977]

Learning from the Past, Fighting
Today

As pointed out above and through other ex-
amples in this article, the government’s dis-
ruption programs were successful in
hampering group efforts, destroying some
organizations, victimizing individuals, and
creating barriers between groups. When
these activities were exposed to public view,
however, many activists learned the destruc-
tiveness of red-baiting, witch-hunting, and

falling for the “dirty tricks” of informers and
agents. Distrust of once-sacred government
bodies grew as proofs of government lics
accumulated.

Noam Chomsky noted that

...while public attention was riveted on
Watergate, much additional information was
released on court order in civil suits. Still
more was provided by former government
agents and others.

In comparison with these revelations, the
whole Watergate affair was a tea party. The
evidence now available, though fragmentary,
reveals a systematic campaign of disruption,
intimidation, instigation of violence, and ter-
ror, initiated under the Kennedy and Johnson
Administrations. [More, December 1975]

By providing a large portion of the evi-
dence uncovered during the 1970s and early
1980s, the socialist lawsuit helped enor-
mously in demolishing government credi-
bility. Many secrets were revealed and widely
publicized, and government lies were demol-
ished; for example, claims that the FBI’s
Cointelpro operations ended in 1971 and that
the CIA’s domestic surveillance programs
lasted only from 1967 through June 1973.

The socialists’ court victory in 1981 and
subsequent favorable rulings expanded the
space for political action. At the same time,
the basic problem has remained: the capitalist
state’s need to violate democratic rights and
to utilize disruption tactics in order to main-
tain the rule of a tiny minority over the over-
whelming majority of the population. We
must continue to recognize and cope with this
ever-present danger. What we have learned
from previous experience needs to be known
by current generations of working-class
fighters. The gains won in the socialist law-
suit can still be used as effective tools in
today’s struggles against oppression. Q

May 26, 1993




The African American Struggle Today

The Centrality of the African American Movement

by Mary France

The African American struggle is really
key to anything that happens in this coun-
try and to the progressive movement moving
forward. As progressives, as long as we con-
tinue to talk about and yet not really under-
stand the centrality of the African American
movement in this country, we’ll never move
forward.

That’s who we need to be looking at in terms
of what we need to do in order to bring about
change, rather than look at any particular
group.

Greed is what motivates this society; it
always has. That’s why the indigenous peo-
ple were destroyed. It’s all about profit and
greed and it won’t change until we’re willing

The following are three talks given at a workshop at the 1993
Socialist Scholars’ Conference on “The African American Struggle
Today.” The talks were transcribed by Lee DeNoyer.

We know that we have the highest infant
mortality rate — 18.6 percent in 1990 — and
that unemployment in the Black community
is higher than the national average: 14.2 per-
cent, as compared with 7.1 percent overall.
This has been constant over the last 30 years.
‘We need to look at these things and why. For
young Black adults the rate of unemployment
is close to 40 percent. What does that say
about trouble and gangs? Unemployment is
higher than it’s been in 25 years. While there
is homelessness everywhere, there are more
and more jails being built. There’s so much
that we need to look at as a progressive com-
munity in terms of what all this means and
where it’s going. In the schools there is ab-
solutely nothing that reflects us.

I came to this conference thinking about
war and racism and what it all means. In this
country militarism, racism, and classism are
tools which are used for a white, imperialis-
tic, domineering society. That’s the bottom
line. It’s not just racism: it’s a tool that’s used
to beat up on people, to keep them intimi-
dated, to keep them afraid, to get other people
afraid of other people, so that we can’t move
forward. People begin to blame the persons
or the group rather than looking at the system
that is inherently incorrect. It was created that
way. From its inception, this was a country
that said, “We will have what we want be-
cause we will take it.” We have a mentality
of greed and selfishness where people take
what they want.

In this country, people must begin to look
at who our real enemies are, rather than look
at each other. When we have a country where
1 percent of the income earners have more
than the bottom 90 percent, we definitely
should not be fighting with each other. The
people who have the 1 percent are the enemy.
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to look at what our country really stands for.
Look at the Constitution and how it was
written: there is nothing but greed that per-
petuates what’s going on. We look at other
countries where we’ve seen feudal societies
and different kinds of systems like the
French, for example, and their queen who
said “Let them eat cake.” But in reality we
have the same kind of a system: a few people
at the top who control all the money and have
all the power, and when a few other people
get a little something, well— This is a real
problem for the Black community, because at
this point we have more judges, more doc-
tors, more lawyers, and more professionals
than ever before, so it’s like we have arrived.
But we have not arrived. The majority of
people in this country have not arrived and
we need to understand that.

So there’s a lot of education that has to go
on and progressives especially need to look
at what they need to be doing other than
having conferences every year that don’t
move anybody’s agenda.

We really have to be serious about some
change because it’s getting worse and worse.
Think about the North American Free Trade
Agreement, for example. Throughout the
world, America has something to do with
what’s going on in every country and it is not
good, whether it is Haiti or Palestine, wher-
ever it is. We have to do a real analysis and
see how we can position ourselves to start
making some change. Folks certainly cannot
sit around and think that Clinton is going to
make any difference either. We don’t have a
left in this country any more. Where is the
left?

There is 2 book written by Andrew Hacker
called Two Nations, Black and White: Sep-
arate, Hostile, and Unequal, and he states:

“America’s version of apartheid, while lack-
ing overt legal sanction, comes closest to the
system even now being reformed in the land
of its invention.”

We have to begin to pull together. This is
one reason that I am with the Campaign for
A New Tomorrow. Last year I was running
for state assembly and Ron [Daniels] asked
me to take on New York for his campaign to
run for president as an independent. Itold him
that Ireally didn’t have the time, but the more
that I talked to him and learned where he was
going and what his vision was, I decided that
Ireally had to be in the Campaign for A New
Tomorrow and I stopped running for state
assembly. I’'m deciding whether ornot I’ll run
next year, I don’t know. But I decided to get
into Ron’s campaign because he was talking
about building a movement about real
change.

Our focus is on struggle, getting out there
where it’s happening and working with the
people who are most oppressed, most af-
fected and most disenfranchised to bring
about a togetherness in our struggle, because
as bad as things are today they’re not going
to change without a movement. Elections are
not going to do it. We have to have some
street action. We have to have people fight-
ing. That’s what’s lost today. Years ago we
had people fighting. In other countries people
are out in the streets. They’re shutting down
plants left and right, taking over the business.
Mexicans and Americans are going to be
fighting each other about jobs that shouldn’t
be going to Mexico in the first place, where
people are going to be working like slaves.
But nobody’s fighting. It’s like we’ve been
numbed over the years. And there aren’t any
students active anywhere, which is a real
problem. We always had students out there
on the front lines. There’s just so much work
to be done.

We have to start being more critical of what
we’re about and really attacking and under-
standing what our country’s make-up is and
what we can do in terms of fighting the racism
that people use to play one off against the
other. We need to work where we are to get
tid of that, especially white progressives. So
many people don’t realize that when people
grow up in a system, that’s what they under-
stand. As Carter G. Woodson said, “After a
while you don’t have to show the slave the
back door; he will find it for himself.” People
have become conditioned. They begin to
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think that things are all right. Some people
have the illusion today that we’re doing all
right. The ones that have jobs think that
they’re all right. The ones that have homes
are thankful to God or somebody that they
still have their homes. They don’t think about
the masses around them that are hungry.
Some people even blame homeless people,
like homeless people want to be homeless!
There’s so much insensitivity. We’ve gotten
so afraid that we won’t have a job, or won’t
have this or that, that we’ve become all for
self. We have to get away from that. There’s
really a lot of looking at ourselves and our
society that we have to do and see how we
can try to bring about some change.

The Campaign for A New Tomorrow is
really very dear to me. I feel that I work in the
campaign because it is a way that we really
can begin to bring about change, and I'm so
committed to that because of all the devasta-
tion I see. It just pains me too much. I see all
the hurt and the murder and the killings where
the victims are being blamed. I went to the
movies the other day, and there were two
white middle-aged women, and their conver-
sation went like this, “You know, as bad as
things are, there’s almost nothing left but to
sell drugs.” These weren’t teenage Blacks or
Latinos, these were two middle-aged white
women saying in effect, “What are we going
to do?” It’s just that bad. What is left for
people todo? And that’s how people feel, that
they don’t have anywhere to go. There’s so
much frustration. Look at what happened to
Rodney King. Where are we? And people can
actually rationalize that this is OK. It’s bad
news. There’s a lot of work that we have to
do.

I was walking in the street going to my
daughter’s and a little Black boy who
must’ve been about ten, threw a potato chip
bag on the ground. I picked it up and said,
“Now why did you throw that on the ground?
You could find a trash can.” And he said,
“’Cause I'm a man!” I said, “Well you’re
probably about ten, so you’re certainly not a
man, but even if you were a man, does it make
you a man to be able to throw garbage in the
street?” People don’t understand. The chil-
dren don’t know where they’re going, or who
they are. The society that’s doing this is not
correct.

We had a rally on March 31 and we had a
Palestinian speaker, an academic, a speaker
who is with the Haitian Initiative, Ron Dan-
iels, Rev. Calvin Butts, a guy who spoke
about what’s going on in Kashmir, in the
northernmost part of India, and someone with
the Daily News, who spoke about what’s
going on there. More and more I come to see
how this stuff is just all over the place: the
greed, the corruption, and the callousness
about other people’s lives. Humanity is being
treated as though things don’t matter any
more. And it’s everywhere.

So it is a race issue, but it is also a class
issue. The Campaign for ANew Tomorrow is
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led by people of color because the intent is to
have those in the leadership who are the most
oppressed. I think it is a way for us to come
together to begin to build a movement for
change that will say to this country that we
are not satisfied; we will not tolerate these
things. We are working with People Against
Racism in Housing and the Coalition for
Massive Jobs Through Housing because we
haven’t had decent affordable housing being
built for 50 years. We build jails, but we don’t
build housing.

We will continue to deal with the agendas
that need to be addressed. We will continue
to put pressure on the government to take
money from the military for housing because
there’s nobody at risk any more. We are the
“superpower,” so there’s no reason why we
cannot cut the military budgets. There will be
people who will be afraid. They’ll say, “What
will happen to those people who were work-
ing in defense?” So we’ll have to educate
people that it’s not going to hurt them to go
to a peace economy. But we do need streets,
railroads, houses, hospitals, day care centers,
etc. Or let them go into research on how to
use solar energy, etc. There’s plenty to be
done.

People with power will play the race card
and they will play the fear card so that people
will be afraid of these things. We have to have
our forums, etc., to educate people around
these things so they will really understand.
When you have fear and no understanding,
you do things that are not kind. People are
taught to be afraid of what’s not known.
Many people who see a young African Amer-
ican male walking down the street, the first
thing they do is cringe. That’s how people
have been raised to think.

I’d like to say a little about what Ron has
said, because Ron has a vision. I'm very
happy to be in the campaign and work with
him. First of all, he chose a native person as
his running mate, who was also female, to
make a statement that we have to deal with
the indigenous people. Because as much as
we talk about Black people being at the bot-
tom of the barrel, native people aren’t even
considered. They are dying of alcoholism and
diabetes and other things on the reservations.
The story of Native Americans is a real sad
story that needs to be told, but nobody thinks
about them. They’re still fighting for their
land today.

This country is just as bad as any other
country you can think of in terms of when
they want something they just make a law or
change a law to make it work. When they beat
Rodney King half to death, it was legal. Un-
less we fight against these laws they will
remain in place. Ron speaks about how
change never comes without movement. He
talks about accomodationalists, like some of
the Black political people we have teday who
do not represent us. He talks about the rule of
the super rich. This country is owned and

operated by a few corporations and wealthy
people, and our elected officials buy into this.

This is the introduction to a book by Der-
rick Bell called Jeremiah's Lament.

That we are not saved echoes down
through the ages and gives appropriate voice
to present concerns of those who, flushed
with enthusiasm generated by the Supreme
Court’s 1954 holding that segregated public
schools are unconstitutional, pledged public-
ly that the progeny of the American slaves
would at last be free by 1963, the centennial
of the emancipation proclamation. That
pledge became the motto for the NAACP’s
1959 convention in New York City where we
gathered in jubilant euphoria: veterans of
racial bias and society’s hostility who
believed that they had finally and permanent-
ly achieved the reform of the laws that had
been for a century vehicles for the oppression
of Black men, women, and children. Not
even the most skeptical at that convention
could have foreseen that less than three
decades later the achievement would be so
eroded as to bring us once again into faithful
and frightful coincidence with Jeremiah'’s la-
ment. With the realization that the salvation
of racial equality has eluded us again, ques-
tions arise from the ashes of our expectations,
how have we failed and why? What does this
failure mean? For Black people and for
whites. Where do we go from here? Should
we redirect the quest for racial justice? A
response to those questions, more accurately
a series of responses is the purpose of this
book....I recognize that most of what can be
said about racial issues has been said and
likely more than once. Overand over we have
considered all the problems, tried many of
the solutions, and concluded reluctantly or
with relief that while full racial equality may
someday be achieved, it will not be in our
time. Developments in the civil rights field
have been dutifully recorded and analyzed by
the media. And scholars have not been silent.
Library shelves creak under the weight of
serious studies on racial issues. Surely one
might think the literature would not suffer,
and might even benefit from the period of
repose. For better or worse, though, race is
not like other public problems. Throughout
America’s history racial issues have been
high among, if not central to, the country’s
most important concerns. Often, as when the
Constitution was written, during the Civil
War and Reconstruction, and throughout the
decades of the Civil Rights Movement since
the Supreme Court’s Brown decision in
1954, racial issues have riveted attention. At
no time has race slipped down the list of the
most crucial matters facing both the nation’s
top policy makers and its most humble
citizens. Consider the predictable self-con-
gratulation as we celebrate the 200th anniver-
sary of the Constitution’s signing in 1787.
Racism in America is much more complex
than even the conscious conspiracy of a
power elite or the simple delusion of a few
ignorant bigots. It is a part of our common
historical experience and therefore a part of
our culture. It rises from the assumptions we
have leamed to make about the world, our-
selves and others as well from the patterns of
our fundamental social activities.
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That’s why racism is so dangerous, be-
cause it is a part of our very culture. We were
developed in a racist system, where people
were dehumanized. This is where power
keeps power, by dehumanizing people and
keeping people frightened and thinking that
they are nothing and having other people
think that they are nothing. It doesn’t matter
who the group may be, but it appears that it
is especially worse with people of color.
Maybe it’s because of the pigmentation. But
whether it’s in Ireland or wherever it is, for
somebody to be in control you must have
somebody in subjugation. Steven Biko, a
leader in South Africa who was murdered
when he was only 30 years old, speaks about
dehumanizing other people in order to main-

tain control. These are things that we have to
fightagainst, and as African Americansmove
up, we have to understand that we’re not
really moving up. Even a bigger danger that
we have today is that people will bring out
Black folks in front of us and say to us that
they are our leaders — like a Clarence
Thomas — so it is not just about what color
you are.

Progressives need to understand how
racism is used as a tool, and work in their
communities with other whites so that they
will understand. I say to my white friends that
people can’t help but be the way they are.
They are taught to be that way because all
they ever see is that they are superior. They
see it on the television, on the radio, in the

movies, and everywhere else in this dominant
white society that projects other people as not
being as important in many ways. That says
to them unconsciously that they are better.
You cannot blame them for that until you
make them aware. We have to understand that
up until that point, that’s where people are.
White progressives especially need to work
against that. People that are interested in real
change would be interested in the Campaign
for A New Tomorrow because it is Black led.
One of the truths of whether or not white
progressives are ready is whether or not their
willing to follow Black leadership. That’s the
bottom line. a

Viewing the Struggle in lts Dynamic Context

by Lloyd D’Aguilar

o start on a personal note, amagazine that

I’ve been furiously working on in order
for it to be ready for today is not yet ready. It
is called Third World Viewpoint, and one of
the unique features of this magazine is to be
able to deal with the African American strug-
gle in a Third World context. People rarely
make the link between the African American
struggle and the Third World situation. When
you look at the social statistics of the position
of African Americans in American society
you will find great similarities between their
situation and that of the Third World.
Similarities in terms of health, education, and
housing. The latest statistics put out by the
Urban League, for example, say that during
the Reagan-Bush years poverty increased ab-
solutely among African Americans: there are
more Black people below the poverty line,
whereas for whites, the numbers for those
below the poverty line decreased. That is an
indication of a permanent status for African
Americans in this country.

That is not an accident. It is part and parcel
of the history of this country, it is part of the
political economy. I think that if you had 50
percent unemployment among urban white
youths, you probably would be having some
kind of serious social upheaval. Fifty percent
of Black youths are unemployed. That’s a
very serious indictment of the system and a
statement that needs to be looked at in terms
of the permanency of poverty, underemploy-
ment, and underdevelopment in the African
American situation. As a colony within the
United States, African Americans are subject
to the same kind of unrelenting attacks as the
people in Panama and the people in Iraq or
whatever Third World country you want to
mention. Those are the kind of daily oppres-
sions that African Americans face in this
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country. We could argue the fine points of
how to define a colony and so on, but certain-
ly on a psychological-political level, the
struggle of African Americans lies within the
struggle of the Third World people. So we
really don’t have to fine-tune that discussion.

The Soviet Union no longer exists as we
knew it. Especially during the 1960s and
1970s, the theory prevailed that United States
imperialism would be defeated by either the
domino theory — countries one by one
having a socialist revolution and becoming a
workers state — or there would be some kind
of a confrontation with the Soviet Union and
United States imperialism would be defeated.
Well, we have seen the Soviet Union is no
longer a superpower as the United States is.
This calls for a reexamination of this kind of
theory in terms of how we deal with the
phenomenon of United States imperialism. I
think that the Achilles heel of United States
imperialism is not so much external as it is
internal. The Achilles heel that is part and
parcel of the weakness of United States im-
perialism is the fact that it has created an
enemy of 20 to 30 million people simply
because of their race. Now, that is significant
and I think that it is unfortunate that over the
years, in the development of the American
left, the gravity of the situation has not really
dawned on them.

Every year we have the Socialist Scholars
Conference and there are token panels that
deal with the African American situation. We
could extrapolate as far as the seriousness
that the left generally takes that struggle in
terms of the resources, the time, and the in-
tellectual energy that is devoted to analyzing
and understanding that struggle and coming
to grips with it. It is tokenism. My position is
that the working class is divided and has been

divided historically on the basis of race, and
of course the ruling class benefits from that
division. What is also happening is that there
is a division by race within the left movement
as well. That is unfortunate. I’'m not accusing
the left movement, which is overwhelmingly
white, of being racist, but I am saying that
they have inherited a kind of thinking which
plays into the strategy of dividing the work-
ing class on the basis of race.

‘What do I mean by that? Well, first of all
the whole question of what would be the role
of the African American working class in the
overall struggle for socialism and revolution
in this country. What role are they playing
and what role should they be playing? I think
that because there is this perception that
African Americans are a minority in this so-
ciety and because they are a national com-
ponent to the struggle, it somehow
diminishes the significance and the motivat-
ing factor of that revolution for the overall
struggle generally. There’s an attitude that
struggle will play itself out. That is their
struggle. When they resolve their problems
then somehow we will all synchronize and
fall back into the working class being the
leader of the struggle for socialism. In other
words, the working class is usually viewed as
being white. African Americans are part of
the working class, but they are not so much
working class as they have other problems.
The possibility of a vanguard of a minority
being able to lead the charge to change the
society is not recognized and accepted and
that is where the problem lies.

Ithink it is necessary sometimes to go back
into history to see how this question has
played itself out. Lenin was one of the first
persons to put forward the position that Black
Americans are a nation. He said they were a

Bulletin in Defense of Marxism



nation without equal rights or something to
that effect. He just left it there; he spoke of
them as being a nation. Sometime around
1920, for whatever reason, Stalin also picked
up on that thesis and advocated that the Com-
munist Party here should fight for a separate
state in the United States for Black Amer-
icans. That’s where the Black Belt thesis
came from. The nation would be constituted
somewhere in the South because Blacks were
a majority in that part of the United States.
That was the approach. I don’t think that that
was a position to be condemned outright
because obviously it had some merits to it in
the sense that it fed into the position of Black
people being a nation in this country, but do
you necessarily have to confine it to a
geographic area? That is the problem.

Now, during that time, because of the fact
that Blacks were in the South I guess some
kind of argument could have been made and
could have been debated. The point is that
today in 1993, and since the middle of the
1940s, certainly after World War II, Black
people are essentially an urban people in the
United States. They’ve moved into the city
en masse from the South and so they are now
basically concentrated in the various urban
areas. If you’re going to talk about a nation
and if you’re going to confine it to the aspect
of it that says it must have a particular geo-
graphic location and constitution, then I think
you run into problems. It is an undialectical
and mechanistic approach to the problem. On
the other hand, if you see the Black struggle
for international self-determination without
borders, then I think that it introduces a new
dimension into that particular struggle.

In the 1930s there was a very interesting
discussion between Trotsky and C.L.R.
James, which was facilitated by the Socialist
Workers Party, and the idea came up again
that Black people are not a nation, so how can
we talk about self-determination and so on.
Trotsky’s position was that it is a political
question, and while he felt that Blacks were
arace and not a nation, the dynamics existed
for them to move toward becoming a nation
and that it would be the duty of the white left
to support them if that was their choice.
Trotsky said,

The Negroes are a race and not a nation.
Nations grow out of racial material under
definite conditions. The Negroes in Africa
are not yet a nation but they are in the process
of forming a nation. The American Negroes
are on a higher cultural level. But since they
are under the pressure of imperialism, they
become interested in the development of the
Negroes in Africa. The American Negro will
develop leaders for Africa, that one can say
with certainty, and that in turn will influence
the development of political consciousness
in America.

We of course do not obligate the Negroes
to become a nation; whether they are is a
question of their consciousness, thatis, what
they desire and what they strive for. We say:
If the Negroes want that, then we must fight
imperialism to the last drop of bloed, so that
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they gain the right, wherever and however
they please, to separate a piece of land for
themselves. The fact that they are not today
a majority in any state does not matter. It is
not a question of the authority of the states
but of the Negroes. That there are and will be
whites in areas that are overwhelmingly
Negro is not the question, and we do not need
to break our heads over the possibility that
some time the whites will be suppressed by
the Negroes. In any case the oppression of
Negroes pushes them toward a political and
national unity.

I don’t think that anybody would debate
that there is a sort of “political and national
unity” among Black people in the United
States today. Anybody who has a cursory
understanding of the struggles that have been
going on over the years will acknowledge
that. The weakness that I see in Trotksy’s
position and the way in which the SWP and
other groups have interpreted that position,
or tried to deal with that, is that we still get
the position of “us versus them.” You find
yourself boxed into a corner: it’s their strug-
gle, they are struggling for a nation, they are
the ones that must put forward the demand
for nationhood, and if they do, then we will
support that. But what is your position, what
position do you take? Do you think that they
should become a nation? Do you think that
they should fight for self-determination? I
think it’s an easy way out to say, “Well, if they
demand it and if they want it, then we will
support them.”

I think that were there not this division
along race, then the left would feel much
more comfortable in taking a position. In
other words, if we say Black people should
be anation, then it is us whites who are telling
them that they should either separate or so on.
We don’t want to create the impression that
we are in any way supporting segregation, so
let them put forward that particular position.

The opposite side of that point is that the
Black struggle also suffers the obverse of that
kind of myopic view of the broader situation.
In other words, the white left says, “Well, you
are a minority and as a minority you can’t
change society.” So the Black left says, or the
Black working class movement says, “We are
a minority and we can’t be the agent for
change in society anyway. We can struggle
for what we want, but can we really seriously
struggle for state power when it’s obvious
that the other side doesn’t believe that we can
take state power?” Now, I think that that
element should be introduced into the discus-
sion — that it is possible not just to struggle
for national self-determination, but to strug-
gle for state power regardless of whether you
are a minority or not.

The question really is the dynamics of the
struggle. Does the struggle of African Amer-
icans for self-determination, against discrim-
ination in housing, health, etc. put them on a
collision course with the state? That really is
the key question. Nobody is really prepared
to address that question. So, I’m saying that

if self-determination is endorsed in it’s dia-
lectical element, in its dynamic aspect, then
it negates the possibility of an “us versus
them” kind of mentality which permeates the
left movement. I think that it would then
make it possible for more resources, more
time, more effort, more seriousness to be
accorded the African American struggle.

I have talked about the SWP and I talked
about Trotsky. I want to talk a little bit more
about the SWP and the evolution of its posi-
tion, because you have to be fair to all sides
and you have to see the evolution of how that
whole thing developed, to reemphasize the
point that I’'m making. In the ’60s, George
Breitman, who was a very important theo-
retician in the SWP on the Black question,
was instrumental in reshaping the position
somewhat to the point that it was no longer
just “we will support them if they demand
self-determination,” but “we think that self-
determination is an appropriate thing to sup-
port and even to advocate.”

I think the shortcoming of that position
was that it was in terms of controlling neigh-
borhoods, and within the Black community
there was a little ridiculing of that position.
When you say controlling neighberhoods,
what are we really controlling? Are we con-
trolling a few community centers and so on?
That really didn’t impress anybody. I guess
I’'m simplifying the position put forward
then, but in essence, in how it played out, this
is what it appeared to be saying. So it comes
back to my point that if the position is not put
forward in terms of struggle for state power,
whether it’s in Brooklyn, to control the unit
of Brooklyn as a political entity, however that
would be defined, and not just in terms of one
or two individuals elected to become mayor
or to become congressman and so on. But
something similar to what happened in Los
Angeles — the riots where masses of youths
rebelled not just against the Rodney King
verdict, but against the kind of oppression
and hopelessness and powerlessness which
they face in that situation — so that implicit
in that struggle is a struggle for power.

I’m not going to say that the slogans and
program are ready-made and worked out and
this is what we demand and what should not
be demanded, etc. But I am trying to put
forward the question in a dynamic context.

In terms of the theoreticians who have
approached this question in a worthwhile
manner and with understanding and who
made a contribution to this question, I would
say that there’s one very unknown person —
an obscure individual, I should say — whose
work I would highly recommend to those of
you who are interested in the subject, and that
is James Boggs. His work is published by
Monthly Review Press. I think that Boggs has
the right approach in terms of the dynamics
of the question — the dynamics of power and
the proper revolutionary mix between white
workers and Black workers. He advocates a
position that it is not necessary for Black
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workers to sit back and wait until white work-
ers are ready to make a socialist revolution. I
think his position also challenges the left to
end this cloud which has retarded develop-
mental revolutionary theory for decades and
begin to view the struggle in a different con-
text.

I will end by saying that I have articulated
this position in one form or another in several
different forums, but I find myself also the

The Meaning of Self-Determination

by Vera Wigglesworth

victim of what I was talking about in the sense
that unless there are enough forums to articu-
late the position and refine it and develop it,
you find it is an idea that is thrown out there
and never gets developed beyond the
rudimentary outline. Until organizers such as
the people who organize the Socialist
Scholars Conference, who have the re-
sources, who are part of the left, pose this
question in the way in which it should be

approached, I think that we will really be only
skimming the surface of the question and we
probably will be meeting here year in and
year out for the next decade and no serious
advance will have taken place in terms of
coming to a more definitive theoretical
analysis of how we ought to approach this
question. a

When we say that Black people will be in
the forefront of fundamental change in
this society, which we are all here dedicated
to bringing about, there’s something very
significant about the content of that statement
that we should take a very close look at. I
think that the reason why Black people will
be in the forefront of the struggle in this
country is precisely because of the character
of the Black liberation movement. It is a fight
for self-determination. That is a very simple
statement and yet it has very deep and pro-
found implications that the left has not begun
to grapple with. The meaning of the self-
determination struggle is simply the struggle
by African Americans to determine our own
affairs, to determine our own destiny, as is the
right of any people.

As T said, that seems like a very simple
statement, but it has very deep implications.
I'd like to start off with one of the questions
Lloyd raised. He was concerned why we
don’t seem to go very far with this idea. He
was also concemed that it’s not enough to say
that you support the right to self-determina-
tion, but you really should be doing some-
thing about it. I agree with that, if that
question is addressed to Black people. Be-
cause that’s what self-determination really
means: let Black people decide how they
want to determine their own destiny. That
would mean that it would be Black people
who would raise the question, for example, if
it were necessary for self-determination that
we have our own state. It is not appropriate
for it to be raised elsewhere; otherwise it
would not be seif-determination, but some-
body else deciding for Blacks that they
should have their own state. It would be a
violation of self-determination for anyone
else to call for that. That’s exactly what Stalin
ordered the Comintern, under his control dur-
ing the *30s, to demand, to decide for Blacks
that the Blacks should have a separate state
in the South irrespective of what Black peo-
ple might have felt at the time, irrespective of
the organization of Blacks at the time and
what they might want to do and where their
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development was at. That is not self-deter-
mination; it is a violation of self-determina-
tion. So, this discussion needs to be
happening in the Black community.

The discussion that needs to be happening
here is support for the right of oppressed
nationalities to self-determination. This is
where I think many progressives don’t under-
stand the fundamental character of Black
people as a nationality. We might easily
bandy about terms: Blacks are fighting for
national liberation, the Black liberation
struggle, and so forth, but when you use the
words liberation and national, you’re talking
about a people who have the right to deter-
mine their own destiny up to and including
having their own state.

What do we mean by “own state”? Geo-
graphical boundaries? In order to even get
there against the American bourgeoisie you’d
have to wage a tremendous struggle, because
they’re not going to stand for that. They
waged a big fight themselves to take away
much of the territory and resources from
other nations to create the presently existing
imperial borders of the United States. There’s
no way that they’re going to allow that.

Such a fight would mean that you have to
be organized. First of all, people would have
to be absolutely clear that this is what we
must do and we will risk all to do it. This is
what Trotsky meant when he said to fight for
an independent Black state is a sign among
Black people of great moral and political
awakening. To launch this struggle is to to-
tally understand your own nationality. You
would have to be politically organized as well
as militarily organized in order to carry out
that struggle; it’s such a profound struggle.
That’s what it means when we say it’s a
national liberation movement. It has that na-
tional basis.

So, I think Lloyd is right. Maybe progres-
sives don’t understand that. But they won’t
understand that, you see, until Blacks decide
that they are going to take their own destiny
in their hands. Then the question will be
posed for allies of the Black liberation move-

ment, what position are they going to take?
That’s sort of an introduction, and yet the
heart of what I wanted to get to.

I'm going to explain from this context:
why we must support the right of Black peo-
ple to self-determination up to and including
the question of a separate Black state. This is
what our business is about. Support for the
right. The principle of self-determination was
laid out by Lenin and then by Trotsky, and
manifested by Malcolm X and all indepen-
dent fighters for the liberation of Black people.

First of all, what we have to understand in
order to understand Blacks as a nation, is that
this thrust has always been there for self-
determination and will be there. First of all,
the whole history of Black people in this
country has been the denial of that right. I
don’t need to go into great detail, but the first
and basic fundamental denial of self-deter-
mination is to drag somebody across 1,000
miles of ocean in chains to build a world for
someone else under brutal conditions, and
then after a war that liberates you in which
you fought for your own liberation and you
were terrorized by an organization that’s try-
ing to return you back to semi-slavery status
— thatis, the Ku Klux Klan during the period
following the Civil War. There’s something
else that’s also very important. For the next
hundred years after the Civil War we also had
to endure, and to a certain extent internalize,
the assault on our very identity and heritage.
These assaults were a continuation of the
racist ideology from slavery times. This was
a deliberate assault on our national con-
fidence: we have no background, no philos-
ophy, no language, no culture, no conception
of government, we spoke gibberish before
and we speak gibberish today, and we’re only
good for manual labor or lower wages in
whatever form. That’s a very conscious as-
sault on our national identity.

Since the civil rights movement, the end of
legalized segregation hasn’t alleviated the
gross inequalities in standard of living be-
tween Blacks and whites. Blacks are now
living in depression conditions, with 31 per-
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cent of African Americans now living in pov-
erty. Nor has inequality of justice been eroded
either. For example, it took a massive social
explosion in Los Angeles involving the
deaths of more than 50 people, I believe,
hundreds of arrests and millions of dollars in
property damage simply to force a retrial of
the cops who viciously and brutally assaulted
Rodney King.

We should understand if all of African
American history has been a denial of self-
determination, it’s also a story of a struggle
to assert that right. The first step was taken
with great courage. The slaves ran away. We
know that, but what does that really mean?
Their escape to the North spread the aboli-
tionist movement as no other development
could. Because the federal government was
dominated by slave power at that time before
the Civil War, it had to erode democratic
rights in the North in order to force the North-
emers who were sheltering slaves to return
them back to their slave masters, so that this
government was prosecuting whites for shel-
tering slaves. The self-determining act of run-
ning away actually spread the abolitionist
movement, which fed into the real political
basis of the Civil War.

From the very beginning of the Civil War,
Blacks fought to assert their right to fight for
their own freedom, not to be liberated by
somebody else. Thereby they assured the de-
struction of slavery through their brave fight,
which was composed of 200,000 Black sol-
diers. On that basis, they won political power
in the South for a short period following the
Civil War. Blacks had the right to vote and
they had the right to self-representation,
which back then meant a lot more than today.
Where power really resided was in the legis-
lative bodies, state and national, before there
was a standing army, a state armed body that
would actually control power in this country.
So they controlled much of the governments
of the defeated Confederacy.

The failure of the federal government after
the Civil War — which during the Civil War
had been arevolutionary government — was
the failure to back up that newly won Black
power with radical land reform. This radical
land reform would have created an economic
basis for Black independence and Black
equality at that time. The failure to back up
radical land reform and the failure to back up
Black legislatures with armed state militias
of Blacks and poor whites resulted in the loss
of Black political power, and that’s what the
counterrevolution that overthrew Recon-
struction was. This loss of political power
resulted in the loss of Black political equality,
which African Americans had to fight to re-
gain over a period of a century, culminating
in the civil rights movement.

Now let’s take a look at the civil rights
movement to see the thrust of self-determina-
tion there. This is a thrust to determine your
own destiny by any means necessary and to
whatever extent is required. What the Black
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masses demanded during the civil rights
movement was desegregation, not integra-
tion. That is, they did not mount the mass
mobilizations that overthrew the Jim Crow
laws in the South in order to sit next to whites,
to use white rest rooms, or to live in white
neighborhoods. They engaged in these bat-
tles to win the democratic right to equal treat-
ment and equal political representation. To
have equal access to resources and facilities
in this society. That’s different than integra-
tion. Integration is not a self-determining
thing; it’s an adapting thing. Begging some-
one else to accept you and your condition is
dependent on somebody else. Desegregation
was a fight to have the right to be equal.
During these independent mobilizations of
the civil rights movement, Blacks became
independent in their thought and action in an
important way, by taking action themselves.
This made them independent from the white
ruling class institutions during that struggle.
This independence was reflected in the resur-
gence of Black nationalist consciousness.
The Black nationalist movement obtained its
clearest political expression in the leadership
of Malcolm X, whose consistent nationalism
had by the time of his assassination in 1965
led him to internationalist, prosocialist, and
revolutionary conclusions.

Because of the denial of self-determination
to African Americans and because of the his-
toric thrust of Black movements toward self-
determination, what is now on the agenda for
the Black liberation struggle is an open fight
for political power. Why is that so today?
Well, we’re very clear on that. The civil rights
victory was limited to formal desegregation.
De facto segregation and the economic con-
sequences of Black superexploitation still
exist today. The limitations of the civil rights
victory, as the phenomenon of the Black
Power movement showed, pose more sharply
the question of self-determination as a fight
for political power. Because that would be the
only way that Blacks could finally secure and
expand the gains of the civil rights move-
ment. Through means up to and including the
exercise of the ultimate democratic right to
form one’s own state.

I’ll talk a little bit about what we mean by
political power. First and foremost is self-or-
ganization. That is, Blacks organizing them-
selves, having the right to decide who is
going to be in their organization and doing
this on an independent basis, independent of
the capitalist class. That’s the very first step:
elemental political clarity. Another level of
expansion of this fight for political power is
control over one’s own communities. Black
control of Black communities. This is not a
simple demand. Just think what it would take
for Blacks to control their own communities.
First of all, the white capitalist state would
not have any say in it. Can you imagine them
not having any say in how funds are going to
be appropriated or expended in the Black
community? They would not have any say

about who the police, fire, or any of the other
services would be. It would be completely
controlled by Black people for their own
benefit.

This is a profound step leading in a very
revolutionary direction. Who would make
these decisions? Black people would through
elected councils. This is an exercise of de-
mocracy directly by Black people. Now
naturally there would to have to be some
coordination. There’s not just going to be one
organized unit in Chicago, for example, and
one in New York. There would need to be
some coordination and some consultation
and ways to block together to defend yourself
against the government. There would
naturally be a necessity to federate together.
All this implies a basis just like there would
be for a fight for ones’ own country. There
would have to be defined geographical boun-
daries, your own organization, rules and laws
within them to regulate your own affairs, and
most importantly there would have to be a
vision of political clarity. You would have to
have armed capabilities to defend those bor-
ders, to defend your right to make your own
rules. and defend your right to make your
own decisions and to carry them out.

So this is really deep stuff. It’s no wonder
that it’s not been gotten by either most Black
people or white progressives. It has to be put
forward by Black people.

In this regard, I return to the question of
why does it seem to be so difficult to get a
grasp on this? It is simply that it is hard for
us tosee this liberation for African Americans
at the center of the coming American socialist
revolution. Black people are in retreat right
now. Just like the union movement, the Black
movement is mired in the capitalist Demo-
cratic Party, and consequently it doesn’t have
the required independent organization and
leadership. Without a mass independent
Black revolutionary movement to demon-
strate otherwise, there’s a tendency among
many on the left to view the Black struggle
as purely a fight against racism, like we’re all
together to change this problem that poor
Black people have. Whites treat them badly,
and we have to try to change all that, so that
Black people will be equal and feel better, etc.
— this is all well intentioned, but it doesn’t
deal with the fundamental problem.

The fundamental issue has to do with
going back and reconquering the principles
of self-determination, as Lenin and Trotsky
laid out. In so doing there’s a tendency to
subsume the Black struggle within the work-
ing class struggle as a whole — what there is
of it — rather than correctly anticipating the
struggle for Black self-determination as a
powerful separate movement of national lib-
eration that will play the vanguard role in the
process. The socialist revolution will be a
process in the United States; a process like
Lenin talked about, a revolutionary outburst
of all kinds of discontented elements, differ-
ent classes and national liberation move-
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ments. But it’s the proletariat that’s going to
be able to unify and direct that and bring the
working class to power and complete all the
democratic tasks of the unfinished bourgeois
democratic revolution, and from the first day
also to begin to build the basis for socialism
and to actually build socialism.

To wrap up, we talked about how we see
Black political power in the self-determina-
tion context. One of the first steps in self-or-
ganization is to have one’s own political
party. The political party being the instrument
to fight for self-determination. That’s key to
the fight for self-determination, because we
can see that the absence of such a party has
been keenly felt at every major turning point
in Black history, from Reconstruction right
up to the present. We want to be very clear
that this means independent of the Democrats
and Republicans. Not only independent of
those two particular parties, but of any capi-
talist political party. A Black party represents
the interests of Black workers and Black peo-
ple generally, independent of the capitalist
parties. So many political people and or-
ganizations that are caught up in supporting
Clinton are not only confused and misleading
themselves, but they are misleading the
working class and misleading the Black lib-
eration struggle with their own false illusions
in the Democratic Party. Malcolm X em-
phasized the need for Black people to or-
ganize their own political party. As Malcolm
put it, we can’t be supporting Democrats and
be stuck in their hip pocket; once you trust
them and support them you’re stuck in their
hip pocket and they don’t want to negotiate
with you any more. He said that we should
organize ourselves and negotiate with the
powers that be from a position of strength.
That is definitely what’s on the agenda and I
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think that the Ron Daniels movement is an
important step in that direction. It’s a political
effort led by Blacks based in the Black com-
munity and advocating the self-determina-
tion of Native Americans on the same ground.

So many progressives are in favor of self-
determination for Native Americans, but they
don’t stop to think why that wouldn’t also
apply to Black people. I was thinking about
that, and I thought that we are accustomed to
the idea of Native Americans having land; we
know they were here before, etc., so it makes
it easier to understand why they should have
some land back. But what about Blacks? Just
because we never had it before doesn’t mean
we shouldn’t get a chance to have it now. The
fact of the matter is that anybody who op-
poses the Black state will say that most other
national groups have got to have their own
country, but you don’t get to because you
never had one before. Well, that’s in violation
of self-determination and that’s a fundamen-
tal betrayal of revolutionary principles.

I do want to make mention of the class
basis of racial oppression, that is, that it will
remain as long as capitalism exists because
the capitalists reap profits based on this racial
oppression and they won’t lead a fight to get
1id of racist ideology which they invented to
justify this exploitation in the first place. So
when Blacks make a motion to free them-
selves of being exploited, by removing them-
selves as victims, they are going to attack the
very foundations of capitalist power in this
country — just by removing themselves, just
by refusing to be a victim any more. That’s
the dynamic of Black liberation.

What’s the question for the white allies?
To support unconditionally the right of
Blacks to separate, to self-determination
without conditions. To encourage an under-
standing that the Black struggle needs to be
independent of the capitalists. And most im-
portantly, education of white workers. This is
what Trotsky and Lenin constantly talked
about. We should not be arguing against the
tendency of Black people to have their own
land or determine their own destiny. That is
not what we should be addressing. We should
be addressing the class oppression of white
workers, but make no concessions to them
whatsoever when they say, “Well, naturally
Blacks shouldn’t have their own country.
That would create a problem for Black and
white unity.” What white workers are going
to have a problem with that democratic right,
that part of the unfinished task of the demo-
cratic revolution? It’s not a socialist revolu-
tion yet, although only a socialist revolution
canrealize the granting of the right of anation
to secede. Capitalists can’t do that.

We have to ask ourselves this question
when we are considering the issue of self-
determination: Whose side will we be on?
What dynamic will we be reinforcing? Are
we encouraging the backwardness of white

workers by saying it’s really not necessary if
it’s going to interfere with unity between
Black and white workers? When Lenin was
having the same debate he said, “The close
alliance between Swedish and Norwegian
workers, their complete fraternal class soli-
darity, came from the Swedish workers’ rec-
ognition of the right of Norwegians to secede.
This convinced the Norwegian workers that
the Swedish workers were not infected with
Swedish nationalism and that they placed
fraternity with the Norwegian proletarians
above the privileges of the Swedish bour-
geoisie and aristocracy.” Lenin is saying that
the only way you can have unity between two
national groups is when the workers of the
oppressor nationality unconditionally recog-
nize the right of the oppressed nationality to
secede. Also, if you don’t do that, you’re
siding with the bourgeoisie. And that is not
our position. We are in opposition to the
bourgeoisie. So the position that we take has
everything to do with the strategy for socialist
revolution.

Rather than be concerned about what we
tell Black workers about the right way to
conduct their struggle, we should be con-
cerned about educating the white workers. As
Lenin said 70 years ago,

In the internationalist education of the
workers of the oppressor countries, emphasis
must necessarily be laid on their advocating
freedom of the oppressed [nations] to secede
and their fighting forit. Without this there can
be nointernationalism. Itis our rightand duty
to treat every Social Democrat of an oppres-
sor nation who fails to conduct such
propaganda as a scoundrel and an imperialist.
This is an absolute demand, even when the
chance of secession being possible and
“practicable” before the introduction of so-
cialism is only one in a thousand.

This racism will wither away in the same
way that money, religion, and the state will
gradually wither away in the transition
toward communism. I think that Lenin sums
up the revolutionary Marxist position best.
He says,

By transforming capitalism into socialism
the proletariat creates the possibility of
abolishing national oppression. The pos-
sibility becomes reality “only” — “only”! —
with the establishment of full democracy in
all spheres, including the delineation of state
frontiers in accordance with the “sym-
pathies” of the population, including com-
plete freedom to secede. And this in tumn will
serve as a basis for developing the practical
elimination of even the slightest national fric-
tion and the least national mistrust, for an
accelerated drawing together and fusion of
nations that will be completed when the state
withers away.

I think that Lenin would have really ap-
preciated Malcolm X’s succinct dialecticism:
“Before we can have any Black and white
unity, we have to have some Black unity.”Q
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Trotskyism and the Struggle for Black Liberation

by Peter Johnson

Editor’s Note: This contribution is part of a debate which has been featured in Bulletin in Defense of Marxism since December 1992. In a
future issue Evelyn Sell will offer a defense of the perspectives on Black nationalism criticized by Peter Johnson. The debate up to this point
includes articles by Evelyn Sell, Peter Johnson, Claire Cohen, Steve Bloom and Claire Cohen, Vera Wigglesworth and Jim Miles, and Roy
Rollin. The titles of these articles and the issues of BIDOM in which they appeared are given in the article below, although the assessment
of the course of the discussion is the author’s. Interested readers can obtain each of the back issues mentioned from Bulletin in Defense of

Marxism for $2.00 each.

he exchange on Black liberation in Bu!l-
letin in Defense of Marxism has provided

an all too rare opportunity for serious, in-
depth, comradely discussion among revolu-
tionary Marxists on a key question of
revolutionary strategy.
iy R T

rotsky'’s...starting point was the impera-
tive need for Trotskyists to overcome any
difficulties and find a way to provide politi-
cal leadership to the Black liberation
struggle.”

The discussion began with Evelyn Sell’s
article “How the Concept of the Dual Nature
of the African American Struggle Devel-
oped” (BIDOM, no. 101, December 1992). 1
added an element of controversy with my
article “Revolutionary Integrationism and
Black Liberation” (BIDOM, no. 103, Febru-
ary 1993), which took up the debate in the
Socialist Workers Party in the 1950s and
1960s and defended Richard Fraser’s “revo-
lutionary integrationist” analysis of Black
oppression and strategy for Black liberation
against George Breitman’s “revolutionary
nationalist” view.

July-August 1993

Three criticisms of my article have ap-
peared since then: Claire Cohen’s “Notes on
the African American Struggle” (BIDOM, no.
104, March 1993), Steve Bloom and Claire
Cohen’s “In Defense of Black Nationalism:
A Reply to Peter Johnson” (BIDOM, no. 105,
April 1993), and Vera Wigglesworth and Jim
Miles’s “Marxism and Black Self-Determi-
nation: In Reply to Peter Johnson” (BIDOM,
no. 106, May 1993). They were followed by
Roy Rollin’s defense of our shared revolu-
tionary integrationist position in his article
“Black Liberation and Socialist Revolution
in Today’s America: Movementism or Marx-
ism?” (BIDOM, no. 107, June 1993).

In this article I want to reply to the crit-
icisms of my article, focusing on what they
have in common: denial of the need for multi-
racial working-class unity and Trotskyist
leadership in the combined, revolutionary
struggle for socialism and Black liberation.
Rollin’s comprehensive reply to Bloom and
Cohen’s article and his critical review of
SWP history make this much easier.

Cohen’s “Notes on the African
American Struggle”

Claire Cohen’s “Notes on the African Ameri-
can Struggle” (BIDOM, no. 104, March
1993) criticizes my article from what can
only be characterized as a reformist stand-
point, although I know from her other writ-
ings and activity that she is a revolutionary
socialist. Her objections begin with the first
paragraph of my article, from which she ex-
tracts and slightly misquotes one sentence.
My introductory sentences actually read:

Black liberation is a key strategic question of
the American revolution. Next to the self-
emancipation of the working class, it is the
key question. If Black and white workers
struggle together for socialism and Black
liberation — under the leadership of a Lenin-
ist vanguard party — they can win both. If
they do not, they can win neither.

Cohen objects to this as “idealist” and
explains:

The reality is much more complex than this
simple statement. Racismis so pervasive and

entrenched in U.S. society thatitis extremely
naive to think that significant numbers of
white workers arc going to join the struggle
for Black liberation any time soon. In addi-
tion, at this point in history, the masses of
workers — Black or white —are notinclined
to rally to the cause of socialism.

Cohen’s criticism is somewhat ambigu-
ous. She might mean, “Johnson is correct to
link Black liberation and socialist revolution
in the U.S., but the situation is complex, since
many white workers are racist, and most
workers, both white and Black, lack socialist
consciousness.” If so, I agree and said so in
my article.

However, she seems more to mean, “John-
son is wrong to link Black liberation and
socialist revolution, since many white work-
ers are racist and most workers, both white
and Black, lack socialist consciousness.” If
50, I disagree and reply with Trotsky that the
starting point for revolutionaries must be the
objective situation, what is historically nec-
essary, not the current level of mass con-
sciousness.

The program must express the objective
tasks of the working class rather than the
backwardness of the workers. It must reflect
society as it is, and not the backwardness of
the working class. Itis an instrument to over-
come and vanquish the backwardness. ..

Another question is how to present this
program to the workers. It is a pedagogical
task, a question of terminology in presenting
the actual situation to the workers. [Leon
Trotsky, in “The Political Backwardness of
the American Workers,” transcript of a dis-
cussion with Trotsky, May 19, 1938, in The
Transitional Program for Socialist Revolu-
tion, edited by George Breitman and Fred
Stanton, third edition, New York: Pathfinder
Press, 1977, pp. 155-6.]

The pedagogical task of building a bridge
to the current consciousness of the vanguard
and the mass of workers is important. But we
must first know the actual situation: where
the bridge must lead. Any other approach
leads to opportunism.
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“Under the Leadership of a
Leninist Vanguard Party”

Cohen also objects to my phrase “under the
leadership of a Leninist vanguard party”:

There is also the question of precisely what
Peter means by workers coming together
“under the leadership of a Leninist vanguard
party.” Depending on what this means, it may
be that I disagree...Only the masses can
choose what kind of society they want or
what kind of leaders they have confidence in.
The masses may eventually choose social-
ism, but not choose a self-proclaimed
“Leninist vanguard” to lead them, and still
win a successful revolution...

African Americans are alienated when
groups which they perceive as being basical-
ly white (including “Trotskyists™) presume to
tell them what they should fight for, as if
African Americans are unable to determine
that for themselves. Only African Americans
themselves can decide the nature and goals
of their struggle.

Again, Cohen’s criticism is somewhat am-
biguous. She might mean, “Black workers, as
part of the working class, must emancipate
themselves and will not pay much attention
to tiny white, petty-bourgeois sects, even if
they call themselves Trotskyist.” If so, I
agree. The problem is to build a mass, multi-
racial revolutionary working-class party.

However, Cohen seems more to mean,
“Black workers on their own, without the
leadership of a vanguard party, can determine
the nature and goals of their struggle and
carry out a successful socialist revolution.” If
so, I disagree and reply with Lenin that the
working class, Black or white, on its own
cannot do this.

We have said that there could not have
been Social-Democratic consciousness
among the workers. It would have to be
brought to them from without. The history of
all countries shows that the working class,
exclusively by its own effort, is able to de-
velop only trade-union consciousness, i.e.,
the conviction that it is necessary to combine
in unions, fight the employers, and strive to
compel the government to pass necessary
labor legislation, etc. The theory of social-
ism, however, grew out of the philosophical,
historical, and economic theories elaborated
by educated representatives of the propertied
classes, by intellectuals. [V.. Lenin, What Is
to Be Done?, 1903, in Lenin, Collected
Works, vol. 5, edited by Victor Jerome, Mos-
cow: Foreign Languages Publishing House,
1961, p. 375, empbhasis in original.]

Black liberation, like working-class eman-
cipation, will come only through a socialist
revolution in which Black and white workers,
led by a Leninist-Trotskyist vanguard party,
seize power and impose their rule through
democratically elected workers’ councils.
This does not mean Black and white workers
led by white petty-bourgeois intellectuals.
On the contrary, the vanguard party needs a
large majority of workers and a dispropor-
tionately large number of Blacks. Moreover,
many of its intellectuals will be from work-
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ing-class backgrounds, and a dispropor-
tionately large number will be Black.

Reformism and Revolutionary
Socialism
Cohen’s treatment of the Ron Daniels Cam-
paign for a New Tomorrow heightens the
impression that she rejects the Trotskyist
view of program and party, that is, the revo-
lutionary socialist perspective in general. She
writes:
Asked about the program of Campaign for a
New Tomorrow, [Daniels] stressed the need
for a radical economic reconstruction and
far-reaching social programs, involving “ec-
onomic democracy” and “democracy in the
marketplace,” and adding: “A model may not
exist. We may have to create something. I'm
not for nationalizing industries. I'd much
rather see workers take them over and run
thm"

She quotes Daniels:

*] articulate five basic human rights: First,
a job with good wages and benefits. Full
employment is a national responsibility, and
government should be the employer of last
resort. Second, quality housing for every hu-
man being in a safe and environmentally
secure environment. Third, quality health
care in a single-payer system. Fourth, educa-
tion that offers a multicultural curriculum,
social workers in schools, and well-paid
teachers. Fifth, a sustainable environment...

“Cut the military budget 50 to 75 percent.
Raise money through a genuinely progres-
sive tax system. Then provide a domestic
Marshall Plan and rebuild our cities, rural
areas, and the reservations where Native
American people live. We accomplish eco-
nomic conversion of the military and eco-
nomic democracy.”

She concludes:

The program of the Campaign for a New
Tomorrow suggests how the issues of race
and class realistically can be interlinked —
in a manner far superior to that suggested in
Peter Johnson’s “Revolutionary Integration-
ism.”

If Cohen said merely, “We must go beyond
the general perspective indicated in ‘Revolu-
tionary Integrationism’ and develop a pro-
gram of concrete transitional demands,
including the ‘five basic human rights’ pro-
posed by Ron Daniels,” I would agree and
defend myself only by pointing out that such
a program was beyond the scope of my brief
article. Unfortunately, however, this is not
what Cohen says. Instead, she characterizes
the approach of the program of the Campaign
for a New Tomorrow as “far superior” to the
approach of my article.

The program of the Campaign for a New
Tomorrow is unabashedly reformist, not rev-
olutionary. In the interview Cohen quotes,
Daniels describes himself as for “economic
democracy” but “not for nationalizing in-
dustry.” However, without nationalizing in-
dustry there can be no socialism and no
“economic democracy.”

In the interview Daniels says that he wants
to “cut the military budget 50 to 75 percent.”
In his main campaign flyer he said “50 per-
cent.” But this would leave U.S. imperialism
with ample firepower to devastate the next
Korea, Vietnam, Grenada, Panama, Iraq —
or even Russia and the world. And it would
leave American workers paying $150 billion
per year in current arms expenditures and
$200 billion in interest on the national debt
for past arms expenditures.

Trotskyists should have given critical sup-
port to Ron Daniels in the November 1992
presidential election, not because of his refor-
mist program but because his campaign in
some localities represented a limited but im-
portant mass break from the capitalist parties.
However, our support should have been very
critical, since the program of the Campaign
for a New Tomorrow is a utopian program for
capitalist reform, not a transitional program
for socialist revolution and Black liberation.

Bloom and Cohen’s “In Defense
of Black Nationalism”

Steve Bloom and Claire Cohen’s “In Defense
of Black Nationalism: A Reply to Peter John-
son” (BIDOM, no. 105, April 1993) is an
improvement on Cohen’s article, because it
attempts to place its criticism in a revolu-
tionary framework. But it suffers from lack
of clarity on the basic Marxist concepts of
“nation” and “self-determination” and an ob-
jectivist view that Blacks somehow will find
their way to revolutionary consciousness
spontaneously, with Trotskyists acting only
as their “outside allies.”

Bloom and Cohen complain that my at-
tempt to provide a scientific definition of the
concepts “nation” and “self-determination”
is a “quibble over terminology.” This shows
a dangerously light-minded approach to
theoretical questions. As Lenin said,
“Without revolutionary theory, there can be
norevolutionary movement. This idea cannot
be insisted upon too strongly at a time when
the fashionable preaching of opportunism
goes hand in hand with infatuation with the
narrowest forms of practical activity” (What
Is to Be Done?, p. 369).

1 took as my starting point Stalin’s classic
definition of a nation in “Marxism and the
National Question,” which both Lenin and
Trotsky praised highly. Stalin defined a na-
tion as follows:

A nation is a historically constituted, stable
community of people, formed on the basis of
a common language, territory, economic life,
and psychological make-up manifested in a
common culture. [Joseph Stalin, “Marxism
and the National Question,” 1913, in The
Essential Stalin, edited by Bruce Franklin,
New York: Anchor Books, 1972, p. 60.]

Unable to find a single line in which Lenin
or Trotsky in any way distanced themselves
from Stalin’s historical- materialist definition
of a nation, Bloom and Cohen seek support
in a footnote in The ABC of Communism by
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Nikolai Bukharin and Yevgeny Preobrazhen-
sky. The book, which Bukharin and Preo-
brazhensky described as “an elementary
textbook of communist knowledge,” defined
anation as follows:

A nation or a people is the name givento a
group of persons who are united by the use
of a common tongue and who inhabit a defi-
nite area. There are additional characteristics
of nationality, but these two are the most
important and the most fundamental.

Attached to this definition was the follow-
ing footnote:

Long ago, the Jews inhabited a definite
territory and possessed a common speech;
today they have no territory, and many of
them do not understand Hebrew. The gypsies
have their own language, but they do not
inhabit any definite territory. The non-
nomadic Tunguses in Siberia have a territory,
but they have forgotten their distinctive
tongue. [N. Bukharin and E. Preobrazhensky,
The ABC of Communism, 1919, edited by
E.H. Carr, Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1969,
p- 241.]

Bloom and Cohen take this footnote to
mean that Bukharin — and presumably co-
author Preobrazhensky, whom they do not
mentjion — had a more “flexible” definition
of a “nation” than Stalin, Lenin, Trotsky...or
me. They write: “The Jews, gypsies, and Tun-
guses are nations even though they lack either
a common language, or territory, or both.”

Unfortunately, we must snip the thread
from which they suspend their argument,
since Bukharin and Preobrazhensky meant
the opposite of what Bloom and Cohen think
they meant. Bukharin and Preobrazhensky
were attempting to summarize Bolshevik
thinking in a popular form, not revise it. Their
definition and footnote echoed the common-
place views of Lenin and other Bolsheviks,
as, for example, in the following:

But the [Russian Jewish] Bund’s third ar-
gument, which invokes the idea of a Jewish
pation, is undoubtedly of the nature of a
principle. Unfortunately, however, this Zion-
ist idea is absolutely false and essentially
reactionary. “The Jews have ceased to be a
pation, for a nation without a territory is
unthinkable,” says one of the most prominent
of Marxist theoreticians, Karl Kautsky (see
No. 42 of Iskra and the separate reprint from
The Kishinev Massacre and the Jewish Ques-
tion, p. 3). [V.I. Lenin, “The Position of the
Bund in the Party,” 1903, in Lenin, Collected
Works, vol. 7, edited by Clemens Dutt, Mos-
cow: Progress Publishers, 1965, p. 99.]

The later decision of the Soviet govern-
ment to establish the Jewish autonomous re-
gion of Birobijan in 1928 might have allowed
Russian Jews to develop as a nation, but very
few chose to relocate there. The establish-
ment of a Jewish settler state in Palestine in
1948 led to the development of the Israeli
Jewish nation, but this does not make Jews in
Russia or the U.S. a nation.

Fortunately, there is no need for a lengthy
explication of the term “self-determination,”
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because Bloom and Cohen concede that the
SWP’s latter-1960s usage was not Lenin’s
and Trotsky’s:

As far as “self-determination” is con-
cemed, Johnson is technically right but still
wrong on the substance of the matter. Marxist
terminology, like anything else, can change
under changing circumstances...

During the 1960s the Black community
itself began to use the idea of “self-deter-
mination” as synonymous with “Black con-
trol of the Black community.” This was nota
theoretical innovation of Breitman or the
SWP, but merely the adoption of a new mean-
ing for old terminology resulting from the
evolution of a particular struggle. Would it
have been better for the SWP to sit on the
sidelines and lecture Blacks about the proper
use of words?

Should Trotskyists have sat on the side-
lines and lectured the Black movement about
the proper use of words? No. Should we have
sat on the sidelines, cheered the spontaneous
Black struggle, and adapted to its inevitable
confusion? No. Should we have attempted to
intervene with our indispensable analysis,
program and strategy? Yes.

“The Actual Dynamics of the
Struggle”

Moving on, Bloom and Cohen correctly ob-
serve:

So the real question that needs to be ad-
dressed is not whether the SWP was suffi-
ciently orthodox in its definitions when it
made its turn toward Black nationalism
during the 1960s, but whether that turn was
right or wrong. And this takes us to the real
substance of our disagreement with John-
son’s article.

They continue:

Whether or not the Black community in the

U.S. is a nation in the strict scientific mean-

ing of that term, and whether or not true

“self-determination” in the Marxist sense of

a separate Black state is possible, the revolu-

tionary struggle of Blacks to control their

own communities, to shape their own destiny

as a people, is, in these two respects, 100

percent analogous to the dynamics of nation-

al liberation as properly defined by Peter

Johnson. The campaign for “Black self-

determination” as understood and defined by

the Black community itself is both a basic
struggle for democratic rights and human
dignity of an oppressed people, and a fight
which, if waged in a revolutionary manner

(or if it is victorious even in part), can seri-

ously weaken the U.S. ruling class. It is,

therefore, a struggle which all working peo-
ple in this country should encourage and
support. [original emphasis]

Good. This is an important statement. Trot-
sky and the pre-1960s SWP saw the develop-
ment of a revolutionary struggle for an
independent Black state in the South as a
potential channel for the struggle for Black
liberation and a potential component of the
struggle for socialism in the U.S. They said
Trotskyists should support such a struggle if

it developed, although they should not advo-
cateit. In fact, such a struggle did not develop
and is extremely unlikely to develop, al-
though Trotskyists still should support it if it
did develop.

There is, however, an analogy between
national liberation struggles and the Black
liberation struggle in the U.S. Trotskyists
must understand and pedagogically explain
both the extent and the limit of this analogy.
The extent of the analogy is that oppressed
nations and racially oppressed American
Blacks are struggling for the political power
to end their oppression. The limit of the anal-
ogy is that in the case of American Blacks the
right to secede and form a separate state isnot
the relevant form of this political power.

Black control of the Black communities is
not the relevant form of this political power,
either. As I indicated in my original article,
Trotskyists should support most demands for
Black community control, apart from those
that strengthen the capitalist state or deepen
the capitalist exploitation of Black workers,
but we should understand and explain that
community control is not enough. Too many
decisions affecting the Black community are
made and, because of the interdependent na-
ture of amodern, industrialized economy and
society, must be made outside the Black com-
munity.

The actual dynamic of the struggle for
Black liberation is not the struggle for the
right to secede from the U.S., nor the struggle
for Black control of the Black community.

Rather, the actual dynamic is the com-
bined, multiracial working-class struggle for
socialist revolution and Black liberation, in
which Black workers, taking advantage of
their strategic position at the center of the
industrial working class and most metropoli-
tan areas, as well as their generally higher
political consciousness, provide overall
leadership to the working class and defend
their interests both as workers and as Black
people.

The Role of Trotskyists in the
Black Liberation Struggle

The second main disagreement I have with
Bloom and Cohen is over the role of
Trotskyists in the struggle for Black libera-
tion. The key passage in their article is the
following:

If genuine working-class revolutionaries
are going to forge areal alliance with genuine
Black revolutionaries, our task is clearly to
convince Blacks that we are not simply trying
to use, manipulate, or sacrifice their struggles
for our own ends, as so many have before us.
And the only way we can do that is to uncon-
ditionally support whatever legitimate de-
mands emerge from the Black community —
up toand including the demand for a separate
national state. That support cannot be half-
hearted: “Yes, well, we acknowledge your
democratic right to decide this, but we really
think it is a bad idea.” No, it will have to be
militant and wholehearted support: “If thatis
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what the Black community democratically
determines, that is what we want, too, with
all our heart and soul. And we will fight to
the last drop of our own blood alongside of
youif that is necessary to achieve your objec-
tives.” White workers, and revolutionaries,
who think like that will prove that they are
worthy of the trust and collaboration of the
Black community.

There are three problems with this passage.
First, it assumes that Trotskyists and other
“genuine working-class revolutionaries” are
outside the Black liberation struggle, trying
to “forge a real alliance with genuine Black
revolutionaries.” But Black Trotskyists are
“genuine Black revolutionaries,” the most
politically conscious part of the Black prole-
tarian vanguard. Second, it assumes that
Trotskyists should follow rather than lead the
Black liberation struggle. On the contrary,
Trotskyists, to the best of their ability, should
lead the struggle for Black liberation. Finally,
it reeks of liberal moralism. It portrays
Trotskyists as white outsiders whose only
role is to “unconditionally support whatever
legitimate demands emerge from the Black
community...to the last drop of their own
blood” and thereby prove themselves “wor-
thy of the trust and collaboration of the Black
community.”

How different this is from the attitude of
Trotsky, who thought that supporters of the
Fourth International should intervene active-
ly in the Black struggle, putting forward their
own analysis, program and strategy, as they
would in any other struggle.

So far as I aminformed, it seems to me that
the CP’s attitude of making an imperative
slogan of it [national self-determination] was
false. It was a case of the whites saying to the
Negroes, “You must create a ghetto for your-
selves.” It is tactless and false and can only
serve to repulse the Negroes. Their only in-
terpretation can be that the whites want to be
separated from them. Our Negro comrades
can say, “The Fourth International says that
if itis our wish to be independent, it will help
us in every way possible, but that the choice
is ours. However, I, as a Negro member of
the Fourth, hold a view that we must remain
in the same state as the whites,” and so on.
He can participate in the formation of the
political and racial ideology of the Negroes.
[Uncorrected transcript of a discussion with
Trotsky, April 4, 1939, in Leon Trotsky On
Black Nationalism and Self-Determination,
edited by George Breitman, New York: Merit
Publishers, 1972, p. 31.]

Trotsky’s approach was highly sensitive to
the problems the mainly white SWP would
face in its intervention and rightly em-
phasized the critical role of the SWP’s Black
comrades in “the formation of the political
and racial ideology of the Negroes.” But his
starting point was the imperative need for
Trotskyists to overcome any difficulties and
find a way to provide political leadership to
the Black liberation struggle.
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Wigglesworth and Miles’ s
“Marxism and Black Liberation”

Vera Wigglesworth and Jim Miles’s
“Marxism and Black Self-Determination: In
Reply to Peter Johnson” (BIDOM, no. 106,
May 1993) takes a very different approach
from that of Cohen and Bloom. While Cohen
and Bloom, following Breitman, revise tradi-
tional Marxist theory on the national question
to fit the real situation of Blacks in the U.S.,
Wigglesworth and Miles attempt to revise
reality to fit the traditional theory. But they
come to the same conclusion: denying the
necessity for multiracial working-class unity
and Trotskyist leadership in the struggle for
socialism and Black liberation.

Wigglesworth and Miles begin by stating
their view of the concrete goals of the strug-
gle for Black liberation as follows:

Yet the struggle for self-determination is
what will place African Americans at the
forefront of confrontations with the bour-
geoisie. The other reasons that are often
given — that Blacks have traditionally been
the most militant fighters; that their condition
of oppression means they have nothing to
lose and have fewer illusions than whites; or
that, being overwhelmingly proletarian in
number as well as experiencing special op-
pression as Blacks, they are impelled to play
a vanguard role — all these are true enough.
But the coming fight of African Americans
will not simply be for freedom from oppres-
sion, for equality, for equal opportunity. It
will be a fight for political power to bring
about, secure, and advance those aims.

Very good. But what kind of political
power? Political power as a leading com-
ponent of the proletarian ruling class of a
unitary workers’ state? Or political power in
a separate Black nation-state? Wigglesworth
and Miles are somewhat vague but appear to
argue for independence:

As the capitalist economic crisis deepens,
Black workers will certainly fight side by
side with white workers to win certain partic-
ular demands. But Black people have some-
thing more on the agenda: a struggle to
determine their own destiny that would en-
compass a fight for the means to secure that
right — geographical boundaries, organiza-
tion, and laws — with armed capabilities to
defend and enforce them.

What would be the “geographical boun-
daries” of this state? Would the Black politi-
cal power fortify the perimeters of the present
urban ghettoes? Would Blacks relocate to
some other part of North America and estab-
lish state borders there? Either way, separa-
tion would weaken, not strengthen the
position of Black workers. It would reduce
their ability “to bring about, secure, and ad-
vance” their aims. Most Black workers know
this and would decline the invitation.

How can Black workers win political
power? Wigglesworth and Miles answer:

The first workers’ councils will probably

be Black, certainly led by Blacks and cham-
pioning the interests not just of Black

unionized workers but the entire Black com-

munity. Thus it’s the vanguard role of Black

workers leading white workers in struggle
and the successful conquest of political
power by Black people that will insure the

successful conquest of power by the U.S.

working class as a whole.

The first sentence and the first part of the
second sentence are true enough. But to say
that “the successful conquest of political
power by Black people...will insure the suc-
cessful conquest of power by the U.S. work-
ing class as a whole” is to stand the matter on
its head. On the contrary, the successful con-
quest of power by the U.S. working class as
a whole will insure the conquest of political
power by Black people.

This does not mean that Black workers
should “wait” until white workers are ready
to fight for Black liberation. But it does mean
that Black workers need to do more than
“fight side by side with white workers to win
certain particular demands,” that is, trade-
union and other reforms. Black workers need
to play their “vanguard role of...leading
white workers in struggle” for the working
class to win political power, build socialism,
and, in the process, achieve Black liberation.
Both socialism and Black liberation depend
on this.

Having stated their positive position, Wig-
glesworth and Miles proceed to their criti-
cism of my article. They begin with extensive
quotations from Lenin defending the right of
self-determination of nations, that is, state
secession, culled from the 1970 International
Publishers book National Liberation, Social-
ism and Imperialism. The quotations are a
useful illustration of Lenin’s method, but
they arerelevant only by analogy, since Black
liberation is not a question of state secession.

More directly relevant would be quota-
tions from the 1974 International Publishers
book Lenin on the Jewish Question, contain-
ing Lenin’s polemics against the Bund for
falsely claiming that Jews in Russia were a
nation, for pretending that the right of self-
determination meant something other than
the right to secede and form an independent
state, for proposing “cultural national auton-
omy” (essentially, “community control”) as
a solution to Jewish oppression, and for de-
manding that the Bund, not the Russian So-
cial-Democratic Labor Party as a whole,
represent Jewish workers in Russia. We will
return to this below.

Wigglesworth and Miles Meet
Stalin
Wigglesworth and Miles then attempt to
prove that Black people in the U.S. are a
nation in the traditional Marxist sense, whose
oppression can be lifted only by exercising
the right of self-determination, that is, the
right to secede and form an independent state.
Needing to retreat from what Trotsky de-
scribed as the “historico-materialist defini-
tion of nation” to a more “abstracto-
psychological” one, they take an obligatory
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potshot at Stalin’s definition in “Marxismand
the National Question.” They quote out of
context Trotsky’s one criticism of Stalin’s
article, a criticism of its “structure of com-
position,” wrongly implying that this is a
criticism of its content. The full quotation
follows:

The logical construction of the article, not
devoid of pedantry, is due most likely to the
influence of Bukharin, who inclined toward
professorial ways, in distinction from Lenin,
for whom the structure of a composition was
determined by its political or polemical inter-
est. Bukharin’s influence did not go beyond
that, since on the problem of nationalities he
was much closer to Rosa Luxemburg than to
Lenin. [Leon Trotsky, Stalin: An Appraisal
of the Man and His Influence, 1940, edited
by Charles Malamuth, New York: Stein and
Day, 1967, p. 158.]

Having fired this volley, Wigglesworth
and Miles bravely march on. They state the
obvious when they say Blacks in the U.S.
have a common language. That language is
English. They go off the deep end, however,
when they proclaim “a separate Black
English langnage.” They also state the ob-
vious when they say Blacks in the U.S. have
a common culture. But again, they go off the
deep end when they say that this defines them
as a nation. Black culture is an important
component of U.S. American culture. As Fra-
ser pointed out, it is in many ways the most
original and defining element of U.S. Amer-
ican culture.

Wigglesworth and Miles state the obvious
when they say “African Americans have al-
ways had a common territory, the U.S. itself.”
But so have all other U.S. Americans. As the
Comintern, the CP/USA, Trotsky, and the
SWP all recognized, the “black belt” South
could have provided the territorial basis for
the development of a Black nation, national
consciousness, and an independent nation-
state. But that did not happen. Instead, as
Wigglesworth and Miles concede, the Black
population “has shifted from the relatively
contiguous rural South to the noncontiguous
urban industrial ghettos.” The Black ghettos
are no more the territorial basis for a Black
nation in the U.S. today than the Jewish ghet-
tos were the basis for a Jewish nation in
Russia in Lenin’s day.

Wigglesworth and Miles outdo themselves
when they describe the “common economic
life” that supposedly defines the Black na-
tion:

A common economic life, though dominated
by the white institutions of capital, has
always existed in the form of services provid-
ing a structure of support in local commu-
nities: medical care, schooling, churches,
child care, funeral homes, insurance and
banking, legal assistance, personal groom-
ing, and entertainment.

To be sure, these services exist in the urban
ghettos, although they are often provided by
Jews, Arabs, or Asians, not Blacks. But the
main “common economic life” of the Black
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ghettos is to provide labor power to the capi-
talist economy outside the ghettos and to
consume commodities produced outside the
ghettos. The service industry in the ghettos is
very much secondary, not the basis for a
national political economy.

Wigglesworth and Miles are correct when
they say that Blacks in the U.S. are an histori-
cally constituted, stable community of
people. But the history that has constituted
Blacks as a community is the history of slav-
ery and racial oppression. Blacks are — to
use the ungainly but serviceable term Kaut-
sky and Lenin applied to Jews in Russia and
then Fraser applied to Blacks in the U.S. —
a “caste,” in the case of Blacks in the U.S. a
racial caste, discriminated against and forcib-
ly segregated to the bottom of every class of
which they are part.

“Changes of Position”
Wigglesworth and Miles object to my state-
ment that by 1939 “Trotsky no longer held
the CP/USA position of raising the slogan of
national self-determination for the ‘black
belt’ South. He agreed with [J.R.] Johnson’s
formulation.” This is easy to prove, however.
In his 1933 discussion with Ame Swabeck
Trotsky said:

I can therefore see no reason why we
should not advance the slogan of “self-deter-
mination.”

...Because of all these reasons, I would in
this question rather lean toward the stand-
point of the [Communist] Party. [Uncorrect-
ed transcript of a discussion with Trotsky,
February 28, 1933, in Leon Trotsky On Black
Nationalism and Self-Determination, edited
by George Breitman, New York: Merit Pub-
lishers, 1972, pp. 14-15.]

In his 1939 discussions with J.R. Johnson
and other SWP leaders Trotsky said:

Comrade Johnson used three verbs: “sup-
port,” “advocate” and “inject” the idea of
self-determination. I do not propose for the
party to advocate, I do not propose to inject,
butonly to proclaim our obligation to support
the struggle for self-determination if the Ne-
groes themselves want it...

Sofaras I aminformed, it seems to me that
the CP’s attitude of making an imperative
slogan of it [national self-determination] was
false. [April 4, 1939 transcript, pp. 29, 31.]

The shift of position is clear. In 1933 Trot-
sky thought his cothinkers should “advance
[that is, advocate] the slogan of ‘self-determi-
nation’” and “lean[ed] toward the standpoint
of the [Communist] Party.” In 1939 he
thought the SWP should not “advocate” self-
determination and regarded the CP position
as “false.”

Wigglesworth and Miles also seem upset
by my statement that “the SWP sharply re-
vised its position in a nationalist direction” in
the 1960s, unlike Bloom and Cohen, who
seem quite comfortable admitting that the
SWP “made its turn toward Black nation-
alism during the 1960s.”

Wigglesworth and Miles attempt to trace
the view that Blacks in the U.S. are a nation
in an unbroken line back to Lenin by quoting
a remark he made in passing that “In the
United States, the Negroes...should be
classed as an oppressed nation.” Lenin, how-
ever, never took a definite position on
whether Blacks in the U.S. were a nation or
arace. For example:

In the Northem states Negro children at-
tend the same schools as white children do.
In the South there are separate “national,” or
racial, whichever you please, schools for
Negro children. [VI. Lenin, “Critical Re-
marks on the National Question,” 1913, in
Lenin, Collected Works, vol. 20, edited by
Julius Katzer, Moscow: Progress Publishers,
1972,p.37.]

The first time the Comintern took a clear
position on the question was the 1928 resolu-
tion which set the CP line discussed above.

AsIpointed outin my first article, the SWP
initially took an open position on the question
of whether Blacks in the U.S. were a nation
to which the slogan of self-determination
would apply. The resolution “The Right of
Self-Determination and the Negro in the
United States of North America,” drafted by
J.R. Johnson and adopted at the SWP’s July
14—, 1939, National Convention, supported
the right of Blacks to form a separate state, if
they wished to do so, but opposed the SWP’s
raising the slogan of self-determination until
large numbers of Blacks began raising it
themselves.

The 1948 SWP National Convention
adopted a longer document, also drafted by
J.R. Johnson, called “Negro Liberation
through Revolutionary Socialism,” which re-
affirmed the 1939 perspective of a revolu-
tionary integrationist struggle in the present
and a possible revolutionary nationalist
struggle in the future. The 1956 National
Conventionresolution asserted this yet again.

Theoretically, the profound growth of na-
tional solidarity and national consciousness
among the Negro people might under certain
future conditions give rise to separatist de-
mands. Since minority people have the dem-
ocratic right to self-determination, socialists
would be obliged to support such demands,
should they reflect the mass will. Yet even
under these circumstances, socialists would
continue to advocate integration rather than
separation as the best solution of the race
question for Negro and white workers alike.
‘While upholding the right of self-determina-
tion, they would continue to urge an alliance
of the Negro people and the working class to
bring about a socialist solution of the civil
rights problem within the existing national
framework. [“The Class-Struggle Road to
Negro Equality,” New York: Pioneer
Publishers, 1957.]

These resolutions all differ sharply from
the resolution “A Transitional Program for
Black Liberation” adopted by the 1969 SWP
National Convention, which called for, that
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is, “advocated,” Black national self-determi-
nation.

“Freedom to Secede, Freedom to
Iintegrate”

From this point on, Wigglesworth and
Miles’s article collapses into complete con-
fusion. Having argued that “advocating self-
determination” was not a change in position
from “not advocating self-determination,”
they then explain why “unfolding reality”
justified the change.

Having argued that Black national self-
determination meant an independent state
(“geographical boundaries, organization, and
laws — with armed capabilities to defend and
enforce them”), they then defend the latter-
1960s SWP view that Black national self-
determination meant “Black control of the
Black community.” They explain their incon-
sistency by describing community control as
“a transitional step toward a separate Black
nation with or without contiguous borders, if
African Americans so choose.”

In the end, however, Wigglesworth and
Miles adopt the same stance as Cohen and
Bloom: Trotskyists should not attempt to lead
the Black struggle.

Rather than being concerned, as Johnson is,
about “what we tell Black workers,” our
main task is educating white workers, since
itis for this sector that the mostdistance must
be traveled along the road of class solidarity.

They follow this with half a quotation from
Lenin:

In the internationalist education of the work-
ers of the oppressor countries, emphasis must
necessarily be laid on their advocating
freedom for the oppressed countries to
secede and their fighting for it. Without this
there can be no internationalism. ..

But they distort Lenin’s point by omitting
the other half of the quotation:

On the other hand, a Social-Democrat from
a small nation must emphasize in his agita-
tion the second word of our general formula:
‘“voluntary integration” of nations. He may,
without failing in his duties as an internation-
alist, be in favor of both [“either...or” would
be a better translation — PJ] the political
independence of his nation and its integration
with the neighboring state of X, Y, Z, etc. But
in all cases he must fight against small-nation
narrow-mindedness, seclusion and isolation,
consider the whole and the general, subor-
dinate the particular to the general interest.
[V.I. Lenin, “The Discussion on Self-Deter-
mination Summed Up,” 1916, in Lenin, Col-
lected Works, vol. 22, edited by George
Hanna, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964,
pp- 3467, emphasis in original]

Wigglesworth and Miles, like Cohen and
Bloom, do not see Trotskyists as leaders of
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the struggle for Black liberation, who must be
concerned about “what we tell Black work-
ers.”

The “Bundism” of the 1960s SWP
The SWP’s “nationalist turn” began formally
with the decision of the 1963 National Con-
vention to alter the SWP’s view of its rela-
tionship to the Black liberation movement.

The 1939 discussions between Trotsky and
J.R. Johnson and the other SWP leaders took
up Johnson’s proposal for a Black transitional
organization. The conclusions of that discus-
sion were incorporated into the resolution
“The SWP and Negro Work™ adopted by the
1939 National Convention.

The SWP, therefore, proposes that its
Negro members, aided and supported by the
party, take the initiative and collaborate with
other militant Negroes in the formation of a
Negro mass organization devoted to the
struggle for Negro rights. This organization
will NOT be either openly or secretly a
periphery organization of the Fourth Inter-
national. It will be an organization in which
the masses of Negroes will be invited to
participate on a working-class program cor-
responding to the day-to-day struggles of the
masses of Negro workers and farmers. Its
program will be elaborated by the Negro
organization, in which Negro members of the
Fourth International will participate with
neither greater nor lesser rights than other
members. But the SWP is confident that the
position of the Negroes in American society,
the logic of the class struggle in the present
period, the superior grasp of politics and the
morale of members of the Fourth Intemation-
al, must inevitably result in its members ex-
ercising a powerful influence in such an
organization. [“The SWP and Negro Work,”
1939, in The Founding of the Socialist Work-
ers Party: Minutes and Resolutions 1938—
39, edited by George Breitman, New York:
Monad Press, 1982, p. 359, emphasis in
original.]

The Black transitional organization was to
be a mass organization independent of the
SWP in which Black SWP members would
put forward their ideas and proposals and
attempt to win leadership on that basis, as
Trotskyists would in the unions, a labor party,
and, eventually, soviets.

In 1963 the SWP effectively shifted to the
“Bundist” view that whites and Blacks need
separate political parties, including vanguard
parties. From this standpoint, the SWP was
not a competitor for political leadership in a
mass, militant Black organization but an
“outside ally.”

Having united their own forces, the inde-
pendent Negro movement will then probably
undertake the tasks of division and alliance.
It will seek ways to split the white majority,
so that the Negro disadvantage of being a

numerical minority can be compensated for
by division and conflict on the other side...

The general alliance between the labor
movement and the Negro fighters for libera-
tion can be prepared for and preceded by the
cementing of firm working unity between the
vanguard of the Negro struggle and the so-
cialist vanguard of the working class, repre-
sented by the Socialist Workers Party.
[“Freedom Now: The New Stage in the
Struggle for Negro Emancipation and the
Tasks of the SWP,” 1963]

The problems with the SWP’s “national
turn” on the Black question in the U.S. are
essentially the same as the problems with the
“nationalism” of the General Jewish Workers
Union of Lithuania, Poland and Russia (the
“Bund”), against which Lenin polemicized
from 1903 through the dissolution of the
Bund in 1921. The arguments against the
SWP position are essentially the same, too.

First, Blacks in the U.S. are not a nation.
They are an historically constituted, stable
community of people, but they are a racial
“caste,” not a nation. They do not have the
material basis of a common language, ter-
ritory, economic life and culture, and a corre-
sponding national consciousness, distin-
guishing them from the rest of the U.S. popu-
lation. The right of national self-determina-
tion, that is, state secession, is not the solution
to Black oppression.

Second, if Blacks in the U.S. were a nation,
Black control of the Black communities —
the equivalent of the Bund’s “cultural-nation-
al autonomy” — would not liberate them.
The right of self-determination means the
freedom to secede and establish an indepen-
dent state.

Third, Black separatism behind fortified
ghetto walls or on a distant reservation or
“homeland” somewhere in North America
would isolate Black workers from the rest of
the U.S. working class, deny them their van-
guardrole in the struggle for socialism, weak-
en their ability to win equality, and reinforce
Jim Crow “separate but equal” segregation.

Finally, division of the proletarian van-
guard into Black and white vanguard parties
would fatally weaken it and prevent it from
leading the revolutionary struggle for social-
ism and Black liberation, especially if only
the white party is assumed to be Trotskyist.

After the SWP’s nationalist detour of the
1960s, Trotskyists today must reassert the
elementary truth about revolution in the U.S.
with which I began my first article: “If Black
and white workers struggle together for so-
cialism and Black liberation — under the
leadership of a Leninist vanguard party —
they can win both. If they do not, they can
win neither.” a

June 2, 1993

Bulletin in Defense of Marxism



Question and Answer

Is Permanent Revolution
Applicable in the Worid Today?

Letter from a Reader

I'have a question about permanent revolution
and its application today. But first let me
summarize my understanding of this concept
to make sure that I am defining my terms
accurately.

* Permanent revolution means that any state
or nation, regardless of its economic or
political level of development, to have a
successful democratic revolution requires
the working class to be in the vanguard
(supported by others, such as the
peasantry) and the dominant force in the
new state power. The nation need not go
through a stage where the bourgeoisie
holds governmental power.

* Such a revolution will be compelled to
begin to take up socialist tasks, due to the
pressures naturally arising both from the
working-class base of the new state power
and from the counterrevolution. If it does
not take up such tasks, in essence skipping
over the bourgeois-democratic stage, it
will fail.

» A successful revolution along these lines
in any nation or state will be a compelling
force stimulating revolutionary upsurges
of the working masses in surrounding
states. A “domino effect” will ensue.

* Finally, if the revolution does not spread
in this way, it will also be defeated. “So-
cialism in one country” is impossible.

These ideas make sense to a large degree.
Actually, to me it seems as if permanent
revolution flows from one side of the class
struggle in much the same way as the spread
of imperialism does from the other side. In
fact, we might say that imperialism forged the
“network” through which permanent revolu-
tion could travel.

But today we are faced with the collapse
of the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact coun-
tries, the hiatus of the Nicaraguan revolution,
setbacks in El Salvador and Guatemala, and
a severe crisis in Cuba. So my question is:
How can a process of permanent revolution
take place as long as the international cor-
porate caucus, backed by U.S. military
power, is willing to do anything it has to do
to crush any revolution that threatens to move
in this direction?

History is clear on this. They will allow a
revolution to happen —up to a point. Indeed,
it may even serve their purposes. When the
leadership of some smaller nation becomes
an embarrassment, or simply ineffective —
as in the Philippines or South Africa — they
are willing to allow a certain level of inde-
pendent mass activity to change things, as
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long as the “free market” continues to domi-
nate, since that in turn guarantees the domina-
tion of rich nations over poorer ones.

But let the unrestricted power of “free en-
terprise” be threatened — whether from an
elected government as in Allende’s Chile or
from a revolutionary one as in Nicaragua —
and the hammer falls. I see nothing in the
world today that can combat the fact of
U.S./European/Japanese economic and
military power.

Sure, if the revolution happens in the U.S.
or Europe I can see the process spreading
laterally and downward. But otherwise? No,
it seems that the question of permanent rev-
olution is moot.

I would appreciate getting your comments
on this.

Jack Bresée
Springfield, Missouri

Steve Bloom Replies

The question you pose is an extremely impor-
tant one. It is being asked by many revolu-
tionary activists today — especially in the
less developed countries — given the pro-
found changes which have taken place on the
international scene over the last decade or so.
During the 1960s and *70s, when the Soviet
Union (and to a lesser extent China) repre-
sented a counter-pole to imperialism (even if
only in a distorted way) that was willing
(even if inadequately) to give military, eco-
nomic, and political support to peoples strug-
gling against imperialist domination,
“socialist” (more precisely “permanent”)
revolution in the Third World seemed like a
much more practical prospect than it does
today.

I would say that your statement of what
permanent revolution is all about is basically
accurate as far as it goes. Of course there are
many aspects that cannot be covered in a
short summary. The only question I would
raise is with your formulation about the effect
of a revolution in one country on its neigh-
bors. Rather than saying that it “will be a
compelling force stimulating revolutionary
upsurges of the working masses in surround-
ing states” I would tend to say that it “could
be” such a force, or perhaps that it will be a
force and, in some cases, a compelling or
decisive one. As we know from long experi-
ence, revolutions can never be traced to a
single cause. They are stimulated by a whole
complex of interacting forces converging in
an exceptional way.

I would also take this international com-
ponent of permanent revolution one step fur-

ther than you do in your last thesis. Not only
will any individual revolution in any individ-
ual country fail if it does not spread to sur-
rounding states, it will ultimately fail even if
it does spread to its neighbors but does not
succeed in overturning the rule of imperial-
ism on a world scale. This prediction of per-
manent revolution is being demonstrated in a
most dramatic fashion by the crisis in the
former USSR today. In 1917 no Bolshevik
would have predicted the survival of the So-
viet Union for even 10 or 20 years had they
known that the international revolution they
believed they were starting would fail to
overturn capitalism in Germany and the other
imperialist powers.

They were wrong, however. Despite this
failure, the USSR maintained itself for 70
years — albeit in a distorted, bureaucratized
form. But in the end, the failure of the Russian
revolution to spread to the imperialist coun-
tries has led to the breakup of the former
Soviet Union and a profound crisis. There
remain only two possible resolutions to that
crisis, the same ones predicted by the theory
of permanent revolution in 1917: either a
renewed revolutionary upsurge of the Rus-
sian working class, opening up a real possi-
bility for a revitalization of the revolutionary
working class movement in the rest of the
world, or else a complete and decisive return
to capitalist market relations in Russia and
the other republics.

So it is essential to keep in mind that the
theory of permanent revolution derives its
name from both a domestic reality in any
specific country which is undergoing a pro-
cess of social transformation, and also from
this international reality. In an individual,
relatively backward country the revolution is
“permanent,” as you explain, in the sense that
it cannot satisfy itself with giving power to
the domestic capitalist class, hoping that this
will somehow solve the remaining bour-
geois-democratic tasks. The working class
must take power directly and proceed, from
the outset, to combine democratic and social-
ist measures to one degree or another. Inter-
nationally the revolution must be
“permanent” because it cannot stop until the
working class is also in power in at least the
major imperialist countries.

How, then, does all of this relate to the
problem you pose? Essentially, it underlines
the necessity for a global vision. Once we
have that vision, we can begin to see a road
out of the present impasse that you describe.

If one asks only: “How am I to make the
revolution in El Salvador, or the Philippines,
or even Brazil?” there is simply no answer to
the question. By itself a revolutionary power
in any one of these states could not “combat
the fact of U.S./European/Japanese econom-
ic and military power.” Had the Bolsheviks
in 1917 asked only: “How can we succeed in
making a revolution in Russia?” they would
have been faced with precisely the same
dilemma.

But if we pose the question in a slightly
different fashion, a fashion suggested by the
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international aspect of permanent revolution,
then a possibility presents itself. Revolution-
aries in El Salvador, the Philippines, and
Brazil have to ask themselves the same ques-
tion that the Bolsheviks actually did when
they made the revolution in Russian: Is it
possible that we, in our country, can take an
initial step, thereby starting a world revolu-
tionary process that can culminate in chang-
ing the present “fact of U.S./European/
Japanese economic and military power”?

To answer that question in the affirmative,
to say: “Yes, this is possible,” does not mean
that anyone can guarantee success. There are,
certainly, circumstances in which small rev-
olutions in small countries may not be able to
survive, where the working class, even if it is
able to take power, will be unable to hold onto
it even if it does everything right. But just as
it would be wrong to act on the assumption
that victory is assured if only there is a “cor-
rect leadership” (a common misconception
of sectarians who want to blame every set-
back on someone’s “misleadership,”) it
would be just as wrong to act on the basis that
victory is excluded as the international rela-
tionship of forces now stands. Whether any
individual “small” revolution ends in victory
or defeat can only be determined by a process
of struggle — against domestic counterrevo-
lution and imperialism. History has shown
that it is possible to take on the imperialist
colossus and win. And, perhaps most impor-
tant, there remains no other road to genuine
independence in the Third World today.

Imperialism has always been and will al-
ways be “willing to do anything it has to do
to crush any revolution.” What changes in the
equation is not the willingness of imperialism
to act in a reactionary way but its ability to
do so. And the key factor limiting imperial-
ism’s ability to crush revolutions is the inter-
national solidarity of working people and the
oppressed, which in turn gets a big boost from
every successful revolution — even in small
or “backward” countries. What happened in
the 1960s around the struggle of the Viet-
namese people is an obvious example of this
dynamic.

Thus the continued struggle for even such
“small” revolutions, if pursued from the per-
spective of mobilizing international working
class solidarity, can, in and of itself, become
a decisive factor in the ability of the revolu-
tion to find the necessary solidarity and there-
by survive.

If the imperialist power you speak of is
permanent and unchanging (or even if it is
unchallengeable and completely entrenched
for the next half-century or so) then, as you
say, “the question of permanent revolution is
moot” at least during this period of entrench-
ment. And in that case the only alternative
becomes the one that you hint at — fighting
simply for whatever social reforms the impe-
rialists are willing to accept, refusing to cross
the line that will bring about intervention.
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But I do not accept such a prognosis, be-
cause parallel to the crisis of the so-called
“socialist” world, there is also a profound
crisis of capitalism and imperialism today.
There is no reason to believe that
“U.S./European/Japanese economic and
military power” is unchallengeable and firm-
ly entrenched for the next 50 years, even for
the next 10-20. Despite the facade of strength
and invulnerability that it presents to the
world today, that power is teetering on the
edge of an abyss.

Of course, teetering on the edge of an abyss
is not the same thing as falling in. In order for
the economic and social crisis of imperial-
ism, which is real enough, to threaten its
ability to maintain an ideological, political,
and military domination over the world —
that is, before it can actually fall into the
abyss — it has to receive a push. That push
can only come from the growth of mass
protest by the working class and other op-
pressed people throughout the world.

It is, of course, possible that such a devel-
opment of mass protest will arise first within
the imperialist nations themselves. If this
happens, and if it is strong enough to over-
throw, or even to seriously challenge, the
power of the imperialist bourgeoisie, then it
would, as you suggest, solve in passing the
problems confronting revolution in the Third
World. Butisn’tit also possible that arenewal
of revolutionary activity by the masses in the
colonial and semicolonial countries could be
an important, even decisive, factor in trans-
forming the present world capitalist econom-
ic crisis into a political crisis? Couldn’t it be
a force for stimulating resistance and struggle
by the masses in the imperialist countries?
And if that is possible, doesn’t it raise at least
a question mark over your statement that
permanent revolution is moot?

In fact, if we think about it, we might cite
the downturn in the colonial revolution dur-
ing the 1980s as one important factor that
helped create our present predicament. Until
the beginning of the last decade not a single
ten-year period had gone by since World War
II without some advance for permanent rev-
olution in the world. In the 1940s there were
social transformations in Eastern Europe and
China. The 1950s saw victories in North Viet-
nam and Cuba. During the ’60s the heroic
struggle of the Vietnamese against U.S. im-
perialism in the South captured the imagina-
tion of people around the globe; the
revolution in Cuba made giant strides and had
a profound impact on the thinking of millions
inLatin America and around the world. In the
1970s the Vietnamese won their decisive vic-
tory over the U.S. and revolutions took place
in Nicaragua and Grenada.

But during the 1980s this process of per-
manent revolution on an international scale
began to be reversed. The revolution in Gre-
nada was overthrown. Nicaragua was severe-
ly undermined by U.S. sanctions and the

contra war. El Salvador’s civil war never
captured world attention as the Vietnamese
did, probably because no imperialist troops
were directly involved, and now it has been
ended on terms less than favorable for the
revolutionary forces. Cuba has been isolated
and is under increasing attack.

During the 1960s Che Guevara called for
“two, three, many Vietnams.” For a time it
appeared that things were headed in that di-
rection, and each success reinforced those
that had come before, as well as stimulating
new struggles. But the ability of imperialism
to weather this storm, and then to reverse the
process during the 1980s, has had precisely
the opposite effect.

No one can say for sure that an anti-im-
perialist victory in a Third World country
today would be enough to turn this situation
around — putting international solidarity and
a tise of social struggles back on the agenda
in other parts of the world. But it is certainly
possible that something along these lines
could happen. One might even say that it is
likely given the real global economic and
social crisis that the imperialist system faces.
This is especially true if a revolution were
successful in Brazil, or Mexico, or South
Korea — with their substantial working clas-
ses and productive resources. But it would
also seem to be a reasonable strategy for
revolutionaries in less developed countries.

So, if we think of permanent revolution
strictly in terms of what it means for any
particular nation, assuming the continued in-
vulnerability of imperialism on a world scale,
then your conclusion is accurate. If, however,
we understand permanent revolution in its
international aspect — appreciating that the
relationship between imperialist nations and
Third World revolutions is not unilinear, but
rather a complex interaction of contradictory
forces — then it is possible to project a dif-
ferent scenario.

Just as there is no guarantee of victory for
working class revolution in any individual
country, there is also no guarantee of success
for any individual strike or other mass strug-
gle for immediate or democratic demands.
But revolutionaries consistently urge people
to begin to struggle nonetheless, even when
conditions for victory might seem to be un-
favorable. We do so because we know that
when people begin to struggle, unfavorable
conditions can be transformed. Only if the
world revolutionary upsurge begins again,
whether in one or several countries, can there
be any possibility of success. Someone,
somewhere, has to be bold enough to take the
next step forward, understanding that if they
do, that very act can change the entire
relationship of international forces which, on
the surface, appears to make revolution im-
possible today.

Steve Bloom
New York, NY
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Kendra Alexander, Committees of Correspondence Leader

by Barry Sheppard

endra Alexander, a leader of the Commit-

tees of Correspondence on both the na-
tional level and in Northern California, died
in an accidental fire in her home in Berkeley,
California on May 23. Because of the central
and unifying role she played, her loss will be
felt throughout the CoCs.

Kendra had been a leader of the Com-
munist Party until its convention in Decem-
ber, 1991. Leading up to that gathering, dif-
ferences had developed in the CP over the
events in the former Soviet bloc. As Angela
Davis explained in her eulogy for Kendra at
a memorial service in Oakland, Calif., it be-
came clear to a section of the CP that there
were serious problems with political and eco-
nomic democracy in the former Soviet Union
and East Europe. (See “Revolutionary So-
cialists and the Committees of Correspon-
dence” by Alex Chis and Malik Miah,
BIDOM #105, p. 16, for information on the
political development of the CoCs.) In March
of 1992, Kendra helped lead Northern Cali-
fornia Communists to leave the CP and to join
in forming the CoCs. Kendra was elected as
one of five national co-chairpersons at the
CoC founding conference.

Ifirst met Kendra in her home last Septem-
ber, when I raised with her the desire of
people who had founded Independent Poli-
tics to join the CoCs and help to build it
through discussion and activist work. Most
of us had come from the Trotskyist tradition,
and we knew there were others who had the
same origin, such as Peter Camejo, who were
already members and leaders of the CoCs.

Kendra welcomed our participation. In the
course of working to build the Committees, I
began to learn some things about her.

One was that she was completely com-
mitted to holding a free and open discussion

in the Committees. She helped see to it that
all opinions were heard and reflected on lead-
ership bodies and in assignments.

She said on more than one occasion that
she herself was overcoming anti-democratic
or “verticalist” practices found in the CP
(something all of us who came from different
traditions have to deal with also to one degree
or another).

At the same time, she was concerned that
some groups, including some who claim to
be Trotskyist, appeared to have joined the
CoCs as a raiding operation. She knew these
groups weren’t really trying to help build the
CoCs whatever their political viewpoint, but
she was wary of taking any measures that
could have the effect or even the appearance
of limiting the discussion.

She also didn’t claim to have all of her own
political positions worked out. She was areal
participant in the unfolding discussion that is
beginning in the CoCs nationally and locally
about what kind of organization it should be.

A major concern she had was the need to
reach youth, especially African-American
youth and other people of color, if the CoCs
were to consolidate and become viable. She
knew there were no easy answers, but kept
this necessity in the forefront.

In the brief time I knew her, I had many
occasions to go over to her house. The door
was almost always unlocked, and the house
was used for all sorts of meetings. She and
her husband, Franklin, always were friendly,
warm and hospitable. If you were hungry,
you could always get something, and if you
were there at mealtimes, you would be in-
vited to enjoy some of Franklin’s excellent
cooking.

Like many of her generation of African
Americans, Kendra’s first political activity

was in the civil rights movement. As a teen-
ager, she worked with the Congress on Racial
Equality during the Freedom Summer of 1965,
fighting to integrate lunch counters and regis-
ter Black voters in Jonesboro, Louisiana.

Returning to Southern California, where
she grew up, she enrolled at Los Angeles
State College. There she joined the DuBois
Clubs, a socialist youth organization asso-
ciated with the Communist Party. She joined
the CP, and helped form the Che-Lumumba
Club of Black revolutionary activists in
South Central Los Angeles.

Recently she stated that she became a com-
munist because she became convinced that
Black liberation could only be won through
socialism. This was true of others who joined
different socialist groups. Another who
joined the CP, after being recruited by Ken-
dra, was Angela Davis.

Alexander and Davis traveled to Cuba to-
gether as part of the Venceremos Brigade in
1969 to work on the huge effort to harvest 10
million tons of sugarcane.

When Angela Davis became the victim of
the famous government frame-up on murder
and conspiracy charges, Kendra moved to the
San Francisco Bay Area to head the defense
effort. The campaign to free Davis estab-
lished Kendra in the party ranks as a leader.
She was elected to the CP National Commit-
tee in 1972, and became Organizational
Secretary of the Bay Area District in 1973.

At a recent press conference, Kendra said,
“I do not regret that I belonged to the Com-
munist Party nor do I regret that I left it. The
struggle to make our country a better place to
live will always remain my life’s work.”

Unlike many who go through negative ex-
periences in one socialist group or another,
Kendra did not become cynical or disillu-
sioned. She remained a communist with a
small “c” as she helped launch the new proj-
ect of the CoCs.

I regret that I knew her for such a short
time, but am grateful for the time I did. Q

Carl Feingold was born on June 13, 1928,
in Los Angeles, California, and died April
6, 1993, ending alife devoted to the struggle
for the socialist future of society. A
longtime friend, Myra Tanner Weiss, has
recalled: “Carl began his political activities
in 1946 by taking two Los Angeles high

schools on strike in protest against the
speaking schedule of the fascist demagogue
Gerald L.K. Smith. He was promptly ex-
pelled from school, but won his reinstate-
ment after a few days of protest. He was
active in the Socialist Workers Party of Los
Angeles until the mid-1950s, when he was
sent to Minneapolis to help the Twin Cities
branches, and then to New Y ork in the early

Carl Feingold (1928-1993)

1960s.” In 1962 he ran for U.S. Senate on
the SWP ticket.

In a lengthy interview with another
friend, Todd Ensign, Feingold described
how he always felt an affinity for such
prominent SWPers as James P. Cannon,
V.R. Dunne, Murry Weiss, and Myra Tanner
Weiss, but that by 1964 he felt demoralized
and dropped out of the SWP. In later years
he was active in various other political
groups, including the International Social-
ists and Workers Power, where he was
closely associated with Steve Zeluck.

In this interview, Feingold commented:
“We didn’t accomplish our long-term goals.

In my early years, I was certain we could
have a socialistrevolution in this country in
my lifetime. I remember that at one critical
point I decided that I would keep working
at this, even though it might not happen in
my lifetime....The truth is, I really hate the
system we live under. I still hate capitalism.
Ihave never been able to accept the poverty
and the injustice that it created. I hated its
racism. I was so alienated {rom ordinary
society, I couldn’t live in it unless I felt I
was doing something that might help do
away with it....I don’t have any regrets
because I tried to do the best I could.” U

July-August 1993

41



Irving Howe (1920-1993)

Editors’ Note: Given Irving Howe's importance as an intellectual force on the U.S. Left, we are pleased to publish this obituary
submitted by one of our readers. Robert J. Alexander is author of International Trotskyism, Communism in Latin America,
and many other studies. His articles have appeared in numerous publications, including Dissent and the New Leader. A
different assessment of socialist politics in the 1930s can be found in James P. Cannon, History of American Troiskyism,
chapters 6 and 7; a different assessment of Howe'’s politics can be found in accompanying comments by Paul Le Blanc.

by Robert J. Alexander

Irving Howe was one of the principal
literary critics of his generation. But he
was also one of the leading critics of the
U.S. economy, society, and polity. I don’t
feel myself qualified to comment on
Irving’s status as a literary critic, but per-
haps I can do so on his role as a political
critic and activist.

During most of his adult life, Irving
Howe was an “independent radical.”
However, in his teens, starting at age 14,
he belonged to the Young People’s Social-
ist League, the youth organization of the
Socialist Party. He rose to be one of the
important secondary leaders of the YPSL
in New York City, when I was a leader of
the YPSL at Columbia University.

‘We both participated during the 1930s
in the internal struggle in the Socialist
Party against the so-called Old Guard,
which had dominated the party since the
exit of the Communists right after World
War 1. But in his later years, Irving ad-
mitted that on the major ideological issues
of that struggle — the nature of the Soviet
Union and of the Communists — the Old
Guard had been more correct than their
“Militant” opponents, a judgment in
which I concur.

The first time I became acutely aware
of Irving was when he, to my consterna-
tion, aligned himself with the Trotskyists
in the YPSL, against the so-called “Clarity
Caucus” to which I belonged. He became
one of the YPSL “natives” (as the Trotsky-
ists called those who had belonged to the
SP and YPSL before they entered) who
joined the Trotskyists when they left the
SP in 1937 to form the Socialist Workers
Party and the YPSL—Fourth International.

Subsequently, he joined the Shacht-
manites in the 1940 split in the SWP. [The
organization which Max Shachtman led
was first called the Workers Party; in 1949
it changed its name to the Independent
Socialist League; and in 1958 it dissolved
into the Socialist Party. — Editors.] Howe
became editor of the Shachtmanite news-
paper Labor Action, but was subsequently
in the U.S. armed forces for four years
during World War II. Upon returning

Continued on next page
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by Paul Le Blanc

rving Howe had a different meaning for me
than for Robert J. Alexander. He was a
moderate-leftist social and literary critic who
often wrote thoughtfully, humanely, and well
(oot surprisingly, since his literary models
were the great essayists Edmund Wilson and
George Orwell). Some of his best work is
collected in the 1961 volume Politics and the
Novel. But above all, for me he was an ex-
revolutionary — and, when push came to
shove, anti-revolutionary. In his 1978 study
Leon Trotsky (neither the worst nor the best
book on the subject), Howe noted that since
his “brief youthful experience” under
Trotsky’s political influence, “I have found
myself moving farther and farther away from
his political ideas.” The truth of this is docu-
mented in his interesting memoir A Margin
of Hope (1982) and his collected political
essays Steady Work (1966), from which I
draw the quotes that follow.
For Howe his own brief but intense in-
volvement with Trotskyism

was a school in both politics and life, and
much of what we know, both good and bad,
we learned there. It made us sensitive to the
decay and brutality of the modern world. It
taught us to look upon social problems in
terms extending beyond local or even nation-
al interests. It imbued us with an intense
fascination for the idea of history... It trained
us to think on our feet....

In the decade following the 1940 split from
the Socialist Workers Party, however, Howe
increasingly distanced himself from the per-
spectives of Trotsky and Lenin, and by 1960
he no longer considered himself a Marxist.

In particular, he had given up on the idea
that the working class would overturn cap-
italism — although he feared, in the Cold War
years of the 1950s and ’60s, that perhaps
Stalinist-led Communist Parties might do so.
He and his co-thinkers around the magazine
Dissent developed a position of “conditional
support of the West,” hoping that they might
be able “to influence — however slightly —
the foreign policy of what remained a capital-
ist power,” the U.S. government. In this pe-
riod, he later confessed, “we yielded too
readily to the assumption that the United
States government, or some of its agencies,
‘could not possibly’ frame up dissidents or
provoke violence through informers; we un-

derestimated the extent to which the FBI and
CIA were eroding freedoms.” The vicious-
ness of the capitalist state in defending the
bourgeois sfatus quo was even more obvious
in the anti-revolutionary foreign policy to
which Howe offered “conditional support,”
and this expensive foreign policy fatally un-
dermined the domestic social reforms which
he favored.

Howe and those around him advanced the
notion that “democratic socialists” should
help to build a liberal-labor-civil rights coali-
tion inside the Democratic Party, a moderate
precursor of the Rainbow Coalition. He de-
scribed this as “the Fabian gradualism of the
social-democracy...a politics devoted to in-
cremental reform even while claiming a uto-
pian vision.” He argued that if this could
sometimes be “‘boring” — negotiating for
better social security can hardly be as excit-
ing as storming the Winter Palace [i.e., the
working-class socialist revolution of the Bol-
sheviks in 1917] — the alternative is likely
to be murderous.” Nonetheless, he mused,
“often Dissent must have seemed anxious,
disturbed, even boring,” particularly to those
who did not equate revolutionary socialism
with murder.

Howe and other Dissent editors alienated
many radicals and socialists because of their
initial equivocations on the truly murderous
U.S. aggression in Vietnam. Judging the
U.S.-backed dictatorship in South Vietnam to
be a “lesser evil” to Communism, they op-
posed those in the antiwar movement who
favored an immediate, unconditional U.S.
withdrawal. “By the mid-sixties,” he wrote,
“we had concluded that the most to be hoped
for was a negotiated truce enabling American
troops to leave Vietnam and delaying some-
what the impending communist victory.”

Howe was a fierce critic of those to his left
who opposed his accommodation to U.S. im-
perialism and his hopeful view that “welfare
state” capitalism might painlessly, “incre-
mentally” evolve into socialism. A 1954
essay attacking so-called “Authoritarians of
the Left” targeted Paul Sweezy of Monthly
Review, left-wing muckraker LF. Stone,
Trotsky’s biographer Isaac Deutscher, and
what he called “the ‘orthodox’ Trotskyist
groups.” The leftward evolution of the bril-

Continued on next page
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liant radical sociologist C. Wright Mills was
similarly characterized in 1960 as a “scan-
dalous” shift to “the authoritarian left.” Howe
also emphasized that he had “little admira-
tion” for those intellectuals of his own gen-
eration who were “swept away by their out-
rage over the Vietnam war” and who felt “the
rekindling of old Marxist sentiments they had
supposed would never be put to use.”

All of these were targets in his classic
polemic “New Styles of ‘Leftism,’” as were
— especially — “new left” activists of the
1960s such as myself. A significant target in
the same essay was the recently slain Mal-
colm X, whom Howehad heard “at a Trotsky-
ist-sponsored meeting.” Impressed by what
he saw as “the formidable sterility of his
speech,” Howe explained:

For Malcolm, intransigent in words and

nihilistic in reality, never invoked the pos-
sibility or temptations of immediate struggle;
he never posed the problems, confusions, and
risks of maneuver, compromise, retreat. Bril-
liantly Malcolm spoke for a rejection so com-
plete it transformed him into an apolitical

spectator. ..

For many of us, Irving Howe’s reformism
did indeed represent “maneuver, compro-
mise, retreat.” The utter rejection of this kind
of politics by such figures as Malcolm X and
Leon Trotsky caused some to look more care-
fully at the powerful ideas of these revolu-
tionaries. Rather than creating apolitical
spectators, a commitment to such ideas
helped to generate tremendous activity that
tilted U.S. politics much further to the left
than could be done by all the “incremental”
efforts of Howe and his influential social-
democratic associates.

Also worthy of note was Howe’s initial
hostility to the women’s liberation move-
ment, dramatically demonstrated in an ill-
tempered attack on the alleged “Middle Class
Mind of Kate Millett” in a 1970 issue of a not
particularly proletarian magazine, Harpers.
Yet in his later years he drew back from this
anti-feminist stance, and he partially reversed
his rightward drift. For all his accommoda-
tion to capitalist politics, he never quite lost
the belief that “the common workers can
gradually arise to articulation and authority,”
establishing their collective, democratic con-
trol over society’s economic life — which is
socialism. But on the question of how to
achieve this goal, Howe was never able to
offer a perspective that had the cogency or
dynamism of the revolutionary Marxism
which he abandoned long ago. L
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from the war, he resumed his activity with
the Shachtmanites.

However, a few years later he disagreed
with the position of the ISL, on just what
issue I don’t recall. At a meeting of the
Politburo of the ISL, where he was clearly
in the minority, and was being all but ig-
nored, after he had argued his position Irving
is reported to have commented to one of
those supporting his position, “It’s as if we
weren’t here.”

Soon after this, Irving quit the Shacht-
manites. From then on, so far as I know, he
did not belong to any radical organization,
until the 1970s, when he joined Mike Har-
rington’s Democratic Socialist Organizing
Committee. [When DSOC later merged
with the New American Movement to form
Democratic Socialists of America, Howe
was also a member of that group. — Eds.]

Soon after quitting the Shachtmanites, Ir-
ving Howe and his friends launched Dissent.
It remained, and remains, a democratic so-
cialist quarterly, open to a wide range of
left-wing opinion, and certainly the most
distinguished periodical of its kind. I can
attest from personal experience that as an
editor, Irving had high standards, both in
literary terms and in objective, logical
reasoning.

Throughout his long teaching career at
Brandeis, Stanford, and the City University

of New York, he undoubtedly influenced
many generations of students. But in his
writings he reached a much wider audience.
He exercised it regularly in Dissent and
more sporadically through his numerous
books, some written with collaborators
[such as B.J. Widick and Lewis Coser]. His
studies of Walter Reuther and the UAW, of
the history of the Communist Party, of Jew-
ish immigration in New York (World of Our
Fathers, probably his most famous volume),
and his own autobiography, are essential
reading for anyone concerned with the his-
tory of U.S. radicalism in the 20th century.
T’ll leave it to the editors of Bulletin in
Defense of Marxism to judge Irving’s book
on Trotsky.

During the 1960s, although an opponent
of the Vietnam war, Irving Howe was one of
the most prominent spokesmen for the Old
Left in its confrontations with the New Left.
Irving strongly objected to the anti-intellec-
tualism, the lack of a definable ideology and
program, and propensity toward violence of
many of those in the New Left. He was the
butt of sometimes vicious attacks by the
New Leftists.

However, unlike too many onetime Old
Leftists of his generation, Irving Howe
never abandoned his belief in democratic
socialism. He did not become a “neo-lib-
eral” or “neo-conservative.” He continued
to argue against the evils of corporate

capitalism, and against any limitations on
civil rights and civil liberties, in this country.
But he was also consistently eloquent in his
denunciations of the tyranny of Stalinist re-
gimes, and the chicanery of the Stalinist
parties. He continued to insist on the pos-
sibility of building a more rational and free
society. He became the favorite target of
attacks by the neo-conservatives of Com-
mentary magazine and elsewhere.

One of the people with whom Irving
worked closely as an “independent radical”
in the 1950s and 1960s was Norman
Thomas. Years later he was one of the prin-
cipal speakers at the two meetings — in
Princeton and in New York City — to cele-
brate Thomas’s 100th birthday. At one of
these meetings, Irving admitted that in those
earlier years he had sometimes tried to avoid
Norman Thomas’s phone calls, because al-
most always they were designed to get Ir-
ving involved in one or another of Norman’s
numerous civil liberties, civil rights, or an-
tiwar “projects.” In fact, Irving did get in-
volved in many of them.

However, writing for Bulletin in Defense
of Marxism, 1 must note, too, that Irving
Howe was never really a Bolshevik-Lenin-
ist. His association with Trotskyism was
quite short-lived; and although to his death
he remained a socialist, he was probably
never the kind of socialist of which Leon
Trotsky would have approved. (]
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“Our Canada” Isn’t

Our Canada, the Story of the New Demo-
cratic Party Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow,
edited by Leo Heaps (James Lorimer & Com-
pany, Toronto 1991, 211 pages)

Reviewed by Barry Weisleder

After nine years of Brian Mulroney as
PM., and with three NDP provincial
governments, how can English Canada’s
only mass labor party be so low, so flat, and
so bereft of vision?

I can tell you this: you won’t find the
answer in Our Canada, the Story of the New
Democratic Party Yesterday, Today, and To-
morrow — unless you do considerable read-
ing between the lines and from other sources.

A common sight at NDP convention book
stalls, this paperback is about as thought-
provoking and self-critical as the text on the
side of a corn flakes box. Yet there are few
books on this subject so widely distributed,
so it draws attention.

The back cover of the book asserts that
“The New Democratic Party is a different
kind of political party — one where idealism
comes before opportunism.”

But the contents of the book systematically
lay waste to that thesis.

In twenty-six short essays by leading lumi-
naries of Canadian social democracy, we are
treated to what is essentially a résumé of
electoral results for the NDP (and its prede-
cessor, the Cooperative Commonwealth Fed-
eration [CCF]). These are supplemented by
supposedly sage observations extolling the
triumph of pragmatism over radicalism with-
in the party.

The quality of the writing is very uneven,
from the polished prose of historian Kenneth
McNaught, to the vapid vagueness of what
reads like a typical Audrey McLaughlin
speech. Uniformly, however, the treatment of
seminal ideas is shallow, and the rendition of
important historical events is cursory.

J.S. Woodsworth’s opposition to imperial-
ist war is dismissed as “utopianism.” David
Lewis’s purge of communists, and left-wing
unions from the Canadian Congress of La-
bour in the 1940s and ’50s is portrayed in
Orwellian terms as “lessen[ing] the influence
[of the]...followers of Stalin.” So much for
labor unity and union democracy.

Defenders of the NDP’s self-proclaimed
pluralism and openness will find very inter-
esting Ed Broadbent’s declaration that “seri-
ous debate about...the desirability of a
market economy...is now closed.” Internal
party political differences are acknowledged,
though not elaborated, and the Waffle inter-
nal opposition movement of the tumultuous
early 1970s is awarded only one paragraph.

Party leftists are tagged as ideologically
self-righteous. But “moderate” party leaders,
like “Anglican minister and Victorian
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gentleman, Robert Connell...who refused to
be bound by the decisions of a [British Co-
lumbia] party convention controlled by the
far left,” are venerated.

Mass movements and class conflicts are
tucked safely into the margins of the par-
liamentary record. This is a party history that
considers it a high compliment indeed to
Winnipeg General Strike publicist J.S.
Woodsworth for him to be called, by former
Liberal Prime Minister Mackenzie King, “an
ornament to any Parliament.”

The only breath of fresh air is the interview
with Grace Maclnnis, daughter of Woods-
worth and a member of the first CCF par-
liamentary caucus in 1935. Calling herself
“an old-time socialist” before her death in
1991, she scolded the party hierarchy for
diluting the message (“the wealth of our land
[should] be returned to the producers of that
wealth”). MPs have been coopted into the
lifestyle of the affluent elite, she felt, and rely
far too much on the “modern techniques of
public relations” rather than on grassroots
organizing.

Such anticapitalist sentiments were com-
monly expressed in the CCF and the early
NDP, even though the party never advanced
the perspective of a revolutionary transfor-
mation of capitalist society, notwithstanding
the 1933 Regina Manifesto.

But as the party’s social-democratic bu-
reaucracy became entrenched in the 1940s, it
waged an unremitting struggle to dilute, even
erase, any vestige of socialist policy or
thought within. It nearly succeeded, employ-
ing anti-leftist campaigns and purges in the
1950s and *70s.

In the concluding essay of the book, Ed
Broadbent tries to seal the debate over strat-
egy with an ode to the marketplace and the
so-called mixed economy. He only succeeds
in completely misrepresenting (and perhaps
misunderstanding) the Tory agenda, which is
not to end government involvement in the
economy (witness the $4 billion purchase
order for helicopters), but rather to increase
subsidies for giant corporations, and to exact
greater discipline and sacrifice from the work
force, for the sake of private profit.

Broadbent’s contribution withal, the de-
bate will continue. The party’s historic class
base, combined with the organic links to the
labor movement forged in 1958—60 with the
Canadian Labour Congress, makes the re-
emergence of anticapitalist and socialist
ideas there inevitable.

So long as the working class exists (no, it
is not disappearing, just being restructured) it
will express its antagonism vis-a-vis capital.
And so long as nearly 200,000 unionists re-
main affiliated to the NDP, and over two
million workers vote for the party, it will

continue to serve as a vehicle for working-
class politics, however limited and distorted
that may be.

That being said, one historical class im-
passe the party bureaucracy has succeeded in
achieving is to insulate the organization from
the Québec working class and its national
aspirations. NDP hostility to language Law
101, to the mid-"70s Québec air traffic con-
trollers’ strike, and to the later sign law, and
most recently, the party’s support for the big
business—backed Charlottetown Accord,
demonstrate the party’s commitment to the
unity of the Canadian capitalist state above
all other considerations.

The chapter on the Québec NDP is a pa-
thetic excuse for the party’s incomprehension
of the national question, and a poor attempt
to equate “asymmetrical federalism” with
genuine national self-determination.

Facing the Music

Simply by correcting its programmatic faults,
could the NDP resuscitate its fortunes and
avoid the humiliating setback that seems to
be its destiny in the next federal election?

Obviously not. The party’s present malaise
goes deeper and much farther back than
yesterday.

Though Our Canada fails to point this out,
it has a lot to do with leadership, over the
years,stamping out effective internal dissent;
with creating an intellectual desert for radical
thought; with adopting policies and methods
that more and more resemble those of the
mainstream parties of the business class.

And it has enormously to do with enforc-
ing capitalist austerity measures as the gov-
ernment in three provinces (while refusing to
challenge capitalist power and wealth).

By alienating labor and other social move-
ments, and by adopting the myths and rhet-
oric of the debt and deficit bashers of the
corporate world, the social-democratic lead-
ership of Rae, Romanow, and Harcourt has
painted the party into a corner.

Rebellious youth and anti-establishment
workers, women, and oppressed minorities
don’t see their reflection in the NDP. So they
look elsewhere; a few to Mel Hurtig’s liberal
nationalist National Party, or even worse, to
the right-wing populist Reform Party. Or
more likely, most choose to remain on the
political sidelines. Advantage Liberals.

The point for socialists, however, is not
just to analyze errors and trends, but to
change things for the better. And that means
organizing within the present organizational
strongholds of the working class.

Unfortunately, abstentionism towards the
NDP is encouraged by certain socialist
groups who counterpose building their own
small pre-party tendencies to the struggle to
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build a broadly-based class-struggle current
within the unions and the labor-linked NDP.

Clearly a mass socialist alternative to so-
cial democracy is necessary, and its construc-
tion should not be postponed — especially
now that dissatisfaction with the NDP among
progressive workers is so high. Independent,
class-struggle politics must be seen and
fought for outside the NDP, too.

But it is a fallacy to counterpose entirely
this task to intervention in the labor party.
And it is a sectarian illusion to think that a
mass socialist party will emerge without so-
cialists’ winning a large number of NDP and
union activists (who tend to be the same
people) to a revolutionary perspective by
working with them today, in their existing
organizations, as they come increasingly into

Labor Movement in Iran: Four Years After the War

conflict with the dictates of capital and the
state.

The defense of every worker’s rights and
benefits, let alone the future of socialism,
depends very much on that effort. that’s the
reality of the struggle that lies ahead.

Our Canada isn’t. a

Continued from page 11
rope and North America. Unions condemned
the arrest and execution of labor activists in
Iran, calling among other things for the rec-
ognition of strike and organization rights for
the Iranian workers. In its struggle to win
these rights, the Iranian labor movement has
to rely on the support of the working class
internationally. This working-class support
and solidarity is a new factor, and a valuable
help, in the workers’ movement in Iran, in the
struggle for the right to strike and organize.
The struggle for these two essential de-
mands enjoys the widespread backing of
labor organizations around the world and re-
stricts the field for the Islamic Republic in its
violent suppression of worker activists en-
gaged in this struggle. The election of repre-
sentative delegations in general assemblies
during labor protests is a step which will
allow the labor movement to move towards
establishing the tradition of general assem-
blies, the tradition of council movement and
of direct action. It will create conditions
which allow labor organizations around the
world and international labor forums to rec-
ognize the general assembly, and the repre-
sentatives and organs elected by them, as
spokespersons for the Iranian workers.

Unemployment Benefits for All
the Unemployed

Unemployment in Iran is not set to fall and is
rising on a daily basis. This is not denied any
more even by the government’s own officials.
According to the labor minister, 400,000 peo-
ple enter the labor market each year, while
only 35,000 new jobs are created annually.
This means that there aren’t enough jobs even
for ten percent of the people entering the
labor market. The recent trade liberalization
allowing imports by the private sector — an
important part of Rafsanjani’s economic pol-
icy — has pushed the domestic producers,
unable to compete on the same terms,
towards bankruptcy and closure. Recently,
fifteen textile factories were shut down as
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they could not compete with the rival imports
in terms of quality and price. Also, a medical
instruments manufacturer and the Negahban
Shoe factory in the town of Ghazvin closed
down, sending their workforces into the
ranks of the unemployed. Firms which pro-
duce housing appliances and even the Iran
Tobacco Company are threatened with shut-
down. The “benefit” provided by the Un-
employment Insurance law is, firstly,
insignificant in amount, and secondly, rela-
tive to the number of the unemployed, covers
only a few. The demand for an adequate
unemployment benefit for all the unem-
ployed should be one of the demands on the
agenda.

Islamic Councils

The Islamic Councils — the repressive, non-
representative organizations the government
has been trying to set up in the workplaces
since 1985 — are now in a weaker position
than ever, both at the top and below.

At the top, the Islamic Republic govern-
ment is following the policy of violent sup-
pression, and has, therefore, remobilized its
“Islamic societies” and “Factory Mobiliza-
tion” (Baseej) forces. All this means the re-
duction of the function of the Islamic
Councils, which after all must try to deal with
labor issues. The government has not as-
signed the latter role to the Islamic Societies
and the Baseej. Apart from this, in the state
industries the government was always trying
to coordinate the work of its two arms, i.e.,
the management and the Islamic Council. But
now with the privatization of the state-owned
firms, the government canno longer, from the
position of owner of the factory, support the
Islamic Councils and recommend that its
managers come to terms with them. The
firms’ new owners are not calling on their
managers to accept and come to terms with
the Islamic councils.

Down below, workers’ strikes and protest
actions for wage increases have intensified
and gathered speed, and look set to overcome

any such hindrances as Islamic Societies,
Islamic Councils, and factory Basee;j.

Popular Dissatisfaction,

Workers’ Struggle

Strikes and the recent popular struggles rising
in a number of cities in Iran, showing that
people aren’t going to accept the govern-
ment’s economic policies, have put the Is-
lamic Republic in one of the most critical
periods of its life. The general dissatisfaction
has engulfed the government from all sides.
The executions, arrests, and the invasion of
streets by Hezbollahi gangs to terrorize the
people following the revolts in Arak, Shiraz,
and Mashhad, have failed to make the Islamic
Republic succeed in its aim of creating a
cemetery of fear and death. Protest and dem-
onstrations, and clashes with the govemn-
ment’s security forces, continue to take place
here and there. The labor strikes seem set to
grow and tighten the grip around the govern-
ment. The strike by Tehran’s water workers,
as well as the steelworkers’ sit-in protest in
Isfahan, which like the earlier oil workers’
strike, broke through the state censorship on
news of strikes, shows that the atmosphere of
fear that the government was hoping to create
has not subdued the workers’ resolve to keep
up the fight for higher wages.

Gaps have appeared even within the Is-
lamic government itself on how best to con-
trol the situation and put down the protests,
with Khamenei opposing Rafsanjani’s eco-
nomic programs, as well as some other as-
pects of his policies. But removing the more
basic elements of the current economic pol-
icy, such as returning to state price controls,
will empty these policies of their content,
and, before anything else, result in economic
deadlock and anarchy. All this, together with
the workers’ strikes and the popular protests,
makes the capitalists hesitant in investment,
which only intensifies the current economic
crisis. By their struggles under these condi-
tions, workers can emerge more organized
and stronger out of this period of crisis.
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The Struggle Over Health Care Reform

Continued from page 4

The UHCAN conference came up with an
excellent slogan to advance the single-payer
movement and underline the deficiencies of
managed competition: “One Health Care
System for Everyone.” The conference
planned for continued movement building
and public education work nationally and
locally, including immediate coordinated re-
sponse to release of the Clinton health plan.
A conference theme was that health care is
the civil rights issue of the *90s. The decision
was made to support and build an August 28,
1993, “30th Anniversary Mobilization
March on Washington” called by Coretta
Scott King and the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference. UHCAN wants to
make single-payer health care reform a major
theme of the demonstration.

What Is to Be Done?

Socialists agree that we will never have a
reliable, humane, economical health care sys-
tem in a capitalist society where health care
is a commodity. The question at hand is

whether to participate in the movement for
single-payer health care reform.

A single-payer health care system would
be a qualitative improvement for working
people. Everyone would have the security of
reliable access to health care at a costroughly
based on ability to pay. Since health care
access would be a social right and no longer
employment based, workers could go on
strike without jeopardizing their health care.

The working class would be materially
strengthened, literally healthier, better off
and better able to fight for its interests.

Single-payer will only be won by mass
mobilization that is politically independent
from the capitalist parties. Such a struggle
would increase working class consciousness,
unity, political experience, and, especially if
won, confidence. The campaign would also
need to continue to bring potential working
class allies into the movement.

The single-payer movement presents an
excellent opportunity to educate about cap-
italism and the Democratic Party. We can
simultaneously work in the single-payer

movement and work to end the marginaliza-
tion of the socialist movement in this country.
Winning a single-payer system to improve
public health and security would strike an
inspiring blow against the zealous ideologues
of capitalism who fear any example of con-
scious intervention into the wondrous work-
ings of the free market.

There is no question that health care re-
form matters to millions of people. Political
work to educate and mobilize gets a response
from large numbers of people. Among those
who choose to join in the work and political
activity will be found individuals who come
to understand that the capitalist system must
go.
Realizing the progressive political poten-
tial of this movement depends on participa-
tion and leadership from conscious socialists.
The political setbacks to the Clinton admin-
istration and the delay in pushing their man-
aged competition health care program give us
more time to build the single-payer move-
ment. Let’s make the most of it. a
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Letters

Response on Macedonia

I find Dan Georgakas’s response to my
short article on the treason trial of the five
Greek socialists astounding. If one did not
know Mr. Georgakas as the co-editor of
The Encyclopedia of the American Left and
co-author of Detroit, I Do Mind Dying, one
could think one was reading a tract by an
ideologue for the conservative Greek gov-
ermment.

I would like to respond to his charges in
two ways: first, by discussing the case and
the defense committee; and, second, by
describing the issues he raises from the
point of view of an ongoing dialogue on
the left.

The statement of the Committee to
Defend Greek Socialists, reprinted with my
article, makes it quite clear that those who
lend their support to the Committee are not
required to agree with the Organization for
Socialist Revolution (Greek initials, OSE),
nor its views on Macedonia, the Balkans
crisis, nor any other position. Endorsers are
asked only to protest the Greek govern-
ment’s suppression of the right to free
speech. Perhaps this is one reason why
leading figures from every major left party
(Coalition of the Left, PASOK, New Left
Current, Communist Party) in Greece as
well as the Executive Committee of the
General Confederation of Workers in
Greece (GSEE) has supported the campaign
to drop the charges against the OSE Five.

When the trial was convened March 26
(it has since been postponed to May 3), 26
expert witnesses, including GSEE’s general
secretary; the chairman of the railworkers’
union; the secretary of the Athens bus
drivers’ union; the chancellor of the Nation-
al Technical University; two members of
the Greek parliament; and two members of
the European parliament, were prepared to
offer testimony in the OSE’s defense. By
no means do any of these people agree with
the OSE’s view on the crisis in the
Balkans. But they, unlike Mr. Georgakas,
see the need to lend their support to the
campaign in the OSE’s defense.

As socialists, the pamphlet’s authors op-
pose all government censorship. Whether
the OSE’s publication of the pamphlet was
deliberately aimed at challenging Greek
law or otherwise is beside the point. Those
who oppose this kind of censorship should
condemn the Greek government’s prosecu-
tion of the OSE or any other group charged
under these repressive laws. Although Mr.
Georgakas criticizes the Greek government
for prosecuting citizens for “thought crime,”
he has yet to lend his name in support of
the Committee to Defend Greek Socialists.
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Moreover, his charge that I “focus on
[the OSE’s] views rather than their prosecu-
tion” distorts the truth. In The New York
Review of Books letter to which he refers
(December 17, 1992), only two of its
eleven paragraphs (excluding the New York
Review’s reprint of the Committee’s state-
ment) discuss the “argument of the [OSE]
writers concerning Macedonia.” My article
in the Bulletin IDOM focuses more on the
political issues the case raises because the
Bulletin IDOM, unlike the New York
Review, is a socialist publication whose pur-
pose is to stimulate debate on political is-
sues of concern to the left.

Which brings me to the substantive
points about the Balkan crisis that Mr.
Georgakas raises. I will address three, offer-
ing what I believe to be answers which so-
cialists should pose.

First, “Slavic Macedonia is a prime can-
didate for a civil war a la Bosnia.” The im-
plication is that mixed populations cannot
live peacefully together. The bulk of
Bosnia’s history shows otherwise. The hor-
rors of “ethnic cleansing” that we have wit-
nessed over the last year are the products of
rivalries stirred up by chauvinist politicians
(Milosevic and Tudjman) as part of their
plan to carve up the region between them.
Macedonia may be a prime candidate for a
carve-up — which is what the OSE argues
— but not for the reasons that Mr. Geor-
gakas implies.

Second, Mr. Georgakas repeats all of the
overblown threats about Macedonian “ex-
pansionism.” In reality, the balance of
military and economic forces in the region
shows that Macedonia is too weak to attack
Greece. Hence, Mr. Georgakas turns to
another scenario — that Turkey will slice
off Northern Greece.

In reality, Greece and Turkey are partici-
pating in the NATO intervention in Bosnia,
contributing jets and military bases to
police the “no-fly zone” over Bosnia. Each
is hoping to extend its influence in the
region. They have rival claims (not neces-
sarily territorial, but of economic and
strategic penetration) over Albania, Mace-
donia, and Bulgaria. Socialists should sup-
port neither side of this rivalry and should
condemn both Greece’s and Turkey’s
NATO involvement instead of speculating
about scenarios of Turkish expansionism
provoking right-wing coups in Russia.

Third, Mr. Georgakas challenges me to
draw “a border where all Greek villages are
on one side and all Slavs are on the other.”
Socialists are not in the business of draw-
ing borders. On the contrary, we oppose
policies of “ethnically pure” areas, whether
they are produced by expulsion or by

forced assimilation. That is why the OSE
and other Greek leftists and human rights
advocates defend the rights of “Slavs living
in Greece” that the New Democracy gov-
ernment has attacked. For example, we
should condemn the jail sentences and
fines an Athens court handed two Macedo-
nians April 1. The two were tried for criti-
cizing the government’s treatment of the
Macedonian minority in a magazine inter-
view.

My last two objections deal with histori-
cal points that Mr. Georgakas raises. He ar-
gues that the “area now calling itself Mace-
donia had a Slavic name prior to World
War IL.” Indeed: South Serbia. This name
was forced on it by the royalist regime in
Belgrade. Tito accepted the Macedonian
name in his attempt to reassemble Yugo-
slavia.

Tito then became an ally of the Greek
regime which won the civil war. He closed
the border between the two countries to
help the Greek army mop up the last guer-
rillas. So much for Tito’s dreams of expan-
sion to the south! In fact, in the 1950s,
Yugoslavia, Greece, and Turkey signed a
pact of cooperation to counterbalance the
“Soviet threat.” A good guide to these
twists and turns in the Balkans is Barbara
Jellavic’s History of the Balkans.

Mr. Georgakas’s suggestion that Greek
Trotskyists carry a “stigma” for their role
in the civil war is truly an outrageous
charge to make in the pages of an avowed-
ly Trotskyist magazine. But it is also un-
true. June 6 will mark the 50th anniversary
of the execution of Pantelis Pouliopoulos
and 105 other left-wing militants (mostly
members of the KKE, but also four Trotsky-
ists). Pouliopoulos was a former CP gen-
eral secretary and founder of the Greek
Trotskyist movement.

The fascist Metaxas dictatorship —
whose press censorship law is being used
today to prosecute the OSE members —
had turned these prisoners over to the fas-
cist occupation armies of Germany and
Italy. The Metaxas government was pro-
British and thus fought the Axis, but it had
no qualms about allowing its avowed exter-
nal “enemies” to execute its internal op-
ponents. Pouliopoulos was executed while
making a speech to the members of the
Italian firing squad, urging them to join
with their Greek brothers and sisters to
fight fascism. In Pouliopoulos, revolu-
tionaries in Greece have a proud tradition
of antifascism and internationalism.

The OSE stands in Pouliopoulos’s tradi-
tion. That is why it opposes the designs of
all the regional powers (Serbia, Croatia,
Greece, Turkey, ef al.) in fueling chauvin-
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ism and war in the Balkans. It is for this
reason that OSE members have been prose-
cuted. To me, there should be no doubt that
socialists, trade unionists, and civil liber-
tarians ought to stand with the OSE Five
and against the Greek government. It is sad
to see that Mr. Georgakas seems more con-
cerned with the origins of Alexander the
Great and Philip of Macedonia than with
the suppression of civil liberties in Greece
today.

Postscript: On May 7, an Athens court
acquitted the OSE Five of all charges
brought against them. The brilliant array of
defense witnesses helped to beat the gov-
ernment’s case. The level of international
support for the OSE Five was mentioned
many times during the five-day trial.

However, on May 12, the government
filed an appeal of the acquittals. It is highly
unusual for the prosecution to appeal a u-
nanimous verdict, but it shows the lengths
to which the Greek government is willing
to go to silence critics of its Balkans policy.
The Committee to Defend Greek Socialists
will continue its activities until the OSE
Five are completely cleared. For more
information on the Committee, write c/o
International Socialist Organization, P.O.
Box 16085, Chicago, IL 60616.

Lance Selfa

International Socialist Organization
Secretary, Committee to Defend Greek
Socialists (U.S.)

Chicago

Disagrees with Hoffa Review
This is a letter of complaint about the
review of Hoffa in the April issue.

David Mamet is a writer whose work we
should pay attention to and take seriously.
He is not a Marxist, probably doesn’t even
consider himself a leftist, and is not par-
ticularly interested in mass movements. He
is, however, very concerned with the out-
rageous society within which we all live
and the toll it takes on us. He writes, as all
good writers do, about individuals whose
ills are symptomatic of something per-
vasive. The script he wrote is not about the
Teamsters, it is about Hoffa! — the title
tells us so — and a headline that says the
Teamsters are being trashed is misleading
and erroneous. Yes, perhaps someday some-
one will do a film about the Teamsters, and
even a story of the Minneapolis strikes and
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their leaders, but this doesn’t purport to be
that film. This is a story about corruption
and what corruption does both to in-
dividuals and their achievements.

Artists quite frequently use historical
figures and bend the facts in order to por-
tray an underlying truth. Look at Shake-
speare’s Richard III, and Euripedes’s
Medea, historical figures accused of mur-
ders which facts seem to belie. Facts, in
and of themselves, can’t tell the truth —
everyone interprets them differently.
People themselves can’t be relied on to tell
the truth — even in their diaries they may
be lying to themselves. Only artists (and
it’s the rare artist who achieves this) tell the
truth. They deliberate and with great care
hone their material and bend every word to
a central theme. That theme is the only
truth there is.

I disagree that the central image of the
film is that of Flynn, the dying Irish fire-
bomber, who Ciaro, Hoffa’s right-hand
man, reports mouthed obscenities at a
priest on his deathbed. As Mike McCal-
lister reports, we (the audience, and the
people at his bedside) cannot decipher
what Flynn says; he dies before he gets the
words out. So what can we read into that?
Where is the truth? The truth is that Ciaro
embroiders upon this event — the first time
to tell a good story, to make a point with a
fellow union organizer about brotherhood;
the second time (the second time we hear it
— it’s clear that he tells this story a lot) he
is drunk and just talking, but by now the
story is rote and Ciaro has so integrated it
that ke believes this story himself. This is
Mamet’s way of wamning his audience not
to believe everything they are told — even
by him.

To me the central image is that of
Hoffa’s trip to prison and the truckers with
their trucks who line the way with signs
and cheers for Hoffa. These are the men we
have not seen too much of in the film. It is
the filmic “image” of their support, through
thick and thin, of this man who came up
from their ranks and they believe has been
on their side always. No matter who he has
consorted with, gangsters or not, these
truckers are tough men and they respect
tough tactics. Even if he took something
for himself, what they believe in their gut
is that there is always someone out there
taking something from them, but there are
very few who give them something back.

What matters to them is that Hoffa gave
them a weapon — organization — and
helped them use it to better their lives.

Mamet sees Hoffa as a tragic figure.
He’s not a nice guy, true — was Macbeth
nice? — but he had the potential to be a
great leader. He had guts and a gift for or-
ganization, and he formed one of the most
powerful unions in the country. But his
“short-cutting,” his deals with hoods (to
“benefit” the union) who then had to be
paid off, corrupted him. In the end it was
their tactics he came to rely on, attempting
to kill his opponents, who apparently killed
him in retaliation. A man who had always
relied on his fists, in the end Hoffa carried
“a white man’s weapon” — a gun. and in a
bitterly ironic ending, Ciaro breaks Hoffa’s
code never to let anyone into your cab that
you don’t know. Ciaro, who had let an un-
known Hoffa into his cab, sends another un-
known — a young, white, purportedly fel-
low-teamster-in-trouble (the killer) to
Jimmy Hoffa’s car.

Hoffa’s cause was a good one, but
Mamet makes it clear, it seems to me, that
how you play the game ultimately deter-
mines whether you’ve really won. The
“wrong” people quite frequently in his
plays and films come out the “winners,”
but it is always because the protagonists
have fallen into the trap of “the end jus-
tifies the means,” of putting their morality
aside in the pursuit of fighting against im-
morality. The result is that they get used,
get caught, get killed.

Hoffa is not a great film, though I think
it is a great script. DeVito’s direction was
heavy-handed, and I think Nicholson’s
makeup was a disaster — one tended to
keep looking at his weird face when one
should have been looking at the larger pic-
ture. And among other things, even as Mc-
Callister points out, it offers a vision of
Robert Kennedy as something other than a
saint. But, for god’s sake, let’s recognize
what movies can and cannot do. This was
not a documentary — and they don’t al-
ways tell the “truth” either. It was an
artist’s vision offered up in an impure art
form — that is to say, too many other
people besides the writer got to tamper
with the material. As such, I think it was
fine. Just fine.

Gloria Albee
Scottsdale, Arizona
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