


Stanley Aronowitz
Derrick Bell
Elaine Bernard
Jon Bloom
Stephen Eric Bronner
Mari Jo Buhle
Paul Buhle
Lynn Chancer
Noam Chomsky
Lorraine Cohen
Bogdan Denitch
Michael Eric Dyson
Barbara Ehrenreich
Barbara Epstein
Samuel Farber
David Finkel
Barbara Garson
Allen Graubard
Richard Greeman

Sponsors
Justin Grossman
William Kornblum
Jesse Lemisch
Nelson Lichtenstein
Ravi Malhotra
David McReynolds
Deborah Meier
Gwendolyn Mink 
Kim Moody
Kai Nielsen
Martin Oppenheimer
Frances Fox Piven 
Nancy Romer
Ronnie Steinberg
Stephen Steinberg
Amos Vogel
Peter Waterman
Stuart Weir
Cornel West

NEW POLITICS is published by New Politics Associates, 155 West 72 Street, 
Room 402, New York, NY 10023 USA 

e-mail: newpoliticsjournal@gmail.com

newpol.org
NEW POLITICS is indexed in The Left Index and in Alternative Press Index, as 
well as Political Science Abstracts, the International Bibliography of the Social 
Sciences, and International Political Science Abstracts. New Politics is distrib-
uted in bookstores and newsstands by Ingram Periodicals and by Ubiquity 
Distributors. Cover design by Lisa Lyons.

Subscriptions: $24 for four issues. Institution rate: $50. Foreign subscrip-
tions (including Canada): $40. Foreign institution rate: $66. All payments from 
foreign countries must be made by U.S. money orders or checks payable in U.S. 
currency drawn on U.S. banks. Single copy: $9 (includes postage and handling).

Bulk rate postage paid at Peoria, IL.

©2011 New Politics Associates                             ISSN (0028-6494)

VOLUME XIII • NUMBER 2 • Winter 2011

Sam Bottone
Gertrude Ezorsky
Barry Finger, business mgr.
Thomas Harrison
Michael Hirsch
Dan La Botz
Micah Landau
Joanne Landy
Amy Littlefield
Betty Reid Mandell, co-editor

Editorial Board
Marvin Mandell, co-editor
Scott McLemee
Jason Schulman
Stephen R. Shalom
Lois Weiner
Reginald Wilson
Julia Wrigley

Proofreader
Chris Mandell

a journal of socialist thought

Julius Jacobson (1922-2003)     Phyllis Jacobson (1922-2010)
Founding Editors



NEW POLITICS                                     VOL. XI1I, NO. 2                                      WINTER 2011                                       

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

(contents continued)

WHY WE PUBLISH ...................................................................................................................... 5
LETTERS   ..................................................................................................................................... 6

Seth Farber, George Fish, Steven Saxonberg, Betty Reid Mandell

CAMPAIGN FOR PEACE AND DEMOCRACY, STATEMENT ON IRAN ................................................ 10

THE ELECTIONS
FROM “HOPE” TO HOPELESS: THE DEMOCRATS’ DEBACLE ........................................................ 12

Lance Selfa

RIP IT UP AND START AGAIN  .................................................................................................... 18
Chris Maisano

A SOCIALIST CAMPAIGN IN OHIO ............................................................................................. 22
Dan La Botz

AFTER 50 YEARS: HAS LANDRUM-GRIFFIN BEEN GOOD OR BAD FOR UNIONS? ........................ 29
Herman Benson

WHAT IS UNION DEMOCRACY? ................................................................................................ 37
Robert Fitch

“WE WANT TO BE HEARD” .....................................................................................................44
Robert Joe Stout

PUBLIC SECTOR WORKERS AND THE CRISIS ................................................................................ 49
Barry Finger

THE JOBS CRISIS: HOW TO SOLVE IT AND BEGIN TO FIX OUR BROKEN ECONOMY ..................... 60
Gertrude Schaffner Goldberg and Marguerite Rosenthal

FIELDS OF BATTLE, FIELDS OF PLAY ............................................................................................ 68
Bill Littlefi eld

CO-OPTED ................................................................................................................................ 72
Bhaskar Sunkara

1937/38 IN THE SOCIALIST PARTY AND THE SOCIALIST WORKERS PARTY .................................. 75
Mike Wood

THE SOUL OF MAN UNDER . . . ANARCHISM? .......................................................................... 85
Kristian Williams

THE POPULAR FRONT, A SOCIAL AND POLITICAL TRAGEDY: THE CASE OF FRANCE ...................... 91
Dan La Botz

SAVIOR IN THE DESERT, INTERVIEW WITH LOIS MARTIN .......................................................... 105
Barbara Schram



BOOK REVIEWS
Michael Hirsch, REMEMBRANCE OF POLITICS PAST, rev. of Christpher Hitchens, 
   Hitch 22, a Memoir ...................................................................................................................................108

G. M. Goshgarian, GENOCIDE DENIAL LIGHT, rev. of Ece Temelkuran, Deep Mountain ................... 112

Paul Buhle, THE HEALTH WORKERS’ STRUGGLE, rev. of Cal Winslow, 
   Labor’s Civil War in California and Paul Krehbiel, Shades of Justice, a Memoir .........................122

Michael Wreszin, AN INTELLECTUAL PUBLISHER OR A SUCCESSFUL HUCKSTER?, rev. of Alan Brinkley, 
   The Publisher: Henry Luce and His American Century .....................................................................128

Steven Colatrella, IS IT A DREAM OR A LIE IF IT DOESN’T COME TRUE (OR IS IT SOMETHING WORSE)? 
   rev. of Jefferson Cowie, Stayin’ Alive .................................................................................................134

Michael Löwy, MARX AND THE NON-WESTERN WORLD, rev. of Kevin B. Anderson, Marx 
   at the Margins: On Nationalism, Ethnicity, and Non-Western Societies .......................................139

Betty Reid Mandell, THE CRIME OF POVERTY, rev. of Loic Wacquant, Punishing the Poor: 
   The Neoliberal Government of Social Insecurity ................................................................................141

Reginald Wilson, FATE OF A CHAMPION, rev. of Will Haygood, 
   Life and Times of Sugar Ray Robinson ................................................................................................156

WORDS AND PICTURES
Kent Worcester, PORTRAIT OF A MISFIT, as seen in the art of Daniel Clowes ......................................160

SILENT AUCTION FOR THE BENEFIT OF NEW POLITICS
NOTICE: The highest bidder will receive a week's vacation at a house on Cuttyhunk 
Island, MA some time in the Spring or Fall of 2011. Place bids at mmandell@curry.
edu before deadline, April 1, 2011. Sunporch, deck, beautiful view of Vineyard 
Sound. Minimum bid: $500. 

MARVIN AND BETTY



 
W I N T E R  2 0 1 1   5 

NEW POLITICS IS AN INDEPENDENT social-
ist forum for dialogue and debate on the 

left. We support unions and workers’ struggles 
throughout the world.  We are committed to the 
advancement of the peace and anti-intervention 
movements. We stand in opposition to all forms 
of imperialism and oppression, and we are 
uncompromising in our defense of the rights 
of women, people of color, lesbians, gays and 
the transgendered.  In our pages there is broad 
coverage of labor, social movements, and the in-
ternational scene, as well as emphasis on cultural 
and intellectual history.  Above all, New Politics 
insists on the centrality of democracy to social-
ism and on the need to rely on mass movements 
from below for progressive social transformation.
 These are critical times. Not since before the 
New Deal have working people in this country 
been so vulnerable, and perhaps never before have 
big business and the right been so aggresive and 
dominant. Abroad, U.S. military and corporate 
power embraces the world in a stranglehold.
 There are hopeful signs: resistance to austerity 
policies in Greece and France, strikes in China and 
South Africa, a violently-repressed but still living 
movement for democracy in Iran, new progressive 
social movements and socialist political parties in 
Latin America, heightened global outrage at the 
repression and intransigence of the Israeli state.  
 And here in the U.S., there have been some 
encouraging developments: a vibrant immigrant 
rights movement, growing opposition to the 
war in Afghanistan, grassroots demands for jobs 
and a real stimulus program, the beginnings of a 
backlash against Tea Party fanaticism.  Yet the left 
remains too organizationally and intellectually 
weak to seriously challenge the Establishment.
 New Politics seeks to revitalize the left as 
a step towards the creation of an international 
movement to replace capitalism, as well as non-
capitalist exploitative systems, with socialism.  
NP is not attached or subordinated to any po-

Why We Publish
litical party or institution. We stand for popular 
empowerment and democratic control at every 
level, opposition to all forms of authoritarian-
ism, no matter how "leftist" their rhetoric — in 
short, a politics of socialism from below.
 During the Cold War, NP was a beacon of 
principled socialist clarity. It tirelessly exposed the lie 
that identifi ed the socialist legacy with Communist 
states.  NP championed the struggles of the 60s and 
70s movements against the Vietnam War and U.S. 
intervention in Central America, for women's and 
black liberation, for union democracy and affi rma-
tive action. We enthusiastically supported struggles 
for democracy in the Soviet bloc. We have fi rmly 
defended the rights of both Palestinians and Israelis 
to self-determination and security.
 Since the Cold War, we have spoken out 
against the ravages infl icted by neoliberalism 
in this country and throughout the world, and 
we have exposed U.S. imperial aggression in So-
malia, the former Yugoslavia, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, Haiti and elsewhere. 
 NP has been inspired throughout by the 
vision of a "third camp." During the Cold War 
it meant "Neither Washington nor Moscow"; 
today it means opposing Washington's imperial 
aggression while making no apologies for its 
antagonists when they are anti-democratic, be 
they Milosevic, Saddam Hussein, Ahmadinejad, 
or authoritarian religious fundamentalists.
 Today, surveying the bleak political land-
scape, especially in the U.S., some argue that 
the left should trim its sails and be modest in 
its ambitions. We dare not do this. Not caution, 
but bold and imaginative radicalism is needed.
 The aim of NP is to provide a voice to help 
transform popular struggles for equality, peace, 
social justice and freedom of cultural expression 
into a conscious, intelligent movement for a 
democratic, just and peaceful world.

THOMAS HARRISON

for the New Politics editorial board
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Chomsky on Anarchism
GEORGE FISH’S REVIEW OF Chomsky on Anar-
chism does not serve Chomsky well at all. While 
Mr. Fish gives a picturesque description of many 
of the essays in the book there is no indication 
that he seriously wrestled with Chomsky’s ideas 
on anarchism, socialism, the Russian revolution, 
the roots of totalitarianism, the vanguard party 
— the big ideas that Chomsky addresses.
 Mr. Fish makes clear from the beginning 
of the review that he is a Marxist-Leninist 
and a traditional socialist who does not agree 
with Chomsky’s “basic anarchist premises.” 
Although Fish acknowledges that Chomsky is 
often “insightful” and “perceptive” and “erudite” 
and “scholarly” (Fish has a tendency to string 
synonyms together), he also tells us repeatedly 
that Chomsky’s analysis is a “simplifi cation” or 
an “over-simplifi cation.” (Presumably the latter 
is even worse than the former.) 
 But Fish’s review is completely evasive. 
Although he repeatedly asserts the superiority 
of his Marxist views he never tells us what they 
are, or makes any effort to show that his Marxist 
paradigm explains the unexpected trajectory of 
modern history any better than the anarchist 
paradigm.
 On the other hand, Fish never explains 
Chomsky’s paradigm either. Fish tells us that 
Chomsky has an “unorthodox notion of anar-
chism.” But he never even hints at what this 
consists. Fish implies that because Chomsky’s 
anarchism is unorthodox there is much in it 
that Marxists (like Fish) would “agree with, 
defend and applaud.” But again Fish does not 
tell us what this is. Fish cites some arguments of 
Chomsky that he fi nds convincing, but these do 
not seem to be integral to Chomsky’s unortho-
dox anarchism — they are at a greater level of 
generality.
 Certainly every leftist activist knows that 
the most passionate area of disagreement be-
tween anarchists and Marxist-Leninists is over 
the character of the Russian revolution. I looked 
forward to see how a Marxist sympathetic to 

anarchism (like Fish is) would refute Chomsky’s 
critique of Marxism and Leninism, Chomsky’s 
argument that Marxist theory is itself respon-
sible for the failure of the workers’ revolution. 
Fish tells us “Chomsky gets simplistic” when he 
claims Lenin and Trotsky laid “the foundations” 
for Stalinism. Why is this simplistic? Fish does 
not say. Nor does he attempt to adumbrate a 
more complex account. Fish does admit that 
Chomsky’s position on Leninism “while over-
simplifi ed... is not without elements of merit 
[sic]… for revolutionary socialists to consider.” 
But what these elements are, he does not give 
the reader a clue.
 Neither Chomsky nor New Politics readers 
are served well by this review by Fish. Chomsky 
has formulated a distinctive and “unorthodox” 
theory of anarchism. If Fish thinks it is simplis-
tic compared to his Marxist perspective then it 
is his responsibility to demonstrate this to the 
reader. If Fish is unable to do this, then perhaps 
Chomsky is not as simplistic as Fish asserts. 
Perhaps Chomsky has identifi ed some of the 
fl aws in the Leninist and Marxist perspective 
that Fish is unable to answer. 
 Repeatedly asserting that Chomsky is sim-
plistic is no way for a “revolutionary socialist” to 
carry forward the task of political education that 
Fish asserts is so important. Fish’s superfi cial 
reading of Chomsky contributes nothing to elu-
cidating and enriching the centuries old debate 
between anarchists and Marxists. I expected a 
more enlightening review in New Politics.

SETH FARBER
New York, NY

SETH FARBER’S RESPONSE to my “Chomsky, 
Anarchism, and Socialism” (Summer 2010 New 
Politics) places a very heavy burden on what is a 
book review, not a major study of Chomsky’s po-
litical thought. As such, I believe it does exactly 
what a book review should: give a basic outline 
of the book being reviewed, assess its strengths 
and weaknesses, and indicate to the reader why 
the reviewer recommends or does not recom-
mend reading the book. In this I believe I have 

L E T T E R S
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indeed done justice to Chomsky’s anarchist 
thought as it relates to the book under review, 
Chomsky on Anarchism, and why there is merit 
to this book; most specifi cally as it relates to the 
interests of the generally socialist, not anarchist, 
readers of New Politics. I note that Chomsky on 
Anarchism not only contributes to the ongoing 
discussion in left circles of socialist-anarchist 
alliances (which I discuss in n.1), but is also 
highly useful to forging such alliances, and 
establishing common political ground between 
socialists and anarchists. If Farber thinks some-
how that the manner in which I raise the above 
is incomplete, then he is criticizing me for what 
I did not write — a full-scale investigation of 
Chomsky’s anarchism, not simply a book review 
of Chomsky on Anarchism. 
 As for Farber’s assertion that I did not 
clarify what is “unorthodox” in Chomsky’s an-
archism, that’s clearly untrue from a reading of 
the review itself. But before pointing out what 
I indicated precisely is “unorthodox” about 
Chomsky’s anarchism, let me say that a writer is 
under no obligation to re-invent the wheel every 
time fi ngers are put to the computer keyboard. 
Certainly I can properly assume that the average 
reader of New Politics is already conversant in the 
general premises of socialism and anarchism, so 
that I do not need to re-explain what is already 
known. 
 Specifi cally, what I relate as “unorthodox” in 
Chomsky’s anarchism are his notion that while 
all authority needs to be questioned, not all au-
thority is illegitimate; democracy is not simply a 
“tyranny of the majority”; under certain circum-
stances, especially where Third World countries 
are under the onslaught of neoliberalism, it is 
necessary to strengthen state power in order to 
protect the people’s rights; and Chomsky’s own 
assertion that he himself votes, and supports left 
electoral parties such as the Greens.
 Farber will certainly fi nd no place in my 
review where I refer to myself as a “Marxist-
Leninist.” A Marxist, yes, as I indicated, but 
a Marxist who rejects several basic tenets of 
Leninism, and is quite critical of the legacy not 
just of Stalin, but of Lenin and Trotsky them-
selves. Had Farber bothered to read the long n. 
3 of my review, he would’ve realized this. But 
where I fi nd that Chomsky oversimplifi es is his 
basic premise, shared with all other anarchists, 
that Leninism itself is responsible in toto for all 
that went wrong with the Bolshevik Revolution, 

both from the beginning and in its Stalinist 
aftermath. That simply is to tar Bolshevism 
with far too broad a brush, and again, I said as 
much in n. 3. But what I did say on Chomsky’s 
fundamental critique of Leninism is that it “is 
not without elements of merit and political 
insight for revolutionary socialists to seriously 
consider.” 

GEORGE FISH
Indianapolis, IN

Family Policies in 
Post-Communist Nations
I THINK THAT BETTY REID MANDELL made 
some interesting points in her discussion (in Sum-
mer 2008, Vol XII-1, Whole # 45, http://new-
politics.mayfi rst.org/fromthearchives?nid=120), 
but she has some misconceptions. 
 First she writes “None of the writers of 
these articles questions the term ‘Communist’ 
in referring to Communist nations. This leaves 
the impression that those nations were being 
governed by Marxist ideology.” I think that 
the majority of authors writing about gender 
and post-communism/communism understand 
that the communist-ruled regimes deviated in 
their policies from what Marx wrote. For this 
reason, it is quite common to call the regimes 
“state-socialism” — to emphasize that it is an 
authoritarian type of “socialism.” I would agree 
that these regimes were not really “socialist” at 
all, so in my book on the collapse of commu-
nism (The Fall, published by Routledge) I refer 
to the regimes as “Soviet-type” to emphasize 
that they followed a model that came from the 
Soviet Union. However, in journal articles you 
have so few words and so little space that you 
do not have space to discuss such issues (unless 
it is an article concentrating on the issue of how 
to label these regimes) so I often use the term 
“communist regimes” or “communist-led” to 
emphasize that communist PARTIES were in 
power. That does not mean that I think that the 
parties were implementing the types of policies 
that Marx would have preferred or that these 
regimes were following the path that Marx had 
predicted. (Which is not to say that I share 
Mandell’s sympathies for Trotsky because even 
he in practice acted very authoritarian during 
his period of infl uence in the fi rst years after the 
Bolshevik Revolution. For example, rather than 

L E T T E R S
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implement workplace democracy, he wanted 
the factories to be run with military discipline. 
In addition, I think he was wrong to categorize 
these regimes as transitional regimes, that were 
at a “higher” stage of development than the 
capitalist Western regimes. They comprised 
their own type of regime, with their own types 
of dynamics and they were for the most part 
at a lower level of development than the West 
European capitalist regimes).
 Then she writes about my particular co-
authored article “While women were forced to 
work in those countries, they also had to care 
for the children and do housework. That is 
hardly liberation.” We never claimed that the 
communist-led regimes liberated women and 
we make a big point of the fact that they still 
expected women to have full responsibility of 
the household. She took our comment out of 
context. When the communists fi rst came to 
power, their policies did MORE than most 
West European countries to promote gender 
equality. We wrote this in RELATIVE terms. I 
think this paragraph that I will now cite makes 
it clear that Mandell misrepresnts us:

Although the state-socialist policies shared 
some similarities with Sweden’s defamilial-
ized, dual-earner, individual-earner-career 
model, important differences existed. While 
state socialism expected families to have dual-
earners, it only expected mothers to be both 
earners and carers. Fathers were not expected 
to care for child-raising or household tasks. In 
fact, fathers were not even allowed to go on 
parental leave except in unusual cases. State-
socialist regimes also followed traditional 
conservative parental leave policies. In order 
to encourage higher birth rates, the regimes 
eventually created extended maternity leaves. 
These were low paying, fl at rate benefi ts that 
induced mothers to leave the labor market for 
long periods. Thus, the state-socialist model 
combined defamilializing labor market and 
childcare policies with conservative, familial-
izing maternity leave policies. 

 I also take issue with Mandell’s conclu-
sions about Sweden. She writes: “Yet even there 
relatively few fathers take advantage of this. The 
solution to the problem involves more than 
money; there are deep-seated cultural attitudes 
that need to be resolved.” I do not know how she 

defi nes “relatively few” and if she defi nes “rela-
tivley few” as anything less than 100 percent, 
then I will agree with her statement. However, 
usually “relatively few” means something close 
to 0 percent. In Sweden well over 90 percent 
of father go on father leave. I do not remember 
the exact statistics, but I think it is around 96 
or 97 percent, but if you are really interested in 
is, I can look it up for you. About 23 percent of 
the total parental leave time is done by fathers, 
which is still short of 50 percent which would 
mean sharing equally, but it still is high enough 
to show that policies can bring about changes. 
Mandell does not mention Iceland, where one-
third of the leave time is reserved for fathers and 
over 30 percent of the total leave time is done 
by men.
 Finally, Mandell concludes by stating that 
she never trusted a journal that does not publish 
letters to the editor. I guess that means she does 
not trust any academic journals, because I am 
not aware of any academic journals that publish 
letters to the editor. If there were no limits on 
space, I think it might be a good idea to include 
letters to the editor, but unfortunately, the trend 
is the opposite: the number of words social sci-
entists like myself are allowed to use for articles 
is declining, so our articles must be shorter and 
shorter. When I fi rst started writing journal 
articles the limit was often 12,000 words. Now 
the limit is often 6,000 words. I once even had 
a limit of 5,500 words. Given this situation, I 
would prefer being able to write longer articles 
than cutting the size of our articles even more 
to allow letters. 

STEVEN SAXONBERG
Sagmyra, Sweden

Mandell Responds
THERE IS SUCH WIDESPREAD IGNORANCE about 
communism and socialism that I think it is im-
portant to call those countries Stalinist rather 
than Communist or state socialist.
 Thank you for calling attention to my error 
about Sweden in the article on caregiving. You 
are right that most Swedish fathers use some 
of their allotted family leave. I would have 
been more accurate if I had said, “Relatively 
few Swedish fathers use all of their allotted 
family leave.” I took my information from a 
2008 Swedish article entitled, “Swedish dads 
steer clear of maternity leave.”* That article 
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trust any journal that doesn’t publish letters 
to the editor, you say that I must not trust any 
academic journals. You are not aware of any 
academic journals that publish letters to the 
editor. I stick by my statement that I don’t fully 
trust any journal that doesn’t publish letters to 
the editor. Academics like to hear the sound 
of their own voices, and are just as happy if 
they don’t face dissent. New Politics welcomes 
dissent, and encourages articles that present 
differing opinions on the same topic.  

*www.thelocal.se/10420/20080312/
**Katrin Gennhold, “In Sweden, men can have it 
all.” New York Times, June 9, 2010. http://www.ny-
times.com/2010/06/10/world/europe/10iht-sweden.
html?scp=2&sq=sweden&st=cse

L E T T E R S

said, “Fathers take on average only 20 percent 
of the 16 months of paid parental leave offered 
in Sweden to either mums or dads, according to 
Statistics Sweden. . . . In most cases it is mothers 
who invoke their legal right and stay home with 
the kids.”
 A 2010 New York Times article** said, 
“Eight in 10 fathers now take a third of the 
total 13 months of leave—and 9 percent of fa-
thers take 40 percent of the total or more— up 
from 4 percent a decade ago.” The article said, 
“Swedish mothers still take more time off with 
children—almost four times as much.”
 Sweden is in the vanguard of countries that 
allot some family leave time for fathers, but 
even that vanguard has a long way to go before 
it reaches full equality.
 Regarding my statement that I don’t fully 
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We, the undersigned, oppose the 
U.S.-led campaign to impose 
harsher sanctions on Iran, and the 

ongoing threat of war against that country. 
Despite Washington’s claims, its policy is 
clearly not animated by a genuine concern 
for protecting the world from the threat of 
nuclear war; otherwise how could Wash-
ington support such nuclear-armed states as 
India, Israel, and Pakistan, or maintain its 
own huge nuclear arsenal? Nor is U.S. policy 
driven by the goal of defending democracy. If 
it were, how could the United States support 
brutally authoritarian regimes such as those in 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt? 

 Months after it began its recent program 
to sanction Iran for its nuclear activities, the 
United States, in a move described by The New 
York Times as “more symbolic than substan-
tive,” froze the foreign assets and denied visas 
to eight Iranian offi cials, citing their role in 
the post-elections crackdown. This symbolic 
gesture cannot obscure the fact that Washing-
ton’s fundamental motivation for imposing the 
comprehensive sanctions aimed at Iran’s nuclear 
program is to neutralize or eliminate a major 
threat to its power in the region.

 In June 2009 people around the world 
were inspired by the courageous protests in 
Iran, when hundreds of thousands, possibly 
millions, took to the streets to demand their 
democratic rights. Since then the Iranian 
government has tried to repress the move-
ment: hundreds of political prisoners remain 
behind bars, often tortured, deprived of medi-
cal care, and forced to live under dangerously 
unhealthy conditions.  We support those 
who struggle for democracy and social justice 

inside Iran.

 Far from helping the Iranian people, 
sanctions and war threats strengthen Ahma-
dinejad’s regime, helping it to shift the blame 
for worsening economic conditions from itself 
entirely onto the external enemy. In the past 
the Iranian elite has proven able to circumvent 
sanctions, but if Washington actually succeeds 
in preventing Tehran from importing refi ned 
petroleum, exporting oil and other items, and 
conducting normal trade and banking activi-
ties, over time millions of ordinary Iranians 
will suffer.

  We don’t want Iran, or any other country, 
including our own, to have nuclear weapons. 
But even the U.S. government admits that 
Iran does not now possess nuclear weapons 
and has no imminent prospect of acquiring 
them. Moreover, Iran has no less right than 
any other nation to develop civilian nuclear 
power. Many of us oppose the use of nuclear 
energy by any country, both for environmen-
tal reasons and because of its link to nuclear 
weapons — but that is not the issue in the 
present U.S.-Iran confrontation. The United 
States, a major producer of nuclear energy 
and by far the leading nuclear weapons na-
tion, which continually upgrades its own 
conventional and nuclear arsenal and tolerates 
the possession of nuclear weapons by other 
reckless and aggressive powers, has no moral 
legitimacy when it tries to punish Iran for its 
nuclear activities.

 U.S. belligerence — its continual warn-
ings that “all options remain on the table,” 
possibly including acceptance of an Israeli 
attack — only creates strong inducements 
for Tehran to seek nuclear weapons for its 

End the War Threats and 
Sanctions Program Against Iran

Support the Struggle 
for Democracy Inside Iran
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defense, or to become, like Japan, “nuclear-
weapons capable,” i.e. possessing all the 
elements necessary to make a bomb without 
actually manufacturing one. And it’s not just 
Iran: U.S. militarism has helped to create a 
Hobbesian world in which more and more 
countries come to believe that their survival 
depends on nuclear “deterrence.”

 The United States can best reduce the 
danger of nuclear war by taking major steps 
to divest itself of nuclear weapons as part of a 
new, democratic and socially just foreign policy. 
This would include initiating both nuclear 
and conventional disarmament, encompass-
ing missile “defense” as well as more obviously 
offensive weaponry; ending its predatory wars 
in Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan; supporting 
a Nuclear-Free Weapons Zone in the Middle 
East; giving real support to Palestinian rights 
rather than continuing one-sided support to Is-
rael; and dismantling its more than 1,000 mili-
tary bases around the world. Such steps would 
help undermine the rationale for Iran and 
other countries developing their own nuclear 
weapons. These actions would also be the most 
effective way to strengthen women’s, labor, and 
other democratic movements in the Middle 
East, and to promote the interests of ordinary 
Americans and real peace in the world.
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FOR MORE THAN A YEAR, it had been obvious 
that the Democrats would face a debacle at 

the polls on November 2. And they did. In the 
largest congressional midterm landslide since 
1938, the Republicans captured more than 60 
seats, ending the four-year Democratic majority 
in the House of Representatives. 
 As expected, the GOP failed to gain the 
U.S. Senate. But that was the only consolation 
for the Democrats. The Republican sweep was 
so broad that the GOP now holds 19 state 
legislatures outright, 29 governorships, and 
the largest percentage of state legislative seats 
since 1928.1 Ironically, as a result of the worst 
recession since the Great Depression, the Re-
publicans now hold more power at the state level 
since before the Black Tuesday crash of 1929!
 Because the GOP landslide/earthquake/
tsunami (pick your meteorological metaphor) 
was wholly expected, the explanation for it was 
not hard to discover either. The explanation, 
of course, starts with the dire state of the U.S. 
economy. No incumbent party presiding over 
nearly 10 percent unemployment could hope to 
win accolades from millions of the unemployed 
and underemployed. 
 Although the GOP touted its gains as proof 
that Americans have rejected President Obama’s 
“socialist” agenda, rejection of the Democrats 
had a less ideological explanation. Only two 
years after the economic crisis punctured all 
the neoliberal and conservative myths about 

the free market, and gave a Democratic ad-
ministration the opportunity to change course, 
it seemed that not much had changed. Obama 
and the Democrats assumed the role as saviors 
of the corporate system facing the abyss in late 
2008 and early 2009. Even though the Obama 
administration was not the originator of the 
massive bailouts of the Wall Street banks and 
the likes of insurance giant AIG, it became the 
chief defender of those programs. 
 It’s very likely that the massive govern-
ment backing of the fi nancial system saved it 
from meltdown, but that is cold comfort for the 
majority of Americans who continue to suffer 
high unemployment, loss of retirement wealth, 
and a massive foreclosure crisis. Obama and 
the Democrats legitimized massive government 
spending without changing any of their neolib-
eral assumptions. Instead, the administration 
has pursued a kind of “neoliberal Keynesian-
ism”—putting trillions of taxpayers’ dollars at 
the disposal of private business, and trying to 
“incentivize” it to carry out social policy. It hasn’t 
worked. The banks and big corporations have 
been happy to take the money, but they haven’t 
committed to lending it, saving homes or hiring 
workers.
 As critics like liberal economists Paul Krug-
man and James K. Galbraith pointed out, the 
stimulus plan passed in early 2009 was too small 
and ill designed to lift the economy out of its 
deep hole.2 Unemployment continued to rise 
under Obama, feeding the public perception 
that “government” and “government spend-
ing,” was ineffectual. If the crisis of 2008 had 
discredited neoliberal nostrums, the continued 
crisis of 2009 and 2010 appeared to discredit 
liberal, “big government” solutions. Sixty-fi ve 
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percent of midterm voters told exit pollsters 
that the 2009 stimulus package either hurt or 
had no impact on the economy.3

 Meanwhile, opinion polls have registered 
some concern about the federal defi cit. While 
the GOP claims this as support for its austerity 
program, public opinion experts note that con-
cern about “debt” and “the defi cit” is a proxy for 
concern about U.S. economic decline, and the 
sense that no one in charge—either in Wash-
ington or in Corporate America—cares much 
about how ordinary people are suffering.4 Once 
upon a time, offi cial liberalism appeared to stand 
on the side of “the people.” Today it seems in-
capable of mustering much passion for ordinary 
people. It’s nothing short of scandalous that 
the Republicans could fi libuster an extension 
of unemployment benefi ts for two months last 
summer, causing misery for millions, without 
the Democrats being able to make them pay 
for it politically. 
 If Obama and his neoliberal economic 
team of Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner 
and soon-to-be-departed economic adviser 
Lawrence Summers botched the public’s chief 
priority — namely jobs — the administration 
also seemed to go out of its way to alienate its 
most ardent supporters.   
 Obama stiffed environmentalists when he 
endorsed the GOP’s “drill, baby, drill” solution 
to offshore oil drilling—only a few weeks before 
one of those offshore oil rigs caused the largest 
environmental catastrophe in U.S. history. For 
supporters of immigrant rights, the Obama 
administration has mouthed rhetoric in favor 
of “comprehensive immigration reform” while 
indefi nitely postponing legislation, and deport-
ing more immigrants than George W. Bush’s 
administration did. Obama has dragged his feet 
on ending the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy against 
gays in the military, despite overwhelming sup-
port in the public and even among the military 
brass to get rid of it. On top of this, the Obama 
administration has escalated war in one country 
(Afghanistan), and is still committed, despite 

claims of withdrawal, to a sizable military pres-
ence in another (Iraq). 
 Even in what was supposed to be its sig-
nature achievement, the passage of health care 

reform, the administration managed to rile up 
conservatives who agitated against a “govern-
ment takeover of health care” while alienating 
advocates of genuine health reform. The bill that 
emerged from the Congressional sausage factory 
was so hedged with concessions to the pharma-
ceutical, hospital, and insurance industries that 
its costs may outweigh its benefi ts. No wonder 
a recent Associated Press poll found that four in 
10 adults said they didn’t think Obama’s health 
reform went far enough.5

 All of this produced what pollsters and 
pundits referred to as “the enthusiasm gap,” 
between conservative voters who couldn’t wait to 
throw the Democratic bums out and the tradi-
tional Democratic “base” groups (such as youth, 
African-Americans and trade unionists) who 
showed much less interest in the election then 
they did in 2008. Patricia Elizondo, president of 
a Milwaukee International Assn. of Machinists 
local, told the New York Times that the union 
had trouble motivating its members to get out 
the vote for the Democrats. “People have been 
unemployed for two years, and they’re unhappy 
that the health care bill was not as good as they 
expected,” she said. “Two years ago, I had many 
members going door-to-door to campaign. Now 
they’re saying, ‘Why should I? We supported 
that candidate, but he didn’t follow through.’ ”6 

Gallup found 36 percent of 
Americans voicing positive views 

of socialism. Compare that to 
the 18 percent of Americans 

who identified themselves as Tea 
Party supporters.
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 ABC’s polling expert Gary Langer calculat-
ed that 29 million Obama voters in 2008 stayed 
home during the midterms, compared to 19.5 
million McCain voters in 2008.7 Consequently, 
the electorate that turned up on November 2 was 
much more white, wealthy, old, and conserva-
tive than either the 2008 electorate or the U.S. 
population as a whole.

Crawling from the Wreckage
AS A RESULT, the Washington political estab-
lishment that emerged from the November 2 
elections will be considerably more conservative 
than the current one. The right wing—in the 
form of the Republican Party and perhaps vari-
ous organizations of the supposedly grassroots 
Tea Party movement—will have a bigger say 
in shaping the national agenda. Republican big 
wigs like House-Speaker-to-be John Boehner 
of Ohio and Rep. Mike Pence of Indiana made 
noises about refusing to compromise with the 
White House. Senate Minority Leader Mitch 
McConnell told the National Journal that his 
main mission in the coming two years was to 
assure that President Obama would be a “one-
term president.”
 It remains to be seen whether this trash 
talk will be turned into action. Tea Partiers and 
Republicans have gotten far by railing against 
“Obamacare” and “out-of-control spending” 
without having to take positions that would be 
unpopular if they really spelled them out. Now, 
the Republicans face the prospect of translat-
ing their opposition to government spending 
and support for defi cit cutting into concrete 
proposals. 
 When they get concrete, they’re likely to 
disappoint their most fervent Tea Party back-
ers. The New York Times’ Frank Rich pointed 
this out: “What the Tea Party ostensibly wants 
most—less government spending and smaller 
federal defi cits—is not remotely happening on 
the country club GOP’s watch. The elites have 
no serious plans to cut anything except taxes 
and regulation of their favored industries.”8 

The majority of Republicans who will be el-
evated to the Congress aren’t inexperienced, 
fi re-breathing ideologues, but veteran Republi-
can politicians—even if they did latch onto the 
Tea Party.9 They’re certainly a conservative lot, 
but they come fully marinated in the corrupt 
corporate-funded culture that surrounds both 
major parties.
 Rich’s point about the differences between 
the Tea Party base and the establishment Re-
publicans who claim to speak for it is worth 
keeping in mind. But it’s false to claim that 
the Republican establishment doesn’t have any 
“serious plans” for austerity. It does. If it can get 
away with it, it wants to throw millions of the 
long-term unemployed off extended benefi ts, 
and it wants to slash spending on health care 
for the poor. Likewise, the Tea Party fringe may 
not get all that it wants from the GOP—but it 
has already shaped, at least in part, the national 
political debate. It has provided the Republicans 
with a “populist” gloss for their demands to 
further gut the social safety net.
 Tea Party agitation has also helped legiti-
mize a number of far-right ideas—from denying 
citizenship to children of undocumented immi-
grants to the idea that American Muslims want 
to impose sharia law on the U.S. judicial system. 
These wacky ideas won’t become law, but the 
right’s bigoted rhetoric can further poison the 
public debate on these issues—and give license 
to far-right hate groups who thrive on attacking 
immigrants and Muslims.
 So make no mistake—the Republicans 
can do plenty of damage. But as long as the 
Democrats hold the presidency, the damage can 
be limited—if the Democrats want to “guard the 
change,” as they promised during the election 
campaign. That’s the more crucial question. 
 In the lead-up to the election, the Obama 
administration, from the president on down, 
sent out two contradictory messages. On the 
one hand, Obama and White House spokes-
man Robert Gibbs attacked the Democrats’ 
core supporters for, essentially, expecting too 
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much from 2008’s Mr. Hope and Change. At 
the same time, Obama was making nice with 
the Republicans, urging them yet again to reach 
across the aisle to fi nd bipartisan solutions. 
 Obama, the “centrist,” was setting the stage 
for his own planned shift to the right after the 
election. He was positioning himself—as Bill 
Clinton did in 1995 and 1996—as the sensible 
actor, working in a bipartisan fashion to enact 
policy over the objections of the Tea Party cra-
zies and the “far left,” as the media describe the 
liberal wing of the Democratic Party. Obama 
did nothing to dispel this expectation with his 
post-election press conference, where he pro-
claimed himself “humbled” and willing to listen 
to Republican proposals on a range of topics.

Triangulation and Austerity
AFTER THE HOOPLA of the election dies down, 
the fi rst major development to look for is the 
report of the president’s National Commission 
on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform. The com-
mission, appointed jointly by Obama and the 
leaders of both parties in Congress, is supposed 
to make its recommendations on December 1. 
It’s stacked with defi cit hawks who are likely to 
propose sharp and unprecedented cutbacks in 
social entitlement programs like Medicare and 
Social Security.10

 The commission’s proposals are likely to 
shape the debate on federal spending that will 
ensue after the new Congress assembles in 
January. Obama has already said that “every-
thing must be on the table,” indicating that 
no program, including Social Security, will be 
considered safe from cutbacks. Obama and the 
Democrats have already ceded so much ground 
that any sort of Clintonite triangulation will 
amount to meeting the Republicans halfway on 
how much to cut programs like Social Security, 
not whether to cut in the fi rst place.
 During the election campaign, most Re-
publicans didn’t have the confi dence to detail 
the kind of cuts in entitlements they would like 
to force. But an assist from the bipartisan com-

mission and from Obama could make cutting 
Medicare or raising the Social Security retire-
ment age seem like the “centrist” way to go. And 
if liberals and Democratic “base” groups protest, 
Obama will attack them with the same rhetoric 
he used during the campaign.
 Even on policies where the GOP and 
Democrats have more initial agreement—say 
on spending for infrastructure development or 
education reform—these will likely come with 
huge concessions to neoliberal ideology, such as 
expanded privatization and assaults on labor or-
ganization. And this is because the Democrats, 
no less than the Republicans, are committed to 
neoliberalism.
 Facing the coming onslaught, the leaders 
of many unions and advocacy groups for civil 
rights, women, LGBT people and the poor, 
will be tempted to cling even more closely to 
the Democrats and Obama. But if the last two 
years have shown anything, it’s the perils of that 
strategy. 

What Do We Do Now?
FOR MUCH OF OBAMA’S TERM, the leading 
liberal organizations—like the AFL-CIO, the 
NAACP, and the Human Rights Campaign—
have played “good soldiers” in trying to carry 
out the White House’s agenda. As a result, there 
has been no sustained national effort to give 
voice to millions facing economic devastation 
today. Instead, the only “movement” seemingly 
validating popular anger is the right-wing Tea 
Party. It’s bad enough that the Right has seemed 
to capture the “populist” tenor of the times, but 
popular organizations that should have been 
mobilizing to press the administration were 
instead pressed into service as the last line of de-
fense for a corporate party than disdains them.11

 The Democrats decried the millions in 
secret corporate money that fl ooded into the 
elections industry following the Supreme 
Court’s Citizens United decision. At the same 
time, Citizens United freed union treasuries to 
spend unlimited sums on the Democrats. Thus, 
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the Wall Street Journal was delighted to report 
that a last minute contribution to the Democrats 
from the American Federation of State, County 
and Municipal Employees actually made AF-
SCME—not the Chamber of Commerce—the 
largest contributor in the 2010 election cycle.
 “We’re the big dog,” AFSCME’s Larry 
Scanlon told the Journal. “But we don’t like to 
brag.” But this big dog ended up with its tail 
between its legs. After threatening for months 
to punish Democrats who opposed labor 
priorities like the Employee Free Choice Act 
and the “public option” for health care reform, 
AFSCME backed conservative Democratic 
incumbents like Ohio’s Zack Space. 
 “We know he has been bad on the issues, 
but the point is, if you don’t elect the Zack 
Spaces of the world, then you end up with 
Speaker Boehner,” said Scanlon.12 Unfortu-
nately for working people, the sums of money 
that unions threw away on corporate America’s 
second favorite party took away from other more 
important tasks, like organizing or mobilizing 
for jobs. [For the record, Space lost by 14 per-
centage points, and we’re still going to end up 
with Speaker Boehner.]
 Despite their grave disappointment in 
Obama and his administration, liberals and 
Democratic Party-oriented members of the left 
urged a vote for the Democrats in November. 
Long-time labor and civil rights activist Bill 
Fletcher, Jr., a board member of Progressive 
Democrats of America, made this appeal in the 
week before the election:

Well, we are now facing a moment of truth. 
This is not the boy who cried wolf. In addition 
to the Democratic Congress as a whole being 
under assault from the Republicans, there 
are some liberal and progressive Democratic 
elected offi cials who are under siege, and about 
whom we should be concerned. There is an en-
ergized, right wing army waiting to turn back 
the clock. So progressives should be enthused 
right now — enthused to defend our friends, 
but also to defeat our enemies.13

Fletcher’s “left” rhetoric simply covered for the 

standard appeal to vote Democrat as the “lesser 
of two evils.” And as the socialist Hal Draper 
taught us years ago, when the left casts its lot 
with the Democrats, it’s merely admitting its 
own marginalization and poverty of vision. “…
[T]he Democrats have learned quite well that 
they have the lib-lab vote in their back pocket . 
. . With the lib-lab votes in a pocket, politics in 
this country had to move steadily right-right-
right . . . .This is essentially why—even when 
there is a Lesser Evil—making the Lesser Evil 
choice undercuts any possibility of really fi ght-
ing the Right.”14

 Admittedly, left-wing political alterna-
tives to the Democrats are weak today. The 
nominal third party, the Working Families 
Party, endorsed the New York Democratic slate, 
including the union-bashing Governor-elect 
Andrew Cuomo. In genuinely independent ef-
forts, Illinois Greens ran a full slate of statewide 
candidates, winning about 3 percent of the 
vote. Veteran socialist Dan La Botz and Green 
activist Howie Hawkins ran spirited statewide 
campaigns for offi ce in Ohio and New York, 
respectively. With tremendous odds against 
them, these campaigns were able to put forth 
a political alternative to the two parties of big 
business.
 Despite the weakness of organized left 
politics, it's worth remembering that two recent 
national opinion polls — including one by the 
conservative Rasmussen Reports — have shown 
that more than one-third of Americans have a 
positive view of “socialism.” Gallup found 36 
percent of Americans voicing positive views of 
socialism. Compare that to the 18 percent of 
Americans who identifi ed themselves as Tea 
Party supporters in a New York Times/CBS 
survey of the movement.15 Who would have 
thought that in center-right America, potential 
supporters of socialism outnumber Tea Party 
supporters by two to one?
 These statistics tell us that there are millions 
of people who could potentially be mobilized 
against the coming onslaught from the Right. 
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We face the challenge of building organiza-
tions to fi ght effectively for working people’s 
demands. But we also face the challenge of 
building a mass-based left wing political al-
ternative to the Democrats. Without that, we 
will continue to fi nd ourselves facing the same 
Hobson’s choice between “terrible” (the GOP) 
and “not as bad” (the Democrats).
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THE CURIOUS THING about the 2010 midterm 
elections is that their results were totally 

unsurprising and highly illuminating at the 
same time. They were unsurprising because they 
confi rmed what we all expected would happen. 
The voters who propelled Democrats to power 
in the two previous elections in 2006 and 2008 
stayed home. Voters dissatisfi ed with the status 
quo turned out in droves to support the party 
out of power as the economy plunged into its 
worst crisis since the Great Depression. While 
two short years ago it seemed as if the GOP 
was ready to be consigned to history’s dustbin, 
it turned out that they were incredibly lucky to 
be expelled from power at the exact moment 
economic misery began to descend upon mil-
lions of Americans. It allowed them to place 
the blame on the other guy, and the American 
electorate, with no viable electoral alternative 
to support, ratifi ed this argument with varying 
degrees of enthusiasm. While much has been 
made of the ascendance of the Tea Party as a 
supposedly transformative force in American 
politics, a majority of voters have nearly iden-
tical (largely negative) attitudes toward both 
the Democratic and Republican parties. This 
wasn’t a “wave election” or a mandate for the 
Republicans to pursue their agenda full bore. 
The ruling party almost always loses seats in a 
midterm election and when economic anxiety 
prevails. Considering the confl uence of forces, 
it is hardly surprising that the Democrats did so 
badly and the Republicans did so well. Anyone 

with a modest grasp of the broad contours of 
American politics could have seen it coming 
from a mile away. 
 While it’s easy to greet the midterm results 
solely with a knowing shrug of the shoulders, 
they also illustrate starkly the confusion and 
disorientation that defi nes the current conjunc-
ture. One would think that an economic crisis 
that is so clearly the product of a rapacious, 
predatory capitalism would boost the political 
fortunes of the left, broadly defi ned. It has not, 
both in the United States and in Europe. It has 
quickened the consolidation of center-left and 
center-right parties around a program that ac-
cepts the ongoing legitimacy and inevitability of 
capitalism (embodied here in the United States 
by the Obama administration’s inheritance and 
extension of the Bush administration’s bank 
bailouts), while the main current of opposition 
to the status quo springs not from the radical 
or socialist left but from the extreme right. 
 Considering the circumstances we fi nd our-
selves in, this development is nothing short of 
disastrous. While the rise of political formations 
like the Tea Party should not be overblown be-
cause they remain fragmentary and inchoate, it’s 
undeniable that they have exercised an alarming 
degree of infl uence over the discourse concern-
ing what the appropriate political responses 
to the current crisis should be. The default 
language of discontent in the U.S. still is and 
always has been a pre-modern, petite-bourgeois 
pseudo-radicalism that is woefully incapable of 
addressing the problems that defi ne life under 
21st century capitalism. If implemented in any 
signifi cant fashion, the program advanced by 
the emboldened right would do nothing but 
deepen the crisis and increase the misery affl ict-
ing the unemployed and the foreclosed. And as 
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the last two years have so amply demonstrated, 
Democratic control of the White House and 
Congress does little to ensure that adequate 
action to address the problems we face will be 
taken, especially when the labor movement and 
the radical left are too weak to push the party 
in a more progressive direction.
 Under these distressing circumstances, one 
is reminded of Antonio Gramsci’s assessment of 
the state of affairs between the two world wars: 
“The crisis consists precisely in the fact that 
the old is dying and the new cannot be born; 
in this interregnum a great variety of morbid 
symptoms appear.” In light of the situation we 
fi nd ourselves in today, can there be any doubt 
that he was speaking about us as well? 
 The stark truth is that there currently is 
no real left to speak of in American politics. 
While there is much progressive activity around 
a wide variety of issues and campaigns, including 
electoral efforts within and independent of the 
Democratic Party, there is no organizational 
vehicle capable of uniting these various strands 
around a common programmatic agenda. Per-
haps more importantly, there is no signifi cant 
anti-capitalist ideological orientation within 
what today passes for the broad left. The vast 
majority of the labor movement as well as the 
organizational remnants of older iterations of 
the American left have given up on the pos-
sibility of socialist transformation, redefi ning 
their goals within the coordinates of a basically 
capitalist system, albeit with the roughest edges 
sanded off. 
 Yes, we are all likely better off in the im-
mediate term with Democrats rather than 
Republicans in power. But the continued com-
mitment of what might be called the “actually 
existing left” to Democratic electoral success has 
long since succumbed to the law of diminishing 
returns. As Adolph Reed, Jr. argues in a recent 
issue of New Labor Forum, as time passes this 
constrained ideological and political orientation 
“will be able to do little more than negotiate 
the best possible terms of defeat in a revan-

chist regime of upward distribution that is the 
practical logic of neoliberalism.” Considering 
the exceedingly grim future that awaits us if 
a radical challenge to capitalism is not recon-
structed, none of us should be satisfi ed with 
widespread accommodation to this defeatist 

logic. New radical political formations, as well as 
the ideological resuscitation of anti-capitalism 
within the labor movement and the broad left, 
are urgently needed. 
 Faint glimmers of hope for reconstruction 
can be found in the modest electoral successes 
enjoyed by left candidates and parties in cer-
tain races around the country. Socialist Party 
candidate and longtime activist Dan La Botz 
garnered over 25,000 votes in his campaign for 
one of Ohio’s seats for the U.S. Senate, despite 
being shut out of debates and having little elec-
toral machinery to speak of. In my own state of 
New York, Green Party gubernatorial candidate 
Howie Hawkins received well over 50,000 votes 
while running on an unabashedly left platform, 
restoring the party’s ballot status that it had lost 
in 2002. And while the labor-backed Working 
Families Party (WFP) seriously disappointed 
many leftists by endorsing pro-austerity, anti-
union Democrat Andrew Cuomo in his victori-
ous campaign for governor, the party received 
well over 100,000 votes on its line. This ensures 
that it will keep its ballot status and move up to 
a higher line on the ballot in future elections as 
well. 
 While these electoral efforts are somewhat 

Gramsci: “The crisis consists 
precisely in the fact that the old is 
dying and the new cannot be born; 
in this interregnum a great variety 
of morbid symptoms appear.” 
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encouraging, they are not nearly enough. They 
also put the cart before the horse. Independent 
electoral campaigns tend to be ephemeral affairs 
and do not signifi cantly contribute to the long-
term organizational and political reconstruction 
necessary to ensure sustainable electoral success. 
Signifi cant barriers also confront the develop-
ment of fusion voting based efforts like the 
WFP. Fusion voting is legal in only a handful of 
states and regularly practiced only in New York. 
A state-by-state effort to legalize fusion would 
likely be a waste of precious time and resources. 
Also, as the WFP’s endorsement of Cuomo in 
New York has shown, a fusion party backed by 
organized labor is crippled by a fundamental 
contradiction. It seeks to be a third party and 
a labor caucus within the Democratic Party 
simultaneously, and since its constituent unions 
are still dependent on their relationship with the 
Democrats it can’t credibly threaten to end that 
relationship (or at least put it on a temporary 
hiatus) when the chips are down. The WFP 
has been instrumental in winning modest but 
important victories such as a hike in the state’s 
minimum wage, but it may have run up against 
the limits of its fusion strategy. Similar projects 
in other places would likely confront the same 
problems.
 Instead of a narrow and premature focus 
on electoral mobilization, leftists would be wise 
to attempt a different approach that has the 
potential to reconstruct a radical challenge to 
capitalism from the ground up. In their 2009 
book Solidarity Divided, labor intellectuals Bill 
Fletcher, Jr. and Fernando Gapasin propose the 
creation of what they call “working people’s as-
semblies” to serve as the primary vehicle for a 
long-term process of left political renewal. As 
they describe it, such an organization would 
pursue organizing and ideological work within 
a specifi c geographical area (a city or a metro-
politan region) to bring together struggles in 
communities and workplaces and begin the 
process of building a common political agenda 
for the left and eventually spread outward. It 

would be composed of local labor unions, worker 
centers, tenants’ organizations, non-sectarian 
left organizations and parties, and any other 
social forces interested in building an alternative 
to the status quo. An assembly would begin by 
focusing on the problems that most concern 
people living in the area and crafting strate-
gies to deal with them, as well as advancing an 
ideological analysis of why those problems ex-
ist. As the assembly grows in strength, it might 
then decide to engage in electoral politics in a 
manner it sees fi t. On this point, we should be 
tactically fl exible on a case-by-case basis. If the 
relationship of forces is such that supporting a 
Democratic candidacy or running a candidate 
in a Democratic primary for local or state offi ce 
would advance the goals of the organization, 
then that is what should be done. If supporting 
or mounting an independent candidacy at the 
local or state level is a viable option that can 
really contribute to building an organization in 
the longer term (not just an ephemeral protest 
candidacy), then we should not hesitate to fol-
low that course either. While the electoral arena 
should likely not be the primary focus of the 
organization’s activity, if engaged with properly 
it can contribute much to the rebuilding of left 
movements on a local level. 
 Over the last year, activists in Toronto as-
sociated with the Socialist Project group have 
helped to lead the process of building such 
an assembly in their city. The early outlook 
for the Greater Toronto Workers Assembly 
seems promising. They have managed to bring 
together a wide array of labor, left, and com-
munity organizations that might not ordinarily 
work together and have begun building local 
campaigns for free mass transit and against cuts 
in public services. It is an exciting project that 
could potentially serve as something of a model 
for leftists elsewhere to emulate. 
 The political reverberations of the economic 
crisis should have demonstrated once and for 
all that it’s well past time to, in the words of 
the great early 1980s Scottish post-punk band 
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Orange Juice, “rip it up and start again.” The 
Keynesian social accord between labor and 
capital is long gone, but the organizational and 
ideological shibboleths of what remains of the 
postwar left live on like zombies that refuse 
to die. The Shachtman-Harrington project of 
realigning the Democrats into a labor/social 
democratic party is an impossibility under cur-
rent circumstances, and independent electoral 
efforts in the absence of a mass-based radical 

left are similarly futile. What remains is the 
long-term, painstaking reconstruction of a radi-
cal left capable of posing a serious challenge to 
a capitalist system that might very well be ap-
proaching its economic and ecological limits. In 
these desperate times, we would do well to heed 
Lenin’s injunction to “be as radical as reality 
itself ” and be willing to experiment organiza-
tionally and ideologically. We can’t afford not 
to try. 
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THE DAN LA BOTZ Socialist for Senate 
Campaign in Ohio in 2010 was one of the 

most successful socialist electoral campaigns in 
more than 60 years. The 25,000 votes cast for 
La Botz compare favorably with earlier Socialist 
Party candidacies in Ohio, with other socialist 
parties, and with reformist parties to the left 
of the Democrats. The La Botz campaign, 
in fact, compares favorably with all Socialist, 
Communist and Socialist Workers Party and 
other leftist party campaigns since the heyday 
of socialism. Only Eugene V. Debs and Nor-
man Thomas, received more socialist votes in 
Ohio than Dan La Botz. These 25,000 votes 
for La Botz in 2010 represent one of the most 
signifi cant votes for social justice in the United 
States since the 1940s.
 No socialist candidate has received so many 
votes in Ohio since the 1940s. In the 2008 
presidential election, the Socialist Party candi-
date Brian Moore won 6,528 votes nationwide, 
of which 2,731 were from Ohio. In general in 
statewide elections, Socialist Party candidates 
get around 5,000 votes, though in some small 
states that can be larger percentage of the vote. 
For example, in 2010 Jane Newton, candidate 
for the House of Representatives in Vermont 
got 3,222 votes, coming in fourth out of four 
candidates with 1.35 percent of the vote. While 
those represent impressive showing in small 
states and local contest, the 25,000 votes for the 
SP in the larger, more moderate state of Ohio, 

though less than one percent (.68 percent) of the 
vote represents something qualitatively different 
in this more conservative region of the country.
 When we compare the La Botz vote with 
candidates who described themselves as social-
ist in recent national elections we can see its 
signifi cance in a different light. In the 1970s, 
the Socialist Worker Party candidates received 
about 100,000 votes nationally, while in the 
1970s and 1980s the Communist Party candi-
dates received between 25,000 and 60,000 votes. 
Since then socialist presidential candidates have 
received between 3,000 and 5,000 votes.
 The La Botz vote in Ohio also compares 
favorably with the Green Party statewide 
candidates. While they are to the left of the 
Democratic Party and take good positions on 
many issues and should be supported, Green 
Party candidates do not run as anti-capitalist 
candidates, much less as socialist candidates. 
Ohio Green Party candidate for Governor  in 
Ohio Dennis Spisak got 56,734 votes or 1.51 
percent, while Howie Hawkins of New York also 
got over 58,123 or 1 percent. In Illinois, Rich 
Whitney got 99,625 votes or 3 percent. Though 
the Green Party candidates got higher votes, 
they are not of a different order of magnitude 
than our showing in Ohio. 

Where the Support Came From
THE GREAT MAJORITY OF VOTES for La Botz 
came from Ohio’s largest metropolitan areas. 
These urban areas contributed over 20,000 votes 
to La Botz, while rural areas contributed less 
than 5,000. Almost half of all of La Botz votes, 
some 12,459, came from the three largest urban 
areas—Cleveland, Columbus and Cincinnati—
while almost one third, 6727 votes, came from 
the second tier cities—Dayton, Akron, Toledo, 

A Socialist Campaign in Ohio
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Youngstown and Canton.
 Cleveland, Cincinnati, Dayton, Akron, To-
ledo, Youngstown, and Canton are historically 
major manufacturing centers, today fallen on 
hard times, while Columbus, the state capital, 
is a major administrative, health, and educa-
tion center. The residents of these cities are 
overwhelmingly working class people, wage 
earners, and the level of labor union organiza-
tion is higher in Ohio at (about 14 percent) than 
that of the U.S. as a whole (about 12 percent). 
We can reasonably conclude that workers and 
union members contributed to this vote, though 
students and other groups must also have voted 
for La Botz. 

The Election and the Vote
GEORGE VOINOVICH, Republican Senator from 
Ohio, decided not to run for offi ce again in 
2010. The Republican candidate to replace him 
was Rob Portman, a former 7-term Republican 
Congressman and member of the George W. 
Bush cabinet as U.S. Trade Representative and 
Director of the Offi ce of Management and the 
Budget. The Democratic Party candidate was 
Lee Fisher, a former state representative, state 

senator, Attorney General, and unsuccessful 
candidate for governor. Also seeking the seat 
were two Tea Party conservatives, one on the 
Constitution Party ticket and one running as 
an independent.
 The Socialist Party had not run candidates 
in Ohio for a long, long time. I was the fi rst 
Socialist running for the Senate in Ohio since 
1936 and the most recent socialist candidate in 
the state since Norman Thomas’s write-in cam-
paign for the presidency in 1940. Other socialist 
party candidates had appeared on the ballot in 
the state in the 1970s and 1980s, though they 
had won no signifi cant percentage of the vote. 
 Since the 1940s, Ohio had had laws which 
restricted and in effect made it impossible for 
parties other than the Republicans and Demo-
crats to get on the ballot. A series of lawsuits 
brought in the early 2000s and court decisions 
had eliminated those restrictions and the Ohio 
Secretary of State created rules which made it 
quite easy to get on the ballot. We only needed 
to collect 500 signatures and we collected 1,200 
and were certifi ed. 

The May 4 Primary Elections
THE MAY 4 SOCIALIST PARTY PRIMARY elec-
tions represented the fi rst response to our cam-
paign. Greens, Democrats and independents 
could not vote in the Socialist primary, unless 
they wanted to become registered as Socialists. 
To vote for me as the Socialist candidate, one 
had to go into the polling place and in front of 
friends and neighbors, poll workers, and strang-
ers request a Socialist Party ballot from the poll 
workers. Many were unaware of this option and 
some of those who were aware found it diffi cult 
to publicly declare that they were socialists. Still, 
in the primary I received almost 400 socialist 
votes.
 The most important result of the primary 
election was the victory of Lee Fisher over Jen-
nifer Brunner in the Democratic Party. Fisher, a 
rather typical, not very militant liberal Demo-
crat from Cleveland, had defeated Brunner, a 

TABLE 1
Votes for Dan La Botz in Ohio 2010

   
  PERCENT
  OF LABOTZ’S
URBAN AREA VOTES URBAN VOTES

Cleveland 4,713 23
Columbus 4,257 21
Cincinnati 3,489 17
Dayton 1,706 8
Akron 1,527 7
Toledo 1,488 7
Youngstown 1,063 5
Canton 943 5
Mansfield 280 1

Total Urban Votes for La Botz  20,571
Total Rural Votes  4,797
Total LaBotz Votes  25,368

The table above thanks to Taki Manolakos
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candidate who was considered more progressive 
on social issues. He was able to win because the 
national and state Democratic Party organiza-
tions came out strongly on his side and pushed 
Brunner out of the way. Many Brunner support-
ers deeply resented what they saw as the party 
organization having stolen her factory. The large 

numbers of disgruntled Brunner Democrats 
were potential voters for me. 

The Election Nationally and in Ohio
THE NOVEMBER 2010 ELECTIONS saw many 
Americans vote against the administration 
of President Barack Obama and the Demo-
crats. Polling organizations reported that the 
Democrats had lost the support of Catholics, 
women, gays and lesbians, and voters over 60. 
For the fi rst time since exit polls began asking, 
more women voted Republican than Democrat. 

African-Americans, Latinos, and working class 
voters were less motivated than before to vote 
for the Democrats. 
 The election represented a victory for the 
Republican Party and a resounding defeat for 
the Democrats who lost the House of Repre-
sentatives and some Senate seats. In Ohio, the 
Republican John Kasich defeated Governor 
Ted Strickland, despite campaigning in Ohio 
by Obama and Biden. Republicans defeated 
Democrats for all statewide offi ces. Ohio has 
18 Congressional Representatives, and out of 
ten Democrats, fi ve lost their seats. 
 The Tea Party movement has been par-
ticularly strong in Ohio where various groups 
backed right-wing Republicans, Constitution, 
and Libertarian candidates, and rightwing in-
dependents. Libertarian candidates, rightwing 
but generally anti-war, got about 3 percent of 
the vote in several congressional districts.

The Campaign Organization
THE VOTE FOR LA BOTZ in the three major 
cities refl ected the campaign’s priorities and 
its efforts over the nine-month campaign. The 
Dan La Botz, Socialist for Senate campaign 
had several objectives: 1) to educate people in 
Ohio about socialism; 2) to meet, engage, link 
and strengthen activist networks in the state; 3) 
to build unity on the left; 4) to win votes for my 
campaign on Election Day as a measure of the 
success of our educational work. To carry out 
these objectives we had to build an organization.
 At the beginning of this campaign, I and my 
key collaborators decided that, since there was 
virtually no existing Socialist Party organization 
in the state, the most important thing was to 
build a campaign organization. We naturally 
focused on building the organization fi rst in 
Cincinnati, Columbus and Cleveland, the state’s 
three greatest population centers. We identifi ed 
local left leaders and naturally they had their 
own organizations or networks made up of local 
activists. We worked to incorporate those lead-
ers and their fellow activists into our campaign. 

TABLE 2
Votes for U.S. Senate Candidates in Ohio 

(2010)

CANDIDATE PERCENT VOTES

Rob Portman – R 57 2,125,810
Lee Fisher – D 39 1,448,092
Eric Deaton – C 1.7 64,017
Michael Pryce – I 1.3 48,653
Daniel La Botz – S 0.7 25,368
Arthur Sullivan – WI 0.04 1,512

SOURCE: Ohio Secretary of State at http://vote.sos.state.oh.us/
pls/enrpublic/f?p=130:6:0

Throughout this campaign we had 
hardly a hostile remark or even a 
critical comment. People received 
us with politeness, toleration, and 
generally with respect even when 

they differed with us.
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 We created local organizations in those 
cities and a little later in Toledo. Our local 
campaign organizations were usually led by a 
handful of three to fi ve local activists in each 
city who held small meetings usually of not 
more than fi ve or 10 people. Those attending 
those meetings varied from week to week. Our 
campaign organizer kept a data base of local 
activists, created a listserv through which they 
could communicate with him and each other, 
helped to convene local meetings, and some-
times attended those meetings.

Who Made up the Campaign?

THE LA BOTZ SOCIALIST FOR SENATE cam-
paign was made up of socialist, labor, peace, 
and housing activists. Many of those led the 
campaign locally were involved of the years in 
many of these movements and others such as 
LGBT, environment, and immigrant rights. 
 In Cincinnati where I live and work, my key 
supporters came from Cincinnati Progressive 
Action (CPA), a small activist group that grew 
out of a fi ght over police racism and brutality 
about 10 years ago. Since then the group has 
worked on other matter of criminal justice but 
has also engaged in anti-war activity and in sup-
port for the Farm Labor Organizing Committee 
(FLOC) based in Ohio. Members of CPA were 
also active in several labor unions, some of them 
local offi cers of those unions and some delegates 
to the Cincinnati AFL-CIO Labor Council. 
One is a longtime housing activist. 
 In Cleveland our key supporters came from 
two distinct groups: fi rst, a group of older peace 
activists associated with Women Speak Out 
for Peace and Justice (Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom) and, second, a 
few young left and labor organizers involved in 
the Industrial Workers of the World who had 
created something called the Cleveland Eco-
nomic Democracy Network. Also supporting 
us in Cleveland was a leading member of the 
Ohio State Labor Party, a local branch of the 
Labor Party founded by labor unionist Tony 

Mazzocchi in 1996.
 The Columbus group was more diverse 
than the groups in Cincinnati and Cleveland. In 
Columbus, Mary Loritz, SP Ohio State Chair, 
played a leading role. We were also supported by 
my campaign treasurer, a member of the DSA, 
and by another couple of DSA members and a 
couple of Solidarity members who are also lo-
cal Teamster activists. We were slow in getting 
an organization in Toledo/Bowling Green. A 
former FLOC organizer, now teaching col-
lege, took on the role of our local organizer. 
He brought together about ten people who 
functioned as an excellent local committee.
 By the end of the campaign we had 380 
supporters active throughout the state. There 
were 119 in Cincinnati; 45 in Columbus; 48 in 
Cleveland, and 20 in Toledo/Bowling Green. 
We also succeeded in building groups of sup-
porters on local campuses: Ohio University at 
Athens, 25; Kent State, 5; Miami University, 13; 
Oberlin, 21; Ohio Wesleyan, 21; and Wooster 
College, 27. In the best case, at Oberlin, we got 
20 percent of the student vote.

Information and Communications
WE RAISED MONEY from a small base of gen-
erous supporters, less than 200 contributors 
who gave on the average $25, though many 
gave $100, a couple $500, and our largest con-
tribution from one individual was $1,000. We 
received donations of as little as $5 or even $1. 
We had by the end of the campaign raised a 
little over $10,000. I contributed none of my 
own money to the campaign. We estimate that 
we traveled around 15,000 miles throughout 
the state as well as on trips out of state related 
to the campaign. We believe that we printed 
and distributed between 50,000 and 100,000 
pieces of literature. 
 We created good electronic communica-
tions from early on in the campaign. The Dan-
LaBotz.com website was established on Feb. 26, 
2010 and by Nov. 2, 2010 we had had 16,839 
unique visitors to the site. On Nov. 1 and Nov. 2 
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we had about 1,500 visits each day. There were 
a total of 23,875 visits, 94,324 page visits. I also 
wrote a book for this campaign, Vision from the 
Heartland: Socialism for the 21st Century, which 
by Nov. 2 had had 900 downloads.
 In addition to DanLaBotz..com, we also 
had two Facebook pages, Dan La Botz and Dan 
La Botz, Socialist for Senate. Each of those 
sites had over 1,000 “friends” from throughout 
Ohio, around the United States and around the 
world, many of whom commented on the cam-
paign as it developed. We also had a YouTube 
channel where we put up about 30 videos. The 
basic “Dan La Botz, Socialist for Senate” video 
received 2,728 views and a few others received 
about 500 views. We created listservs for our 
local organizations and for all supporters. 
 In addition to our own communications, we 
fi lled out many media questionnaires and were 
interviewed by TV stations about our views. 
The newspapers carried our opinions to tens of 
thousands of voters and the TV stations aired 
our interviews which may have been seen by 
hundreds of thousands. 

Our Strategy
WE HAD TO MAKE STRATEGIC DECISIONS 
about where to spend our time, where to deploy 
our supporters, and how to use our economic 
resources. Our strategy was always to build on 
our strengths and to avoid undertaking tasks 
beyond our capabilities. We concentrated on 
those groups most likely to support us and did 
not attempt to reach either those who opposed 
us or those who might have been in the middle. 
I decided that I would spend my time speaking 
where I could build our local organizations or 
where I could speak in urban areas with large 
numbers of working class, African-Americans 
and students.
 Similarly, we directed our supporters to 
work in those areas where we were likely to re-
ceive a good reception: universities and student 
communities, liberal communities, urban (as 
opposed to suburban) working class neighbor-

hood, African-American neighborhoods. We 
simply did not have enough supporters to be 
able to take our message to less sympathetic 
areas, such as the big city suburbs. While we 
recognize that two-thirds of Americans live in 
suburbs, they are a much greater challenge both 
logistically and politically, so we concentrated 
on the cities and on our most likely supporters. 
 A political campaign’s central activity is the 
candidate’s speech making and the candidate’s 
and supporters’ talks with the public. Early on 
in the campaign I developed a speech concen-
trating on three issues: 1) the economy and jobs; 
2) the environment; 3) the U.S. wars abroad. I 
spoke about the country’s problems and our 
proposed socialist solutions in down-to-earth 
language without jargon, without academic ter-
minology, without radical rhetoric, and without 
sarcasm or nastiness. 
 Altogether I gave my basic speech, in ver-
sions from 5 minutes to one hour in length 
(usually about 40 minutes) about 50 times either 
at candidate forums to which I had been invited 
or at meetings that we had organized. I probably 
spoke to between 1,000 and 2,000 people in that 
way. In addition, we handed out literature and 
engaged in conversations with many thousands 
of others at public events or in public places.

Conversations with the 
Public and Supporters

WE HAD SOME BRIEF CONVERSATIONS with 
voters while gathering petition signatures, 
while leafl eting mass events, and while speak-
ing at public candidates forums. We found 
that African-Americans were much more open 
to discussions with us, as were young people. 
Middle aged white people were the least willing 
to engage in conversations with us.
 Everyone recognized, and conversations 
with voters confirmed, that the economy 
and particularly unemployment were the is-
sues foremost on the voters’ minds. Ohio lost 
400,000 jobs since 2006 and the state’s average 
unemployment rate was 9.5 percent offi cially, 17 
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percent unoffi cially and 30 percent in African-
American and Latino communities. Many 
young people were fi nding it impossible to 
get that fi rst job out of high school or college. 
Voters expressed to us their concerns about the 
economy and jobs.
 Most of my conversations, however, were 
with people who were being drawn to our cam-
paign because they were on the left. They were 
happy to see someone speak out on the war, on 
the environment, and on LGBT rights. And 
they were pleased to hear someone offering 
socialist ideas to deal with the economic crisis. 
Many of these people on the left appreciated 
my call not simply for nationalization, but for 
socialization of industry, for a democratically 
planned economy, and for workers’ and consum-
ers’ involvement in the productive process. 
 Many on the left, of course, were concerned 
that supporting a socialist candidate would take 
votes away from the Democratic Party and help 
the Republicans. This argument got easier after 
the “progressive” Democrat Jennifer Brunner 
was defeated by the machine Democrat Lee 
Fisher. And it got easier still after Fisher fell 10 
to 20 points behind Republican Rob Portman 
and then threw in the towel by giving his money 
to the party for other races.
 We were fortunate from the beginning to 
have the pro bono services of an attorney and 
professor at Capital University in Columbus. He 
offered advice and help in the fi ling of our peti-
tions, in dealing with some irregularities in the 
May 4 primary, and later in fi ling a complaint 
with the Federal Election Commission (FEC) 
because I had been excluded from the Ohio 
U.S. Senate candidate debates sponsored by a 
consortium of local newspaper and broadcasters. 
While the election is over, we are still pursuing 
this case.

Left Unity
FROM THE VERY BEGINNING we built this 
campaign based on cooperation between several 
left organizations, both as a matter of necessity 

and as a matter of principle. Since the Socialist 
Party had only a handful of member in Ohio 
and no organizational infrastructure it could 
not function as the basis of the campaign. We 
had support early on not only from the Socialist 
Party but also from the International Socialist 
Organization (ISO) and from members of the 
Democratic Socialist of America (DSA). Later 
we met members of the Young Democratic 
Socialist (YDS) at local colleges. Socialist Al-
ternative, while not active in Ohio, endorsed 
my campaign. A leading member of the Ohio 
State Labor Party (OSLP) called my campaign 
to the attention of its members, and many of 
them supported the campaign.
 Inspired in part by my campaign, all of 
these left groups and others joined in a Social-
ist Contingent at the October 2 demonstration 
in Washington. Also in late November my 
campaign organized the Ohio Young Progres-
sives Conference at Ohio State University in 
Columbus attended by 27 young activists, many 
from the ISO and YDS, and Solidarity and SP 
staff were also present. (http://scrupulo.com/
ohprog/index.html) Finally, on October 31, 14 
supporters from Toledo and Detroit—members 
of the SP, Solidarity and the ISO and others—
canvassed 500 houses in Toledo. All of this 
represented a remarkable example of left unity 
and helped to make the campaign a success.

Weaknesses of the Campaign
WHILE WE SUCCEEDED IN BUILDING an orga-
nization in several of the state’s major cities and 
among a variety of social activists, the campaign 
did have some serious weaknesses.
 Though we had local union leaders and 
members in our campaign, we did not fi nd a 
way to speak in union halls and to union mem-
bers. The labor bureaucracy’s alliance with the 
Democratic Party made it virtually impossible 
for us to get a hearing. 
 While we had a few African-American 
activists involved in the campaign and while 
I spoke at state and local NAACP meetings, 
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we never made any serious inroads in the black 
community.
 Similarly with the Latino community 
which is important in Columbus and Cleveland. 
While I did attend a large Latino community 
meeting before the primary in Cleveland and 
was received with applause and cheers when I 
spoke, still we never had any Latino base.
 While we created organizations in the 
Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati, and Toledo, 
we never succeeded in creating an organization 
in Dayton, Akron, Canton and Youngstown. 
While we had some supporters in those cities, 
we never got a group together there.
 While we did have organizations on sev-
eral Ohio campuses, we also failed to establish 
organizations on many campuses, most notably 
Cleveland State. We did not establish bases on 
any community colleges.
 We failed to organize and mobilize our 
supporters to conduct door-to-door canvassing 
in neighborhoods in our key cities.

Conclusions

I OFFER SOME CONCLUSIONS here based on our 
experience in Ohio in 2010 for explicitly social-
ist campaigns run by socialist organizations. 
 The Socialist Party and other groups on 
the democratic and revolutionary left should 
continue to mount election campaigns as part 
of their repertoire of activities alongside labor 
and movement organizing, recruitment, and 
training of cadres. Elections provide one of the 
few situations where socialists, because they are 
candidates or their supporters are seen to have 
a legitimate right to speak to meeting, dissemi-
nate literature at public events, knock on doors, 
make phone calls, and attempt to recruit to the 
movement. We must take advantage of such 
opportunities.
 We can as Socialists be successful in getting 
a hearing from the American people. Through-

out this campaign we had hardly a hostile re-
mark or even a critical comment. People received 
us with politeness, toleration, and generally with 
respect even when they differed with us. 
 While socialist electoral campaigns are 
largely about the mass dissemination of socialist 
ideas to the working class, the labor and pro-
gressive movements, and to society in general, 
they should not be approached as educational 
or public relations matters. Socialist electoral 
campaigns must be approached as organizing 
campaigns aimed at building campaign com-
mittees, developing local leaders, and winning 
committed supporters. 
 The U.S. democratic and revolutionary left 
is small, limited to a handful of groups none 
of which has more than 1,000 members in the 
entire country. When the Socialist Party or other 
socialist groups undertake socialist electoral 
campaigns, they should attempt to conduct 
them on the basis of cooperation with other 
democratic, revolutionary, and left socialists. 
Unity on the left redounds to the benefi t of all 
of the groups involved and to the movement as 
a whole.
 We have to develop a way to reach working 
class voters in their unions, in their workplaces 
and in their communities. The Socialist Party 
and other socialist organizations will be able to 
do this only if they are oriented both to doing 
work in the workplace, the union and the com-
munity, and to conducting socialist education 
and recruitment as part of that work in the 
working class.
 The Socialist Party and the revolutionary 
and democratic left made a small but signifi cant 
advance with this campaign, but its real value 
will be seen in the ability of the left to prove 
more successful in reaching the American work-
ing class with its values, principles, and program.
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S SOON AS I ACQUIRED the hefty 2005 
edition of The Oxford Companion to the Su-

preme Court of the United States, I lugged it onto 
the coffee table and opened to its comments on 
two fascinating cases: Marbury v. Madison and 
the Dred Scott decision. Then turning to Labor, 
the subject that preoccupies me, I discovered to 
my amazement that in all its densely packed, 
double-column 1,200 pages, dealing with the 
Court from day one, there was nothing about the 
Labor-Management Reporting and Disclosure 
Act of 1959 [LMRDA] or any of the landmark 
Supreme Court case that elaborated it, not a 
reference, not a word, not a single index listing. 
 The adoption of the LMRDA was one of 
those watershed moments in labor legislation. 
In 1959, by providing a measure of protection in 
federal law for union democracy, the act encour-
aged dissidents, reformers, radicals, and main-
stream unionists who resisted repression, stolen 
elections, or corruption in their unions. By its 
impact on major unions, it has transformed 
the atmosphere in the labor movement. In all 
the ebbs and fl ows in the years that followed, 
despite periods of feeble enforcement, the law 
helped make internal union democracy, while 
still embattled, a morally respectable, defensible, 
and righteous cause in unions.
 How explain so conspicuous an omission 
by the 362 Oxford contributors? Inexplicable, 
except perhaps that these are academics far 
removed from the nitty-gritty of union life. 

And so to test my own disappointed reaction, 
I turned to four authors whose labor writings 
I respect as independent-minded, provocative, 
informative: two writers are Labor Notes radicals, 
a third is mildly to Dissent’s left, and the fourth, 
perhaps microscopically to its right. (I hope I 
characterize them justly if not with scientifi c 
accuracy.) On the LMRDA, like the Oxford, 
they, too, turned out to be unexpectedly disap-
pointing.
 In his Embedded with Organized Labor, 
Steve Early writes about almost everything that 
interested him in a lifetime of union-related 
activity. No mention of LMRDA. In the 600 
pages of two interesting volumes, Kim Moody 
ranges widely though recent labor history only 
to devote a few words to say that the LMRDA 
and Taft-Hartley were two pieces of legislation 
opposed by the labor movement, noting that 
“the object” of the LMRDA was “to weaken 
the power of unions in relations to employers.” 
 In his book: American Workers, American 
Unions, 1920-1985 — another of my favorite 
labor works — Robert Zieger skirts by the 
LMRDA, commenting that it “left untouched 
the main features of Taft-Hartley and imposed 
stiff requirements of disclosure and standards 
of conduct that tightened the web of legalistic 
complexity already choking the labor move-
ment.” Which is the sum total of all he writes 
about the law, even though it is so important a 
factor in the period he covers. 
 In 2002, with over 40 years of LMRDA ex-
perience behind him, in his State of the Union: a 
Century of American Labor, Nelson Lichtenstein 
refers to the LMRDA as “...a 1959 law bearing 
the names of Robert Griffi n, a Republican from 
Michigan and Philip Landrum, a Democrat 
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from Georgia, Its very name [popularly, the 
Landrum-Griffin Act] therefore embodied 
the anti-unionism of the coalition of Northern 
Republicans and Southern Democrats who had 
enacted Taft-Hartley and campaigned against 
monopoly unionism in the 1950s. Landrum 
Griffi n tightened restrictions against secondary 
boycotts and gave the Labor Department greater 

power to regulate union fi nancial affairs. But the 
most ideologically signifi cant sections of the 
law was a union member ‘bill of rights’ whose 
meaning encapsulated an essentially right-wing 
understanding of union dynamics.” 
 It is diffi cult for me to understand how after 
the experience of all those years, Lichtenstein, 
whose works I especially admire, could write 
such a paragraph. Without thought, he must 
have been saving time by recopying old notes. 
 LMRDA Title I, aptly entitled the “Bill 
of Rights,” protects civil liberties of members 
in their unions — free speech, right to form 
caucuses, to distribute literature. (One weak-
ness: it is enforceable mainly by private suit, 
which is ordinarily too expensive for victim-
ized rank and fi lers.) With good intentions, 
Title III aimed to protect subordinate union 
bodies from repressive trusteeships imposed 
arbitrarily by internationals. (But it is so poorly 
formulated that it has proven to be a failure.) 
Title IV, which requires “adequate safeguards 
to insure a fair election,” protects the right of 
candidates to campaign freely. It has been ef-

fective in providing recourse against the most 
arrantly stolen elections. (Its weakness is that 
it generally requires enforcement action of the 
U.S. Department of Labor and does not pro-
vide routinely for private suit. Consequently, 
decisions of the DOL are subject to political 
pressure.) Titles II and V and other sections re-
quire unions to provide members with fi nancial 
and other information about their operations. 
“Miscellaneous” Section 610 makes it a criminal 
offense to deprive a member of LMRDA rights 
by violence or threats of violence. It is simply 
not enforced. In the labyrinthine course of 
hearings and debates on LMRDA legislation, 
union antagonists did succeed in introducing 
a number of amendments to the Taft-Hartley 
law that made it more oppressive to unions. But 
these were unrelated barnacles fastened on to 
the main body of legislation that have had no 
relation to LMRDA enforcement. 
 Top union leaders, almost unanimously, 
with the honorable exception of the UAW, end-
ed up publicly hostile to the LMRDA precisely 
because its bill of rights did offer some federal 
protection for the democratic rights of members 
in their unions. In the fi fty years that followed, 
the politically correct offi cial labor establish-
ment policy has been unwaveringly consistent. 
In every LMRDA case that has come before the 
federal courts, where the democratic rights of 
union members were at stake, the offi cial labor 
line has been hostile to the expansion or protec-
tion of those rights and on the side of limitation 
or repression. If I have overlooked even a single 
exception, I would feel indebted to any scholar 
who could reveal it. LMRDA enforcement has 
weakened the authoritarian control of leaders 
over members; it has enhanced the rights of 
members over their leaders. It has required 
unions to reveal on multiple forms how they 
spend most of the members’ money, including a 
listing of offi cers’ salaries; they naturally fi nd this 
requirement repellent and burdensome. It may 
dilute the power of their reputation among their 
constituents; but it leaves intact their power to 
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represent members against employers. 
 Representative Landrum and Senator 
Griffi n did end up as the LMRDA’s offi cial 
sponsors, but that sponsorship hardly made 
the law a product of the Republican-Southern 
Democratic coalition. For one thing, in the give-
and-take negotiations over the formulations of 
its provisions the law went though many ver-
sions and had shifting sponsors, including John 
F. Kennedy. 
 (In 1977, the president of the International 
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers ruled that 
members of IBEW Local 1547 in Alaska had 
no right to vote on ratifying their union contract. 
They sued in Federal court against their presi-
dent — and lost. However, two congressmen 
submitted affi davits on their behalf, supporting 
their right to vote. One was Robert P. Griffi n, 
senator from Michigan, who wrote that the 
LMRDA “was designed to broaden and extend 
— not to deny — the principles of democracy to 
membership in labor organizations.” The other 
was Phillip Landrum, retired representative 
from Georgia, who wrote that he interpreted 
the LMRDA to mean “that each union member 
has a legal right to vote on matters that affect 
him, including collective bargaining agree-
ments.” Would we expect something different 
from fl aming liberals? Even conservatives can 
be counted on, at times, to speak out for civil 
liberties. That’s one of the features of democracy 
in the United States.)
 In the context of 1959, those who voted 
for the LMRDA were a disparate left-to-right 
bunch motivated by a mixed bag of objectives, 
principles, prejudices and whatnot. The bill of 
rights in its essentials, so intolerable to labor 
leaders, was fi rst proposed by the American 
Civil Liberties Union and inspired by Clyde 
W. Summers, later a leading director of the 
Association for Union Democracy. Both the 
U.S. Constitution with its bill of rights and the 
LMRDA with its bill of rights might have a 
hard time assembling a majority if they were 
put to a vote in Congress today. In any event, by 

now the confl icting motives of those who voted 
in 1959 are now irrelevant. What is relevant is 
how it worked out. None of the horrors of the 
bill of rights, hysterically predicted by labor of-
fi cials, have come to pass — unless you consider 
that the requirement that unions give extensive 
fi nancial information to their members is a 
weakening assault on the labor movement. 
There are weaknesses: The law has loopholes 
and it is not enforced vigorously enough.

The Effect on Life 
in the Labor Movement

BEFORE LMRDA, members who criticized 
their offi cers could be — many were — disci-
plined on charges of slander for criticizing their 
leaders. Union elections were stolen without re-
course for the victimized membership. Support-
ers of opposition caucuses could be expelled on 
grounds of dual unionism or disruption. Mem-
bers who went to court or government agencies 
in quest of recourse against injustice could be 
disciplined if they failed to go through months 
or years of futile internal union procedures. 
Local dues could be raised and assessments 
imposed without membership input. Union 
leaders could hold offi ce for decades without 
elections; locals could be put under trusteeship 
forever and their treasuries plundered. In some 
unions you could be disciplined for circulating 
an internal union petition. And more of the 
same. The LMRDA made all this illegal. This 
law, like all others, is often violated in spirit and 
in fact. But the practices are illegal and avenues 
of enforcement are available. 
 Robert F. Kennedy, a Democrat who served 
as counsel during the McClellan hearings of 
1957- 1959 and not part of any right wing re-
actionary congressional coalition, wrote that the 
committee had received an estimated 112,000 
letters from unionists, mostly rank and fi lers, 
complaining of abuses in their unions. Even 
after allowing for the normal quota anywhere 
of career malcontents, that’s a lot of people. The 
adoption of the LMRDA in late 1959 gave vent 
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to legitimate pent up dissatisfaction in some 
unions and triggered an explosion of organized 
opposition to corruption and of demands for 
democracy.
 In the Painters union in New York City, 
organized crime control over District Council 
9 was shaken by Frank Schonfeld’s reform vic-
tory as secretary treasurer after a long campaign 
that began in 1962, a victory made possible by 
the LMRDA. In the union’s San Francisco Bay 
Area, Dow Wilson led a successful insurgent 
campaign in Painters District Council 8. The 
LMRDA stopped the union from expelling him. 
He had taken the fi rst step toward organizing a 
national insurgency when he was murdered in 
1966.
  In 1960, in the new spirit of the times, 
an insurgent Better Union Committee won 7 
of the 15 spots on the international executive 
committee of the United Papermakers and 
Paperworkers Union. They accused the leader-
ship of sweetheart dealings with employers; they 
called for the adoption of a Public Review Board 
modeled on the UAW; they proposed that the 
AFL-CIO Ethical Practices Codes and a bill 
of rights for union members be written into the 
constitution, and for a Bill of Rights for union 
members. Frank Grasso, a vice president who 
later helped lead the insurgents, wrote in 1957, 
“Sincere trade unionists must rally to the cause 
of union democracy which is today in a period 
of great crisis.”
 In the early 1960s, in the Brotherhood of 
Pulp, Sulphite, and Paper Mill Workers, an 
insurgent caucus, the Rank and File Move-
ment for Democratic Action rallied support 
among locals and members. It warned the union 
(prophetically) about the incipient dangers of 
corruption in the union and called for a more 
democratic system of electing international 
offi cers, for an ethical practices code, and, like 
its counterpart in the Paperworkers, for a 
UAW-type Public Review Board. By 1964, the 
Canadian locals split off to form their own union 
and the locals on the West Coast broke away, 

formed their own independent union, and won 
collective bargaining. rights for 22,000 workers 
in the area. 
 Fifteen locals of the International Associa-
tion of Machinists in California, in 1961, joined 
to organize the IAM Membership Committee 
for Sponsoring Grand Lodge Offi cers, explain-
ing that members “should have more than one 
candidate ... to choose from.” Roy Brown, 
West Coast vice president, drummed out of the 
administration offi cial family, ran as insurgent 
candidate for general secretary treasurer and 
got about 27 percent of the votes. Following 
his defeat for the international post, the IAM’s 
California Conference of Machinists elected 
him to its full time job of secretary treasurer. 
 These and other evidences of the renewed 
stirrings of union democracy were character-
istic of the period immediately following the 
adoption of the LMRDA in late 1959. A fuller 
record is available in Union Democracy Review 
published in those years, 1959 to 1972. The 
law proved effective enough to spur reform-
ers and rebels into action, but not enough to 
sustain them. The momentum was lost; fl ow-
ers bloomed, most of them to fade. For a time, 
these movements had succeeded in shaking up 
the bureaucratic establishment in a few major 
unions. However, apart from Frank Porter, an 
exceptional labor writer for the Washington Post, 
the progressive media, the liberal and radical 
intellectuals, the labor historians remained 
indifferent or uninformed about reformers in 
unions those days. But things changed dramati-
cally around 1972 with the revolt in the United 
Mine Workers. 
 In May 1969, Joseph (“Jock”) Yablonski an-
nounced that he would run against Tony Boyle 
for president of the United Mine Workers. John 
L. Lewis had retired in 1960; Boyle took over in 
1963. Yablonski, part of the UMW leadership 
under Lewis, was still a member of its interna-
tional executive board when he decided to op-
pose Boyle. “Union democracy is the single most 
important issue in the campaign for election 
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of a new UMW president,” he wrote, “ I chal-
lenge you [Boyle] to grant full democracy to the 
UMW by removing your autocratic grip on the 
districts.” In an elec-
tion riddled with fraud, 
Yablonski was credited 
with 37 percent of the 
vote; but, with his elec-
tion challenge pend-
ing before the DOL 
he remained a potent 
threat to the Boyle re-
gime. As 1969 ended, 
Yablonski, along with 
his wife and daughter 
were murdered. (Later 
Boyle was convicted 
for orchestrating the 
murder and died in prison.)
 Yablonski’s murder did not end the UMW 
reform movement. His followers rallied in 
caucus to form the Miners for Democracy (a 
right protected by the LMRDA.) Joe Rauh, 
the eminent civil rights and labor attorney who 
had initially represented Yablonski, assembled a 
group of liberal attorneys into the Washington 
Project. (One was a young attorney named 
Richard Trumka.) With foundation backing, 
they provided pro bono legal support to the 
Miners for Democracy that enabled the insur-
gent miners to enforce their full their rights 
under the LMRDA (A.K.A. Landrum-Griffi n.) 
In Federal court under the LMRDA, they re-
stored autonomy to districts that had been under 
trusteeship for decades, Under the terms of the 
LMRDA, they processed a successful election 
appeal to the Labor Department; in Federal; 
court, the judge ordered a new election under 
conditions that made it one of the most demo-
cratic union elections on record. With their 
rights spelled out — and enforced — under the 
LMRDA, the insurgent Miners for Democracy 
swept the election in 1972 and ousted the mur-
derous Boyle. These events provided spectacular 
evidence of the power that can be mobilized 

on behalf of union democracy by a three-part 
combination of elements: insurgent unionists, 
liberal/civil libertarian allies, and the authority 

of Federal law, in this 
case the LMRDA. 
 The victory of the 
insurgent miners in-
spired reformers in oth-
er unions. The interest 
of writers, intellectuals, 
and liberal foundations 
had been stimulated by 
the miners, and soon 
they had more to think 
about. In 1972, deploy-
ing all the skills, experi-
ence, and connections 
that had served the 

miners so well, Joe Rauh, by then an enthusiast 
of what he saw as the union democracy move-
ment, represented Ed Sadlowski in a successful 
challenge to a stolen election in the Steelworkers 
union. In a rerun election supervised in 1975 by 
the Labor Department under the terms of the 
LMRDA and with his rights to a fair election 
protected by the Federal law, Sadlowski the 
insurgent was easily elected as regional director 
of the 125,000-member Steelworkers Chicago-
Gary Region 31, the largest in the union, a 
powerful base for possible future advance. 
 The reform victory in the Miners union 
and Ed Sadlowski’s big win in the Illinois Steel-
workers kindled illusions: If you could change 
the Miners and perhaps the Steelworkers, then 
the labor movement and, who knows? maybe 
even the nation. Illusions yes, but the LMRDA 
inspired illusions that had consequences.
 In 1977, when Sadlowski ran for president 
of the Steelworkers at the head of an insurgent 
slate, a group of eight liberal foundations came 
up with over $100,000 to fi nance a Fair Election 
Project to enforce Sadlowski’s LMRDA rights 
to campaign and to try to assure an honest 
count. He lost. Nevertheless, the Association 
for Union Democracy, which had administered 
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the Steelworkers project, was able to expand 
operations in 1980 when most of those foun-
dations contributed $100,000 to a three-year 
organizational campaign. In the spirit of the 
times, Arthur Fox formed the Professional 
Drivers Council, which later merged with the 
Teamsters for a Democratic Union. Labor Notes 
was founded as a network of union activists for 
more militant policies and was soon attracting 
hundreds of union activists to its national con-
ferences.. The National Lawyers Guild set up 
a new National Labor Law Center to defend 
the rights of dissidents in the labor movement. 
You could count on a whole group of young 
labor lawyers around the country for pro bono 
legal representation in union democracy cases. 
From Chicago, the Midwest Center for Labor 
Research began publication of its Labor Research 
Review, which provided a forum, free from 
offi cial labor control, for discussion by union 
activists, local leaders, and labor educators. 
The Nader-inspired Public Citizens Litigation 
Group initiated its own union democracy litiga-
tion program staffed by two young attorneys, 
Arthur Fox and Paul Levy. They represented 
reformers around the country pro bono and 
both joined the AUD Board of Directors. The 
Association for Union Democracy, which had 
been languishing since its founding in 1969, 
got a major infusion of moral support — and 
money — that enabled it to spring to life. 

UT AS THE YEARS LEAFED BY, it became 
clear that the labor movement would not 

be transformed by idealistic reformers and that 
what lay ahead was the familiar, hard, long 
term, slogging quest for social justice. In 1984, 
recalling how he helped the miners win their 
battle, Joe Rauh summed up his own experience, 
“After helping to clean up a union, you get an 
overblown reputation. Everybody thinks you 
can do that kind of thing over and over again, 
but it’s not easy to repeat.”
 Most of the foundations drifted away and 
turned back toward mainstream liberal and 

charitable causes. Public Citizen cut back and 
fi nally abandoned its union democracy project. 
Labor Research Review was shelved. The Na-
tional Lawyers Guild — a weather vane for the 
thinking of that loosely defi ned “progressive” 
community, had second thoughts. After three 
years, the NLG went through a minor crisis and 
dissolved its union democracy-oriented Na-
tional Labor law Center (which bequeathed its 
printed literature to the Association for Union 
Democracy.) Dan Siegel, a Guild attorney who 
opposed the dissolution explained, “It’s not easy 
to make a living representing rank-and-fi le 
caucuses; and few unions, even progressive ones, 
are willing to hire lawyers with a reputation for 
suing unions.” And so many of those idealistic 
young attorneys drifted away. They grew older, 
with families. Their idealism took a slightly 
different tack as they continued to do fi ne work 
for the labor movement, now at a secure living 
wage for established unions. But there seemed 
no urgent justifi cation for squandering talents 
on an insurgency that promised no near-term 
sweeping results.
 However, although the pro-labor “com-
munity” outside and around the labor move-
ment — the liberals, radicals, civil libertarians, 
progressive foundations — was losing interest 
in union reform, insurgents inside the labor 
movement — and some local leaders — their 
rights bolstered by the LMRDA, remained alive 
and active. In the IBEW, a young electrician 
named Dan Boswell, who had been removed 
from the executive board of New Jersey Local 
164, fi ned, and suspended because he criticized 
union policy, went into federal court under the 
LMRDA with the help of AUD and forced the 
union to remove provisions in its international 
constitution — illegal under the LMRDA — 
that had authorized repressive penalties against 
thousands of IBEW members in the previous 
ten years. In the years that followed, dissidents 
mounted two formidable challenges to the 
IBEW international leadership. 
 In 1989, when marine engineers faced a 
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corrupt officialdom, their insurgent caucus 
leaders came across 1972 news clipping about 
the miners and AUD, where they learned about 
their election rights under the LMRDA. Two 
years later they won their battle, and the crooked 
offi cers were convicted in Federal court. Tim 
Brown, backed by a Federal court decision 
under LMRDA, campaigned successfully for 
president of the Masters, Mates and Pilots; Jerry 
Tucker was elected UAW Regional Director in 
a rerun election supervised by the DOL under 
the LMRDA. When the election was stolen 
in the big healthcare Local 1199 in New York, 
the DOL ran a new election that permitted the 
opposition to take back their union. Examples 
can be multiplied, illustrating that even in those 
days when there was a disconnect between 
union dissidents and potential allies outside 
the labor movement, the LMRDA continued 
to bolster union members’ rights. On the other 
hand, there are still no credible reports of even 
a single incident where LMRDA enforcement 
has undermined the labor movement.
 In all this time, the outside liberal com-
munity had lost interest, But the scene changed 
in 1989. As part of a national campaign against 
organized crime in America, the Department of 
Justice had sued the International Brotherhood 
of Teamsters. The consent decree that settled the 
case subjected the union to a monitorship under 
the jurisdiction of a Federal judge and asserted 
that union democracy was an essential element 
in keeping the union free of mob domination. 
And so, while an Independent Review Board 
concentrated on getting rid of crooks, the union 
was compelled to change its constitution to 
provide for the direct election of international 
offi cers by membership referendum. A Federal 
judge took control of international elections 
away from the union hierarchy and shifted it to 
court-appointed election monitors. Candidates 
got the right to campaign freely and were guar-
anteed an honest count.
 Utilizing rights newly guaranteed under 
the consent decree, Teamster for a Democratic 

Union, which had been battling for years es-
sentially as a marginal gadfl y, blossomed out 
into a full-fl edged opposition movement with 
growing infl uence. By 1991, TDU was able to 
provide the indispensable rank-and-fi le support 
that was decisive in defeating the old guard and 
electing Ron Carey as IBT president at the head 
of an insurgent slate.
 The election of Ron Carey shifted the 
balance of power in the AFL-CIO. With the 
support of the giant IBT in 1995, John Sweeney 
could lead the successful opposition to the Lane 
Kirkland regime in the AFL-CIO. By 1995, 
Andy Stern was girding up his SEIU for his own 
minor civil war against Sweeney. In the course of 
these events, insurgency has become almost an 
acceptable commonplace in the American labor 
movement, and everyone seems to consider it 
normal to exercise all the rights inscribed in law 
by the LMRDA.
 At the root of the big disputes in the unions 
these days, is the search for some way to reverse 
the declining strength of the labor movement 
and revive its power as a force for social justice 
in America. Out of those debates one notion 
stands out clearly, not only as an idea but as a 
practice. To meet the power of organized and 
centralized big capital, it is argued, the labor 
movement must itself become centralized and 
its leadership internally unifi ed and coordinated, 
speaking with one monolithic voice to the mem-
bership inside and to the public outside. In this 
view, the locals, once viewed as the living heart 
of union life, are reduced to administrative shells 
or reconstructed into sprawling bureaucratic 
monstrosities. Leaders give lip service to the 
ideals of union democracy; they make no frontal 
assault on the LMRDA and seem reconciled to 
its provisions; But, they fi nd openings to make 
an end run around its requirements and evade 
its democratizing spirit. 
 Locals are merged into district councils 
where their autonomy disappears and members 
lose their right to vote on dues; they are denied 
the right to elect council offi cers who wield 
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powers once reserved to locals. Recalcitrant 
locals are trusteed in violation of the spirit, if 
not the technical language, of the LMRDA. The 
law calls for the “equal right” of members to run 
for offi ce and participate in union business. That 
right is adulterated by meeting attendance and 
continuous good standing rules which “equally” 
limit rights to a selected few. Due process be-
comes a mockery when trial committees are 
composed of political appointees. Members 
are denied the right to vote on ratifying union 
contacts. Stewards and business agents are ap-
pointed, not elected. 
 These practices fl ow from a philosophy that 
has been familiar in centuries of debates over the 
principles of government. It is the idea that all 
power must be arrogated to an all-wise leader-
ship which bestows the benefi ts of civilization 
upon a grateful, but passive, constituency. In 
national life, we have mostly moved away from 
such conceptions. Even those who still cherish 
such ideas are reluctant to profess them overtly. 
In the labor movement, however, such notions 
remain respectable and, in some sections, domi-
nant. 
 An alternative view, what now even seems 
like an old-fashioned traditional view, sees the 
power of the labor movement arising from bot-
tom up out of the activity, initiative and loyalty 
of the grassroots membership: union democracy 
helps unleash that power. 
 The hostility of mainstream labor leaders 
to the LMRDA, especially to its bill of rights 
is easy to understand. Union democracy makes 
them uncomfortable and so they are especially 
distrustful of union democracy enforced by the 
power of federal law. But the distrust of the 
LMRDA by independent-minded liberal, left 
wing, radical progressive supporters of the labor 
movement, inside unions and out, is a matter 

of another kind. Mostly, they are constitution-
ally suspicious of conservative, bureaucratic, or 
capitalistic government and fear that reliance 
upon the government weakens the power of 
rank-and-fi le action from below. That’s what 
they think. But in practice, progressive leaders 
of union insurgencies make use of the LMRDA, 
but they remain reluctant to mention it. It’s like 
a Victorian attitude toward sex: everyone does 
it but no one talks about it.
 Has anyone ever claimed that government 
action in Brown v. Board of Education or the 
Voting Rights Act undermined or disoriented 
the struggle for civil rights.? Why should the 
cause of union democracy be any different? The 
LMRDA has given an impulse to insurgency 
and continues to bolster it. 
 In the labor movement today the need for 
effective leadership and the requirements of a 
robust democracy are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive. Why, for example, does strong leader-
ship require that the right to run for offi ce be 
limited to a favored few? Why can’t labor unions, 
in confrontation with big capital, tolerate the 
creation of a supreme court, totally independent 
of the union power structure, to provide recourse 
to members against abuse in their unions? Why 
must a leadership, because it is burdened with 
great social responsibilities, be endowed with 
the autocratic right to discipline and dispose of 
its critics? 
 In any event, as the labor movement wres-
tles with the great issues of the day, the rights of 
members in their unions does receive protection 
under the LMRDA, and a growing number of 
unionists are learning how to use those rights for 
a voice in determining the future of their labor 
movement. The need is, not to disparage the 
law, but to strengthen it and to better enforce 
those rights. 
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’D LIKE TO BEGIN by asking a question that 
has probably occurred to you already: How 

come despite the biggest economic downturn 
since the 1930s, and not withstanding the 
Obama victory which was supposed to have 
created a center-left realignment, American 
public opinion has veered to the Right; not the 
Left? Why have middle class and some working 
class people been attracted to the Tea Party; not 
towards progressive organizations; or towards 
organized labor? According to Gallup and Pew, 
support for organized labor has actually fallen 
sharply. In their polling history, it’s never been 
lower. Gallup’s been polling since 1936. 
 I don’t think the answer is that the Ameri-
can people reject Left solutions to societal prob-
lems — like single payer health care. Or wider 
Left perspectives, like anti-capitalism. On the 
contrary, the sole piece of encouragement from 
recent polls, is the lack of support for capitalism. 
Only a 53 percent of Americans clearly prefer 
capitalism to socialism. Among people under 
30, Rasmussen reports, it’s essentially even.
 One reason for the shift against unions 
that followed the downturn may be the De 
Tocqueville syndrome. Explaining the hostility 
of the French towards the aristocracy prior to 
the Revolution, the French historian observed 
that the aristocrats’ loss of power was not ac-
companied by a decline in their fortunes. As 
organized labor shrinks in numbers, it seems 
more and more like a powerless labor aristocracy. 
The comparatively high pay and benefi ts won by 
workers over the years offer targets for resent-

ment, which the Right, if it knows anything, 
certainly knows how to motivate. 
 Another possible reason for the Right’s 
ascendancy is that the Left — particularly or-
ganized labor — doesn’t offer broad channels 
for popular opposition and the Right does. In 
the Tea Party we see what labor hasn’t been 
for generations: a social movement. The ratio 
of paid to unpaid participants is low; formal 
organizations are bypassed by mass action 
from below; individual fear is channeled into 
collective indignation; and a common purpose 
is achieved. Today, about a quarter of the U.S. 
electorate identifi es with a very militant, albeit 
malignant movement. 
 Consider by way of contrast, organized 
labor’s response after the Upper Big Branch 
Mining disaster. The AFL-CIO’s Rich Trumka 
issued what his press people called “a blistering 
statement.” It made some obvious points. Under 
the “the profi t system” — Trumka observed, 
“Many mining companies, have given too little 
attention to safety over the years and too much 
to the bottom line.” This is true. But isn’t that 
why we have a Mine Safety and Health Ad-
ministration (MSHA)? The problem, as prize 
winning reporter Ken Ward of the Charleston 
West Virginia Gazette, observes, is that the 
MSHA is a weak agency with a shameful tradi-
tion of enforcement lapses. It’s been a coddler 
of coal companies, not an enforcer of law and 
regulation. Not just under Bush, but for nearly 
two decades going back to the Clinton Admin-
istration. And as the New York Times recently 
documented, the pattern of laxity continues un-
der Obama. The President, after all, like former 
president Bush, is a big supporter of “clean coal”; 
according to environmental activist Robert F. 
Kennedy Jr. he’s “an indentured servant” of the 
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coal companies; under his administration, the 
MSHA continues to favor coal production over 
mine safety. 
 You’d think this would be an opportune 

time for organized labor to demand that the 
MSHA enforce its rules. Or better, call for even 
tougher rules and stiffer penalties. And to back 
up that call with action. Yet Trumka, a former 
miner himself, never called the Administra-
tion to account; no threat to strike or march 
on Washington; no call for demonstrations. 
Not even a noontime pause to recall those who 
sacrifi ced their lives for profi t. 
 But then you might ask, what’s Trumka to 
do? The United Mine Workers is just a shadow 
of its former self. Offi cials claim over 100,000 
members in public; but they report only 78,000 
on their federal LM-2 report; and of these, some 
sources report only about 14,000 active mem-
bers. So it’s not as if organized labor had the 
leverage to stiffen the spine of the bureaucrats 
at the MSHA. 

UT WAIT A SECOND, it does. The federal of-
fi cial responsible for mine safety is a fellow 

by the name of Joe Main. He’s the former head 
of mine safety for the United Mine Workers. He 
was arguably the weaker of the two candidates 
for the job. Once appointed he had the chance 
to establish a consistent standard for fl oating 
coal dust.
 Yet Main chose not to. Instead of creat-
ing a new effective standard, he and his boss, 

Labor Secretary Hilda Solis, held out as the 
standard of mine safety an existing mine with 
a union contract: the Patriot Mine Co.’s Federal 
No.2. Hilda Solis said she was “in awe” of its 
performance. It was, she proclaimed, a genuine 
model of union-management cooperation. But 
the Patriot Mine No.2, it was revealed in Febru-
ary, not only had an injury and violations rate 
twice the national average — it is under Justice 
Department investigation for felony falsifi cation 
of records. “Explosive levels of methane were 
found in sealed parts of the mine,” the West 
Virginia Gazette reported,” after at least one 
foreman admitted he falsifi ed a required safety 
examination of the sealed area.” In reply to 
Gazette inquiries, MSHA hung up the phone.
 You can see how Trumka is boxed in. 
What’s he to do? Lead a march on Washington 
against the guy he just got appointed? His di-
lemma follows as a predictable consequence of 
organized labor’s traditional inside the beltway 
strategy. Labor’s subordination of itself to the 
national Democrats goes back to pre- WWI 
days, to Samuel Gompers’ decision not to form 
a labor or socialist party — like European trade 
unionists — but to operate as a pressure group 
inside the national Democratic Party. Gompers’ 
decision, in turn, was foreordained by the locals’ 
strategy, going back to the 19th century to line 
up behind big city Democratic machines like 
Tammany Hall. Trumka’s box is a cage that has 
been forged by decades of vassalage. 
 Yet back in 1995, when John Sweeney and 
Rich Trumka came to power on the New Voice 
ticket, many labor Leftists saw a break with 
the past. Sweeney and Trumka were said to be 
products of a “revolt” — albeit a palace revolt; 
they said they’d rather block bridges than build 
them. There was talk of a revival of the 1960s 
social movements. 
 Instead what we got was a revival of the 
offensive strategy of the Ohio State football 
teams of the 1960s: Coach Woody Hayes’ 
famous “three yards and a cloud of dust.” The 
basic principle was similar. Simple, repetitive, 

Labor’s subordination of itself 
to the national Democrats goes 

back to pre-WWI days, to Samuel 
Gompers’ decision not to form a 

labor or socialist party.
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low risk campaigns; where even with poor ex-
ecution you couldn’t lose all that much. In the 
increasingly common card check campaigns, 
which relied on employer neutrality, unions 
increased their chance of winning recognition, 
but diluted the meaning of recognition. And 
unlike Woody Hayes, whose teams regularly 
moved the ball down the fi eld and won a lot 
of games, organized labor has continually lost 
ground. Since the advent of the New Voice, 
there are a million less union members; 2 million 
less in the private sector. The share of private 
sector workers’ wages in national income is at 
an all time low. Still the labor chiefs send out 
their cheerleaders as if labor was running up the 
score against corporate America. They perform 
cartwheels; they shake their pom-poms. “Rah 
Rah, Sis boom bah..EFCA! EFCA! EFCA!” 
 There’s no reason to suppose that organized 
labor’s playbook will change soon. So where is 
change going to come from? One hope held 
out by some labor Leftists is that it will hap-
pen spontaneously. Labor leftists can continue 
to do what they’ve always done. But workers 
will spontaneously revolt, occupy the factories, 
and demand justice. It happened in Chicago, at 
the Republic Windows and Doors’ warehouse, 
didn’t it? Sometimes Rosa Luxemburg’s name 
is attached to this kind of wishful thinking. But 
Rosa Luxemburg didn’t think workers could 
fi ght effectively without developing new move-
ments to replace old, depleted forms of labor 
organization. Or without political parties to 
take the initiative in building labor movements. 
 The only purely spontaneous actions in 
which human beings engage are refl ex actions 
like blinking and gagging. All other actions are 
the product of culture. The 200 militant ware-
house workers in Chicago were overwhelmingly 
immigrants who came from Latin countries 
with a very different labor culture from ours. 
They brought that culture here with them. But 
most immigrants assimilate to our less solidar-
istic union norms. When conservative garment 
boss David Dubinsky fi rst arrived here from 

Czarist Russia he was a revolutionary social-
ist. So was the SEIU’s Dennis Rivera when he 
came here from Puerto Rico. We can’t import 
an alternative labor culture, the transformation 
has to begin here. 
 Is it possible for the labor Left, as presently 
constituted, to be the change agent? Please par-
don me if I express my doubts. Labor leftists are 
those who see organized labor not simply as a 
kind of forklift to raise wages and deliver them 
to specifi c groups of workers, but in terms of 
its potential for uniting the working class and 
transforming society. Ideally, they view their 
own involvement not as a source of livelihood, 
but as a vocation. 
 Like mainstream labor, however, the labor 
Left’s playbook has a Woody Hayes-like con-
sistency. And not much has changed in the way 
of basic analysis of labor’s plight  and what it 
needs to do since the days of Max Shachtman, 
the founder of the Trotskyist Workers’ Party — 
and ideological mentor to many of America’s 
most prominent labor Leftists. 
 One reason for the lack of novelty, I would 
submit, is that much of the labor Left is under 
the spell of a dominant ideology. An ideology 
is a body of ideas that re-arranges reality in 
order to justify a pattern of actions and politi-
cal choices. A dominant ideology incorporates 
a smaller group in a larger group with different 
values and aims. It’s not that the subordinate 
group is “brainwashed” by the dominant group. 
On the contrary, the subordinate group freely 
develops ideology. The point is to enjoy the 
benefi ts of subordination — often described as 
“resources” — while without feeling the loss of 
autonomy. Or the betrayal of the original values 
and aims. The strategy of a dominant ideology 
is to strain at gnats while swallowing camels. 

HE DOMINANT IDEOLOGY of the labor Left 
is probably “union democracy.” Certainly 

not all labor Leftists believe in the primacy of 
union democracy. (The “Call for Labor Renew-
al” in 2005 by prominent labor Leftists includ-
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ing Bill Fletcher Jr., hardly mentioned it.) But 
union democrats offer the clearest sense of what 
organized labor must do to realize its potential. 
Rather than simply deplore symptoms of de-
cline — the inability to strike, organize, create a 
movement, or move a political program — they 
offer a structural analysis of labor’s decline. Since 
labor leaders depend on the structure — the set 
of legal and political institutions on which their 
authority rests — such analysis risks antagoniz-
ing the leaders and reducing the possibility of 
gaining access to union “resources.” By contrast, 
union democrats have the courage to dissent in 
a clientistic union culture whose highest value 
is loyalty. And where sanctions can result in 
a lifetime loss of livelihood. Such clarity and 
courage deserve the respect of criticism. 
 Union democracy owes its origin to Max 
Shachtman the brilliant, charismatic dissent-
ing Trotskyist who co-founded the Workers’ 
Party in 1940. He defined the field of left 
politics — whether in the Soviet Union or in 
American trade unions — as a struggle between 
“democracy” and “bureaucracy” (see “Left Wing 
of the Labor Movement?” 1949). His use of 
this binary — conformed to the fundamental 
requirement for ideological production — that 
its defi ning terms be “empty signifi ers:”: empty 
in the sense that either they don’t exist at all, or 
the term’s meaning is so ambiguous as to justify 
almost any political course. 
 Admittedly, Shachtman himself seems like 
an improbable progenitor of Left labor’s ideol-
ogy since Trotsky’s one-time “foreign affairs 
commissar” wound up as the ally of the most in-
veterate business unionists including those pro-
moting the Vietnam War. By the mid-50s, he 
was defi ning the struggle for democracy as the 
battle for the allegiance of labor leaders rather 
than union members. But his political direction 
can be understood as a logical consequence of 
his premises: all labor leaders are bureaucrats. 
But some bureaucrats — the totalitarian Com-
munists — are worse than others. And with the 
exception of the Soviet Union itself, no Com-

munists were more bureaucratically top-heavy 
and therefore more evil than the CPUSA. Ergo 
“union democracy” consists in the struggle to 
ally with the less evil bureaucrats against the 
most evil — the American Communists. 
 As Shachtman began to drift more and 
more to the Right, he was opposed by two of 
his main disciples. The fi rst was Hal Draper — 
who would later write the infl uential, but one-
dimensional, Two Souls of Socialism; and who 
also co-founded the Berkeley-based Indepen-
dent Socialist Club — from which Teamsters for 
a Democratic Union descended; the other was 
Herman Benson, the Brooklyn-based founder 
of the Association for Union Democracy. They 
gave “union democracy” a less paradoxical slant, 
one more attuned to the values of the labor Left. 
 In Draper’s model, two and only two vec-
tors exist in the political universe: up and down. 
There’s the democratic vector. It’s made up of 
those on the bottom exercising pressure from 
below. And there’s the bureaucratic: where the 
topmost issue orders from above. True labor 
leftists help the former and oppose the latter.
 Leftists however must operate with great 
care. First, they must make sure their opposi-
tion is loyal. “That means,” Draper said, “ loyal 
to the interests of trade-unionism.” Second, the 
true interests of trade unionism demand that 
there be only one union — not in the Wobbly 
sense of One Big Union; but in the AFL CIO 
sense of maintaining the system of traditional 
jurisdictional monopolies. So a split in a business 
union leading to two unions competing for the 
same jurisdiction is not dual unionism. Any ef-
fort to create a union on alternative foundations 
however is dualism and therefore deplorable. 
“Time and again,” he explained,” experience has 
showed that any kind of breaking of real, new 
territory can most successfully be done outside 
the framework of an existing organization 
which has become fossilized. But not outside 
the trade union movement.” Why AFL-CIO 
fossils should be an exception Draper doesn’t 
explain. 
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 According to Draper any union that’s 
created on the basis of “some ideological aim 
about the nature of the union movement” is bad. 
Whereas a union trying 
to seize another’s juris-
diction is okay. Draper 
accepts the seeming 
paradox that Rosa Lux-
emburg and the IWW 
deviated from labor 
principles; whereas 
the mob-run Laundry 
Workers Union did not. 
 Given Draper ’s 
definition of trade 
union interests, it’s no surprise that he would 
later oppose the strategy of “industrialization” 
that emerged within his organization — perme-
ating the AFL-CIO with rank-and fi le “struggle 
groups” — the openly socialist precursors of 
what would become the non-socialist Teamsters 
for a Democratic Union. Draper’s best example 
of true fi delity to trade union principles was his 
wife’s career as a middle level offi cial with a west 
coast garment union. 
 Herman Benson, the former labor editor 
of the Shachtmanite Labor Action did support 
TDU. It was only one of many labor reform 
groups he supported and advised since he 
founded the Association for Union Democracy 
in the mid-60s. Since then he’s become labor’s 
outstanding civil libertarian; it’s hard to think 
of anyone who’s done more to defend workers’ 
Landrum-Griffi n rights. Any regular reader of 
AUD’s Union Democracy Review, or Benson’s 
blog will fi nd no sharper or more knowledgeable 
criticism of union autocracy. That the academic 
leftists who organized the 1995 Columbia Uni-
versity “Teach-In with Labor” could exclude 
him said more about their stature than his. 
Unfortunately, though, Benson sees politics 
and trade unionism in almost exactly the same 
binary terms as Draper and Shachtman. 
 For him American politics exemplify the 
“eternal conflict” between bureaucracy and 

democracy. According to Benson, the labor 
movement is a great pillar of American de-
mocracy. “But this great pillar of democracy,” 

he observes, “ is itself 
nibbled away by the 
mice of bureaucracy...
to paraphrase Emerson, 
‘Bureaucracy is in the 
saddle and is riding 
mankind.’” Bureaucrats 
stifle the energies of 
the workers; they make 
them apathetic. It’s the 
job of Leftists to help 
the workers chase the 

away the bureaucratic mice away by making 
their unions more democratic. 
 But what is “democracy”? Benson gets testy 
when forced to confront this question. It seems 
academic to him. What could it possibly mean 
other than plain old American democracy? The 
Bill of Rights as conceived by the founders. Or 
as he puts it “democracy-democracy.” More 
critical refl ection might unravel a paradox that 
ought to concern Benson. Unions — like the 
Teamsters — have become a lot more demo-
cratic in the sense he offers without becoming 
more democratic in a more substantive sense. 
Prior to Landrum-Griffi n (1959), elections 
weren’t federally mandated. Many unions didn’t 
have them. Or had them only rarely. Now at 
least there is what political scientists call “mini-
mal” democracy — there are elections; there is 
competition between politicians for votes. But 
no sense that workers are sovereign or that union 
regimes are democratic in the sense Lincoln 
made famous: of, by, and for the people. 
 The Teamsters have gone from mob-dom-
ination to what may be America’s most demo-
cratic union — at least in Landrum-Griffi n 
terms. But since inception of direct elections 
for national offi cers in 1991 and federal election 
oversight (which brought down reformer Ron 
Carey) fewer Teamsters participate in them. 
In the last election, only about a quarter of the 

Union micro politics rarely 
offers workers the opportunity 
to consider much less exercise 
leverage on wider, supervening 

issues. 
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members bothered to vote even when provided 
with mail in ballots. It seems as if the struggle 
for democracy produced a lot more political 
vitality than “democracy” itself. 
 Apathy can’t be explained, as Benson 
would have it, by the bureaucratic trampling of 
union civil liberties. Because bureaucrats don’t 
normally run unions. As anyone who’s ever 
worked as a union bureaucrat will attest, they 
do what they’re told by elected offi cials. Andy 
Stern’s rule over the SEIU has been seen by 
Benson and others as the triumph of centralism 
and bureaucracy. Stern created his own barons 
from his entourage, whom he sent out to rule 
the provinces. But last month, labors would-be 
King John met his Runnymede. The barons said, 
“No mas!” Stern’s resignation and their refusal 
to ratify his chosen successor as president, illus-
trates just how powerful the centrifugal forces 
working to empower the local baronies remain 
in the U.S. model of unionism. The King can 
make barons; but the barons get local fi efdoms 
that give them the potential to unmake the 
King. 
 In our system, which features 25,000 semi-
autonomous locals, the elected offi cers win offi ce 
not because they have the support of the staff. 
It’s actually the other way around. They have 
the support of the staff because they win elec-
tions. And they win elections because they’ve 
built a political machine made up of patronage 
followers who exchange loyalty to the union 
boss for positions and perquisites. The machine 
can usually count on staying in power as long 
as it delivers a union premium and — in craft 
unions — keeps the out-of-work list short. 

ENSON NOTWITHSTANDING, political apa-
thy is a natural product of this one-party 

machine culture — and of the narrow restric-
tions on the political agenda created by local 
autonomy. These confi ne the worker to a low 
political horizon shaped by his local’s contract 
and his own individual grievances. Just like 
district politics in the south Bronx or ward poli-

tics on the southside of Chicago, union micro 
politics rarely offers workers the opportunity to 
consider much less exercise leverage on wider, 
supervening issues. 
 That the local union acts as a kind of po-
litical Lunesta is bad. Worse though than the 
centrifugal forces isolating workers, are those 
antagonistic forces created by the goal of the 
local union premium. The whole legal infra-
structure of exclusion, coercion, and exclusive 
bargaining is designed to enable local members 
to earn a wage higher than those doing the same 
work outside the local. Unsurprisingly, the lo-
cal union member tends to see other workers 
in competitive terms: both the non-unionists 
undercutting his contractual wage — as well 
as other unionists seeking to take “his” work . 
Whereas the most basic aim of unionism is to 
unite workers by taking wages out of competi-
tion. 
 My fi rst sense that there was something 
deeply wrong — not just with this or that labor 
leader or even with their collective propensities 
— but with foundations of American unionism 
came on a picket line. It was being manned by a 
Local 608 carpenter whom I later got to know 
and work with on Hard Hat News, a rank-and-
fi le paper. He was an Irish-American very active 
in the carpenter reform movement who at the 
time was picketing the use of non-union labor 
in a Wall Street offi ce- to -residential conver-
sion that was so common during the downturn 
of the early 90s. The workers on the job were 
Asian carpenters. Patrick expressed no racial 
animosity. He simply insisted that Asians were 
welcome to join the union. Only though, if 
they could persuade their contractor to become 
a union contractor. So the non-union workers 
faced a real catch-22. They were regarded as 
scabs because they were working non-union; 
but effectively, they weren’t allowed to join the 
union either. This exclusionary feature of craft 
unionism goes back to the 19th.century. J.S. Mill 
criticized it; so did Engels. Union democrats 
don’t. 
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 The real democracy defi cit in American 
labor unions is not that the locals are bureau-
cratic. It’s that there are American style locals at 
all. What’s missing from the one-dimensional 
ideology of union democracy, imprisoned in the 
metaphor of bottoms and tops, is any sense of 
the scope of political confl ict. 
 The aim of the Right is always to restrict 
the scope of class confl ict — to bring it down to 
as low a level as possible. The smaller and more 
local the political unit, the easier it is to run it 
oligarchically. Frank Capra’s picture in A Won-
derful Life of Bedford Falls under the domina-
tion of Mr. Potter illustrates the way small town 
politics usually works. The aim of conservative 
urban politics is to create small towns in the big 
city: the local patronage machines run by the 
Floyd Flakes and the Pedro Espadas. 
 The genuine Left, of course, seeks exactly 
the opposite. Not to democratize the machines 
from within but to defeat them by extending 
scope of confl ict: breaking down local bound-
aries; nationalizing and even internationalizing 
class action and union representation. As politi-

U n i o n  D e m o c r a c y

cal scientist E.E. Schattschneider wrote a gen-
eration ago: “The scope of labor confl ict is close 
to the essence of the controversy.” What were 
the battles about industrial and craft unionism; 
industry wide bargaining sympathy strikes, he 
asked, but efforts to determine “Who can get 
into the fi ght and who is excluded?” 
 The first step in the transformation of 
American unionism in the 21st century is to 
get beyond exclusion, accomplishing a task that 
unions in other countries accomplished as early 
as the 19th. A labor Left that breaks with the 
old playbook will bypass the autonomous local 
union, it will fi ght to end monopoly unionism, 
creating a system of representation that offers 
workers a choice of political ends, transforming 
fi nally a culture that breed sectionalism into one 
that promotes solidarity. Because what the left 
Labor needs is not union democracy but work-
ing class democracy. 

Based on a talk given at the Left Labor Club, April 
14, 2010 
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NIFORMED AGENTS of Mexico’s Federal 
Investigative Agency (AFI for its initials 

in Spanish) yanked three inmates out of their 
cells in the minimum-security state prison at 
Ixcotel, Oaxaca in November, 2008 and trans-
ported them to San Bartola Coyotepec, another 
Oaxaca state prison, for “interrogation.” One of 
the three inmates, Victor Hugo Martínez, told 
activist friends that the federal investigators beat 
him and threatened to “make your family pay” if 
he didn’t confess in full to crimes of which he’d 
been accused two years before and for which 
he’d been sentenced to prison.
 Although they demanded a confession, 
the federal agents made it clear that Martínez’ 
in-prison activities prompted the beatings and 
threats, not the crime for which he already had 
been convicted. Martínez and his two compan-
ions, Pedro Castillo and Miguel Ángel García, 
had formed a political organization, which 
prison authorities considered a threat to their 
control of the inmates. Although both the AFI 
and prison authorities denied that Martínez was 
held incognito, beaten and tortured, his family’s 
prompt notifi cation of human rights lawyers 
pressured those involved to return Martínez to 
Ixcotel, where family members confi rmed that 
body was covered with bruises from the punish-
ment he’d received.
 Throughout Mexico the federal govern-
ment utilizes the investigators and militarized 
police to subdue dissent. Both agencies par-

ticipated brutally in breaking up a protest in 
Atenco, in the Estado de Mexico, in 2006 after 
local police attempted to arrest a group of street 
vendors. Atenco was the focal point of resistance 
against the federal government seizing land to 
construct a huge international airport on the 
area’s farmlands several years earlier. The gov-
ernment shelved those plans but has retaliated 
against the residents, whose successful resistance 
showed the country that united community ac-
tion could break through the autocratic control 
the federal government has tried to maintain.
 Several months after the Atenco raid over 
4,000 armed and armored army units, PFP 
and local and state police tear-gassed protest 
marchers and passersby in the city of Oaxaca’s 
central historical district, which the so-called 
Popular Assembly had occupied for nearly fi ve 
months. I asked a university professor, a special-
ist in criminal law, how the government had 
sustained charges against the more than 140 
they’d arrested and sent to federal prisons since 
most of them were innocent and had nothing to 
do with the Popular Assembly. He smiled as he 
tapped my shoulder with his forefi nger. “ ‘All the 
better that the victims are innocent. It makes the 
rest of the populace more afraid,’ ” he repeated 
a phrase frequently used by counterinsurgency 
repressors. 
 Fear is the reigning force in contemporary 
Mexico. Fear of escalating criminality, espe-
cially in urban areas where assaults, levantones 
(temporarily sequestering a victim and forcing 
him or her to extract cash from an ATM), 
robberies, and payment of protection money 
have become commonplace. Fear of losing 
employment and falling more deeply in debt as 
layoffs and business closings increase. Fear of 
epidemics and natural disasters, many of which 

“We Want To Be Heard!”
ROBERT JOE STOUT
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have been caused by ecological devastation. Fear 
for their children, who never seem to be safe or 
secure, even in guarderías (childcare facilities) or 
schools. Fear of banks, whose mismanagement 
and corruption has eaten away retirement funds, 
fear of infl ation and the peso’s continuing de-
cline, which has reduced by over 50 percent what 
a consumer could purchase fi fteen years ago. 
Fear of the police whose corruption and crimi-
nality equals that of confi rmed gangsters. And 
fear of the unresponsive federal government 
that is militarizing the country and refuses to 
respect—or even acknowledge—human rights.
 According to priest Manuel Arias, spokes-
man for the state of Oaxaca’s Catholic presby-
tery, the government views all popular move-
ments and social protests—even those within 
minimum security prisons—as threats that 
have to be countered by force. Armed soldiers 
surround the Zapatista autonomous villages in 
Chiapas and logistically support paramilitary 
groups who burn crops, tear down dwellings, 
and kidnap people from their homes.
 Throughout northern and western Mexico, 
Army units terrorize towns and villages, robbing 
money and possessions during their searches 
for drugs. Armed AFI and PFP units broke 
up student and teacher demonstrations in 
Chilpancingo, the capital of the state of Guer-
rero, and in Morelia, Michoacán, and arrested 
the leaders and spokespersons involved in the 
protests. (Mexican law makes no provision for 
jury trials; a judge determines whether or not 
the accusations are valid and levies sentences ac-
cordingly. Unfortunately for many innocent dis-
sidents, the state governors appoint the judges, 
and they conform to the governors’ dictates.)
 Mexican President Felipe Calderón gradu-
ally strengthened his hold on the nation after 
widespread allegations of fraud besmirched his 
2006 election. Both Calderón and liberal oppo-
sition candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
pulled approximately 37 percent of the popular 
vote, with the Revolutionary Institution Party 
(PRI) candidate trailing with approximately 

24 percent. The Federal Election Institute, in 
charge of the balloting, ruled in Calderón’s favor 
and refused to authorize a recount despite dis-
crepancies reported in several hundred polling 
places. López Obrador’s adherents rejected the 
validity of the election and instituted a mas-

sive months-long sit-in in Mexico City, where 
López Obrador was a popular pro-active mayor 
from 2000 until 2005. 
 His popularity and his ability to sustain 
popular movements and social protest prompted 
Calderón and his National Action Party (PAN) 
advisors to seek alliances with the PRI, grant-
ing favors — many of them involving huge 
amounts of money — and government positions 
in exchange for forming a voting bloc that gave 
them a majority in the Congress. With similar 
favors they co-opted a segment of the leadership 
of López Obrador’s Revolutionary Democratic 
Party (PRD), splitting it between López Obra-
dor loyalists and those headed by José Ortega 
and Amalia García, the PRD governor of the 
state of Zacatecas. As a result of this split, 
hundreds of thousands of López Obrador’s 
followers deserted for one or another of three 
or four smaller parties, a maneuver that assured 
Calderón’s PAN-PRI alliance of a majority in 
both house of the Congress.
 Despite extensive propaganda extolling 
the democratization of the Mexican political 
system after PAN’s Vicente Fox broke seventy-

Throughout Mexico, miners, 
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prostitutes blockade highways, 
invade government buildings, 

and march in protest of 
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fi ve years of PRI domination in 2000, the few 
changes that have been made in the autocratic 
structure of Mexico’s government have been 
more cosmetic than substantial. In contrast with 
the rest of Latin America (except for Colombia) 
Calderón reinforced an ultra-conservative gov-
ernmental system and fully endorsed neoliberal 
economic policies, borrowed heavily from the 
International Monetary Fund and committed 
the country to what Fox had described as “a 
government by entrepreneurs and for entrepre-
neurs.”
 Privatization of many former functions, in-
cluding the public retirement system (which lost 
billions of dollars of invested funds during the 
economic collapse in 2008), the public health 
system and the oil industry has exacerbated a 
plunge into poverty of millions of former job 
holders and small business owners devastated 
by layoffs and lost incomes associated with the 
fi nancial crash. Throughout Mexico, miners, 
teachers, taxi drivers, airline stewardesses, and 
even prostitutes blockade highways, invade 
government buildings, and march in protest of 
government policies, but the most organized, 
outspoken and — according to the federal 
government, the most threatening — of these 
movements emerged in the states of Oaxaca and 
Morelos. The backbones of both of these reform 
movements were those states’ teachers’ unions. 
 Calderón’s government refused to com-
ply with recommendations from a variety of 
international human rights organizations that 
documented abuses in Oaxaca, at Atenco, 
and in the northern states where the military 
unsuccessfully has tried to confront the major 
drug-exporting corporations. Amnesty Inter-
national and the International Red Cross took 
protests personally to Calderón. He smiled for 
publicity photos taken during meetings with 
their representatives, but neither he nor any of 
his high-ranking cabinet offi cials acted on the 
denouncements. Similarly no U.S. agencies and 
few if any U.S. government leaders have voiced 
concern over the abuses; instead, the U.S. Con-

gress approved multi-million dollar fi nancing of 
Mexico’s military and militarized police under 
the so-called “Plan Mérida,” despite evidence 
that those organizations were being used to 
repress popular protests as well as combat drug 
smuggling.
 For years, under the PRI, the drug trade 
— including importations from Columbia and 
domestic production — was funneled through 
high-ranking government offi cials who pock-
eted a share of the drug importers profi ts. In 
turn the importers agreed not to distribute the 
drugs in Mexico but to use the country as a pass-
through for the cocaine, heroin, and marijuana 
being smuggled into the United States.
 Interpol and Swiss investigators discovered 
millions of dollars deposited in Swiss bank ac-
counts that they attributed to President Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari’s brother, Raúl. (Carlos Sa-
linas was Mexico’s president from 1988-1994.) 
Mexican federal authorities charged Raúl with 
illegal enrichment and he was sentenced to pris-
on in 1999 but President Vicente Fox ordered 
his release in June 2006. Sources throughout 
Mexico insist that the bank accounts were part 
of the drug lords’ contribution to president 
Salinas for enabling them to do business.
 Coordination between Salinas’ party, the 
PRI, and the drug corporations shredded after 
PAN’s Vicente Fox took offi ce in November 
2000. No longer assured of government coop-
eration, or forced to realign their priorities to 
accommodate new “protectors,” the drug capos 
began to compete more violently for routes and 
territories.
 Various top drug lord lieutenants broke 
away from their organizations to negotiate 
separately with Columbian entrepreneurs. 
Others shoved their way into immigrant 
smuggling, prostitution, car theft, and shaking 
down businesses for protection money. Com-
mando gangs, many led by former drug cartel 
members (whose memberships often included 
state and federal police) kidnapped business 
magnates and/or their children and demanded 
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huge ransoms. Mexican authorities, acting on 
tips from disgruntled gang members or former 
gang members, managed to break up a number 
of these operatives but were unable to save the 
lives of many of the kidnap victims. 
  Columnist Sabina Berman of the national 
weekly magazine Proceso compared Mexico’s 
current crime wave with the Al Capone era 
during Prohibition in the United States:

“Thanks to it being illegal (during Prohibi-
tion in the United States) the price of alcohol 
zoomed to stratospheric heights and its dis-
tribution and sale fi nanced bands of gangsters 
to commit increasingly more destructive 
crimes...their economic power permitted 
them to corrupt local and federal police until 
those agencies were totally incapacitated…the 
real problem was not the alcohol but robbery, 
extortion and assassinations.”

 With encouragement from the United 
States, Calderón enlisted the Mexican military 
in the so-called “war on drugs” and boasted 
about its accomplishments in breaking up the 
drug organizations. Although the Bush and 
Obama Administrations in the United States 
supported the move, a majority of Mexican citi-
zens did not. They fi led hundreds of complaints 
against individual soldiers and commanders 
for robbery, extortion, murder, destruction of 
private property, and rape. Military offi cials 
refused to allow the incriminated soldiers to be 
tried in civilian courts and the majority of them 
have gone unpunished.
 Despite the military involvement, and 
the diversion of millions of dollars from social 
programs to fund its activities, the number of 
assassinations, beheadings, and commando raids 
has increased — an average of fi fteen slayings a 
day that no longer make front-page news but are 
summarized as afterthoughts in media reports. 
 “Hundreds of new addicts are created daily 
and kidnapping and assaults have proliferated,” 
syndicated newspaper columnist Francisco 
Rodriguez wrote in 2009. Despite these statis-
tics, and hundreds of accusations fi led against 
the police and the military, Calderón and his 

government continued to propagandize the 
successes his administration was recording in 
the “war against crime.” His failure to respond 
to citizens’ complaints and criticisms was a 
major factor in the resounding defeat PAN 
experienced during the 2009 mid-term federal 
elections for the Senate and House of Deputies. 
Political analysts described the turnover as a 
ringing repudiation of Calderón’s policies and 
the administration’s failure to deal honestly with 
corruption, crime, and the country’s economic 
collapse.
 “When we are fed up with the abuses and 
errors of the party in power, we vote for the other 
party so they can abuse us,” Mexican cartoonist 
Pacote depicted a voter explaining the country’s 
reinstalling the PRI’s legislative majority. In 
some states, like Oaxaca, whose PRI governor 
Ulisés Ruiz has consistently thumbed his nose at 
human rights indictments and whose prosecu-
tors have left uninvestigated the assassinations 
of over twenty Popular Assembly protesters, 
indigena rights advocates and candidates op-
posed to his administration, the situation may 
even have worsened. 
 But for a vast majority of Mexicans it is of 
little consequence who abuses them, the reign-
ing fact is that they are being abused economi-
cally, morally and often physically. Not only 
that, they face abusive and discriminatory treat-
ment when they migrate to the United States. 
Increasingly hostile U.S. enforcement policies 
against unauthorized immigration have driven 
thousands of young jobseekers into the hands 
of drug exporting organizations who offer them 
much better wages and benefi ts than they would 
receive in either the United States or their home 
communities in Mexico. 
 “In Oaxaca it’s a crime to write! It’s a crime 
to protest! It’s a crime to think!” newspaper 
correspondent Pedro Matias told members 
of a Rights Action human rights delegation 
in December, 2006. His frustration, and the 
fears that it engenders, reverberates throughout 
Mexico. “We want to be heard!” Leaders of the 
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Trique subculture in Oaxaca organize marches 
and close highways complaining, “The govern-
ment won’t listen to us!” The wives of miners 
buried by a cave-in at Pasta de Conchos in 
northern Mexico block access to the site of the 
tragedy shouting, “The government wants to 
forget what happened! Pretend we don’t exist!” 
The parents of nearly a hundred victims of a 
privatized government infant care facility in 
Chihuahua pound on bureaucracy doors de-
manding, “Why are you trying to ignore us?” 
 The victims of military aggressions, includ-
ing destruction of property, theft, and rape, fl ail 
desperately at whoever will listen because the 
federal administration denies that the offenses 
occurred. Courts refuse to examine testimony 
from community members protesting the arrests 
and assassinations of those who tried to stop 
illegal clear cutting of their forests. “We want 
to be heard!” — human rights advocates whose 

documented reports of violations are shelved, 
journalists who coworkers have been beaten or 
killed, indigena communities whose homes are 
raided and burned by government-equipped 
paramilitaries, churchmen who see drug dealers 
openly recruit adherents in their communities, 
writers who report the private enrichment of 
high-ranking government offi cials and have 
defamations charges fi led against them and 
against thousands of others throughout Mexico 
who shout, write, and demonstrate to no avail.
 Meanwhile the government of the United 
States sends millions of dollars worth of military 
hardware to Mexico, drives migrants who want 
to work into the hands of the drug exporting 
organizations it is trying to contain, and ignores 
the dangers that the country with which it 
shares a 2,000-mile border faces as it becomes 
explosively desperate in its desires for change. 
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WORKERS ARE IN NO WAY RESPONSIBLE for 
the economic crisis of capitalism. This 

would be or at least should seem to be obvious 
to socialists. Noncontroversial as it may now 
be, this has not always been the case. There 
have been socialists — quite outspoken in their 
time — who had attributed past turndowns to a 
profi t-squeeze triggered by cumulative decades 
of militant wage demands. They differed from 
mainstream economists only in the political 
slant such socialists advanced: to press such 
demands to the tipping point, presumably, of 
socialist transformation. Even the most thick-
headed left-winger, on the other hand, would be 
hard pressed to resurrect that explanation for the 
current deep recession, which, if it is notable for 
anything, has been distinguished by the decades 
long resiliency of wage stagnation.
 What is not so obvious to the left, however, 
is the truth of the symmetrical proposition, 
namely that capitalists too are in no way respon-
sible for the crisis. It is not excessive greed, or 
reckless short sightedness; not an excess of risk 
taking or errant business practices on the part 
of the ruling class that caused this crisis. These 
predatory spirits are simply the “givens,” the 
“constants” of the system. They no more cause 
business expansion than they do economic col-
lapse and stagnation or — for that matter — war 
and imperialism. Liberals, in their ideologically 
constrained attempts to rescue the system from 
itself, believe in their heart of hearts, as they 
must, that taming the business cycle is ultimately 
an exercise in behavior modifi cation realized 
through regulatory reform and enforced through 

judicious oversight; that the elimination of war 
similarly requires the search for appropriate 
international frameworks and networks of 
reciprocal commitments. The practical, reform 
proposals that liberals offer — even if they were 
technically workable to some degree — are 
generally negated and neutralized in the long 
run by market innovations that induce legal 
workarounds and system gaming. The pace at 
which reforms are undermined generally corre-
lates inversely with the presence of a politically 
vigilant and engaged working class movement 
and the degree to which national capital is im-
mune from international competition.
 The antisocial conduct of capitalists is in 
reality an outgrowth of the relentless drive to 
invest, to outcompete and dominate the market 
or be driven into bankruptcy. It is the behavioral 
logic induced by a class system in which the 
appropriation of surplus labor is the sole means 
to the accumulation of capital.* Outcompeting 

Public Sector Workers and the Crisis
BARRY FINGER

BARRY FINGER is an editorial board member of New 
Politics.

*This analysis derives from the approach of Marx, ac-
cording to whom “all economy is fi nally reducible to 
the economy of time.” All class relations, in the end, 
constitute varying means of expropriating the material 
surplus of the productive classes by those who possess 
a monopoly over the means or conditions of work.  
That is, all class societies are based on the division of 
the working day between that needed to replenish the 
capacity to work (necessary labor time), and that over 
and above which can be appropriated by the socially 
dominant class (surplus labor time). Where that line 
is drawn under capitalism is determined not physi-
ologically but sociologically through the interaction of 
productivity change with class struggle. Under capital-
ism, the atomized structure of independent productive 
units is unifi ed into a system of social organization by 
means of marketplace structures. Class relations take 
the form of specifi c market relations — wages and 
profi ts — concretized in terms of exchange values or 
prices. The monetary units in which these prices are 
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requires raising the level of labor productivity. At 
the most basic level this process is fraught with 
diffi culties insofar as increasing labor produc-
tivity requires produc-
ing more commodities 
with less labor per unit 
of capital invested, of 
substituting in other 
words — capital for 
labor. The mass of prof-
its emanating from the 
relative decline of paid 
labor can therefore only 
increase if capital accu-
mulates at a suffi cient 
pace to offset that reduction. As productivity 
increases there are relatively fewer workers ex-
ploited and a larger cost of invested capital over 
which to calculate the rate of profi t. Because an 
increase in productivity permits the customary 
living standards of workers to be reproduced in 

less time, the conditions are generated for an 
increased appropriation of surplus-labor without 
a necessary decline in living standards. So long, 

in fact, as real wages rise 
less rapidly than pro-
ductivity, a rising rate 
of exploitation is com-
patible with improved 
living conditions. 
 The end of business 
expansion results only 
when social conditions 
exclude a suffi cient in-
crease of surplus value 
for a further expansion 

of capital or — when the expansion of capital 
has reached a point beyond which any further 
accumulation would lead to the same or less 
surplus value than before. Problems in capital 
formation are therefore fundamentally rooted in 
the system itself — an overproduction of capital 
relative to the existing level of exploitation. Cri-
ses are necessitated, in other words, by the need 
to augment the rate of exploitation beyond the 
point realizable through the existing trend-line 
in labor productivity. 
 This leads to the convulsive process through 
which the temporary barriers to renewed accu-
mulation can be removed. Portions of capital are 
demobilized, leading on the one hand to writing 
down capital values as a precursor to a more 
effi cient, leaner structural reorganization. Mas-
sive political pressure is exerted against public 
spending in order to reclaim profi ts otherwise 
earmarked for taxation and thereby sacrifi ced to 
the accumulation process. Conversely, there is 
virtually no pressure exerted by capital against 
military spending, because these costs are ac-
cepted as a needed sacrifi ce to maintain an 
international order favorable to private invest-
ment. While unemployment forcibly drives 
down living standards below the value of labor 
power, it also ramps up the intensity of work as 
a diminished activated working class is forced 
to generate output previously produced by a 

The antisocial conduct of 
capitalists is in reality an 

outgrowth of the relentless drive 
to invest, to outcompete and 

dominate the market or be driven 
into bankruptcy.

expressed have an implicit labor time content insofar 
as the price of the net annual product is, at the same 
time, the outcome of a specifi c quantity of collective 
labor time productively worked. The ratio between the 
two is the labor time expression of the monetary unit. 
It is how an hour of simple, average labor — labor of 
average skill and intensity — is concretely represented. 
This reduction allows for the quantitative relationship 
between qualitatively different use values to be expressed 
in homogeneous invariable units of embodied labor 
time. The theory of value however is not a theory of 
relative prices, but rather an instrument for the analysis 
of capital accumulation that centers social confl ict in 
terms of exploitation. Changes in productivity — in 
output per unit of labor time — make possible in turn 
changes in time relations between the labor required to 
sustain and reproduce workers and the surplus labor time 
that falls to capital in the form of additional exchange 
value realized in profi ts. But changes in productivity 
require investment decisions that necessitate plowing 
back capitalized surplus value (profi ts) into the system 
as labor-saving innovations. This is not to deny that 
there are other ways to derive a theory of capitalist 
exploitation.  But without the “labor theory of value” 
such insights have ethical connotations alone and cannot 
be extended to investigate the material connections that 
regulate the accumulation process.
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larger complement of labor. This has the dual 
impact of increasing the unpaid portion of the 
working day while increasing the amount of 
exchange value generated in that unpaid por-
tion, insofar as the increase in the intensity of 
work is uncompensated by a proportionate rise 
in real wages. 
 The upshot of this is that any real program 
for the defense of working class living standards 
in times of severe economic crises can only 
operate against reestablishing the conditions 

of economic recovery.* To attain the massive 
cuts in state spending and working class living 
standards necessary to restore profi t rates, the 
ruling class needs to face a divided working 
class and to break those remaining pockets of 
working class resistance that offer a fi ghting 
alternative. This is always an issue in economic 
recovery, ramifi ed however by the very depth of 
this, the worst recession in 75 years.
 This in part contributes to the renewal of 
the nativist assault on undocumented workers. 
But this is an initiative mostly and most unfor-
tunately originating from below. Agricultural, 
meatpacking, landscaping and hotel/restaurant 
businesses vitally depend on illegal immigration 
to underwrite their profi tability. 

IN THE CURRENT CRISIS, it has become in-
creasingly obvious where the larger fault lines 

are beginning to break. The New York Times 
(August 7, 2010) breathlessly intones of noth-
ing less than a “class war over public pensions” 
fomented by the private sector to enlist their 
employees against public workers, those who 
have retired and those down the line who will 
be dependent on state retirement funds. Unlike 
past battles against government workers, this is 
taking a bipartisan tone. Andrew Cuomo, for 
all his liberal pretensions, promises to engage 
against public workers much like his New Jersey 
neighbor, Chris Christie. The resistance against 
teachers’ unions, which is the cutting edge of 
the battle, ranges across the political board, 
uniting Barack Obama to Newt Gingrich, to 
Mike Bloomberg to Al Sharpton. As Minnesota 
Governor and GOP Presidential hopeful, Tim 
Pawlenty told POLITICO, “If you inform the 
public and workers in the private sector about 

*Liberal economists deny this. They point out that 
defi cit spending — the borrowing of unused liquid-
ity to prime the pump of economic activity —has a 
multiplier effect on income, which can turn around an 
economic downturn and change the shape of capitalist 
crises. Paul Krugman and others attribute the anemic 
showing of the Obama program not to a fault in the 
theory, but to the insuffi ciency of the undertaking.  But 
unless profi t expansion resulting from the economic stimulus 
can be shown to exceed the input of funds withdrawn from 
the private sector, the entire undertaking makes no sense 
from the point of view of capital accumulation, whatever 
the scale of the operation. Incomes and employment can 
expand, but only within the context of a state that 
has grown at the expense of the private sector. This is 
precisely what the business community fears and what 
liberals- — despite their sincere commitment to the 
free-market system — side step. The experience of 
the second world war has, nevertheless, given rise to a 
great misunderstanding widely shared by socialists, that 
Keynesian intervention ultimately “saved” capitalism 
in the form of a war economy. But a war economy is a 
nonaccumulating economy. Idle resources are put into 
play, output however is used not for capital formation, 
but for armaments. It is not the private sector, but the 
state that is enlarged. What was changed was the shape 
of the crisis, not its underlying causes. Capitalism was 
ultimately “saved” by the massive increase in the rate 
of exploitation carried through by means of forced 
savings during the war years, that was later available 
for capitalization when the need for a fully fl edged war 
footing receded.  In the 1930s, the growth of the bu-
reaucratic state bought the system a modicum of social 
peace, pacifying a militant trade union movement that, 
otherwise unchecked, threatened to develop in a socialist 
direction. This is not a current political imperative. The 
evisceration of working class institutions in the past 40 
years has diluted the urgency of such aggressive counter 
cyclical activities, which explains to no small extent why 
liberals have capitulated so seamlessly to the business call 

for defi cit reduction. This capitulation is, in effect, a call 
to deepen the crisis by ramping up the offensive against 
the working class until the necessary rate of exploitation 
can be restored. Liberals cannot acknowledge this. They 
do not have the ideological or theoretical framework to 
do so; socialists must.
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the infl ated compensation packages of public 
employees, and then you remind the taxpayers 
that they’re footing the bill---they get on the 
reform train pretty quickly.” 
 Behind this assault is the very real recog-
nition that public sector now has the highest 
concentration of unionized workers in the 
American economy. Public sector unions are 
the de facto face of the labor movement today 
and the last bastions of union power. Public sec-
tor unions are effectively the frontline against 
dismantling state services, including the return 
fl ow of services that constitutes the safety net. 
The payment of unemployment insurance, food 
stamps, disability pensions, housing subsidies 
and social security/medicare* — that is, “entitle-
ments” — for those who capital has thrown out 
of work, sickened, maginalized or has no further 
use — are themselves the victorious fruits of past 
labor struggles. These victories have always been 
subject to slander by rightwing demagogues 
maliciously playing off the employed against 
the forcibly idled. Welfare has already been 
transformed — under the previous Democratic 
Administration — from an entitlement to a 
time-limited, forced-work program.
 Health and education, on the other hand, 
maintain the value of labor power, which, with 
the opening of new sources of labor in China, 
the third world and the former Stalinist econo-
mies, has, despite all the ritual bleating about 
American competitiveness, simply lost its 
urgency. What is needed can be purchased on 
the cheap; what can’t can largely be offshored. A 
defi cit of skilled workers — engineers and scien-
tists — can always be countered by importing. It 
is precisely the prospect of a forcible reduction 
in the average value of labor power, delinked 

from productivity gains that otherwise allows 
labor power to be reproduced in less time with 
a constant or even expanding real wage, that, 
from capital’s vantage point, now promises to 
make American capitalism more competitive. 
To fi nally break the back of the American trade 
union movement now requires a decisive defeat 
of public sector unions. 
 But what of the arguments themselves? 
Are public workers** in any meaningful sense 
privileged? On the face of it, yes. According to 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, total employer 
compensation costs for private industry work-
ers averaged about $28 dollars per hour, while 
total compensation costs for state and local 
government workers averaged almost $40 per 
hour. Moreover, the benefi t packages of state 
and local workers average about 5 percent more 
than that of privately employed workers. Even 
more signifi cant is that while about 61 percent 
of private industry employees had access to 
paid retirement benefi ts, 89 percent of state and 
local workers have such access. Medical care 
benefi ts are available to 71 percent of private 

*President Reagan slashed SSI, and Congress still 
whittles away at it. They would like to turn Social Secu-
rity into a means-tested program. That would get a lot 
of public support because there is a certain logic in not 
giving it to the rich, but that would be the beginning of 
the end for the program because as soon as a program 
loses its universal status, it is doomed to get cut.

**The term “state workers” is used here in the generic 
sense of government workers. Most studies however 
are confi ned to state and local workers and exclude 
federal government workers. State and local employees 
comprise approximately 17 out of 20 million civilian 
government employees. Moreover, the state and local 
budget crises are largely attributed to excesses in worker 
pay and benefi ts. On the federal level, the public debt 
“crisis” is a crisis not of employee pay and benefi ts, but 
of “entitlements.” That is, on the federal level, the cost 
of maintaining a working class as it ages out of em-
ployment and sheds its commodity character — that 
is, has lost its usefulness to capital — is considered the 
source of the projected “crisis”. There is always some 
element of additional confusion because a great deal 
of federal benefi ts are administered by state workers, 
whose pay is fi rst deducted from the federal coffers and 
then transferred to the states as general revenues. But 
the difference in the character of the so-called crises 
between the two sectors of government — state and 
federal — is one between operating costs and program 
costs. The combination of the two is what is meant by 
“runaway government spending.”
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industry workers, compared with 87 percent of 
government workers. For family coverage, the 
employer share of premiums was similar for 
private industry and government. 
 In and of itself, this should be a strong 
endorsement of unionization. But a closer look 
demonstrates the illusory nature of these benefi t 
differentials. Keith Bender and John Heywood, 
in a paper entitled “Out of Balance? Comparing 
Public and Private Sector Compensation over 
20 Years” point out that these comparisons 
overlook signifi cant issues. Employees in the 
public sector are twice as likely as their private 
sector counterparts to have a college or advanced 
degree. When the comparison is adjusted to take 
education into account, state and local govern-
ment workers actually earn between 11-12 per-
cent less than their private sector counterparts. 
Moreover, in the past 20 years the earnings for 
government employees have generally declined 
relative to the private sector. And although 
benefi ts (e.g. pensions) comprise a greater share 
of the total benefi t package for public workers, 
total compensation still lags around 7 percent 
in the government sector. 
 Even this tends to understate the issues. 
What it does unfortunately indicate — con-
trary to the popular perception — is precisely 
how vulnerable public workers are even when 
organized. On closer inspection, public sector 
workers, due to waves of hiring freezes, tend to 
be on average 4 years older than private sector 
workers, and have more time on the job. More-
over, the comparison of large government sec-
tors — the equivalent of huge corporations, with 
the “private” sector, whose average undertaking 
is dwarfed by the scale of government, makes 
little sense. The large share of small businesses 
in the private sector, which typically offers lower 
pay and benefi ts, so distorts the issue as to render 
comparisons based on the raw data nearly use-
less. To properly make the case, therefore, that 
public sector workers’ wages and benefi ts are 
excessive would require a match with workers in 
a similar cohort within the comparable sections 

of the private sector. This is never done. Need-
less to say, the right’s case against government 
workers is not scientifi c, but propagandistic: to 
play both sides against the middle. 

BUT THE REAL FAULT LINES extend beyond 
pensions to matters of wages and benefi ts, 

and of employment security. There are larger 
fundamental differences between private and 
public sector workers that the right seeks to 
exploit. Public sector workers do not, for the 
most part, produce marketable products and 
therefore do not create exchange value for the 
system.* State workers are indeed exploited, 
because they — like all other workers — are paid 
not for their entire expenditure of labor time, 
but for their socially determined reproduction 
costs alone. But as a cost item, the outlay on 
their wages and benefi ts represent a portion 

*Ever smaller portions of wage workers under modern 
capitalism are employed in production including the 
production of services, compared to retail and wholesale 
trade, commerce, and fi nance. To the extent that the 
production process is not continued in the packaging 
and display of items, such work that purely involves the 
exchange of titles of ownership — bookkeepers, accoun-
tants, cashiers, etc., create no new value for capitalism. In 
this limited sense, these nonproductive workers — not 
productive, that is, of surplus value — belong to the 
same broad category as government workers. They are 
exploited, in the same sense that public sector workers 
are exploited, because they are paid not for the entirety 
of the working day, but only for that time socially de-
termined  for the reconstitution of their ability to work. 
The difference is this. The wages of nonproductive 
private sector workers are carried over into the price 
of the fi nal product analogously to the cost of fuel and 
raw materials, that is, as circulating constant capital. For 
unlike government workers, their efforts facilitating the 
purchase and sale of commodity values are part of the 
total process of capital accumulation. Their purpose is 
to reduce the turnover time of productive capital and 
thereby minimize the total amount of time that would 
be otherwise lost to production in the process of mar-
keting and selling commodities. The wages of these 
private sector nonproductive workers are nevertheless 
an additional cost of production made good out of sales, 
rather than a deduction from surplus value as are the 
wages of civil servants.
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of the unpaid labor time of the private sector’s 
total exchange value that needs to be sacrifi ced 
for the reproduction of the system as a whole. 
To the extent that working people in the private 
sector pay taxes to the state, that portion of the 
working day represented by state revenues that 
do not fl ow back to the working class in the 
form of services—as part, in other words, of the 

social wage — are converted from paid to unpaid 
labor time. To that extent, the capitalist state is a 
source of additional exploitation. Its expansion 
and growth is predicated on the unpaid labor 
that can be squeezed from private sector workers 
either in the form of taxes on profi ts or wages.
 Those liberals who still defend public 
consumption for all the good works that are 
performed in that realm can hardly compete 
on the ideological plane in times of crises with 
conservatives who insist that “individuals” know 
best how to dispose of their incomes. From 
a capitalist standpoint, surplus value that is 
directly converted into state revenues cannot 
be accumulated. In good economic times, this 
sacrifi ce can be tolerated for social peace, just 
as long, that is, as there are suffi cient profi ts to 
expand both the public and the private spheres. 
In bad times, there is an opportunity for capital 
to make common cause with its own working 
class — a working class, hard pressed by the 
threat of unemployment, declining wages, home 

foreclosures and debt peonage — to shrink the 
scope of the state, whose tax burden is an ad-
ditional source of working class distress. 
 Liberals can argue until they are blue that 
the challenge is to change the incidence of the 
tax code and shift the burden of state revenues 
upwards, or to shift the priorities of the state 
away from militarism to fortify and expand the 
social safety net. These are worthy agendas. 
Still, workers are understandably wary of such 
blandishments, given the history of tax avoid-
ance on the part of business and the wealthy and 
the historic inability of society’s rank and fi le to 
meaningfully participate in shaping government 
priorities. And they are similarly restless with 
the wonkishness of liberal proposals that equally 
exclude working people from the debate. The 
conservative appeal to workers is, in stark con-
trast, a call to political action, with the promise 
of immediate relief. 
 That is where socialists have a role to play in 
bridging the divide between public and private 
sector workers that cannot be performed in a 
socially “acceptable” or convincing fashion by 
left liberals. Liberals, including left liberals, are 
not merely socialists with a different set of policy 
preferences. The liberal left is ideologically 
hindered by their loyalty to a system that they 
wish to see strengthened and which socialists 
seek to replace. Liberals cannot insist and have 
not insisted that all the rightwing palaver about 
“individuals, not government, best knowing how 
to dispose of one’s income” and about “the bur-
den to our grandchildren of government debt” 
are just smokescreens for opening a second front 
against the working class. Their proud “political 
realism” is grounded in a theoretical netherworld 
where the purpose of public policy is to reconcile 
class interests. The traditional Keynesian argu-
ment that crises are caused by lack of effective 
demand, and not, as both the business com-
munity and socialists argue, by a lack of profi ts, 
reinforces liberalism in this peculiar ideological 
bind. The precepts of functional fi nance were 
the traditional answer to the conservative cry 

If the pension system supposedly 
makes workers all “stakeholders” 

in capitalism, it does so to the 
same degree that a pickpocket who 

leaves the victim enough change 
to buy a lottery ticket accords the 

mark a stake in pickpocketing. 
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of “out of control” public spending. Its ready 
prescription of defi cit induced state production 
to compensate for sagging private produc-
tion is, in theory, self-fi nancing, and therefore 
unproblematic, over the course of the business 
cycle. This pump priming is, in other words, 
supposed to put into play suffi cient idle capac-
ity as to generate adequate additional revenues 
for retiring the defi cits initially incurred to set 
the entire process in motion. That these defi cits 
were instead largely squandered in the bailout of 
the banking system and Wall Street, with little 
to show in terms of induced production, has left 
liberalism in a quandary. Having recapitalized 
the fi nancial system with funds that could have 
otherwise effectively shored up local and state 
government budgets, created green jobs, and 
expanded infrastructure, the administration 
has exhausted its political capital. An intact 
banking system in isolation cannot jump start 
capital accumulation. It will not lend money for 
investment or to fi nance trade unless convinced 
of the prospects for a resumption of profi tability. 
Consequently, the administration has been un-
able to produce an adequate demonstration that 
additional defi cit spending to lift the economy 
out of its doldrums actually works. Liberalism 
in power — that is, the Democratic Party — 
has no fall back position, therefore, other than 
to capitulate to the immediate demands of the 
business community for relief from the overhead 
costs of government.
 It is after all “entitlement” spending rather 
than those traditional aspects of the state nec-
essary to preserve and expand a social order 
favorable to capital accumulation, either domes-
tically or abroad, that is under attack. And it is 
the state workers who administer and allocate 
those entitlements, not the military bureaucrats 
or the recipients of military contracts, not the 
intelligence agencies, not domestic police en-
forcement, and not the penal and parole systems 
that private sector workers are being mobilized 
to undermine. It is the prospect of huge swaths 
of entitlement revenue and government operat-

ing costs- — The entire associated structure and 
substructure of public spending — being recon-
verted back into a fund for capital formation 
that the ruling class seeks to attain. The private 
sector job creation that can be expected to ac-
company this accumulation will invariably be 
purchased at the cost of the social safety net, of 
public education, community hospitals, libraries, 
and mass transit. There is no way to maintain 
the social component of wages or entitlements 
such as old age insurance, disability insurance, 
or modestly reasonable unemployment benefi ts, 
etc., without at the same time preserving and 
expanding government employment. 
 Moreover, the types of jobs that the pri-
vate sector is poised to create now increasingly 
conform to a platform prototype with an in-
creasingly fractionalized production structure. 
For those companies that still have signifi cant 
manufacturing assets, they are devoted to 
in-house, complex, capital rich processes or 
products that generate few jobs. Low-value 
added, end of the line physical production is 
most likely being subject to outsourcing, which, 
domestically, means by part-time, free-lance, 
and contract workers with no union protection, 
job security, or benefi ts. As work becomes more 
provisional, workers who manage to hold on to 
the remaining full-time jobs will begin to seem 
like a privileged elite, much as government 
workers now appear. The dismantling of state 
services and elimination of government jobs will 
simply channel the unemployed towards this 
work, hastening the process of working class 
stratifi cation and immiseration.
 Just as the threat of corporate bankruptcy 
has been the fulcrum to whipsaw private em-
ployees into acquiescing to the loss of private 
pensions and health care plans, so too is the 
threat of government insolvency being effec-
tively touted as the pretext to dump outlays 
earmarked for public consumption. This rul-
ing class narrative is so effective that “runaway 
government spending” is now a close rival that 
threatens to surpass the seemingly intractable 
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problem of unemployment as the principal 
public concern in opinion polls. The particular 
effectiveness of this appeal to workers in the 
private sphere is that it speaks to their imme-
diate need for lower taxes and more disposable 
income in times of economic contraction. The 
sacrifi ce of long-term interests is, in effect, a 
play on working class desperation at its most 
vulnerable point. Once again, the Democratic 
Party can be expected to volunteer itself as the 
most appropriate vehicle to reassure the working 
class that they and they alone can be trusted to 
organize an orderly and sensible retreat; that 
they and they alone are needed to “maintain” 
a realistic level of entitlements, e.g., further 
delaying eligibility ages, reducing cost of living 
adjustments, etc. in the Social Security program. 
The Obama administration has already signaled 
its willingness to put all these concerns on the 
table, promising only to hold the line against 
Social Security privatization. Even this assur-
ance is rather thin gruel, given the administra-
tion’s track record of wholesale capitulation to 
the insurance industry during the recent health 
care debate.

MIDDLE CLASS LIBERALISM — the liberal-
ism of the professional classes — is fast 

becoming a political and social blind-alley for 
realistic working class politics. Their concentra-
tion in knowledge based activities will undoubt-
edly allow these elements to better weather 
the existing crisis. Their livelihoods may be 
palpably threatened by the scope of the crisis; 
working class incomes have come under active 
siege. The crisis cannot and will not be resolved 
on the backs of the middle class. Middle class 
liberalism can no longer be seen even as fair 
weather working class allies. Their conditions of 
existence provide no steady source of social dis-
content and therefore no continuous source of 
struggle from which a larger political program of 
resistance can emerge. If middle class indepen-
dents, who combine fi scal conservativism with 
social liberalism, have not made the full leap 

into the Republican party it is largely because 
they are reluctant to merge their interests with 
fully fl edged Tea Party reaction. But Keynes-
ian bromides, and there is little left of middle 
class liberalism beyond this, retain little allure 
for them. They may still be capturable for the 
Democratic Party adrift to the right, but they 
will not play a crystallizing role in the struggle 
to prevent the retrogression of capitalist society. 
This is not a suffi cient cause, to be sure, for so-
cialists to write the middle classes off altogether, 
but it is suffi cient grounds to look elsewhere for 
leadership against the rising tide of business 
reaction. A dynamic program of resistance can 
still turn much of the confused and anxious 
sections of the middle class to the left.
 Their plight is indicative of a wider trend 
in American politics. According to a recent Wall 
Street Journal poll, America is entering an age 
of “unprecedented unstable political attitudes” 
(8/13/10). In the midst of the worst post-war 
economic downturn the popularity of both par-
ties is sinking simultaneously. As confi dence in 
the two party system to address the crises erodes, 
an opening for independent politics naturally 
presents itself. But only if the left is willing to 
take the initiative to defi ne and clarify the true 
dimensions of the crisis. It can do this only by 
means of a clear class struggle program that 
places these dimensions in proper context. In 
this there are lessons to be learned from the 
scapegoating of public sector workers. First, the 
working class needs immediate and signifi cant 
relief from taxation. 
 When the right raises this demand, it is 
being both demagogic and self-serving. The 
wealthy pay a disproportionate share of taxes 
only because they appropriate a disproportionate 
share of the social product. Their real purpose in 
raising this demand is not tax relief for workers. 
It is to shrink the state, to cast off the burden 
of public sector wages and reduce social entitle-
ments. In so doing, the wealthy hope to increase 
their accumulation fund without sacrifi cing the 
extravagant personal consumption that has be-

P u b l i c  S e c t o r  W o r k e r s



 
W I N T E R  2 0 1 1   57 

come their unchallenged class entitlement. It is 
only by capitalizing on the desperation of hard 
pressed working people, a desperation borne in 
the fi rst instance by capitalism itself, that the 
demand for tax relief becomes an exercise in 
misdirection.
 The left needs to make the demand that 
working class taxes be eliminated. From an 
economic standpoint this is not impossible. 
The top 10 percent of income earners paid 
about 73 percent of the federal income taxes 
and they accomplished this at effective rates 
of taxation that are under 18 percent for the 
wealthiest 400 households. A modest increase 
here should do the trick. But if that fails to keep 
pace with the “growing burden” of working class 
“entitlements”(paid separately by Social Security 
and Medicare/Medicaid taxes), consider this. 
The top 1 percent of fi nancial wealth owners 
as of 2007 controlled almost 43 percent of the 
entire American pie; the bottom 80 percent 
— roughly the working class — held exactly 
7 percent. In recognition of this, income taxes 
on the wealthy should be supplemented with a 
demand for a wealth tax. And socialists might 
further raise the demand that every percentage 
increase in productivity that capital extracts 
from the working class be matched by an ap-
propriate increase in wealth taxes needed to 
ensure a proper and orderly expansion of work-
ing class benefi ts. It might further be proposed 
that a phasing out of working class contributions 
to these funds be fi nanced not only through a 
wealth tax, but through levying a tax on stock 
market and currency transactions, the type of 
taxes least able to be passed back indirectly to 
the working class.
 There is no such thing as a “fair” and 
“equitable” tax system under capitalism, nor is 
there the possibility of attaining social justice 
through a revamped tax code. Socialists should 
not participate in this façade. Capitalist income 
is unearned income; the fruit of exploitation 
based on the ownership of property. The taxes 
that the wealthy pay, were fi rst extracted from 

working people in the course of production. The 
demand that the wealthy bear all the fi nancial 
burdens of the capitalist state, a state that above 
all ensures the orderly functioning of a system 
of exploitation, is simply the demand that the 
division of the collective working day be rather 
modestly redrawn independent of market opera-
tions. 
 Socialists should moreover urge the work-
ing class not to accept without contest the non-
sense that pension savings give working people a 
stake in the system, because such programs are 
tied into the stock market. The pension system 
is merely a system of reinforced exploitation. 
Workers advance capital a portion of current 
earnings, either directly or by foregoing raises, 
which is then applied to extract surplus labor 
elsewhere, a tiny portion of which may —no 
ironclad guarantee here — eventually return 
to workers in the form of a modest retirement 
annuity. If this supposedly makes workers all 
“stakeholders” in capitalism, it does so to the 
same degree that a pickpocket who leaves the 
victim enough change to buy a lottery ticket 
accords the mark a stake in pickpocketing. 
 Finally, socialists might turn the attack on 
public sector workers inside out. The left should 
resurrect the demand that the government act 
as the employer of last resort, that any worker 
should be eligible to participate in the advan-
tages — such as they are — of public employ-
ment. Why restrict these jobs, as liberals are 
so fond of doing, to shovel-ready jobs, or even 
green job? This is simply too restrictive. Such 
qualifi cations preclude from public employ-
ment those who cannot perform heavy labor. 
But more important, this restriction overlooks 
the vast inventory of unmet social needs that 
extends beyond the physical infrastructure, 
neglected by a system long characterized as one 
of public squalor. Such needs are readily identifi -
able: community and housing services; childcare; 
drug and alcohol rehabilitation, legal advocacy, 
violence prevention, adult literacy and other 
educational services. These enhancements to the 
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social infrastructure have an immediate impact 
on the quality of working class community life. 
This necessarily requires defi cit spending and 
massive revenue sharing with the states where 
most government jobs are. And it drives this 
need, not in terms of “saving capitalism,” but 
in terms of concrete programs of working class 
communal amelioration. 
 Its political signifi cance is that it subor-
dinates the necessity of deficit spending to 
working class struggle and cohesion without 
assuming direct responsibility for the capitalist 
crisis. To take responsibility is to cap the move-
ment at its knees. It invariably translates into a 
labor movement ideologically susceptible to the 
need for additional sacrifi ce, as long as it retains 
consultative rights on the conditions and dimen-
sions of its surrender. The point is to demand 
that people be put to work in socially meaningful 
capacities, regardless of its effect on accumula-
tion and profi tability. It is a demand that raises 
the issues of social responsibility above that of 
private property. The radical left should raise 
this demand in full knowledge that a growing 
public sector without democratic control from 
below, even if practically realizable, would 
further contribute to the bureaucratization of 
capitalism. This would nevertheless still be a 
qualifi ed victory insofar as it entails a compro-
mise forced upon capitalism by a working class 
gaining in social vision under circumstances 
most conducive to further unionization. It car-
ries within it the momentum to drive the logic 
of labor’s own existence beyond the confi nes 
imposed on it by the profi t system.
 But these are not socialist demands. The 
working class as it is presently constituted is 
not receptive to socialist demands. The point 
is to change the conversation and in so doing 
raise a perspective that cannot and will not be 
raised by the existing political parties. It is the 
perspective of real working class solidarity. 
 Socialists should not expect the union 
bureaucracy to raise these issues. The trade 
union leadership has spent decades desperately 

demonstrating how indispensable they are to 
the fortunes of the Democratic Party, more so 
ironically as the electorate is actively bailing as 
never before. It will become, if it is not already, 
manifestly clear that it will be the allegiance of 
swing voters that the Democrats need and will 
most passionately seek. Yet rather than this be-
ing evidence of the need to distance the labor 
movement from the Democrats, if for no other 
reason than to be more attractive to them, the 
union offi cialdom will undoubtedly draw the 
opposite conclusion. If past behavior is any 
guide to the future, it will merely stiffen their 
resolve to remain the most loyal of Democratic 
constituents. Labor can be expected to give them 
virtually free reign to conciliate any rearguard 
elements that might be usefully employed to 
give Democrats an electoral advantage. Their 
enabling behavior will inadvertently continue 
to be a contributing factor in an electoral move-
ment to the right. 
 Neither is this a question of calling for a 
new political party of the left. A party of the left 
can only be built from a gathering movement 
of struggle. It cannot be conjured forth on the 
basis of programmatic merit. But where there 
is evidence of fi ght back, of social resistance 
— among rank and fi lers, the 99ers (those col-
lecting unemployment insurance that had to be 
extended beyond the norm to 99 weeks due to 
the recession), where businesses or shops face 
closure, among beleaguered government work-
ers — the thrust of the struggle is fundamen-
tally progressive and workers can be receptive 
to radical ideas. Building a movement with a 
boisterous radical agenda, even when well short 
of becoming an electoral presence, can still con-
tribute mightily to shifting politics to the left. 

THIS CRISIS HAS SIGNALED a global employers' 
offensive against these last remnants of the 

welfare state safety net and the public sector 
workers, largely unionized, who administer 
these programs. For public workers this is an 
immediate issue of job security, but the ruling 
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class cannot dismantle the remaining vestiges of 
the welfare state without decimating the unions 
that stand in the way of its larger political and 
social ambitions. So for better or worse, public 
workers are the incidental last bulwarks of labor 
resistance. This explains why they have been 
subject to an unprecedented level of propagan-
distic venom from the business press, ginning 
up a near lynch mob reaction against these 
"privileged" workers, who “live off the taxes of 
ordinary struggling Americans.”
 The trend line of the rate of profi t has been 
falling since the early 1970s, despite more than 
three decades of wage stagnation and relative 
and near absolute working class immiseration. 

That only suffi ced to keep the system barely 
humming. The business class is now sitting on 
an ocean of cash, having largely liquidated their 
inventories during this recession. They will not 
resume investment until they are convinced of 
the prospects for enhanced returns. Wages have 
fallen, now it is time — according to capitalist 
reckoning — to liquidate government overhead. 
 If capital cannot convince itself of its need 
to part with liquidity and restore momentum to 
the economy without additional working class 
sacrifi ce, the working class must look to its own 
program and make capital part with that liquid-
ity and jump start the economy on an entirely 
different set of terms.
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THE UNITED STATES HAS an ongoing jobs 
crisis that has been crippling our people and 

our economy for nearly two years. In September 
2010, 14.8 million people were offi cially unem-
ployed, 15.7 million were either forced to work 
part-time or were jobless and no longer look-
ing for work and another 16.3 million were the 
working poor. Thus, almost 47 million people 
were affl icted by unemployment or underem-
ployment (see table 1). Moreover, the numbers 
multiply when the families of the unemployed 
are included. Early in the recession, long-term 
unemployment—27 weeks or more—had 
reached the highest level since 1948, when the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics began keeping this 
record; and it continues high as jobs are shed, 
new hires are meager and population growth 
accounts for new job entrants who are unable 
to fi nd work.
 Although the current emergency’s proxi-
mate cause is the fi nancial meltdown of 2008, 
there are serious underlying problems in the U.S. 
economy that pre-date the collapse. In our view, 
steeply rising economic inequality and its politi-
cal consequences, beginning in the mid-1970s 
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TABLE 1
Official Unemployment by Population Group, 
Hidden Unemployment, Working Poor and 

Job Vacancies, September 2010 
OFFICIAL UNEMPLOYMENT: 9.6 percent
 percent
White .......................................................................8.7
African-American ................................................16.1
   Men .....................................................................16.4
   Women ..............................................................13.5
Hispanic .................................................................12.4
Asiana .......................................................................6.4
Person with disabilitiesa .....................................14.8
Men 20 years and over ........................................8.0
Women 20 years and over .................................3.6
Teen-agers (16-19 years) ...................................26.0
Black teens ............................................................49.0

OFFICIALLY UNEMPLOYED .......................... 14.8 million 

HIDDEN UNEMPLOYMENT

Working part-time because 
can't find a full-time job ............................ 9.5 million

People who want jobs but are not looking so are 
not counted in official statistics .............. 6.2 million
 
TOTAL OFFICIAL AND 
HIDDEN UNEMPLOYMENT ..........................30.5 million 

(19.0% of the labor force)

In addition, millions more worked full-time, year-
round, yet earned less than the official poverty level 
for a family of four. In 2009, the latest year available, 
that number was 16.3 million, 16.4 percent of full-
time, full-year workers.
     In August 2010, the number of job openings 
was 3.2 million. Thus there were more than 9 job-
wanters for each available job.
a not seasonally adjusted
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, The Employment 
Situation in September 2010, www.bls.gov/news.release/
pdf/empsit.pdft, for unemployment rates; for estimate of 
working poor, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 
Annual Social and Economic Supplement, Work Experience in 
2008, www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032009/perinc/
new05_001.htm ; for job vacancies, U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Job Openings and Labor Turnovers-August 2010, 
www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/jolts.pdf
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and gathering force in subsequent decades, are 
major contributors to the emergence of these 
problems and the failure to deal with them 

effectively. We believe it is essential to take 
action to end the immediate jobs crisis, not 
only because more than 30 million people are 
directly affl icted but also because it is a terrible 
drag on the entire economy. Simultaneously, we 
must confront the problems that pre-date the 
meltdown. These must be addressed if we are 
to avoid more Great Recessions. 

The Jobs Crisis and Recovery
THE PERSISTENCE OF VERY HIGH unemploy-
ment retards economic recovery. As economist 
Philip Harvey has observed, “once established, 
a swollen job shortage tends to perpetuate 
itself.” Harvey points to some specifi c ways in 
which unemployment is prolonging the current 
recession:

It is preventing the housing market from re-
bounding and the housing industry from recov-
ering. It’s keeping the consumer sector waiting 
anxiously for customers. It’s keeping capital 
goods producers waiting for a growth sector to 
serve. And it makes the fi nancial sector fearful 
to lend. Businesses may invest on the margin 
in response to increased tax and regulatory 
incentives, but until they see customers with 
money to spend on the horizon, their appetite 
for risk will remain limited. 

It is thus imperative that we pursue policies to 
signifi cantly reduce unemployment. 
 Even in the year 2000, when offi cial un-
employment was the lowest in 30 years, 13 
million people or 9 percent of the labor force 
were either offi cially unemployed or hidden 
unemployed (Table 2). In that year nearly 16 
million people or 16.8 percent of full-time, 
full-year workers were earning less than the 
offi cial poverty level for a family of four. And 
there were many more persons wanting work 
than there were job vacancies, about 3.5 to 
one. The offi cial unemployment rate of black 
men was 8.2 percent, exactly the percent for 
the total labor force in February 2009 that 
was considered suffi ciently high for Congress 
to enact the $787 billion American Recovery 

Eisner: Deficits don’t have to be 
repaid and seldom are. The federal 
debt or accumulated deficits were 
well over 100 percent at the end 
of World War II, ushering in an 
era of prosperity and growth.

TABLE 2
Official and Hidden Unemployment 

by Population Groups, 2000 
OFFICIAL UNEMPLOYMENT: 4.0 percent
 percent
White .......................................................................3.5
African-American ..................................................7.6
   Men .......................................................................8.2
   Women ................................................................7.2
Hispanic ...................................................................5.7
Asiana .......................................................................3.6
Men 20 years and over ........................................3.3
Women 20 years and over .................................3.6
Teen-agers (16-19 years) ...................................13.1
Black teens ............................................................23.5

OFFICIALLY UNEMPLOYED ............................. 5.7 million 

HIDDEN UNEMPLOYMENT

Working part-time because 
can't find a full-time job ............................ 3.2 million

People who want jobs but are not looking so are 
not counted in official statistics .............. 4.2 million
 
TOTAL OFFICIAL AND 
HIDDEN UNEMPLOYMENT ..........................13.1 million 

(9.0% of the labor force)
a not seasonally adjusted

SOURCE: For official and hidden unemployment, U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, Employment and Earnings, 48, 1, January 2001, 
tables 3, 5, 20, 35.
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and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) or Obama’s 
stimulus. Offi cial unemployment statistics are 
of the civilian, non-institutional population. In 
2000, a third of African-American young men 
were incarcerated. If they had been included 
in labor force calculations, the unemployment 
rate of African-American men would have been 
almost one-third, 32.4 percent, even in that year 
of record-low offi cial unemployment. Chronic 
unemployment, averaging 6.5 percent (offi cial) 
from 1974 to 2008, contributed to growing in-
equality in the U.S. and to a 13 percent decline 
in average hourly wages (in constant dollars) 
between the mid-1970s and the meltdown. Men 
over the age of 55 have a particularly diffi cult 
time regaining employment after becoming 
unemployed. 
 Since the 1970’s, unstable and contingent 
employment, most of it involuntary, with low 
wages, few benefi ts and little opportunity for 
training leading to promotion has been growing 
faster than stable, full-time work. Not surpris-
ingly, this portion of the workforce is composed 
disproportionately of women, minorities and 
both young (under 24) and old (over 65) work-
ers. Related to this trend has been an increase in 
jobs that are contracted out and in day labor and 
swing shift work with short and irregular work 
schedules. Low-waged laborers, especially im-
migrant women, are routinely subjected to harsh 
working conditions and violations of wage and 
hour laws, and child care workers were heavily 
represented among exploited low-wage work-
ers. A concern as we advocate for good jobs at 
livable wages is the fi nding that between 2006 
and 2009, of the fi ve fastest growing occupa-
tions, all except nursing were clustered at the low 
end of the wage scale; food service and home 
health work in which pay was barely above the 
minimum wage grew the fastest. 

The Right to a Job at Livable Wages
SOME PROGRESSIVES CALLED ATTENTION to 
the chronic unemployment problem prior to 
the meltdown and the jobs crisis. It was their 

belief that the right to a job at livable wages 
is a basic human right. They were inspired by 
Franklin Roosevelt’s Economic Bill of Rights 
and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
that owed much to the leadership of Eleanor 
Roosevelt. First unveiled in Roosevelt’s 1944 
State of the Union Address, the Economic Bill 
of Rights begins with the right to living-wage 
employment. The Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights included a broad conception of 
employment rights: “Everyone has the right to 
work, to free choice of employment, to just and 
favourable conditions of work and to protection 
against unemployment.” 
 Concerned that chronic unemployment 
was depriving millions of people of what they 
considered to be a human right, those calling at-
tention to the problem were advocating an active 
labor market policy. In addition to temporary 
unemployment compensation for temporary 
job loss or a passive labor market policy, they 
envisioned a standby program in which jobless 
workers would be employed by government to 
perform much needed work. They argued in 
terms of “double defi cits.” On the one hand 
there was a jobs defi cit with millions of people 
needing work. The other defi cit was in public 
investment, which had fallen precipitously to 
half of its 1960s’ and 1970s’ levels in relation 
to the size of the economy. To deal with the 
consequent defi ciencies in the physical and 
social infrastructure, jobless women and men 
could be employed at living wages to renovate 
dilapidated housing and schools; build and 
repair bridges, roads, and levees; provide child 
and elder care; expand recreational and cultural 
activities; improve parks and other public spaces; 
and undertake energy conservation. 
 It is important to point out that those 
who were proposing active labor market poli-
cies before the meltdown did not think that 
these policies should stand alone. Necessary, 
complementary policies included protection and 
expansion of government’s ability to regulate 
corporations in the public interest; restoration 
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of progressive taxation; assurance of collective 
bargaining rights; renegotiation of global agree-
ments to include labor rights; environmental 
protection; and environmental sustainability. 

Lessons from The New Deal
IN THEIR DUAL FOCUS on the need for jobs 
and on the need of the nation to repair and 
rebuild and expand a defi cient physical and 
social infrastructure, these proposals resembled 
innovative New Deal programs such as the Civil 
Works Administration (CWA) and the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA). Path break-
ing as it was, the New Deal model for job cre-
ation was fl awed in certain important respects. 
Not the least of these was that it refl ected the 
deeply entrenched racism and sexism of their 
time. African-Americans were believed to be 
accustomed to low wages and were required 
to accept lower-paying jobs than whites; they 
were classifi ed as unskilled labor no matter what 
their skill levels. While women were one-fourth 
of the labor force, only one-sixth of WPA jobs 
went to women. When women did get a slot in 
a work program, they were paid lower average 
wages than white men, $3 a day, compared to 
$5 for men. Twenty-fi rst century work programs 
must serve disadvantaged groups in proportion 
to their need and pay them according to their 
worth, but in any case, a living wage. Whereas 
New Deal programs tended to emphasize the 
physical infrastructure, current proposals also 
advocate spending for the social infrastructure: 
child and elder care, education and health care, 
sectors that employ women disproportionately. 
 In addition to these shortcomings, New 
Deal work programs were insuffi cient to employ 
even half of the unemployed and were tempo-
rary despite continuing, high unemployment. 
According to New Deal historian William 
Leuchtenburg, “by any standard [WPA] …. 
was an impressive achievement, [but] it never 
came close to meeting Roosevelt’s goal of giv-
ing jobs to all who could work.” At its peak, 
the WPA employed fewer than half of the un-

employed, and from 1935 to 1941, the various 
work programs employed on average between 
one-quarter and one-third of the estimated 
unemployed….” New Deal historian Irving 
Bernstein wrote “throughout its history, both 
the President and the Congress considered 
WPA … a temporary if not emergency agency 
slated for oblivion as soon as severe unemploy-
ment disappeared.” But Harry Hopkins, the 
administrator of the work programs, believed 
that unemployment would not be solved by 
temporary measures and would be a problem 
for many years to come. FDR’s Secretary of 
Labor Frances Perkins recalled that Roosevelt 
and Hopkins did want a permanent work relief 
program, but, writing in the mid-1940s, she 
observed that “unemployment insurance stands 
alone in the protection of people out of work.” 
It continues to stand alone, and so we have a 
passive labor market policy of income support 
for temporary unemployment but not an active 
labor market policy that would put the long-
term unemployed to work in service to the 
nation.

Has the Obama Stimulus Failed?
HOW DOES THE $787 BILLION Obama stimulus 
compare with these proposals for direct job 
creation? The American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act (ARRA) was supposed to save 
or create three to four million jobs. In February 
2009, when it was enacted, 12.7 million people 
or, as noted, 8.2 percent of the labor force were 
offi cially unemployed. Between February and 
October 2009, unemployment shot up by nearly 
three million, and the rate climbed to 10.1 per-
cent, the highest for any month since the melt-
down. In September 2010, 19 months after the 
stimulus was enacted, the unemployment rate 
was still hovering around 10 percent (9.6 per-
cent) and the number of jobless individuals was 
somewhat higher than in the previous October. 
 Does that mean that the Obama stimulus 
was a failure? The reviews are mixed. Paul 
Krugman argues that the stimulus was not big 
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compared to the size of the economy and was 
not focused on increasing government spending 
by much. He points out that 40 percent of the 
$600 billion of stimulus money spent in 2009 
and 2010 was consumed by non-productive tax 
cuts. Another huge chunk was used to save jobs 
of state and local public sector workers such 
as teachers, but this was not enough to offset 
the cuts that these jurisdictions were forced to 
make because of declining tax revenues in the 
recession. Only the remainder involved direct 
federal spending. Christina Romer, then head of 
Obama’s Council of Economic Advisers, origi-
nally estimated that a stimulus of $1.2 trillion 
was needed, but presidential aides considered 
that too high, and the proposal never reached 
the President. It can be inferred that the size of 
the stimulus doomed it to failure. 
 The ARRA did do some good. According 
to an estimate of former Federal Reserve Board 
vice-chair Alan Blinder and Mark Zandi, chief 
economist at Moody’s Analytics, unemployment 
would have climbed to 16 percent instead of 
about 10 percent without the combined effect 
of the bank bailout and the Obama stimulus. 
Nonetheless, Blinder has acknowledged that 
we’re in a “jobs emergency” that requires New 
Deal-style hiring of workers onto public pay-
rolls. The Obama stimulus was not a complete 
failure, but unemployment remains near double 
digits. 
 Economist Philip Harvey takes the posi-
tion that the $787 Obama stimulus could have 
reduced offi cial unemployment far more if it had 
been devoted to direct job creation. In addition 
to its indirect stimulus to the economy that saved 
or created millions of jobs, the money could have 
directly created an additional 7 million full-time 
jobs, paying the same wages as those earned by 
similarly qualifi ed and experienced workers in 
the regular labor market and each lasting two 
years at the cost of $55,000 per job (including 
materials and supplies). Harvey’s proposed 
wage averages $14.52 per hour for program 
participants; we prefer a higher wage. Harvey’s 

estimates may not take into account today’s ob-
stacles to the implementation of government job 
programs — some of them necessary regulations 
like environmental-impact reports and historic-
preservation safeguards. Federal funds have 
largely been distributed through state bureau-
cracies that, like the federal agencies, are large 
and slow moving. For instance, an analysis of 
the implementation of the ARRA in California 
found that grants from the federal departments 
of Energy and Transportation were the slowest 
to be implemented. The National Association 
of Towns and Townships has complained that 
small jurisdictions have been neglected in the 
process of funding distribution that has required 
going through state bureaucracies, a process the 
organization considers unfair and wasteful. 
 In the 1930s, when the federal bureaucracy 
was much smaller than today, F.D.R. created a 
separate agency to administer work programs 
under the gifted and non-bureaucratic direction 
of social workers Harry Hopkins and Aubrey 
Williams. The approaches of Presidents John 
F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson resembled 
this part of the New Deal model in establish-
ing new agencies like the Peace Corps and the 
Offi ce of Economic Opportunity to plan and 
implement innovative programs. We believe 
that a federal attack on unemployment can 
work most effi ciently by creating a new, separate 
federal agency empowered to create jobs directly 
(admittedly, the details of such an agency have 
yet to be worked out). A program of this size 
for direct job creation has never been tried, but 
there are precedents for believing it would be 
effective.
 It will, however, be very diffi cult to make 
the case for more government spending at this 
point. One reason, but not the only one, is 
the perceived failure of the Obama stimulus. 
The case for more federal spending is made 
still harder by the anti-government assault of 
right-wing politicians and economists, the lat-
ter of whom raise alarums about the rising debt 
and defi cit. Although Wall Street and millions 
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of investors were saved by a massive federal 
government bailout, they continue to bite the 
hand that fed them by bashing government aid. 
And much of the public also overlook the fact 
that government programs like unemployment 
insurance and food stamps are feeding, clothing 
and paying the bills for millions of the unem-
ployed and in so doing are keeping consumption 
from dipping even lower and unemployment 
even higher. 

The Deficit Obstacle
OBSESSION WITH THE BUDGET DEFICIT blocks 
our path, particularly when unemployment re-
mains close to 10 percent after a multi-billion 
dollar recovery program. In fact, more money 
has to be spent to cure unemployment, at least 
initially. There would be some savings from 
the program as a result of decreased outlays for 
unemployment insurance and other income 
support programs, taxes paid by the workers, 
the increased purchasing power of the workers 
that would stimulate other job creation and 
reduced costs of the social problems caused by 
unemployment. Nonetheless the start-up and 
perhaps continuing costs could be substantial. 
 The dilemma is how to approach the defi cit 
in gaining support for these start-up costs. On 
the one hand, we can tacitly admit the defi cit 
is important, economically as well as politically, 
by coming up with such alternative revenue 
sources as cutting military spending to actual 
defense needs, rescinding the tax cuts to the rich 
and a stock transfer tax. The nonpartisan Joint 
Committee on Taxation has estimated that the 
federal government would collect an additional 
$238 billion in 2011 if the so-called Bush tax 
cuts are allowed to expire at the end of 2010. 
That would provide enough additional funding 
to create just over 7 million full-time equivalent 
jobs lasting 12 months each. 
 On the other hand, we can discredit the 
attacks on the defi cit. That would mean to deny 
that it is important economically and to point 
out, as James Galbraith has, that defi cit phobia 

is cultivated by the banks and their proxies in 
government because private borrowing means 
money in the pockets of private lenders and 
public borrowing puts money in the pockets of 
people with no obligation to repay. Galbraith 
holds that the analogy between a family budget 
and a government budget is a false one and 
should be debunked. Private borrowers can and 
do default. With the U.S. government, the risk 
of non-payment doesn’t exist. Although it may 
sound glib, it is nonetheless true that the U.S. 
government can spend money and pay interest 
simply by typing numbers into a computer. 
Since it is the source of money, the U.S. govern-
ment cannot run out. The only time that defi cits 
are a problem is at full employment where there 
could be more demand for goods and services 
than could be met, with a resultant infl ation in 
wages and prices. This is hardly the case or the 
threat now.
 We can also point out that those who cre-
ated the defi cit by reducing taxes and waging 
war — remember we had a budgetary surplus 
in 2000 — are the very ones most obsessed with 
it. Robert Eisner suggests a motive for defi cit 
hawks that has nothing to do with the need for 
balancing the budget and from which motives 
for increasing it can be inferred:

Most conservative economists do not really 
care about the defi cit. They advocate balanced 
budgets because their real desire is to cut gov-
ernment spending, particularly on the "social 
programs" they abhor. And that shows up the 
worst effects of defi cit paranoia. It is used to 
justify depriving the American people of their 
health care, their education and all of the pub-
lic investment on which their future depends.

Eisner also points out that defi cits don’t have 
to be repaid and seldom are. The federal debt 
or accumulated defi cits, he observes, were well 
over 100 percent at the end of World War II, 
ushering in an era of prosperity and growth. 
 A less radical position on the defi cit is that 
the real culprit is the recession that reduces 
income and tax revenues and costs the govern-
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ment in increased benefi t expenditures, such as 
unemployment compensation and food stamps. 
The Great Recession was responsible for 61 
percent of the defi cit in 2009, and every million 
jobs created reduce the defi cit by $54 billion. 
 Of course, it may be impossible to disabuse 
the public of the dangerous myth that has been 
perpetrated by the Concord Coalition, Robert 
Rubin, and the like. This is too bad because end-
ing defi cit phobia would unfreeze government 
money to meet other needs, for example, to pay 
for social welfare programs, reindustrialization, 
and conversion to a sustainable economy. A suc-
cessful movement to debunk the defi cit or to put 
it in its place would be a major contribution to 
a better society 
 We believe that those who recognize that 
recovery won’t happen without a massive federal 
program should employ a combination of two 
approaches: downgrading the defi cit and try-
ing to explain it but also promoting alternative 
sources. However, the bigger stimulus would 
come, not from cutting spending at this point, 
but spending more. Cutting spending in 1937 
led to a “depression within a depression” the fol-
lowing year, a rise in unemployment from 14 to 
19 percent. It was the external threat of World 
War II that forced the Roosevelt administration 
to spend enough to end the Great Depression.

Some Long-Run Challenges to a 
Fair and Sustainable Economy

AFTER A PERIOD OF POST-WORLD WAR II 
prosperity that was greater than any in our 
history, a time of “shared prosperity,” the U.S. 
economy began to experience a profi t squeeze. 
Between 1965 and the late 1970s, there was a 
drop of 40 percent in the average net after-tax 
profi t rate of domestic nonfi nancial corpora-
tions. Contributing to a new phenomenon 
known as stagfl ation or an unusual combination 
of stagnation and infl ation, were the infl ationary 
1973 OPEC oil embargo, increased competi-
tion from Japan and European nations whose 
war-shattered economies had by then recov-

ered, and the failure to raise taxes to pay for 
the Vietnam War. American industry did not 
respond by stepping up investments that would 
make the U.S. economy more competitive. In-
stead, corporate America pursued alternative 
strategies that weakened the manufacturing 
sector, contributed to the fi nancialization of the 
economy and resulted in a level of economic 
inequality and consequent political inequality 
that can only be compared to earlier periods of 
egregious inequality and consequent boom and 
bust — the Gilded Age of the 1870s and the 
“roaring twenties.” 
 In response to the profi t squeeze, business 
squeezed labor — through wage freezes and new 
work arrangements that increased the fl exibility 
with which workers could be hired, fi red, and 
scheduled. Organized labor, weakened by the 
Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 and anti-Communist 
attacks in the following decade, had declined in 
density (percentage of non-supervisory workers 
who are union members) by one-third between 
1950 and 1973 and was in no position to resist 
effectively. Deprived by anti-Communist purges 
of the movement’s most progressive leaders who 
would have been more aggressive in organiz-
ing women and minorities in the burgeoning 
service sector, labor was further weakened by 
the frontal attack of Ronald Reagan, who fi red 
striking federal air controllers (at the same time 
denying them food stamps). Contributing to a 
loss of manufacturing jobs and decline of that 
earlier engine of U.S. economic growth were 
globalization or transfer of capital and business 
operations to lower-wage areas of the world and 
abandoning of production for fi nancial opera-
tions. For example, General Electric sold off 
its consumer appliance manufacturing division 
and concentrated on its more profi table credit 
corporation. Still another response of business 
was to lobby government to reduce taxes and 
regulations and to encourage globalization. 
 Through an unprecedented political mobi-
lization, the business community and its allies in 
the media and academia sought to re-legitimate 
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the free market and to effect a return to gov-
ernment that keeps its hands off the economy. 
At the beginning of the seventies a handful of 
Fortune 500 companies had lobbyists in DC, 
but by the end of the decade, 80 percent were 
represented in the nation’s capital. Election 
campaigns came to be dominated by large 
donors, and the increasing amounts of money 
spent in election campaigns — from an average 
of $610,000 spent by winning Senate incum-
bents in 1986 to $4.4 million in 2000— bought 
business enormously increased infl uence. Huge 
donations by a burgeoning financial sector 
bought de-regulation and consequently a scant 
brake on dangerous speculation and predatory 
lending to a middle- and working class strapped 
by economic decline and obliged to spend more 
on items like child care and housing than in the 
post-war decades. 
 The administration of Democrat Bill Clin-
ton symbolizes how far the party of the New 
Deal had strayed from friendliness to ordinary 
Americans. Clinton presided over the repeal 
of the quintessential banking regulation of the 
Great Depression, the Glass-Steagall Act, and 
over trade agreements that favored business at 
the expense of the environment and workers, 
not to mention repeal of public assistance to 
poor women and their children. With their 
increased infl uence over the political process, 
business interests successfully resisted increases 
in the minimum wage. And business interests 
could also retard recognition and policies to 
deal effectively with an environmental crisis 
that posed not only limits to economic growth 
but threatened life as we know it on the planet.
 The inter-related economic and political 
inequality of the last three decades has left the 
country with an enormous challenge. There is 
the immediate crisis that must be dealt with 
decisively in order to get beyond the Great 
Recession, itself related to de-regulation and 
to economic inequality and the stranglehold of 
capital on political democracy that has recently 

been increased by the Supreme Court’s recent 
decision forbidding the government from 
limiting campaign contributions. Direct job 
creation by government—suffi cient to bring 
down unemployment to an interim goal of 4 
percent — would revive the economy and restore 
the faith in government that we need in order to 
solve some other long-term problems. Depend-
ing on the type of jobs that are created, we can 
make a move toward greening the economy and 
can also begin to develop physical and social 
infrastructures that support a more effi cient 
economy and a better-educated, better cared for 
and healthier population and workforce. Setting 
wages at a decent level in the work programs 
could also have a salutary effect, leading both to 
needed increases in the minimum wage as well 
as further up the pay-scale.
 Re-industrialization is essential to revival 
of a U.S. economy that has become under-
developed. Economists Robert Pollin and Dean 
Baker have proposed a plan for a large-scale 
commitment to public investment projects that 
would both revive manufacturing and transform 
the U.S. into an environmentally clean economy. 
For example, they propose such short-term 
projects as a 50 percent increase in energy ef-
fi cient public bus transportation that would 
reduce burdensome costs of auto commuting, 
cut consumption of fossil fuels and emission of 
greenhouse gases and boost the auto industry. 
Longer-term projects are also envisioned. Pol-
lin and Baker also point out that investment in 
traditional infrastructure and clean energy can 
produce far more jobs for million dollars spent 
than for investment in the military or fossil 
fuel industries. Enlightened public investment 
can do much to create decent jobs in the short 
and longer run and at the same time enable us 
to develop an economy that is both productive 
and sustainable. 

A fully footnoted version will be found on our website, 
newpol.org
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OR MUCH OF THE LATE SUMMER and into 
the fall and winter, American football, aka 

smash-mouth football, as the game’s adherents 
sometimes gleefully call it, overlaps with the 
game most of the rest of the world calls football 
… soccer.
 The Cowboys, the Bears, and the Giants are 
in action at the same time Sheffi eld Wednesday, 
Nottingham Forest, the Seattle Sounders, and 
the Columbus Crew are taking the fi eld. 
 If the names in the latter group seem less 
rowdy, ripped, and raucous than those in the 
former, it’s perhaps no accident.
 Anyway, when the two games overlap on 
the calendar, people invariably ask me why 
only one is popular with T.V. viewers in this 
country. I answer that in part it may be because 
many citizens of this country relish mayhem 
and damage, especially if they can view it from 
a safe distance while snacking. 
 Mayhem and damage are intrinsic to 
American football. Everybody on both teams 
understands that by hitting the best players on 
the other side of the line hard enough to dis-
able them, they can dramatically increase the 
likelihood that their own side will win. Soccer 
players sometimes run into each other, too, but 
the contact is largely incidental to the act of 
trying to put the ball into the other guy’s net or 
trying to keep it out of your own. A soccer player 
who clobbers an opponent incurs a penalty. A 
football player who bounces an opponent off 
the turf hard enough break his back or tear his 
knee apart — which, as long as he doesn’t grab 
the guy’s facemask, he can usually do within the 

rules — enjoys roars of approval. 
 I keep a safe distance between myself and 
the people to whom I offer these observations, 
but perhaps it’s not necessary. Thugs in other 
countries have sometimes used soccer games as 
occasions to beat up each other and whoever else 
is at hand. Here, football fans whom I might 
displease usually prefer to watch as the players 
infl ict and suffer the damage.
 Testifying in the fall of 2009 before a 
congressional committee, NFL Commissioner 
Roger Goodell would not acknowledge any 
connection between the damage pro football 
players suffer doing their work and the brain 
damage many of them exhibit later in their lives. 
The National Football League’s company line is 
that it has only recently been discovered that it 
might be a good idea to explore the possibility 
of some connection between the head injuries 
their players incur regularly on the job, and 
the fact that numbers of retired players have 
demonstrated a tendency to lose their minds. A 
recent survey of ex-NFL players, co-sponsored 
by the NFL, indicates that those retired play-
ers who are between 30-49 years old have been 
diagnosed with dementia or Alzheimer’s-like 
symptoms nineteen times more often than men 
of the same age in the general population. The 
league’s initial response to these statistics was to 
advise caution in the interpretation of their own 
survey. Then they put up posters in the locker 
rooms and entrusted the further study of these 
circumstances to a committee of three doctors 
employed by the league. Two of the three had 
previously claimed that there was no reason to 
suppose that getting knocked silly week after 
week, year after year, would make you stupid 
— not to mention depressed, drug-dependent, 
and incapable of caring for yourself — a couple 
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of decades later. 
 But I digress. There are other reasons 
besides our apparent cultural thirst for (or at 
least tolerance of ) damage to other people to 
explain the dominance of American football 
in this country. It’s a game full of innumerable 
pauses … somebody is always scrambling out of 
bounds, or calling for a measurement, or failing 
to get up after being knocked down. 
 Each of these pauses stops the clock, which 
gives the sponsors of the televised production of 
the game the opportunity to sell cars, insurance, 
fast food, various products that require you to 
visit the emergency room if their benefi ts last 
more than four hours, and beer. Televised foot-
ball is consumerism’s comfortable partner.
 Soccer, on the other hand, presents con-
tinuous action. When the game is televised, the 
only ads appear on the fences that surround the 
pitch, which is what soccer people call the fi eld, 
or on a relatively unobtrusive crawl across the 
bottom of the screen, or on the players’ jerseys. 
(Granted, many of those jerseys bear the names 
of breweries, communications companies, air-
lines, or fi nancial service providers.) 
 Of course soccer and football are not en-
tirely dissimilar. Both American football and 
soccer around the world are run by wealthy men 
getting wealthier. Teams in both sports inspire 
fans to paint themselves red, green, or blue, wear 
silly hats, and shout themselves hoarse. Each 
game certainly diverts the attention of citizens 
from issues such as war, poverty, and health care 
reform, and in that respect certainly both are 
circuses. 
 But the former game is as much about 
crashing into your opponent or throwing him 
to the ground and celebrating over his body, 
whether it is still writhing or broken and mo-
tionless, as it is about scoring points. In the 
latter, fi nesse and imagination nearly always beat 
brute force, which usually comes out looking 
slow and stupid. Many people connected with 
some of the world’s most popular soccer teams 
maintain that although winning is certainly 

important, playing the game beautifully, with 
creativity and fl air, is essential. Anybody talking 
about American football in those terms would 
be committed, unless he was a coach or a general 
manager, in which case he would be ridiculed, 

torn apart, and eaten.
 The United States is not without soccer 
fans, of course, and perhaps it would be an over-
simplifi cation to suggest that the preference for 
American football among our citizens bespeaks 
a taste for — or at least tolerance of — violence 
beyond the boundaries of the gridiron. After 
all, blood sports fl ourish in lots of countries 
— everything from bare-knuckle bouts to 
cock fi ghting and dog fi ghting. Still, there’s no 
denying that each Sunday and Monday, and on 
lots of other nights as well, in great numbers, 
our citizenry watches and bets on a game that, 
to some extent, fascinates and delights its fans 
precisely because it is violent. And NFL football, 
unlike back-alley brawling or animal fi ghting, 
is mainstream. Our most celebrated celebrities 
sing the National Anthem before the games 
begin and dance at halftime, when our army, 
wherever it is fi ghting, is saluted. Our air force 
fl ies over the fi eld, as if to emphasize the con-
nection of the deafening power of our fi ghter 
planes to the destruction about to be visited on 

A recent survey of ex-NFL players, 
co-sponsored by the NFL, indicates 

that those retired players who 
are between 30-49 years old have 
been diagnosed with dementia 
or Alzheimer’s-like symptoms 

nineteen times more often than 
men of the same age in the general 

population.
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and by the padded men below. Commercials 
urge boys who dream of becoming professional 
football players to join the army, where they can 
be all that they can be — or, if not professional 
football players — all else that they can be. Pro 
football on T.V. is sponsored by international 
corporations, and the game counts among its 
fans many of this nation’s wealthiest and most 
powerful citizens as well as the beefy lads who 
paint their faces and remove their shirts in the 
cheap(?) seats each week. We hold the owners 
of pro football teams in such high regard that 
we regularly funnel public money to them so 
they can build new stadiums from which they 
will extract more profi t. Sometimes we do this 
even before those owners have had to resort 
to extorting the money from our mayors and 
governors by threatening to move if we don’t 
pony up.
 Like boxing, football beats the hell out of 
the performers engaged in it. The lives of some 
of the players are shortened by the work they 
have chosen, and in many cases those lives are 
profoundly diminished well before they end. In 
that respect those players are like coal miners 
or workers in the plants where asbestos was 
manufactured. Long and diffi cult battles had to 
be fought and are still being fought by unionists 
and other activists to force employers in those 
industries to compensate the families of the 
workers they’d destroyed. Those battles are still 
being fought on behalf of pro football players, 
since, as previously mentioned, historically the 
NFL’s position has been that the multiple con-
cussions and other work-related ills routinely 
suffered by their employees have not necessarily 
been related to their subsequent breakdowns and 
deaths. In preparation for the negotiation of the 
NFL’s next collective bargaining agreement, the 
owners recently rallied around the proposition 
that two games should be added to the regular 
season schedule. Robert Kraft, the owner of 
the New England Patriots, said expansion of 
the season would be a win for everybody con-
cerned…but then nobody’s hitting him in the 

head every Sunday.
 That these circumstances have not driven 
fans of the game that fl ourishes only in the 
United States to search out on the vast menu of 
sports some other obsession leads one to con-
sider at least tentative conclusions about what 
Americans have learned not only to accept, but 
to embrace with extraordinary loyalty.
 The conclusions about those connections 
can only be tentative. But the evidence of the 
tolerance of — even enthusiasm for — the mad-
ness of war seems as obvious as it is discourag-
ing. In the most recent demonstrations of that 
insanity, this nation has been attempting to 
occupy two countries for nearly a decade. Years 
ago the initial justifi cation for bombing cities 
full of civilians in Iraq was exposed as a cynical 
invention. Dick Cheney and George Bush took 
advantage of the destruction of the twin towers 
in New York to bomb, invade, and occupy two 
countries from which the people who fl ew the 
planes into the World Trade Center did not 
come. But the general consensus that followed 
the discovery of that lie was not that the United 
States should stop killing people in Iraq, where 
this country still has tens of thousands of troops 
and mercenaries. It was, instead, that since this 
country had started the war, albeit on the basis 
of a lie, this country had better fi nish the war 
successfully, whatever that might turn out to 
mean. The theory here seems to be that chaos 
that includes an occupying army is preferable to 
chaos that doesn’t. The same twisted rationale 
has been applied to the off-again, on-again war 
in and around Afghanistan, where local citizens 
and U.S. soldiers die everyday and billions of 
dollars continue to disappear to no purpose 
other than to continue a war intended to do 
what?
 Ah, well, this has drifted a long way from 
a consideration of football v football, I sup-
pose. But perhaps not such a long way. If, to 
some extent, we are what we eat, we are also 
what we watch, and what we cheer for, and 
what we look for in our alleged role models. 

F o o t b a l l
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The NFL on television on Sunday afternoon 
has been characterized as “America’s religion” 
by any number of journalists, not all of them 
sportswriters. Tom Englehardt, the author of 
The American Way of WarI might agree, at least 
in part. He writes that “America’s true religion 
and addiction is force,” but he draws this con-
clusion from the continuous wars with which 
this nation has been conducting foreign policy, 
and from an analysis of one of the most profi t-
able and recession-proof industries in the U.S. 
In 2008, the $37.8 billion in arms sales meant 
the U.S. accounted for almost seventy percent 
of the global arms market.2 The business of war, 
like the business of pro football, is booming. In 
considering our nation’s terrible propensity to 
build and stockpile the world’s most fearsome 
weapons and to sell them for profi t, to bomb 

F o o t b a l l

and invade and occupy countries, sometimes on 
the basis of fl imsy reasoning and at other times 
on the basis of no reasoning at all, we should be 
aware that for mass entertainment, large num-
bers of our citizens choose a game noteworthy 
for the damage it does to those who play it. In 
this respect, as in many others, it is the game 
that most dependably reproduces the shame 
and wreckage for which games are supposed to 
provide a substitute and a diversion.

NOTES
1. The American Way of War: How Bush’s War Became 
Obama’s, Boston: Haymarket Books, 2010, p. 7.
2. According to an AP story published July 28, 2010, 
in the Boston Globe, testifying before an investigatory 
commission in England, Hans Blix, the former United 
Nations weapons inspector, characterized the Bush 
administration as “high on military action.”
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ENEZUELA, A MODERATELY PROSPEROUS 
nation with rosy relations with both the 

United States and global capital, was an un-
likely setting for a socialist renaissance. The 
1998 election of Hugo Chávez appeared to be 
nothing more than a parliamentary victory for 
a bombastic social democrat, surprising but 
hardly epochal. During his campaign, Chávez 
stood for a reorientation of the state oil com-
pany Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA), a “third 
way” alternative to neoliberalism, an increased 
minimum wage, constitutional reform, and 
a government clampdown on corruption. A 
discontented electorate warmly received the 
outsider’s rhetoric, giving him 56.4 percent of 
the popular vote. 
 “Watch what Chávez does, not what he 
says,” was the U.S. State Department line, 
referring to politically expedient wealth redis-
tribution promises that seemed bound to collide 
with reality. A decade and change later we can 
note the lack of foresight, but the Left should 
take the advice. Following what Chávez says 
is a march through the generations and across 
the political gamut. Keynes is summoned with 
reverence at one moment, but he’s not a Keynes-
ian. Import substitution and denouncements 
of “the Empire” evoke Perón, but he’s not 
another Caudillo. There are austere outbursts 
against materialism and globalization, but the 
ex-military offi cer would stick out on the G20 
protest circuit. Chávez’s background is marked 
by his disconnect from the organized working 
class and the historic institutions of the Venezu-

elan Left. It’s fi tting then that bits and pieces of 
everyone from Bolivar to Keynes to Che fl ow 
from his largely improvised communiqués. 
 But it is also a mark of the Western Left’s 
own detachment from a working class subject 
and the Marxist structural critique that analysis 
of a decade plus of the Bolivarian Revolution 
have focused on deciphering what Chávez says, 
and where his sentiments are, rather than the 
impact of his policies or the historical context 
of the movement he helms. The scope of such 
a task is beyond this limited space, but one 
particular claim — about the explosion of Ven-
ezuelan cooperatives and their anti-capitalist 
character — deserves examination.
 Held up as the model of the cooperative 
movement, the MONDRAGON Corpora-
tion, a network based in Basque territory, is 
well-known. It represents some of the best that 
a worker-controlled archipelago amid a sea of 
capitalism can do. Since its founding in 1956, 
the federation has sprawled far beyond the town 
of Mondragon and today employs over 85,000, 
standing one of the leading business groups in 
Spain. The complex stands as proof that ef-
fi cient enterprises, even corporations with tens 
of thousands of employees, can be structured 
democratically and that a dynamic economy 
can thrive without capitalists. With the suc-
cess of a worker-owned management research 
center (SAIOLAN), the entrepreneurial role 
of “productive” capital has been socialized. The 
corporation’s banks provide capital and technical 
expertise for expanding existing cooperatives 
and new affi liates, key in a world still in need 
of growth and development, and a prototype for 
civic investment.
 And yet, the limits of this venture are 
impossible to ignore. As Sharryn Kasmir notes 
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in The Myth of Mondragon, there is something 
striking about the way MONDRAGON fi ts 
with the spirit of post-’68 capitalism. She sees 
the cooperative’s workplace complementing, not 
challenging, a fl exible, “team oriented” post-
Fordist capitalism.1 Furthermore, a coordinating 
class of managers and professionals mean the 
division of labor is very much alive within the 
corporation and the entity is hostage to the whip 
of the world market. Kasmir cites survey data 
that indicate the majority of workers don’t feel 
like their fi rms belong to them. But, in the least, 
the venture shows the John Galts of the world 
can “go Galt” without taking the trappings of 
civilization along with them.
 Venezuela, a country with state funding 
and logistical support for the cooperative sector, 
would seem poised to replicate the success of 
MONDRAGON on a large scale. The number 
of cooperatives registered in Venezuela has risen 
from the hundreds to the hundreds of thousands 
over the past decade. Some have proclaimed 
them to be an anti-bureaucratic form of so-
cialization, not only superior to state directed 
nationalization, but the germ of a new society 
and a cornerstone of participatory democracy. 
However, the reality beneath the rhetoric of “en-
dogenous development” is less than inspiring. 
Out of the over 220,000 registered cooperatives, 
only 70,000 are active — a failure rate of 70 
percent. Most of the viable cooperatives are in 
the service sector, hardly producing commodi-
ties for a 21st century socialist society. 
 Far from vehicles of worker empowerment, 
cooperatives have in some respects institutional-
ized black market work without improving con-
ditions. Many rely on state contracts, replacing 
public sector union posts with temporary work. 
Cooperatives are free from national labor laws 
and their workers often paid less than minimum 
wage. As equal “partners” in a fi rm, groups of 
workers who feel hyperexploited within their 
workplace cannot engage in industrial action. 
This feature makes them attractive to large capi-
talist fi rms that outsource work to cooperatives, 

many of them staffed by unemployed ex-union 
members, to minimize their reliance on com-
bative permanent workers — post-Fordist “fl ex-
ibility” at its most developed. In the short-term, 
Venezuela would be well served by legislation 

that marks cooperative “associates” as workers, 
free to organize and collectively bargain within 
their workplace, but even this seems inadequate.
 For all its contradictions, the MON-
DRAGON initiative was instigated and grew 
from below. The Chávez government has 
promoted cooperatives from above through a 
restrictive legal framework that undercuts exist-
ing working class organization and the prospects 
for self-emancipation. Building a grassroots 
cooperative movement in concert with, and 
not counterpoised to, the labor movement and 
that movement’s party could be an important 
part of a revolutionary movement. Atomized 
cooperatives, manipulated by capital, sometimes 
mirroring the worst features of capital, are far 
from this. 
 Progressives would do well to remember 
that stripped from a wider movement, coopera-
tives have not always been subversive. They were 
welcomed by Franco in Spain and Mussolini in 
Italy, regimes that found their non-confronta-
tional relations between labor and management 
and weakened class identifi cation a complement 
to corporatism. 
 The Venezuelan cooperatives, all “220,000 
of them,” have taken on a mythic quality in 
many circles. Criticisms of them have been 
derided as academic, vulgar, or “objectively 

Cooperatives are free from 
national labor laws and their 
workers often paid less than 

minimum wage.
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counterrevolutionary.” It’s also worth recalling 
then Leszek Kolakowski’s assertion that the 
Left based its prospects on the experience of his-
tory, whereas the Right was the mere expression 
of surrender to the situation of the moment.2 
The Left can have political ideology; the Right 
has nothing but tactics. Electing a charismatic 
populist ambassador for 21st century socialism, 
taking his intentions as fact, and dismissing 

critiques from the Left as “ideological” does not 
bode well for that socialism’s prospects. 

NOTES
1. Kasmir, Sharryn. The Myth of Mondragón: Coopera-
tives, Politics, and Working-class Life in a Basque Town. 
(Albany: State University of New York, 1996), 194. 
2. Leszek Kolakowski, “The Concept of the Left,” New 
Left Reader, ed., Carl Oglesby, (N.Y.:Grove, 1969), 
144-58. 
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N 1940 THE SOCIALIST WORKERS PARTY, 
the American section of the Fourth Interna-

tional, split in two over the issue of the defense 
of the Soviet Union during war. The minority, 
who wanted to abandon the policy of defensism, 
formed the Workers Party, which later became 
the Independent Socialist League. Over time 
many members of the WP/ISL developed new 
class theories of the USSR. The majority of the 
WP/ISL argued that the USSR was neither a 
bourgeois or workers’ state, but could instead be 
termed bureaucratic collectivist; meaning that it 
had a collectivized economy and a bureaucratic 
ruling class. However there were many differ-
ent theories of bureaucratic collectivism. Some 
members of the WP argued that bureaucratic 
collectivist systems were progressive compared 
to capitalism, others argued the opposite. Some 
argued that it was a transitory social phenom-
enon; others argued it could attain more per-
manence than such a formulation allowed for.
 A useful way of understanding the way 
in which the various bureaucratic collectivist 
theories developed and contrasted over time is 
to look at the relationship of such theories to 
the wider framework of analysis of the USSR 
put forward by Trotksy. The 1937/8 debate on 
the class nature of the Soviet Union within the 
SWP is an interesting example of this, although 
the idea of bureaucratic collectivism is not itself 
raised. James Burnham and Joe Carter presented 
an amendment to the founding conference of 
the SWP in 1937 disputing Trotsky’s analysis of 
the USSR as a workers’ state. Burnham was part 

1937/8 in the Socialist Party 
and the Socialist Workers Party
MIKE WOOD

of the minority in 1940 that eventually formed 
the WP, although he dropped out of Trotskyist 
politics soon after this. Carter became one of 
the most infl uential fi gures within the WP/ISL. 
However, in 1937 he had not rejected Trotsky’s 
framework of understanding the Soviet Union. 
My purpose here is to demonstrate this, and 
also to show how operating within Trotsky’s 
framework ensured that his 1937 ideas were 
quite different from his 1940 ones. The 1937/8 
debate is often regarded as merely a precursor 
to the 1940 split, when in reality the relation-
ship between the two is more complex. A more 
accurate understanding of the ideas advanced 
in 1937 can help us better understand the de-
velopment of bureaucratic collectivist theories, 
which are an important part of the history of 
Trotskyism.
 Carter’s 1937 theory was not his later 
theory in embryonic form. If we consider his 
later theory as a jigsaw puzzle then we can see 
some of the pieces were clearly present in 1937. 
However, they were surrounded by pieces that 
would later be removed, or they were in a dif-
ferent position relative to each other. Thus the 
overall picture was quite different, although 
some elements would remain. One such element 
was the idea, discussed later, of the distinction 
of the forms of proletarian and bourgeois power. 
This idea made little sense in the bigger picture 
of Carter’s 1937 writings, but would become a 
crucial part of his later theory when put into a 
different theoretical context.
 I will therefore set out Trotsky’s framework 
for analyzing the USSR, before moving on 
to describe the positions taken in the 1937/8 
debate in the Trotskyist movement. The fi rst 
section demonstrates the basic propositions of 

I
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Trotsky’s analysis of the USSR, as put forward in 
Revolution Betrayed. The second section details 
the Burnham/Carter amendment to the 1937 
SWP document on the USSR, which started the 
debate. I also here describe the response to this 

amendment by both the majority of the party 
and by Trotsky himself. The third section cov-
ers Burnham’s and Carter’s respective answers 
to Trotsky’s attack. Carter’s answer is presented 
in detail as it represents the bulk of his position 
at the time. The fi nal section briefl y sets out, 
largely for the purposes of context, a separate 
critique of Trotsky’s views on the USSR, which 
was also presented to the SWP in 1937/8.
 James Burnham left the WP and Marx-
ist politics, after the 1940 split and from this 
point his theories on the USSR were of far less 
relevance to the development of the ideas of 
the WP than Carter’s were. Burnham’s 1937 
ideas are of less importance to a study of the 
Independent Socialist tradition than Carter’s 
1937 ideas, and receive considerably less atten-
tion here as a result. This is not to suggest they 
were of less importance in the debate at the time. 
Carter’s 1937 reply to Trotsky, discussed in some 
detail later, is a crucial text of pre-history of the 
WP/ISL tradition. It is essential to analyze the 
changes to Carter’s position over time and the 
impact those changes had on those involved in 
debates and discussions with him. Burnham’s 

ideas, whilst important in their own right, are 
not of such importance to that project. 

Trotsky on the USSR
IN REVOLUTION BETRAYED Trotsky character-
ized the USSR as having made great advances 
due to the economic base established by the 
October Revolution. However the anti-demo-
cratic bureaucracy and incompetent leadership 
ensured those advances were held back and 
their full potential not realized. The property 
forms of nationalized property were necessary 
for the USSR to be considered socialist, but: 
“it is exactly for the Marxist that this question 
is not exhausted by a consideration of forms of 
property,”. For the entire of its life the USSR, ar-
gued Trotsky, had been subject to contradiction:

The state assumes directly and from the very 
beginning a dual character: socialistic, insofar 
as it defends social property in the means of 
production; bourgeois, insofar as the distribu-
tion of life’s goods is carried out with a capital-
istic measure of value and all the consequences 
ensuing therefrom. 

 The bureaucracy had no independent 
program in this analysis, but instead was the 
natural offshoot of still continuing social 
struggle between the bourgeois tendencies and 
the remnants of workers’ power. As such the 
bureaucracy was marked by its conservatism 
and inertia, both at home and abroad. The 
international objectives of the bureaucracy 
were only to ensure the stability of its borders 
against capitalist attack, but it did this poorly; 
without concern for the international working 
class. Within the USSR, Trotsky contended, 
the bureaucracy would likely fall, either to the 
bourgeoisie re-establishing private property or 
to the proletariat taking back its political power. 
If the bureaucracy did not fall then it would itself 
end nationalized property:

The victory of the bureaucracy in this decisive 
sphere would mean its conversion into a new 
possessing class. On the other hand, the victory 
of the proletariat over the bureaucracy would 
ensure a revival of the socialist revolution. The 

The international objectives 
of the bureaucracy were only 
to ensure the stability of its 

borders against capitalist attack, 
but it did this poorly, without 
concern for the international 

working class.
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third variant consequently brings us back to 
the fi rst two.

 The necessarily incomplete and backward 
development of the USSR, according to Trotsky, 
meant that: “Two opposing tendencies are grow-
ing up out of the depth of the Soviet regime.” 
This contradiction was likely, as he saw it, to be 
resolved on the global scale during the coming 
war. If Germany were to defeat the USSR, capi-
talism would be restored. If the USSR were to 
defeat Germany, then world revolution would 
be the result, and in fact the only way in which 
such a defeat could occur. The culmination of 
this analysis was the program of necessity of 
political revolution in the USSR, against the 
bureaucracy, in order to stop capitalist restora-
tion and continue the October Revolution.
 Trotsky’s characterization of the ongoing 
struggle in the USSR was therefore one of 
capitalist restoration, with the imminent pos-
sibility of a world revolution. That revolution 
would reach even the U.S., Trotsky argued, and 
the struggles would be fi erce. He postulated “a 
third term for Roosevelt is absolutely excluded” 
as fascism would inevitably rise if the proletarian 
revolution did not overcome it fi rst. He certainly 
did not expect to see the Soviet Union survive 
the Second World War. The virtues and draw-
backs of this analysis do not concern me here. 
What is of interest is instead the way in which 
those who disputed his theory often did so from 
within its general outlook by accepting these key 
propositions. Even when disputing Trotsky’s 
conclusion that the USSR was a workers’ state 
Carter did not dispute the idea that the struggle 
within it was one of the proletariat against the 
bourgeoisie. The bureaucracy’s program was 
therefore one of capitalist restoration, and its 
rise was largely “conjunctural.” Understanding 
which parts of this analysis were accepted and 
which were rejected is crucial to understanding 
the political conclusions reached. 

A Tentative Enquiry
THIS SECTION EXPLAINS the fi rst criticisms 

of Trotsky’s analysis offered by Burnham and 
Carter in 1937, in the form of an amendment 
to a motion to the founding conference of 
the Socialist Workers Party, from December 
1937-January 1938. The discussion around 
it occurred within the Socialist Party, which 
the Trotskyists had entered at the time. This 
amendment is as interesting for what it does 
not say as for what it includes. Burnham and 
Carter still operated within Trotsky’s framework 
to such an extent that they did not dispute the 
need to call for defense of the USSR. They 
still saw the struggle in the USSR as one of 
capitalist restoration, and this helps explain the 
differences between their 1937 conclusions and 
their 1940 conclusions. 
 In the late 1930s there was an “outbreak,” in 
Draper’s words, of theories on the USSR in and 
around the Trotskyist movement denying that 
it was a workers’ state. It is unclear exactly what 
infl uence that had on the American Trotskyists. 
Bruno Rizzi wrote The Bureaucratization of the 
World through 1938 and 1939; however this had 
little impact on the U.S. Trotskyist movement. 
Their fi rst encounter with this work was when 
Trotsky used it to attack the minority’s position 
in 1940, as Sean Matgamna has shown. Other 
criticisms of Trotsky’s theory on the USSR had 
been published in the United States. Yvan Cra-
ipeau’s attacks on the degenerated workers’ state 
theory were known to the American movement, 
primarily through Trotsky’s reply to them. At 
the same time Burnham and Carter “had both 
been independently drifting towards a similar 
position” against the degenerated workers’ state 
theory, as Carter later recounted. Burnham pre-
sented his amendment to the majority motion 
on the USSR in November 1937 and Carter 
decided to sign it.
 The Burnham-Carter amendment is inter-
esting fi rstly as it is only an amendment — it 
does not offer a distinctly different political 
perspective to the original motion. In fact it 
deletes very little of the motion; only section 
18 on the economic foundations of the Soviet 
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state. Section 18 states: “the basic economic 
structure established by the October revolution 
has remained substantially unaltered”
 The section continues:

To the extent, therefore, that the national-
ization of the means of production and ex-
change... remain basically in effect, the Soviet 
Union retains the socioeconomic foundations 
of a workers’ state.

 Here the resolution follows Trotsky’s line 
that the USSR represented a contradictory 
phenomenon on the verge of collapse in one di-
rection or another. Whilst Burnham and Carter 
dispute this, it is interesting to note that they do 
not do so from the position they would come to 
adopt in 1940. The conclusion of the motion, 
as amended by Burnham and Carter, remains 
the need for defense of the Soviet Union in 
war. In fact the replacement offered also men-
tions the idea that the nationalized economy is 
a step towards proletarian revolution in itself 
and therefore must be defended. Whilst it was 
maintained by many of their critics that their 
position led to abandoning defense of the Soviet 
Union it is clear that Burnham and Carter did 
not have this intention. This can be seen in the 
brief controversy following Cannon’s report of 
the convention for the party press, which stated:

The resolution of the National Committee, 
which calls for the unconditional defense of 
the Soviet Union against imperialist attack 
— a position which necessarily presupposes 
an uncompromising struggle against the bu-
reaucracy in war or peace — was adopted by a 
vote of 66 against 3 for one minority position 
and 2 for another.

 Burnham responded with a motion to the 
SWP Political Committee:

That in Comrade Cannon’s article appearing 
in the last issue of the New International, the 
section dealing with the vote on the Russian 
Question might be interpreted to mean that 
the “defense of the Soviet Union” was the 
point at issue between the Majority and the 
Minority.

 Cannon agreed to publish a correction to 

clarify the matter, and the subsequent New 
International featured a note from the editors 
denying that the Minority position disputed 
defense of the Soviet Union:

If the author has inadvertently made such an 
interpretation possible, he requests that it be 
corrected. The N.C. Minority resolution ex-
pressed itself in favor of defense of the Soviet 
Union from imperialist attack.

 Nevertheless Burnham and Carter’s amend-
ment rejected the idea that the USSR remained 
a workers’ state. They accepted Trotsky’s analysis 
that the Soviet Union, and its ruling bureau-
cratic clique, was a sharply contradictory social 
phenomenon. They agreed with Trotsky’s his-
torical analysis of the degeneration of workers’ 
rule in the USSR, arguing that as the working 
class lost political power the bureaucracy had 
replaced it. As such the bureaucracy had for a 
time played a contradictory social role, progres-
sive insofar as it supported nationalized property 
and reactionary insofar as it attacked national-
ized property. In other words, their analysis of 
bureaucratic power followed Trotsky in framing 
the question in terms of capitalist restoration. 
Their argument was that the bureaucracy was 
no longer a “hindrance” to the fi ght of the pro-
letariat against the bourgeoisie; it was instead 
explicitly a counter-revolutionary force. The 
contradiction inherent in the bureaucracy, they 
argued, had already been resolved.
 In order for the proletariat to rule society 
they in fact have to be in charge of it, according 
to the 1937 amendment. Whilst the bureau-
cracy might once have fulfi lled that role in an 
imperfect manner, the fact that it had become 
completely counter-revolutionary meant the 
class rule of the proletariat had been destroyed. 
Without such rule there could be no workers’ 
state. Crucially, Burnham and Carter’s argument 
hinged on the hostility of the bureaucracy to 
nationalized property, as did Trotsky’s. Effec-
tively they agreed with Trotsky on the general 
framework of the problem; the direction in 
which the social forces and tendencies forced 
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the USSR, however they disagreed on how far 
down this road it in fact had been forced. A 
key moment in the development of the later 
bureaucratic collectivist theory of the WP was 
the break with this framework and the conclu-
sion that the Soviet bureaucracy was not hostile 
to nationalized property at all. In 1968 Carter 
wrote to Draper that he had doubts on this score 
even in 1937:

I felt uneasy at the idea that the managers as 
a social group had an interest in denational-
ization; though it gave more weight to the 
interests of individual managers in that direc-
tion. I was even more uneasy with the idea of 
Stalin and his party having anything to gain 
by denationalization.

 How much weight can we give Carter’s 
recollections, written thirty years after the 
events? Basic problems of reliability arise. How 
well did Carter remember? Even if he remem-
bered correctly, how accurately would he wish 
these events to be recorded? With the benefi t 
of hindsight it is much easier to have doubts 
about Stalin’s denationalization agenda than 
it would have been in 1937, and this may be 
twisting Carter’s recollection. Also the problem 
of selecting the right lens with which to analyze 
a theory applies to our own as much as those of 
other people. Carter’s 1968 worldview and his 
1937 worldview were drastically different, and 
making sense of his 1937 documents on the 
USSR from within the wider framework of his 
1968 views would undoubtedly lead to distor-
tions. There is no evidence to suggest that this 
is what has happened, however; Carter does 
not seem to analyze his 1937 interventions as 
a form of proto- bureaucratic collectivism. We 
must treat recollections such as this with a grain 
of salt, but they cannot be dismissed entirely. 
Other such recollections are used throughout, 
and the same uncertain disclaimer applies.
 Burnham and Carter do not use the term 
“bureaucratic collectivist” in their analysis, and 
they do not even explicitly state what type of 
class society they think the USSR is. It is clear 

from their amendment that it is not, in their 
opinion, a workers’ state any longer, but they 
do not indicate that it is a capitalist state. They 
imply instead a peculiar confl uence of class 
forces with an overriding tendency towards 
capitalist reconstruction. Trotsky’s response to 
their amendment quickly seized on this aspect of 
their position, arguing that Burnham and Carter 
effectively analyzed the USSR as a system in 
which no class ruled.
 Trotsky’s answer to Burnham and Carter’s 
amendment was to stress the basic analysis of 
Revolution Betrayed. He argued that the epochal 
struggle of the world was one between the prole-
tariat and the bourgeoisie. The Russian bureau-
cracy played the role only of a “gear wheel” in 
that struggle. The bureaucracy was pressured to 
act at times in defense of the property forms on 
which it was based, and at times to act against 
those property forms, thus giving it a dual char-
acter and making the state a contradictory one. 
The proletariat both rule and are ruled, creating, 
as Trotsky saw it, a contradiction in reality, not in 
the theory. Nevertheless, Trotsky argued that the 
position of Burnham and Carter had a “healthy 
kernel” in their analysis of the increasingly reac-
tionary nature of the bureaucracy. He disagreed 
with Burnham and Carter as to the scope of the 
reactionary actions of the bureaucracy, but not 
about the consequences if they were correct. 
 In contrast to Trotsky’s position Max Ster-
ling, in another article against Burnham and 
Carter’s amendment, argued that the nation-
alized property form in the USSR was “quite 
adequate” as a defi nition of a proletariat state, 
implying that the actions of the bureaucracy had 
little to do with the defi nition of the state’s class 
nature. Sterling came to the conclusion that the 
Red Army cannot be reactionary as it was driven 
to defend progressive property forms. Sterling’s 
article may not be particularly signifi cant, but it 
is useful as an indication of the variance of the 
majority opinion from Trotsky on this question. 
Jack Weber, in contrast, later wrote for the ma-
jority that the value of Burnham and Carter’s 
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1937/8 position was that the debate clarifi ed the 
dual social nature of the bureaucracy. Sterling 
also reports that Carter’s working defi nition for 
the Soviet Union at the time of the 1937 debates 
was the “Stalin State”. This term is also used by 
Carter in his subsequent response to Trotsky. 
Whether Burnham would also have accepted 
this term is unrecorded, as is the length of time 
Carter used the term for. It is clear from Carter’s 
correspondence that he was never particularly 
happy with the term “bureaucratic collectivism”:

In your spare moments try to invent a better 
term than “bureaucratic collectivism”. I haven’t 
been able to fi nd one — though I once suggest-
ed “bureaucratic state-socialism” (which Max 
S. [Shachtman — MW] adopted for a while) 
— but this has even more disadvantages.

A Bolder Defense
THIS SECTION FOCUSES on Carter’s reply to 
Trotsky titled: “The Class Nature of the Soviet 
State.” It is in this reply that many of the ideas 
that would later make up his theory of bureau-
cratic collectivism fi rst feature. The conclusion 
reached is very different, however, as this article 
is written from within Trotsky’s framework of 
analysis which Carter’s later theory rejects. In 
1937 Burnham and Carter’s organizational 
position was to affi rm the idea of defense of the 
Soviet Union whilst questioning its class charac-
ter. By 1940 this would be reversed completely, 
with the minority pointedly not taking a posi-
tion on the nature of the USSR, but rejecting 
its defense in war. 
 Carter first clarified the disagreements 
within the majority on how to classify a states 
class nature, as typified by the differences 
between Trotsky and Sterling’s positions, for 
example. He argued that Sterling and the re-
mainder of the U.S. party majority defi ned class 
character by property relations, whilst Trotsky 
defi ned it by the relationship of the state to 
property relations. The majority theory denied 
that there could be a confl ict between the class 
character of the state and of the economy, while 

Trotsky argued such a confl ict was possible. 
Carter then moved to the idea that proletarian 
power and bourgeois power are fundamentally 
different, arguing that the bourgeoisie can rule 
without political power as their power can be 
held economically. The proletariat cannot hold 
their power economically, as to hold economic 
power they require political power. This was 
to become a crucial mainstay of bureaucratic 
collectivist theory in future years, both in the 
Shachtman and the Carter variants. On this 
point it is worth quoting Carter at length:

In Dec. 1937 I wrote an article against 
Trotsky’s and Shachtman’s views on the SU 
in the SWP Internal Bulletin, “The Class 
Nature of the Stalinist State” [sic]. It marked 
a transition in my views from Trotsky’s theory 
to that of bc [Bureaucratic Collectivism — 
MW]. It stressed the qualitative differences 
between proletarian and bourgeois class rule; 
asserted that the destruction of proletarian 
political power by defi nition meant the end 
of the workers’ state; but continued the views 
that the nationalized property was somehow 
progressive and should be defended against 
Stalinist efforts to destroy them and, under 
certain conditions, jointly with the Stalinists 
against capitalist imperialism. One of its es-
sential premises was that there is an inherent 
antagonism between Stalinism and the Rus-
sian bureaucracy on the one hand, and nation-
alized property on the other. This premise was 
rejected by me later when on refl ection and 
further study that the actions of Stalinism... 
strengthened rather than weakened national-
ized property and planning; that they solidi-
fi ed the rule of the bureaucracy. Stalinism was 
not leading to capitalism in Russia but was 
organizing a new system of class exploitation.

 I do not think it is entirely correct, however, 
to characterize the 1937 article in the man-
ner Carter does here. It can possibly be seen 
as even closer to Carter’s later position than 
he suggests. Whilst Carter’s later description 
maintains that in 1937 he thought the bureau-
cracy was attacking nationalized property, the 
original article also suggested that if proletarian 
power is reducible purely to economic power, as 
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Sterling and others of the majority aside from 
Trotsky suggested, then the proletariat was 
in fact becoming stronger in the USSR. This 
would be the case only if nationalized property 
were being strengthened, i.e. if the bureaucracy 
were strengthening it. Carter went on to say, 
on the very same page, that the bureaucracy 
was not defending nationalized property. His 
views here are contradic-
tory and muddled; his 
position was clearly in a 
high degree of tension. It 
raised some of the ques-
tions later bureaucratic 
collectivist theory would 
attempt to answer and 
also suggested some of 
the directions those an-
swers would come from. 
Nevertheless, the main 
force of the conclusion 
Carter drew in 1937 was directly opposed to his 
later theory of bureaucratic collectivism. Carter’s 
1941 formulation of a theory of bureaucratic 
collectivism was predicated on the idea of the 
bureaucracy existing in a relatively stable fashion 
on the basis of a nationalized economy. Many 
tentative theoretical steps in 1937 would have 
to be abandoned before Carter’s bureaucratic 
collectivist theory as we now know it would be 
arrived at.
 Burnham’s response to Trotsky was con-
siderably vaguer on some crucial questions, 
and as such it is hard to tell exactly how much 
his ideas changed. He argued that the majority 
had assumed their own conclusion in defi ning 
proletarian power as nationalized property, i.e. 
the entire dispute was over whether that was 
the case and as such it could not be taken as a 
simple defi nition. Burnham’s argument hinged 
on the idea that the workers no longer controlled 
the state; therefore it could not be any longer 
considered a workers’ state. It is unclear from 
this whether he here meant that the state could 
be restricted to a purely political phenomenon, 

a conclusion Carter strenuously avoided, or that 
a class defi nition of a society should be made 
with reference to the property relations within 
it, not the property forms. The latter idea was 
to become a staple of bureaucratic collectivist 
theory. That interpretation of the argument 
is supported by Burnham’s idea that there is 
no such thing as a proletarian economy, and 

that with regards to the 
bourgeois state: “there 
is no direct analogy in 
the proletarian dictator-
ship”. In other words, 
the proletariat cannot 
hold power only through 
economic forms in the 
manner of the bourgeoi-
sie. However, Burnham 
described as “question-
able” Trotsky’s idea that 
the relationships of the 

state are political but that political relationships 
are “concentrated economics,” seeming to sup-
port the other interpretation of this article.
 Burnham was still, like Carter, operating 
within Trotsky’s framework at this point. The 
USSR was in a “transitory” stage between a 
proletarian and a capitalist state. The bureau-
cracy was forming a “semi-bourgeois state” or 
an “embryonic bourgeois state”, in his view. In 
other words Burnham still saw the bureaucracy 
as hostile to nationalized property and still saw 
the struggle ongoing in the USSR in terms of 
capitalist restoration. However, he went fur-
ther than Carter in answering Trotsky’s point 
that this left the state with no clear class rule, 
arguing that neither the proletariat nor the 
bourgeoisie ruled at the time, but that a “new 
middle class” ruled. This may seem similar to 
the later bureaucratic collectivist theory of a new 
ruling class, neither proletariat nor capitalist. 
However, Burnham’s idea here was that this 
new middle class was attempting to become a 
capitalist class, and was therefore proceeding 
to attack nationalized economy: “it [the Soviet 

As the workers no longer had 
effective control of the means 
of production they could not 
be considered their owners, 

and as such the state was not a 
workers’ state. 
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state] is the instrument of the “new middle class” 
(striving to become a consolidated bourgeois 
class) within the Soviet Union.”
 Burnham’s article is also worth studying 
for the description offered within it of Shacht-
man’s views. As my earlier quote from Carter’s 
1963 letter to Draper shows, Shachtman was 
considered one of the majority’s key theorists 
in defense of the idea of the degenerated 
workers’ state. Burnham records that whilst 
Martin Abern and James Cannon argued that 
the USSR bureaucracy had a dual character, 
Shachtman and Jack Weber argued that it was 
purely reactionary. Shachtman, Cannon, and 
Abern all argued that the bureaucracy had the 
same role internally as internationally. Burnham 
went on to say that Shachtman would not call 
for the support of the USSR in Spain or China. 
Burnham attacked Shachtman for his inconsis-
tency, and it is indeed clear from this report that 
Shachtman’s position was highly contradictory. 
He presumably maintained that the bureaucracy 
was reactionary, both at home and abroad, and 
that therefore its actions against revolution 
must be opposed. However, he also must have 
maintained that the USSR was a workers’ state, 
and that the state must be defended on its own 
soil. Shachtman gave the majority report on this 
question to the Convention of 1937/8. He was 
some way from a bureaucratic collectivist theory 
at this point.
 None of the future leaders of the WP pres-
ent at the Convention, aside from Carter and 
Manny Garrett, supported the Burnham and 
Carter position. Members of the 1940 minority 
recorded as voting against it include Shacht-
man, E.R. McKinney, Nathan Gould, Hal 
Draper, Ernest Erber, Al Glotzer, and Martin 
Abern. Some of these writers never abandoned 
a workers’ state theory, such as Abern. Garrett 
subsequently supported Carter’s ideas in the 
ongoing battle in the WP between Carter and 
Shachtman’s theories of bureaucratic collectiv-
ism; however, those ideas were quite different 
from the 1937 position. 

 The natural assumption here is that these 
writers had yet to be persuaded to the idea that 
the USSR was no longer a workers’ state. A 
letter from Peter Drucker to Draper records 
Draper’s previous assertion that he “wouldn’t 
support it [the Burnham-Carter amendment] 
even now, since it suggested that the bureaucracy 
was restoring private property”. Crucially, all 
the WP members listed above not only voted 
against Burnham and Carter’s amendment, but 
also voted for the majority motion. Hence the 
moment when many of them were persuaded 
that the USSR was no longer a workers’ state 
is still obviously unclear. Draper wrote in 1959 
that when Rizzi was introduced into the 1940 
debate by Trotsky to show how abandoning 
defense of the USSR would lead to abandoning 
the idea of the USSR as a workers’ state: “That 
was true, some of us, like myself, had already 
rejected it by that time.” This leaves a very 
small window, which must have been fi lled with 
intense discussion in the circles, which were 
to become the 1940 minority. On this subject 
Draper wrote to Carter in April 1962 asking:

What discussions, and with whom, led up to 
Shachtman’s indictment of the initial discus-
sion article “Is Russia a Worker’s State?”. Also 
did Shachtman get anything from discussion 
with Johnson [C.L.R. James — MW], who 
(I recall) already during the faction fi ght was 
saying Russia was not a workers’ state, though 
I do not recall if he already at that time had the 
state capitalist theory. Ditto: did Shachtman 
get something from Lebrun [Pedrosa-MW]?

Carter replied:
I do not think J [ Johnson/James — MW] or 
L [Lebrun/Pedrosa — MW] had any infl u-
ence. I spent many hours with S [Shachtman 
— MW] — most of them during subway 
rides and on street corners! and later when 
I spent a day with him editing his N.I. [New 
International — MW] article.

An Alternative Position
A BRIEF CODA TO THIS ENQUIRY into the 1937/8 
discussion is necessary. Burnham and Carter 
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were not the only members of the American 
Trotskyist movement to reject that the USSR 
was not a workers’ state in 1937. Along with 
their minority amendment a separate minority 
resolution appeared, signed by Martin Glee, 
Dan Eastman, Eleanora Dean (Maya Deren), 
and numerous others. This resolution was brief 
and characterized as a “minimum statement of 
agreement” between the signatories. Expressed 
in the resolution was the hope that further dis-
cussion could produce a “defi nitive position,” but 
until that point more extensive comment on the 
USSR was left to the individual signatories to 
provide in their own name. The resolution, less 
than a page long, argued the basic point that 
as the workers no longer had effective control 
of the means of production they could not be 
considered their owners, and as such the state 
was not a workers’ state. This could possibly be 
considered similar to later bureaucratic collectiv-
ist theory, but is simply too vague to allow much 
of a conclusion to be drawn either way.
 Some of the supplements to this are much 
more interesting, however. Draper argued in 
1985 for closer attention to be paid to the posi-
tion taken in 1937 by Eastman and Dean:

I suggest the rediscovery of a thesis by Dan 
Eastman (Max’s son) and Eleanora Dean (who 
later as Maya Deren became a pioneer in dance 
fi lm). They submitted it in later 1938 [sic] to 
the Trotskyist group then being reconstituted, 
to be named Socialist Workers Party. Their 
thesis proposed a knowledgeable and well-
thought-out New Class theory of Stalinism 
far superior to Rizzi’s later one. Unfortunately 
they made the mistake of labeling their New 
Society “Industrial Feudalism,” a label that 
turned everyone off... The positive content of 
the Eastman-Deren thesis was absorbed two 
years later into Carter’s theory of bureaucratic 
collectivism.

 The Eastman-Deren thesis was that 
economic forms alone are insuffi cient for the 
defi nition of a society’s class nature; this shows 
a similarity with later bureaucratic collectivist 
theory. However, they took this idea further than 

bureaucratic collectivist theory would allow it to 
go, as they argued that “centralized operation of 
the means of production is an administrative 
question, the control of the means of produc-
tion is a social question.” This was elaborated 
with the idea that nationalized property was 
only of “technical importance”, not a social 
determinant. The logical conclusion of this, 
which Carter and other bureaucratic collectivist 
theorists rejected, was that collectivization was 
not inherent to the Russian economy but only 
a technical and administrative tool.
 Where Eastman and Deren go further than 
Burnham and Carter is the question of Trotsky’s 
framework of capitalist restoration, which they 
rejected wholeheartedly. Whilst Carter stuck, 
unhappily, with the idea of capitalist restoration 
in the Soviet Union, and retained completely 
the idea that the USSR’s economy had more 
productive potential than in its old capitalist 
form, Eastman and Deren argued that the 
USSR had reverted to a pre-capitalist form 
of production, hence the designation of it as 
“feudalist.” When Draper argued that Carter 
incorporated the “positive content” of this thesis 
into his own it is not clear whether he meant 
Carter was infl uenced by the Eastman-Deren 
position or that similarities could be identi-
fi ed. Either way, Eastman and Deren do not 
appear to be involved in the minority of 1940 
or the WP, and their position is not otherwise 
referenced as particularly infl uential. It is best 
regarded, therefore, as a useful indicator of the 
discussions ongoing in the Trotskyist movement 
at the time.

Conclusion
THE 1937/8 DEBATE in the American Trotskyist 
movement shows the beginnings of a desire for 
a new theory of the USSR, but it does not show 
completely the direction such a theory would 
eventually come from. Even where writers 
like Burnham and Carter questioned Trotsky’s 
theory, they accepted key parts of his framework 
of analysis, and reached very similar conclusions. 
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In the few years that followed they would both, 
in different ways, abandon that framework and 
analyze the USSR from crucially different per-
spectives. This debate does not, therefore, show 
bureaucratic collectivist theories in their infancy, 
but does show some of the constituent ideas of 
those theories in a very different format. 
 We can see here the importance of under-
standing the wider theoretical outlook from 
within which an author is writing. The key po-
litical difference between Burnham and Carter’s 
respective theories of 1937 and of 1940 is their 
position on the defense of the Soviet Union. 
Other ideas are clearly constant between the 
two debates. Looked at on face value the 1937 
positions therefore seem like a “halfway house” 
option, with Burnham and Carter not yet bold 
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enough to follow through their ideas to the 
political conclusions they would later draw. 
This view of ideological development is too 
simplistic. If Burnham and Carter’s 1937 ideas 
are analyzed in relation to the wider debate 
on the USSR within the American Trotskyist 
movement, particularly with regard to Trotsky’s 
views, it shows that their call for defense of the 
USSR makes sense within the context of a wider 
framework of analysis. Through studying the 
rejection of that framework and the adoption of 
a new one we can best understand the difference 
in their earlier and later positions.

A fully footnoted version will be found on our website, 
newpol.org.
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HE TITLE OF OSCAR WILDE’S ESSAY “The 
Soul of Man Under Socialism” has long 

perplexed readers, especially anarchists who 
rightly feel that the essay belongs in their canon 
rather than that of the Marxists, the Fabians, or 
the Labour Party.1

 What Wilde presents to us in the essay is 
a vision for a new society and, as important, a 
sample of a model for political thought. Both 
stand in marked contrast to the unseemly con-
notations that attached themselves to the word 
“socialism” over the course of the twentieth 
century — faction fi ghts, show trials, gulags, 
paternalism, bureaucracy, cultural sterility, and 
uniform thought.
 The society Wilde imagines is in all respects 
the opposite of that. It is one in which the arts, 
the sciences, and the whole of intellectual life 
prospers; a society without property, prisons, or 
crime — in which no one is hungry and ma-
chines do all the dirty, distasteful, tedious work. 
It is, in short, a society in which everyone is free 
to choose his own path and fl ourish in her own 
way, to prosper — not in petty fi nancial terms, 
but in terms of character. “The true perfection 
of man lies, not in what man has, but in what 
man is,” Wilde wrote. This socialism, which will 
produce “true, beautiful, healthy Individualism,” 
will free us, not only from the dangers of poverty, 
but from the demands of wealth as well: “No-

body will waste his life in accumulating things, 
and the symbols for things. One will live.”2

 Wilde’s socialism — and it is a form of 
socialism — represents socialism in the service 
of individualism. It is a socialism based more 
in aesthetic ideals than in economic theories. 
It takes as its model the artist rather than the 
proletarian and is as much concerned to free the 
repressed bourgeois as the oppressed worker. 
Its tastes are aristocratic; its ethics, bohemian. 
It is, at once, deeply spiritual and thoroughly 
heretical, ethical and antinomian, rebellious and 
harmonious, egoistic and universally compas-
sionate, urgent and utopian. 
 It is, in a word, anarchism.3

“Whatever One Chooses to Call It”
YET THE WORD — ANARCHY — does not appear 
anywhere in Wilde’s essay.
 Instead, Wilde expressed indifference, al-
most disdain, for ideological labels: “Socialism, 
communism, or whatever one chooses to call 
it . . . ,” he begins one paragraph.4

 Does Wilde deliberately avoid the word 
anarchism because of its sectarian connotations? 
Or is he issuing a subtle snub, siding with Wil-
liam Morris against David Nicoll in the dispute 
that had recently divided the Socialist League?5 
Or is it perhaps something greater — that no 
label is needed, or no label will suffi ce?
 Wilde loved to subvert language — through 
irony, paradox, misdirection. He played with 
words, but his was a serious kind of play. He 
inverted their usual meanings, reinventing them 
in the process. He used them to expose false 
ideals and to imagine new ones.
 Of course, all this verbal dynamism can lead 
to a great deal of misunderstanding, and people 
have never really been sure when, or whether, 
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Wilde meant what he said. As the Spectator 
commented when his essay fi rst appeared: 

Mr. Oscar Wilde, in The Soul of Man under 
Socialism, has apparently set himself to gal-
vanise his readers. . . . All these literary bullets 

are shot out in defence of the thesis that men 
should be themselves, in contempt it would 
seem, not merely of the public, but of all law 
which restricts their individualism. The article, 
if serious, would be thoroughly unhealthy, but 
it leaves on us the impression of being written 
merely to startle and excite talk.6

Perhaps Wilde’s pervasive, insistent ambiguity 
was a kind of defensive strategy, allowing him 
to say outrageous and provocative things while 
evading the repercussions of a direct confl ict 
with authority.
 Or perhaps it was just force of habit, the 
rhetorical embodiment of Wilde’s double life: 
“I live in terror of not being misunderstood,” he 
wrote.7

 Was anarchism the politics that dare not 
speak its name?

“The Kiss of Anarchy”
SO FAR AS I HAVE DISCOVERED, Oscar Wilde 
referred to himself as an anarchist on two oc-
casions.
 The fi rst occurred in 1893, two years after 

“The Soul’s” fi rst publication. Wilde wrote to a 
French periodical, in response to a list of ques-
tions: “Autrefois, j’etais poete et tyran. Mainten-
ant je suis artiste et anarchiste.” (“In the past I 
was a poet and a tyrant. Now I am an artist and 
an anarchist.”)8

 This statement indicates the direction of 
Wilde’s political development, and connects 
it decisively with his development as an artist. 
It stands as a direct repudiation of remarks he 
made earlier in his career. In the poem “Liber-
tatis Sacra Fames,” published in 1880, Wilde 
had written:

Better the rule of One, whom all obey,
Than to let clamourous demagogues betray
Our freedom with the kiss of anarchy.9

 He was somewhat more ambivalent in his 
“Sonnet to Liberty,” which appeared (along 
with “Libertatis”) in his 1881 collection, Poems. 
There he begins rather ungenerously, by distanc-
ing himself from the oppressed masses, “whose 
dull eyes/ See nothing save their own unlovely 
woe.” And he claims not to care about political 
confl ict or the claims at stake: 

all kings
By bloody knout or treacherous cannonades
Rob nations of their rights inviolate
And I remain unmoved.

“And yet” — he begins the fi nal lines of the 
poem — 

and yet,
These Christs that die upon the barricades,
God knows it I am with them, in some things.

 With what things is he with them? The 
poem ends without specifying, but Wilde does 
hint at it earlier in the verse:

the roar of thy Democracies,
Thy reigns of Terror, they great Anarchies,
Mirror my wildest passions like the sea
And give my rage a brother — ! Liberty!
For this sake only do thy dissonant cries
Delight my discreet soul10

It is not the “children” of liberty that move him, 
not their “unlovely woe,” nor the “treacher[y]” 
of kings, nor the “rights” of nations; it is the 
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“roar” and violence of the upheavals that “Mir-
ror” his “passions” and his “rage.” It is the spirit 
of revolt that they share. Rebellion makes them 
“brother[s],” and allows the poet to see those 
who “die upon the barricades” as “Christs.”
 We can detect here, in a less developed 
form, something of the sentiment that was later 
to inspire “The Soul of Man Under Socialism”: 
They each celebrate liberty, of course. But 
more than that, they also share the notion that 
oppression makes people insensitive and dull. 
Both refuse to treat the poor as objects of pity, 
and instead praise them when they resist. Both 
engage in the aestheticization of rebellion, and 
promote the idea that social confl ict refl ects 
individual feeling. And both the poem and the 
essay identify their rebels with Christ.
 Still, while touring America in 1882, 
Wilde felt the more conservative poem a better 
expression of his views. “Does the ‘Sonnet to 
Liberty’ voice your political creed?” a reporter 
from the San Francisco Examiner asked. “No,” 
Wilde replied, “that is not my political creed. 
I wrote that when I was younger. . . . Perhaps 
something of the fi re of youth prompted it. . . . 
If you would like to know my political creed . . 
. read the sonnet ‘Libertatis Sacra Fames.’”11

 And yet — there is hardly a line in “Lib-
ertatis” that is not contradicted somewhere in 
“The Soul of Man Under Socialism.” In 1880 
Wilde declared himself “nurtured in democ-
racy,” and “Liking best that state republican.” In 
1891, he wrote: “democracy means simply the 
bludgeoning of the people by the people for the 
people.”12 In the poem he is down on “clamour-
ous demagogues” who “betray Our freedom 
with the kiss of anarchy” — while in the essay 
he is fond of “agitators,” who “sow the seeds of 
discontent,” because “[w]ithout them. . . there 
would be no advance towards civilization.”13 In 
the poem he was quite clear: “I love them not 
whose hands profane/ Plant the red fl ag upon 
the piled-up street;” whereas later, he expressed a 
preference for the “paving-stone” over “the pen”: 
“The very violence of a revolution may make the 

public grand and splendid for a moment.”14 In 
his poem he worried that “beneath the ignorant 
reign” of the rabble “Arts, Culture, Reverence, 
Honour, all things fade.” And in “The Soul of 
Man” he remarked that “popular authority and 
the recognition of popular authority are fatal” 
to the arts — yet, it is in large part because of 
the promise for the arts and for learning that 
he advocates socialism: “the community. . . will 
supply the useful things, and . . . the beautiful 
things will be made by the individual. . . . it 
is the only possible way by which we can get 
either the one or the other.”15 As he famously 
concluded: “The new Individualism, for whose 
service Socialism, whether it wills it or not, is 
working, will be perfect harmony. . . . The new 
Individualism is the new Hellenism.”16

 Perhaps the only portion of the “Liberta-
tis” that would be at home in the later essay is 
Wilde’s hope for a world “Where every man 
is Kinglike and no man/Is crowned above his 
fellows. . . .” This is, for certain, the only radical 
sentiment to be found in the poem — and, with 
its paradoxical form, it is also the most Wildean 
statement of the composition. It is, at once, 
egalitarian and aristocratic, but clearly Wilde 
was still “a poet and a tyrant,” not yet “an artist 
and an anarchist.” 
 He had not yet found that the secret of 
individualism lay in socialism — and vice versa.

“Rather More Than a Socialist”
WILDE’S SECOND PROFESSION OF ANARCHISM 
came in 1894, a year after the fi rst. He told a 
journalist from The Theatre: “We are all of us 
more or less Socialists now-a-days. . . . Our 
system of government is largely socialistic. . . . 
What is the House of Commons but a socialistic 
assembly? . . . I think I am rather more than a 
Socialist. . . . I am something of an Anarchist, 
I believe. . . .”17

 Wilde here positions anarchism as a type of 
socialism — but a type that, paradoxically, goes 
further. Anarchism is a socialism, but anarchism 
is more than socialism. It is not merely the most 
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extreme variety, it is also something new. It 
surpasses the category to which it belongs.
 Though this interview appeared under the 
headline “New Views of Mr. Oscar Wilde,” in 
it he really only re-states some of his established 
positions. Beginning with poetry (“A glorious 
passion is poetry”),18 Wilde works his way 
around to politics, religion, and crime. Here 
many of his views are familiar from “The Soul 
of Man Under Socialism”: Christ is a “marvelous 
personality,” pirates are “very fi ne fellows,” and 
the prison system is “a perfect fi asco.”19 
 In one interesting exchange, Wilde also ex-
pressed “considerable sympathy” with burglars: 
“In nine cases out of ten they only take what 
we really do not want. . . . The loss of our last 
guinea is a loss; the loss of a thousand pounds 
when we have a hundred thousand in the bank 
is not a loss.”20

 He goes on to tell of the unhappiness a 
friend experienced when his house was robbed, 
only to conclude: “Now, had someone fallen 
downstairs and broken a limb, it would have 
been reasonable cause for distress; but, really, 
silver spoons! Japanese curiosities! What good 
are they?”21

 The story — a bit surprising from a man 
whose earliest lectures centered on the need 
for beautiful things in the home22 — shows us 
something of Oscar Wilde’s attitude toward 
property. As he wrote in “The Soul Of Man”: 

In a community like ours, where property 
confers immense distinction, social position, 
honour, respect, titles, and other pleasant 
things of the kind, man, being naturally am-
bitious, makes it his aim to accumulate this 
property long after he has got far more than 
he wants, or can use, or enjoy, or perhaps even 
know of. Man will kill himself by overwork in 
order to secure property, and really, consider-
ing the enormous advantages that property 
brings, one is hardly surprised. One’s regret is 
that society should be constructed on such a 
basis that man has been forced into a groove 
in which he cannot freely develop what is 
wonderful, and fascinating, and delightful in 

him — in which, in fact, he misses the true 
pleasure and joy of living.23 

 In the details of the interview, then, we fi nd 
Wilde repeating the points he had made in the 
earlier essay. The brief mention of anarchism, 
in this context, suggests not a new philosophy, 
but a new name for his position. It announces, 
in other words, that Wilde’s socialist ideas are, 
in fact, anarchist and that “The Soul of Man” 
should be read accordingly.

“What the State is to Do”24

IF THERE IS A CASE TO BE MADE against “The 
Soul’s” anarchism, it must be that Wilde as-
signed a role to the state. He did so: “The State 
is to be a voluntary manufacturer and distributor 
of necessary commodities. The State is to make 
what is useful. The individual is to make what 
is beautiful.”25

 This is a very peculiar kind of state. It is a 
state that does not govern: “the State must give 
up all idea of government,” he says, adding a 
few lines later: “All modes of government are 
failures.”26 
 Wilde’s essay is replete with similar state-
ments: “The form of government that is most 
suitable to the artist is no government at all”;27 
“there is no necessity to separate the monarch 
from the mob; all authority is equally bad.”28

 A few pages later, he explains in greater 
detail: 

It is clear, then, that no Authoritarian Social-
ism will do. . . . Every man must be left quite 
free to choose his own work. No form of com-
pulsion must be exercised over him. If there is, 
his work will not be good for him, will not be 
good in itself, and will not be good for others. . 
. . Of course authority and compulsion are out 
of the question. All association must be quite 
voluntary. It is only in voluntary association 
that man is fi ne.29

“A Dangerous Adventure”
I NOTED EARLIER that there were two occasions 
on which Wilde referred to himself as an anar-
chist. But there was also a third time, when he 
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came very close. This last is, in some respects, I 
feel, the most revealing. It’s a small story, but it 
says much about Wilde’s attitude and approach.
 In August 1894, Wilde wrote to his lover, 
Lord Alfred Douglas, to tell of “a dangerous 
adventure.” He had gone out sailing with two 
lovely boys, Stephen and Alphonso, and they 
were caught in a storm. “We took fi ve hours 
in an awful gale to come back! [And we] did 
not reach pier till eleven o’clock at night, pitch 
dark all the way, and a fearful sea. . . . All the 
fi shermen were waiting for us.” 
 Tired, cold, and “wet to the skin,” the three 
men immediately “fl ew to the hotel for hot 
brandy and water.” But there was a problem. The 
law stood in the way: “As it was past ten o’clock 
on a Sunday night the proprietor could not sell 
us any brandy or spirits of any kind! So he had 
to give it to us. The result was not displeasing, 
but what laws!” 
 Wilde fi nishes the story: “Both Alphonso 
and Stephen are now anarchists, I need hardly 
say.”30
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ECADES SINCE THE SPRING OF 1934 when 
the Communists fi rst proposed the Popu-

lar Front as their strategy for fi ghting fascism 
and even longer since the summer of 1939 when 
it was suddenly terminated by the Hitler-Stalin 
Pact, the Popular Front — the alliance of the 
Communists with Socialists, liberals, and even 
sometimes conservative political parties — re-
mains an issue for the left. For though it arose 
out of the very specifi c conditions of the great 
crises of capitalism of and of Soviet Commu-
nism in that era, the Popular Front recurred to 
become the dominant method of Communist 
politics in capitalist countries. With Nazi Ger-
many’s attack on the Soviet Union, the Commu-
nists returned to the Popular Front in 1941, and 
continued it throughout the war and into the 
postwar period. The Popular Front thus became 
not simply a strategy, but almost a political habit, 
a style, the very way of being of a Communist. 
Throughout the latter decades of the twentieth 
century, many people could hardly tell a Com-
munist from a left liberal, for liberalism had 
become the costume of Communism — which 
is not to say that Communists became liberals.
 In Western Europe by the 1980s the Popu-
lar Front evolved into Euro-Communism, and 
eventually after the fall of the Soviet Union in 
1991, many of the Western European Com-
munist Parties became ordinary social demo-
cratic parties. Like the Social Democrats, these 
post-Soviet Communist Parties, most with 

new names, not only shared in legislating and 
governing in capitalist states, but also shared 
responsibility for neoliberal free market poli-
cies, for social welfare budget cuts, and for the 
rollback of union contracts and the decline 
of workers’ wages. Still today some old-style 
Communist Parties, Maoist groups, and neo-
Stalinists adopt a Popular Front outlook which 
shapes their day-to-day work in the labor and 
social movements. Most recently in the United 
States such groups have argued that support for 
Barack Obama and the Democratic Party repre-
sented in some way a progressive development 
and a step forward in the struggle for socialism. 
Such a political position is, of course, a legacy 
of the Popular Front.
 Perhaps the most important reason for 
discussing the Popular Front, however, is that 
it represents in the popular consciousness — 
including all too often in the radical conscious-
ness — the heyday of Communism, the glory 
days of “the way we were” in the 1930s, a time 
supposedly when leftists united with liberals 
and the ordinary folk to organize labor unions, 
fi ght racism, and defeat fascism. While there is 
some truth in the blurry romantic impressionism 
of this popular understanding of the period, it 
tends to obscure more than it illuminates. For 
the Popular Front, in fact, failed to defeat fas-
cism, while the workers it had organized into 
unions were soon mobilized under their national 
fl ags to fi ght and die by the millions in a second 
great war to divide the planet between imperial 
powers, while at the same time in the Soviet 
Union the hope of socialism congealed into 
Communist totalitarianism. The Popular Front 
thus represented a tragic defeat for the working 
class, not a victory. Yet the myth remains, and 
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for that reason, it is important to reexamine this 
storied moment in the past as we organize to 
meet the challenges of the present and to move 
forward into the future. For, contrary to what the 
legend might suggest, the Popular Front, that is, 

the left-liberal alliance justifi ed in terms of the 
ultimate victory of socialism, does not represent 
the way forward.

An Overview of the Period
DURING THE EARLY 1920S the Communist 
International, then still led by Vladimir Lenin, 
promoted throughout Europe, where revolu-
tionary possibilities still seemed greatest, the 
strategy of the united front among workers, 
labor unions, and working class organizations, 
anarchist, Socialist, and Communist, in order 
to build the forces for revolution. The united 
front was a strategy to both build workers’ power 
and, through joint action and frank criticism of 
the party’s allies, to win workers from reformist 
leadership to revolutionary leadership under the 
Communist Party. 
 With Lenin’s death in 1924 and the rise 
to power of Stalin by 1927, the Communist 
International was put through a series of dra-
matic and wrenching shifts. The shifts in the 
Communist Party strategy between 1927 and 
Stalin’s death in 1953 form the context for un-
derstanding the place of the Popular Front in 
Communist thinking.

• First, in the Third Period from 1928-1934, 
the Communists gave up the united front and 

began to characterize the labor and socialist 
parties as “social fascists.” The Communists, 
arguing that the Socialists were as great an 
enemy as Hitler, not only refused to cooper-
ate with the Socialists but also fought them 
politically and sometimes physically. In Ger-
many, this Communist strategy succeeded in 
dividing the Communist and Socialist labor 
movements and opened the door to Hitler, to 
the holocaust, and to World War II. 

• Second, suddenly reversing their position, in 
the Popular Front period from 1934 to 1939 
the Communists created a political alliance not 
only with labor unions and Socialists, but also 
with petty bourgeois and bourgeois political 
parties — and eventually with any anti-fascist 
party. The result was the subordination of 
the left and the labor movement to capitalist 
parties everywhere, leading to working class 
defeats in France and Spain where fascism 
took power and to reform movements which 
were quickly institutionalized in countries like 
Mexico and the United States. 

• Third, in August of 1939, the Soviet Union 
shocked the world by entering into an alliance 
with Hitler’s Nazi Germany, with the two 
great powers dividing Poland between them. 
The Communist International simultaneously 
terminated the Popular Front, subordinating 
Communist politics to the Communist-Nazi 
alliance. Everywhere the Communist Party 
declined in membership while much of the 
left became disoriented by the sudden shift.

• Fourth, after being attacked by Germany 
in 1941, the Soviet Union just as suddenly 
returned to its Popular Front policies — only 
now often in the form of governments of 
national unity to win the war. The Commu-
nists suppressed their criticism of great power 
imperialism, subordinated the struggles of 
ethnic and racial minorities to the effort to 
win the war, and joined in no-strike pledges 
that sacrifi ced the wages and conditions of 
labor for the duration. The war also provided 
the context for the institutionalization of the 
industrial labor unions and the conversion of 
their once militant leaderships into bureau-
cratic business unions. 

• After World War II, the Communist con-

The Stalinist Communist Party of 
the 1930s succeeded in destroying 
the European revolutionary labor 
movement and with it the hopes 

for socialism for generations.
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tinued the Popular Front, only now using it 
a democratic façade for the Soviet Union’s 
conquest of the nations of Eastern Europe. 
At the same time in France and Italy, as part 
of the postwar settlement, the Communists 
worked with the capitalist parties in Libera-
tion governments to contain and to dampen 
revolutionary movements in those countries. 

• Meanwhile in Russia, Stalin’s counter-
revolution of 1927-1937 not only eliminated 
the Old Bolshevik revolutionaries in the 
notorious show trials, it also took the lives of 
millions of peasants in the collectivization of 
agriculture, and through its forced march to 
industrialization oppressed and exploited mil-
lions of workers. The Soviet victory over the 
Nazis in World War II consolidated Stalin’s 
personal dictatorship and, more important, it 
institutionalized the bureaucratic Communist 
or bureaucratic collectivist totalitarian system 
of the Soviet Union.

• Consequently, the postwar decolonization 
movement, rather than fi nding leadership in 
a democratic, revolutionary and international 
socialism, was guided by Stalin and the Soviet 
Union. In the former colonial nations — Chi-
na, Vietnam, Korea — Stalinist-style Commu-
nist Parties led successful national revolutions 
that rid themselves of Western imperialists, 
but then created new one-party Communist 
states. Moreover, Stalinist-style government, 
forced-march modernization, and command 
economies became the dominant model for 
third world countries throughout Africa and 
Asia, with disastrous results nearly everywhere.

 At the center of this world historic tragedy 
was the destruction of the European working 
class and socialist movement, which had been 
born in the revolutionary upheavals of the mid-
19th century and which had grown to maturity 
in the fi rst third of the 20th century, only to be 
obliterated in the 1930s and 1940s by Stalin’s 
murder of the Russian Bolshevik revolution-
aries, by Mussolini’s, Hitler’s, and Franco’s 
destruction of the Communist and Socialist 
Parties and anarchist organizations in Italy, 
Germany, and France. Finally, of course, the 
European Jewish holocaust and the slaughter 

of World War II took the lives of millions of 
people, many of whom had been class conscious 
workers who had formed the great body of the 
labor movement. The Stalinist Communist 
Party of the 1930s succeeded in destroying the 
European revolutionary labor movement and 
with it the hopes for socialism for generations.
 Surprisingly for those out of the Commu-
nist party tradition, the Communists’ role in 
the period apparently poses no problems. As a 
prominent Canadian Communist leader told me 
in a recent debate, “the proof of the pudding is in 
the eating,” and he went on to explain that the 
Popular Front proved to be successful, resulting 
in the defeat of Fascism and Nazism, in the ex-
pansion of the Soviet system to Eastern Europe, 
and in the post-war anti-colonial movements. 
The folksy pudding metaphor used to describe 
the agony of the era suggests that Stalin was 
a hero after all, that Soviet Communism was 
a success, and that a bright future lies in that 
dark past. This is the outlook of Voltaire’s Dr. 
Pangloss, that “things are for the best in the best 
of all possible worlds” and Hegel’s view that 
“whatever is, is right.” What happened, we are 
told, had to happen and was for the best, even 
when we know that millions died unneces-
sarily in the process, when other alternatives 
existed which might have changed history, 
and when the results produced the monstrous 
Fascist, Nazi, and Stalinist states, while leaving 
capitalism to continue to produce new horrors. 
We challenge this conservative, uncritical, and 
ultimately unconvincing and cynical view of 
such a complex period by looking here at the 
Popular Front and the role of Communists in 
the Front period (1934-1939) in France.

The Crisis of the 1930s in Europe
The world crisis of capitalism which had begun 
with World War I was followed by the economic 
crisis of the early 1920s, and then by the Crash 
of 1929 and the Great Depression of the 1930s. 
This prolonged and painful crisis brought much 
of Europe to a boiling point three times, once in 
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the late 1910s, again in the mid-1920s, and fi nally 
a third time in the mid- to late-1930s. Revolu-
tions in Russia, Germany, Austro-Hungary, 
and the Ottoman Empire overthrew monarchs 
and brought republican government (of varying 
degrees of democracy) to the latter three, while 
they brought socialist revolution to Russia. The 
wars and revolutions that had shattered the old 
Europe and the postwar economic crises kept the 
pot boiling. For two decades, from 1914 to 1934, 
Europe was ripe for socialist revolution.
 The mid- to late-1930s in Europe was a pe-
riod of enormous popular struggle and resistance 
from Austria to Spain, accompanied at different 
times and in various places by peasants’ strikes 
and land seizures, workers’ strikes and factory 
occupations, armed resistance of the laboring 
classes, and even attempts at revolutionary 
seizures of power on a regional or local level. 
Europe — except for Fascist Italy and Nazi 
Germany — was a cauldron that roiled and 
seethed and threatened at times to boil over and 
blow the lid off capitalism. 
 The recurring crises of the 1910s to 1930s 
produced more than one generation of socialist 
and anarchist revolutionaries. Many had been 
inspired by the Russia Revolution of October 
1917. Despite the Stalinist counter-revolution 
in the Soviet Union and the rise of Mussolini 
in Italy and Hitler in Germany, revolution still 
remained a possibility as demonstrated most 
clearly in Spain. Certainly in the 1920s and into 
the 1930s many Socialist, Communists, and 
anarchists believed that the way to stop fascism 
and to prevent the rise of new fascist political 
movements was through workers’ revolution. 
This strategic vision would be ended with the 
coming of the Popular Front, as Communists 
argued that only by preserving and strengthen-
ing capitalist states allied with the Soviet Union 
could fascism be stopped. 

Why the Popular Front?
What events led to the rise of the Popular Front? 
What had changed to lead the Communists to 

adopt this new strategy? The Popular Front, 
was a result of both striving in the workers’ 
movement and of Communist policy which 
was ultimately determined by the Soviet Union’s 
foreign policy as directed by Joseph Stalin. How 
did these two forces then — the needs of the 
workers’ movement and Soviet foreign policy 
— shape the Popular Front?
 First, the Communist Party’s Third Period 
theory of “social fascism,” which it carried out 
from 1928 to 1935, had proven disastrous. 
By not only refusing to ally with the Social 
Democrats, but actually frequently battling 
them, occasionally in alliance with the Nazis, 
the Communists had opened the door to Hitler. 
Second, the Nazis’ surprisingly rapid conquest of 
political power immediately raised the possibil-
ity of a German war against the Soviet Union, 
forcing Stalin to seek new allies to protect his 
nascent bureaucratic state. In particular, he now 
wanted an alliance with France and England. 
Third, in France, as in other countries where 
fascism had not yet come to power, ultra-right 
and fascist groups began to become bolder and 
to take to the streets. The working people of 
other nations were horrifi ed with the prospect of 
fascists coming to power in their own countries 
as they had in Italy and Germany. 
 The European working classes, reading the 
handwriting on the wall, began from below to 
move, demanding unity on the left and a strug-
gle against fascism both in their own countries 
and internationally. The working class desire for 
unity in the early 1930s initially confl icted with 
the Communist Party’s opposition to an alliance 
with the Socialists and with the Socialist and 
Catholic labor unions. Working people in many 
European countries, however, now desperately 
wanted an alliance between Communist and 
Socialist Parties to stop Hitler. They wanted 
something like a return to the Communist 
Party’s policy of a United Front, that is, an alli-
ance of the left and the labor movement. Stalin 
would turn these movements from below in 
another direction.
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 While workers sought unity to fi ght fas-
cism, Stalin had his own reasons for the Popular 
Front, and they were complex. He may be said 
to have adopted the Popular Front as the strat-
egy for the Communist International for three 
reasons. 

• First, the Popular Front was developed to 
defend the Soviet Union and its new bureau-
cratic ruling class. Stalin saw the Soviet Union, 
still threatened from within by the remnants of 
the revolutionary Communist left and also by 
peasant resistance to the forced collectivization 
of agriculture, now threatened from without 
by Hitler’s Nazi Germany.

• Second, Stalin had an interest in assuring 
that the Communist International, as an 
instrument of Soviet foreign policy, would 
continue to be a major force (in some countries 
the dominant force) in the labor movement. 
Stalin’s International, therefore, had to take the 
initiatives to prevent the rise of competitors, 
particularly competitors on the left. 

• Third, Stalin recognized that, should the 
labor movement escape the control of the 
Communist Party, socialist revolution in 
Europe would also potentially threaten the 
Communist Party’s rule and his dictatorship 
in Russia. Therefore, the Communist Inter-
national, in order to maintain its hold on the 
working classes of Europe, put forward the 
Popular Front as a part of what it claimed was 
a broader revolutionary strategy to achieve 
socialism. 

 For Stalin, the foreign policy issues were 
overriding. Faced with Hitler and Nazi Ger-
many, Stalin wanted “collective security,” that 
is, an international alliance of the Soviet Union 
with Great Britain and France. He recognized, 
however, that he could not reach a collective 
security agreement as long as the Soviet Union, 
the Communist International, and the national 
Communist parties were perceived as a revolu-
tionary threat to capitalism. It was this that led 
him to seek to transform the old policy of the 
United Front — that is, an alliance between 
working class parties — into the Popular Front 
— that is, an alliance of the working class par-

ties with radical (petty bourgeois) and capitalist 
parties opposed to Fascism-Nazism in Europe. 
 Though France and Soviet Russia had 
already reached a non-aggression pact in 1932, 
Stalin was keen on turning that agreement into a 
mutual defense treaty. But such an international 
treaty could be negotiated only if there were lib-
eral or social democratic governments in France 
and the other remaining European democracies; 
consequently it was necessary to create a Com-
munist alliance with both Socialist and liberal 
capitalist parties in the Western European coun-
tries. To achieve an alliance with such capitalist 
parties within the context of bourgeois electoral 
politics, however, it was necessary for the Com-
munist International and its affi liated parties to 
give up calls for revolution, and, beyond that, to 
become (in this specifi c context) the defenders 
of private property and of the state, especially 
when challenged by revolutionary socialists on 
the left. We turn now to see how the Popular 
Front alliance of Socialist and Communist par-
ties with capitalist parties affected the left and 
the labor movement in the case of France.

The Popular Front in France
FRANCE WAS IN THE 1930S a major capital-
ist power and the center of a vast empire that 
stretched from the Middle East and Africa to 
Southeast Asia and to the Caribbean. While 
some 40 million French enjoyed political 
democracy at home, authoritarian colonial 
governments ruled tens of millions abroad. 
Within France itself conservative and liberal 
capitalist parties were sometime challenged 
and sometimes supported by various socialist 
currents. The Great Depression and the crisis 
of the thirties created new pressures on French 
capitalism and its democracy leading to dra-
matic fl uctuations and sudden shifts in politics.
 During the period of post-war crisis, France 
was governed during the 1920s and 1930s by 
various governments from the left and from 
the right, with the “coalition of the left,” that 
is the alliance of the Radicals and the Socialist 

T h e  P o p u l a r  F r o n t :  F r a n c e



9 6   NEW POLITICS

Party, elected in 1924 and again in 1932. The 
Radicals were a party of the petit bourgeoisie, 
that is, of small business, whose politics ranged 
widely from left to right. The rightwing Radical 
Édouard Daladier led the government in 1933 
and 1934, and as the economic crisis deepened, 
the far right grew and became more audacious. 
The fascist riots of 1934 provoked the political 
crisis in France that precipitated the creation of 
the Popular Front.
 The French Communist Party represented a 
small yet signifi cant force in France in the early 
1930s with the social make-up, as well as the 
reputation and the image which allowed it to 
play a leading role. While not nearly as large as 
the Socialist Party, the Communist Party had 
since its founding in 1920 been the organiza-
tion that attracted revolutionaries coming out of 
the anarchist, anarcho-syndicalist, and various 
socialist traditions. In 1922 the Communist 
Party had 79,000 members compared to the 
Socialist Party’s 178,000, but in 1928, though 
its membership fi gures had fallen, it had won 
11 percent of the vote, 1,064,000 to the Social-
ists’ 1,698,000. The ultra-left sectarianism of 
the Third Period of 1928 to 1934 reduced the 
party’s infl uence in the working class and society, 
and its membership declined to about 40,000 by 
1930. The Communists remained nevertheless, 
the revolutionary working class party of France. 
Many workers still saw the Soviet Union as 
a workers’ state and the Communists as the 
revolutionary workers party. Worker militants 
looked to the Communists to take the initiative.
 The conditions called for action. With the 
onset of the Great Depression and particularly 
with the coming to power of Hitler in Germany 
in 1933, rank-and-fi le Communists, Socialists, 
and many others in French society wished to 
build the working class and popular unity nec-
essary to confront both Hitler, as well as the 
danger of the rise of fascism in France, which 
seemed a real and immediate danger after the 
1934 rightwing riots. Consequently, Stalin’s 
Popular Front would exert a powerful infl uence 

on the labor movement, society, culture, and 
politics.
 The Popular Front’s initial attraction then 
was the idea of unity, of a workers’ front and 
a broader peoples’ front against fascism. The 
Popular Front, at fi rst as a kind of labor and 
left coalition, proved capable of attracting not 
only workers and peasants, and their unions 
and leagues, but also the lower middle classes. 
Such a united front of labor organizations was 
not, however, what Stalin and the Communists 
envisioned. They sought an alliance not only 
with labor parties and among workers, but also 
with the parties of the French capitalist class. 

Unity in the 1934 General 
Strike and Demonstration

EVEN BEFORE THE POPULAR FRONT found its 
full political expression, the Socialist Party, the 
General Confederation of Labor (CGT), the 
Communists and their much smaller United 
General Confederation of Labor (CGTU), as 
well as the Radical Party’s middleclass follow-
ers, came together action in the streets. After 
rightwing riots in Paris on February 6, 1934, 
the Socialist Party and the CGT called for a 
general strike and street demonstrations, and 
while the Communists did not formally join the 
coalition that issued the call, they did mobilize 
their members and supporters. 
 The February 12 general strike — the fi rst 
successful general strike in French history — 
was almost everywhere a complete triumph 
as were the protest demonstrations that ac-
companied it. In Paris where the largest march 
and rally took place, some in the SP and the 
CGT feared the Communists might not join 
the protest, or might even organize a counter-
demonstration or an attack on the Socialists and 
trade unionissts as had happened in the past, 
but, like the strike, the Paris demonstration of 
1934 was a triumph of unity. The great strikes 
and demonstrations of February 1934 laid the 
basis among the workers for the political alliance 
among the unions and the parties. 
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 Unity at all levels became the watchword. 
The CGT and the Communist CGT-U nego-
tiated the reunifi cation of the labor movement 
in 1935. After much negotiation, the Social-
ists, Communists, CGT, and the Radical Party 
and organizations of the petty bourgeoisie also 
joined together on July 14, 1935 in a political 
alliance, the Popular Front, based on a social 
democratic “minimal” program. During the 
negotiations, the Communist Party had worked 
to shape a program more moderate in character 
than others on the left would have liked. The 
Socialist Party took positions rhetorically to the 
left of the Communists, calling for a general 
nationalization of industry, while the Com-
munist program of September 1935 called only 
for the nationalization of the great monopolies. 
The Socialists’ apparent leftism on this question 
and the Communists’ moderation represented a 
jockeying for position in an attempt to attract a 
radicalizing working class while at the same time 
maintaining an alliance with the Radicals, the 
petty bourgeois party, and possibly other parties 
to their right. 
 In the national elections of May 1936, the 
alliance of the Communists, Socialists, and 
Radicals won a majority and formed a Popular 
Front government with Léon Blum, leader of 
the Socialist Party as prime minister. The Com-
munists supported the Popular Front govern-
ment, but declined to participate in the cabinet, 
as much out of a desire to avoid alienating the 
Radicals and others to their right as out of a 
desire to protect their revolutionary credentials 
on the left. 

The Strikes of June 1936
ENCOURAGED BY THE REUNIFICATION of the 
CGT and CGTU and by the Popular Front’s 
victory in the election, hundreds of thousands of 
workers struck in factories and other workplaces 
throughout France in May and June of 1936. 
While usually described as a “spontaneous” 
workers’ movement, the strikes were in reality 
organized by rank-and-fi le shop fl oor militants 

from the CGT and the Communist Party. The 
Communist Party had been building toward a 
large strike through organization and mobiliza-
tion since 1934, in an attempt to establish itself 
through a mass action as the voice of labor in the 

Popular Front coalition. But the Communists 
could not have been successful without the 
support of a layer of skilled workers and shop 
fl oor militants in the plants. This Communist 
inspired rank-and-fi le rebellion led to a national 
strike wave in the form of factory occupations. 
 While the strikes began in the provinces, 
they soon spread to Paris, and, while strongest 
in the largest factories, the strikes quickly spread 
to every sort of manufacturing establishment 
and then to many other businesses. Before the 
strike wave was over there were 12,142 strikes 
involving 1,831,000 strikers, and of those more 
than 12,000 strikes, about 9,000 involved the 
occupation of the factory. The June 1936 strikes 
represented a national working class movement, 
a workers’ uprising in the factories. Democrati-
cally controlled by rank-and-fi le workers in the 
plants, the strikes had the potential to turn 
France upside down. For the Communists, now 
committed to a political alliance with the capi-
talist parties and to strengthening the French 
government, such a prospect was unthinkable.
 The Communists and the Socialists, fear-
ing that the strike could get out of hand and 

Stalin recognized that, should 
the labor movement escape the 
control of the Communist Party, 

socialist revolution in Europe 
would also potentially threaten 
the Communist Party’s rule and 

his dictatorship in Russia.
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jeopardize political relations with the Radicals, 
worked to restrain the strikes and to keep them 
from spreading. Maurice Thorez, head of the 
French Communist Party, made his famous 
statement that, “one must know how to end a 
strike.” The Communist call for an orderly end 
to the strike became the leitmotiv for the entire 
period. Party and trade union leaders proposed 
moderate goals, and worked to keep the strikes 
within the limits of the capitalist system and its 
political framework. 
 The Communists — whose role in the labor 
movement had grown signifi cantly since the re-
unifi cation of the CGT and CGTU — proved to 
be shrewd and subtle in controlling the strikes, 
bringing them to an end, and together with their 
political partners in the Socialist and Radical 
parties, playing the role of arbiter between the 
workers and the employers and government. As 
the best history of the Popular Front and the 
strikes of 1936 puts it:

To retake leadership of the movement, it was 
necessary to put oneself at the head of it; to dis-
cipline it, it was necessary to unify it; to bring 
it to an end, it was necessary to generalize….
The order for a general strike was therefore a 
tactic designed to take in hand the spontane-
ous movement.

 Or to put it another way, in order to end 
the strike, the Communists together with the 
CGT union offi cials, the Socialist Party, and the 
Popular Front government which included the 
capitalist Radical Party, had to take the control 
of the strike out of the hands of the rank-and-
fi le workers. 
 The Communists, operating through the 
CGT, were now in a position in much of the 
country to take leadership of the strikes, facili-
tating negotiations with the government, and 
carrying out the orderly evacuation of the fac-
tories. The Communists in this way succeeded 
in transforming the strikes against the employ-
ers into a movement in support of the Popular 
Front government, while the Popular Front 
government simultaneously brought employers 

and unions into tripartite negotiations with the 
government to reach a national agreement. The 
Communists’ most important consideration 
throughout was the preservation of the Popular 
Front government of Léon Blum. With Blum 
at the head of a Popular Front government, 
thought Stalin, the Soviet Union would have 
an ally against Nazi Germany. Stalin’s compass 
in plotting his course was not the needs of the 
international working class, but rather the de-
fense of the Soviet state.

The Settlement of the June 1936 Strike
THE STRIKE SETTLEMENT which was negoti-
ated by the Popular Front political partners, 
resulted in both industry-wide agreements in an 
enormous growth of the labor union movement, 
and in the generalization of collective bargain-
ing agreements. On June 7, 1936, the General 
Confederation of French Employers (CGPF) 
and the General Confederation of Labor (CGT) 
under the auspices of the Popular Front govern-
ment negotiated the Matignon Accords, the 
most signifi cant labor union victory in French 
history. The agreement provided for recogni-
tion of the unions and their right to strike. The 
unions also won wage increases of between 7 
and 15 percent, with an increase of no more 
than 12 percent overall for any fi rm. Though 
in reality in some industries the wage increases 
reached 15, 20, or even 25 percent. At the same 
time the Blum government put forward social 
legislation which legalized collective bargaining 
and established the 40-hour work week, two-
week paid vacations, and other benefi ts. The 
Popular Front labor legislation represented a 
kind of labor bill of rights unknown before in 
French history.
 After the strike, the CGT grew faster than 
any labor union movement before it in European 
history, claiming 5,300,000 members by 1937. 
The Catholic CFTU also grew from 150,000 
to 500,000 members. For the first time in 
French history, collective bargaining became a 
widespread phenomenon, with 2,300 contracts 
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registered by 1936 and 8,000 by the outbreak of 
the war in 1939. While only 18 were national 
agreements, there were hundreds of regional 
pacts. All of this constituted remarkable suc-
cess in winning both economic reforms and 
in passing labor legislation. The Popular Front 
had encouraged workers to fi ght, and fi ghting 
the workers had won what was at one level a 
tremendous victory. Yet, given the situation both 
in France and in Europe at the time, even this 
remarkable victory remained tenuous.

What Was Possible?
WHILE THERE IS NO DOUBT that the strikes 
and occupations, the union recognition and 
contracts, and the social legislation represented 
important victories for the working class, 
the question is, was it possible to go further? 
And, more important, was it necessary to go 
further? At about the same time that Thorez 
had declared that “one has to know how to end 
a strike,” the left socialist Marceau Pivert and 
responded with another slogan, “Everything 
is possible.” Pivert’s words suggest that the 
movement could have pressed forward to so-
cialist revolution. Whether or not everything 
was possible, the question remains, what was 
possible? Was it possible to have pushed the 
movement further? And wasn’t it necessary to 
continue to lead the workers’ movement further 
if it was not to be driven back and defeated? 
Without a doubt the labor movement and the 
left might have advanced much further, but to 
do so they would have to have been prepared to 
act independently.
 But the Communist Party hesitated to 
lead the working class in taking steps to further 
workers’ power because it feared that that might 
have threatened its alliance with the Socialists 
and Radicals. While a kind of de facto workers’ 
power existed in many of the larger factories, the 
Communists did not call for creating workers’ 
factory committees to run the factories, nor 
did they take the more radical step of begin-
ning to create workers’ councils, institutions of 

workers’ economic and political power on the 
model of the Russian Revolution in its fi rst few 
years. Nor did the Communists fi ght for really 
strict and effective wage and price controls, and 
consequently within a few months of the end 
of the strikes, “Price rises rapidly negated the 
increases in wages.” While there were nominal 
price controls, they were neither adequate nor 
effective and workers’ wage gains quickly began 
to evaporate because of infl ation at a rate of 25 
to 40 percent. 
 The Communists might also have called for 
the nationalization of industries and workplaces 
under workers’ control as a step toward the 
creation of a socialized economy. The Socialist 
Party and the CGT favored nationalization of 
selected industries, and even the Catholic trade 
unions had become sympathetic to the notion. 
The Communist Party, however, never raised 
the idea of the nationalization of industry dur-
ing the Popular Front period (except for the 
nationalization of munitions plants). This was, 
in part, because their earlier program (from the 
Third Period) argued that only revolution could 
achieve nationalization of industry; and, in part, 
because after 1935 they feared alienating their 
bourgeois allies. The Popular Front government 
of Prime Minister Camille Chautemps, never-
theless, did in 1937 nationalize the fi nancially 
collapsing railroads by acquiring 51 percent of 
the stock, but that was nationalization under 
the capitalist state’s control, without union or 
worker participation in management. 
 During the Popular Front, the Communists 
were often less radical than the Socialists and the 
CGT, and certainly less radical than many work-
ing class militants. Why did the Communists 
hesitate to build workers’ power upon the basis 
of the strikes, the progressive factory legislation, 
and the Popular Front’s electoral success? Why 
did the party fail to provide political leadership 
to advance working class power? The reason 
for the Communists’ restraint of the workers’ 
movement was the party’s desire to build and 
maintain a cross-class alliance with the French 
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bourgeoisie and to strengthen the state, particu-
larly to strengthen the military, so that France 
would be a strong ally of the Soviet Union in the 
event of an attack by Nazi Germany. To have 
raised demands such as factory committees or 
workers’ councils which threatened property 
and capital’s supremacy in the workplace or to 
have demanded strict and effective controls on 
prices and profi ts, which would have regulated 
or transformed the market, would have placed 
the Communists at odds with the Radicals and 
with the haute bourgeoisie, jeopardizing the 
French alliance with the Soviet Union. Stalin 
subordinated everything to the survival of his re-
gime in the Soviet Union, including the French 
working class. The Communist Party was the 
only party with the authority and organiza-
tion at the time to have led the working class 
to expand its power in French society, and its 
failure to do so would lead to government and 
employer reaction that would crush the workers’ 
movement. Before turning to that, however, we 
should discuss for a moment the Popular Front’s 
policies in other areas.

The Popular Front’s Foreign Policy
WHILE THE COMMUNIST PARTY ATTEMPTED 
to moderate the Popular Front as it dealt with 
labor questions — even in the face of a massive 
general strike and widespread factory occupations 
— so too it worked to moderate other policies. 
Sections of the French left strongly opposed the 
military, but after 1934 the Communists were 
not among them. While the Communists had 
in earlier years been opposed to the military and 
its budget, they now supported a strong France 
in alliance with the Soviet Union as a bulwark 
against Nazi Germany. Though the Popular 
Front nominally called for peace through general 
disarmament, neither the Popular Front nor the 
Communists supported any such policy in real-
ity. They wanted a larger budget for a stronger 
French army. This had political implications for 
domestic politics, for the French military, like the 
military establishment in other capitalist nations, 

was a mainstay of political conservatism, and the 
military budget was its life blood. Still, the French 
state had to be strengthened to resist the Nazis, 
and so the military budget had to be maintained 
or even increased.
 Among the French left, the Communists 
had, before 1934, been the most vocal and ac-
tive anti-imperialists. The Popular Front’s role 
in imperial affairs, however, did not oppose 
imperialism, but rather aimed at reform, at 
making the empire more successful by making 
it more effi cient and more humane. While the 
Communists and the Popular Front removed 
the notoriously reactionary head of the French 
overseas empire, they did not change the policies 
or the staff. As one historian has noted, “The 
Popular Front government coalition did not…
at any stage question imperialism itself, even in 
its programme for government.” 
 The Communist Party, once historically the 
most outspoken opponent of French imperial-
ism, now became instead, along with the Social-
ist Party, an advocate of a more humane empire. 
For example, rather than supporting Algerian 
independence, as it once had, the Communist 
Party now supported the Socialist plan for ex-
tending French citizenship to Algeria. During 
the Popular Front government, though at mo-
ments there was a loosening of governmental 
controls, in general, repression of movements 
for self-determination and independence from 
the empire continued in Vietnam. 
 The Communists could not support an 
anti-imperialist movement because that would 
weaken France. A strong France capable of 
fighting Nazi Germany and defending the 
Soviet Union could be maintained only by 
maintaining the French empire in Africa, Asia, 
and the Americas.

The Communists Restate 
Their Revolutionary Program

SURPRISINGLY, WHILE THE FRENCH COM-
MUNIST Party, in order to support the So-
viet Union’s alliance with France pursued these 
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moderate policies aimed at strengthening the 
French state and its empire and at restraining 
the labor movement and the left, it also paused 
long enough in the midst of this activity to re-
assert the party’s long term revolutionary goals. 
Toward the beginning of this Popular Front 
period, on November 21, 1935, the Commu-
nist Party restated its conviction that socialism 
could come about only through a revolution 
that destroyed the capitalist state and replaced 
it with “the dictatorship of the proletariat.” This 
working class dictatorship, the Party asserted, 
would, unlike Fascist dictatorships, be based 
on “real freedom and true democracy,” where 
workers and the popular masses elected their 
own representatives subject to recall at any time. 
 Yet, even as they restated this commitment 
to the dictatorship of the proletariat as a model 
of working class democracy, Stalin was at work 
in the Soviet Union liquidating the opposition 
in the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 
dismantling the workers’ councils (soviets), 
and ending the autonomy of the trade unions. 
That is, in the Soviet Union, the headquarters 
of the Communist International which set the 
policy of the Communist Parties throughout 
the world, the Stalinist counter-revolution was 
creating a dictatorship every bit as totalitarian 
as that of the Nazis in Germany, yet in France, 
the Communist called for a strategy of achieving 
workers’ democracy and socialist revolution by 
way of the Popular Front.
 What was going on here? How do these 
three contradictory tendencies — moderate 
policies in practice, accompanied by calls for 
revolution in France, and simultaneously a 
program of counter-revolution and dictatorship 
in Soviet Russia — coexist? What bound these 
three incongruous positions together? What 
held them together was Stalin’s need to keep 
control of the working class political organiza-
tions in Europe, parties and movements which 
he knew could play a decisive role in domestic 
politics and therefore in shaping foreign policy. 
To keep control of those increasingly radical 

movements during times of such tumult, he had 
to present the Soviet Union and Communism as 
a revolutionary alternative, even as he carried out 
a counter-revolution at home. It is this revolu-
tionary ideology and rhetoric that differentiate 
the Popular Front from simple reformism, the 
Communist argument that through reformism 
one can arrive at revolution. 

From the Popular Front 
to the Employers’ Offensive

TO RETURN TO THE DOMESTIC ISSUES and 
particularly to labor, the Communists’ failure to 
follow up on the strikes and factory occupations 
by building workers’ power in the workplace and 
in politics, meant that it was the employers’ who 
took the initiative. The failure to advance the 
power of the working class meant that the power 
of the capitalists advanced. In reaction to the 
strike — which had resulted in union recogni-
tion and contracts as well as social legislation, 
and also in a kind of de facto workers’ control 
over various aspects of the workplace — employ-
ers organized and then fought back. During 
the course of struggles in 1937, the employers 
created new associations and chambers at the 
center of the right wing offensive in politics. 
 So, by the late 1930s, a new right wing, a 
kind of anti-Popular Front, developed, made 
up of the old political right, new middle class 
conservatives, and the employers’ associations 
now under new management. This would be 
the right wing that would virtually welcome the 
Nazi invasion and that would form the political 
base for the Vichy government of France.
 While the Popular Front remained in 
power, it gradually lost ground in society and 
in politics because it failed to take initiatives in 
the workplace. The fi rst Popular Front govern-
ment of Léon Blum lasted only from June of 
1936 to June of 1937, to be succeeded by the 
more moderate socialist government of Camille 
Chautemps. Blum served as Prime Minister for 
a month again in the spring of 1938, but at that 
point the Popular Front, having lasted less than 
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two years, disintegrated. 
 With the Popular Front having collapsed, 
Édouard Daladier of the right wing of the Radi-
cal Party served as Prime Minister from April of 
1938 to March of 1940, 
providing political sup-
port for an employers’ 
offensive. Despite the 
Matignon Accords and 
the social legislation 
passed by the legisla-
ture, employers pushed 
workers to work more 
than the 40-hour week 
and to give up the two-
day weekend. The Daladier government issued 
decrees (déscrets-lois) reducing social services and 
increasing taxes on consumption and on wages. 
Price controls were ended in order to encourage 
capital to invest. 
 Workers reacted to the employers’ work-
place and political offensive in the late autumn 
of 1938, once again engaging in strikes and 
factory occupations, but by November 25 and 
26 the majority of the factory occupations had 
ended. Employers responded to the workers’ 
strikes with a lockout. The CGT, forced to 
respond, countered with a call for a 24-hour 
general strike on November 30, and, though the 
response varied in different regions and indus-
tries, a majority of organized industrial workers 
participated in the urban areas, though white 
collar and service workers were too intimidated 
to join in. 
 The Daladier government’s response to 
the strike was brutal, the worst of the inter-war 
period. The government arrested more than 500 
militants, condemning some to a few days in jail 
while others served terms as long as 18 months. 
Some union leaders lost their posts in tripartite 
commissions, while others lost their positions in 
transportation or the postal service or suffered 
some sort of sanction. Where the state was the 
employer there were fi rings and layoffs, as in the 
aeronautics industry where 35,000 to 40,000 

workers were let go. Many private employers 
closed their doors, fi red everyone and rehired, 
on the basis of individual not collective con-
tracts, only those they wanted, and they did not 

want the union mili-
tants. At least 800,000 
workers lost their union 
contracts to be rehired 
as individuals without 
union protections. In 
December of 1938 and 
again in April and May 
of 1939, the Daladier 
government issued de-
crees that effectively 

ended the 40-hour work week and established 
a week of 45 hours. Jean Zyromski, a left-wing 
Socialist labor leader said at the time that “the 
power of the bourgeois state has been shown to 
be strong and effective.” As the historian of the 
1938 strike Guy Bourdé wrote, “November 30 
[1938] marked the end of the dream of 1936.” 
 The Communist Party’s Popular Front poli-
cies of support for the capitalist government had 
disoriented and disarmed the labor movement 
and resulted in a catastrophic defeat. With the 
Popular Front and the unions defeated, and 
the right wing in power, there remained no 
effective opposition to Fascism in France. On 
May 10, 1940 Hitler launched an invasion of 
the Low Countries and France, and by June 25, 
the French government signed an armistice. 
The German Army occupied part of France 
while the rest of the country was controlled 
by the collaborationist Vichy government. In 
France civil liberties and political democracy 
disappeared, the left was suppressed, and the 
labor movement was subjugated. Wages and 
working conditions declined in France, while 
many French workers were sent to labor in Nazi 
Germany. By November 1943 over 1.3 million 
French workers had been sent to Hitler’s Ger-
many to work in factories there. The Popular 
Front had failed in France disastrously.

The Communists could not 
support an anti-imperialist 

movement because that would 
weaken France.
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Conclusion
THE POPULAR FRONT STRATEGY not only failed 
to stop fascism in France, but it also tended to 
disorient the working class, to bring it under the 
infl uence and the sway of the bourgeois political 
parties. At the same time it strengthened the 
hold of the Stalinist Communism of the Soviet 
Union over the most political and committed 
groups in the labor movement. Following World 
War II, a version of the Popular Front in Eastern 
Europe served as a phony democratic façade 
for the imposition of Stalinist Communism 
on the countries of Eastern Europe by the Red 
Army’s simultaneous “liberation” and conquest 
and occupation of those territories. Beyond that, 
Popular Front politics by other names — such 
as the Peoples’ Anti-Monopoly Coalition — 
became a permanent feature of the Communist 
Party and of other parties infl uenced by Stalin-
ism, such as the Maoists. The Popular Unity of 
Salvador Allende (1970-1973), what he called 
“the Chilean Road to Socialism,” represented 
yet another Popular Front experience, this time 
in the Americas, with the same tragic conse-
quences as in Europe in the 1930s. Eventually, 
what had been Stalin’s Popular Front evolved 
with the adaptation of the Communist Parties of 
Western Europe to capitalism and electoralism 
into what came to be called Euro-Communism. 
The Communist Parties simply became social 
democratic Parties by another name. 
 The tragedy of this Popular Front experi-
ence was that another alternative was possible, 
and that the Communist Party and its Popular 
Front not only blocked the path forward, but 
also collaborated with the capitalist class and its 
state in the suppression of that alternative. Many 
contemporaries and many students of the period 
today believe that revolution was possible. But, 
even if revolution had not been on the agenda, 
the possibility existed to build institutions of 
workers’ power, to strengthen the class inde-
pendence of workers, and to advance the fi ght 
for socialism. A revolutionary socialist labor 
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movement would have been a greater bulwark 
against fascism than the liberal capitalist state.
 What might have been done instead? For 
a moment in the mid-1930s it seemed as if 
the left wing of the Socialist Party, led by Jean 
Zyromski and Marceau Pivert, might provide 
a revolutionary leadership, but Pivert, though 
he founded the Gauche Revolutionnaire 
(Revolutionary Left), could not break from the 
orbit of the Socialists, while Zyromski leaned 
toward the Communists. Leon Trotsky and 
his followers in the small Trotskyist group in 
France criticized the Communist Party and its 
Popular Front line and proposed a revolutionary 
alternative, but Trotsky’s small group proved, 
for whatever reason, ineffective in infl uencing 
labor and left politics signifi cantly in that period. 
The Socialist Party with its long history and the 
Communist Party with its claim to represent the 
revolutionary experience of the Soviet Union, 
and the CGT with its labor union organization 
continued to exert an unbreakable hold on the 
French workers.
 We have the advantage today, an advantage 
resulting ironically from the general weakness 
of the workers’ movement, that we do not have 
to deal with powerful Socialist and Communist 
Parties. In the United States at least, no politi-
cal party has the sort of hold on the working 
class that the Socialist, Communists and CGT 
had in France. The same may be said to be 
true in Europe, Latin America, Africa, and 
Asia. Throughout the capitalist world leftists 
fi nd themselves in the position of having to 
rebuild the labor movement and the left from 
the ground up. Yet, though it is clear that the 
Democratic Party in the United States is a 
capitalist party at home which is committed to 
American imperialism abroad, some on the left 
propose building the social movements and the 
left through an alliance with the Democratic 
Party. While some argue for working within the 
Democratic Party to capture and realign it, oth-
ers argue for an “inside/outside” strategy seen as 
a war of position, taking advantage of the cover 
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of the Democrats to advance the left. As the 
experience of France in the 1930s demonstrates, 
such tactics tend to disorient the labor and social 
movements while bringing them under the sway 
of a political party with capitalist objectives. 
 What this means is that, while working to 
build the grassroots social movements and rank-
and-fi le labor movements which form the motor 
of workers’ power, we must simultaneously fi ght 

for the political independence of the workers 
movement and of the left. While a rank-and-fi le 
perspective is important, we must at the same 
time fi nd a way to project the notion of workers’ 
independent political power.

ED NOTE: A fully footnoted version will be found on 
our website, newpol.org.
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INTERVIEWER: I know that you are a retired fac-
ulty member from an undergraduate social work 
program and before that you were a counselor at the 
Veterans Administration, a teacher in Africa as well 
as at many other agencies in the human service fi eld. 
Why did you decide to spend your retirement years 
volunteering in the Sonora Desert in Arizona?
LOIS MARTIN: For many years I have been con-
cerned about the problems facing immigrants 
from Latin America. I read about the terrible 
number of deaths of Mexicans that occurred 
in the Sonora desert. That area is the border 
between Tucson, Arizona and Nogales, Mexico. 
When I moved to Arizona, I began volunteer-
ing, with Humane Borders, which was started 
in 2000 by two local ministers. Volunteers 
regularly drive four wheel trucks across the vast 
dry expanses of the Sonora desert to refi ll the 
water stations we have built and also to leave 
barrels of water along the paths that Mexicans 
trying to get into this country might follow. 
Many migrants, unable to get legal entry visas 
for the United States, walk for days (actually 
mostly at night when the risk of being found 
by the U.S. border guards is less) across this 
stretch of desert. It is one of the few areas on 
the border that does not have a fence yet and 
it is less patrolled by the U.S. border guards 
than other stretches of the border between 
New Mexico and California. But, it is a tor-
turous journey with temperatures often in the 
100-degree range and no sources of drinkable 

water. There are no houses or other landmarks, 
so many of these seekers lose their way and die 
from dehydration, Often they get separated 
from their families or the group they are crossing 
with. They fail by the wayside due to weakness 
or illness and their fellow migrants often cannot 
wait for them. Sometimes they are abandoned 
to die by the so-called, “coyotes,” criminals who 
smuggle people across the border for cash and 
then dump them in the desert, stealing both 
their money and their lives.

INT: What are the other groups you work with?
I have gone out into the desert with volunteers 
from the Samaritans. They focus mainly on 
locating lost or sick migrants and administering 
emergency medical treatment, or in the most 
critical cases, transporting them to hospitals in 
Tucson. If they recover they will be sent back 
to Mexico. I have taken fi rst responders’ train-
ing, so although I am not a doctor or nurse, I 
can do some basic fi rst aid and know how treat 
dehydration.
 The third group I volunteer for is the newest 
one, No More Deaths. It was started in 2004, 
primarily by a bunch of young people who were 
outraged at seeing more and more dead bodies 
in the desert. The Border Patrol, which keeps 
a count of the so-called illegals who have died 
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during the crossing, estimates that there have 
been at least 250 deaths this past year. That 
number refl ects only the bodies they have actu-
ally found! Rev John Fife, the co- founder of the 
other two migrant support groups, says that the 
number of dead is probably much higher. He 
also said that ten years ago there were almost 
no deaths recorded. He asserts that the U.S. 
government has created a gauntlet of death 
where only the strongest survive. He believes 
that the Border Patrol knows how life threaten-
ing the desert crossing in this area is, but they 
think that the threat of death will keep others 
from trying to enter Arizona. So, the Volunteers 
from No More Deaths have set up shelters in 
several places in the desert where the migrants 
can get some food, some rest in the shade, and 
even maps that might keep them from getting 
so lost. 

INT. Since it is so dangerous to try to enter the 
United States illegally (and many American believe 
it is also wrong to do so) why do so many Mexicans 
(and occasionally other nationalities) try to do 
this? Why don’t they wait for legal visas like other 
prospective immigrants do?
L.M.: First of all most of these people who 
undertake the journey are desperately poor. 
They are trying as best they can to simply put 
food on the table for their families. Many were 
farmers who lost their land or who came to the 
border areas to work in factories that have now 
closed their doors and moved to places where 
labor is even cheaper than in Mexico. Surpris-
ingly, globalization, which should help a poor 
country, has made their lives more diffi cult. An 
enormous amount of cheap food (our surplus 
crops) fl oods into shops in Mexico. The small 
farm owners cannot compete with American 
agribusiness companies in price, and so they lose 
their farms and lay off their workers.
 Finally, the waiting list for visas to enter  
this country legally is very long, Applying for a 
visa costs much more money than these people 
can raise and frankly they don’t stand much of 

a chance of being accepted, even if they get the 
money and are able to journey from their homes 
to Mexico City where there is an American Em-
bassy. U.S. visas usually go to professionals who 
have the special skills we need or who are spon-
sored by employers in the United States. The 
paradox of all this is that they’re plenty of farm 
owners in the States who count on low priced 
labor to plant and harvest the crops. There are 
also contractors who count on Mexican laborers 
for their building projects. Once they slip across 
the border into this country most fi nd jobs and 
family members to help them.

INT. What happens to the folks who get caught 
without documents crossing the border or living in 
the States without the proper papers? 
Well, that is another very upsetting part of the 
story and it varies a lot according to where they 
are apprehended. If the Border Patrol fi nds them 
in the American part of the Sonora desert they 
put them in trucks and drive them across the 
border to Nogales, which is the nearest Mexican 
town. That is a whole other problem. Once 
brought there they rarely have any money left to 
buy food or pay the bus fare back to their home 
village. They are virtually stranded. Nogales is 
full of impoverished people trying to survive 
…. Of course that leads to drug dealing, gang 
formation, and the like. The volunteer work-
ers from No More Deaths have set up some 
centers in Nogales and work with a branch of 
the Mexican government to try to help these 
folks make contact with family and fi nd a way 
to get back home if that is what they want to 
do. If Mexicans are found to be in this country 
illegally in other parts of the United States, they 
are frequently imprisoned, sometimes for long 
periods of time before they are repatriated. I 
have interviewed many of these folks and their 
stories are heartrending. One young man was 
brought to the States as a young child. His 
parents never had legal status so he did not have 
it either. At the age of 25 years, with a steady 
job and a family, he was picked up on a minor 
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traffi c violation in an urban center. When it 
was discovered that he wasn’t legal, he too was 
literally dumped in Nogales, without being able 
to notify his employer or his family ….

INT: What are your future plans with the support 
programs?
My new project is to create a network around the 
country of former volunteers who can help those 
folks who are being held in deportation centers 
in various cities, Sometimes the deportees need 
someone to help them obtain back salary that 
is owed to them by their former employers or 
they need legal representation. We also need 
to improve our ability to monitor the abuses 
of over zealous border guards and of course we 
need to lobby Congress for genuine immigra-
tion reform.

INT: How does the Border Patrol react to the support 
and advocacy work the volunteers do?
LM: Well obviously, they don’t approve of what 
we do. They see us as interfering with the per-
formance of their jobs. Now that Border Patrol 
is under Homeland Security they have stepped 
up their activities, Sometimes they cite us for 

littering, when they see us leaving water jugs, 
We have to waste the time of volunteer lawyers 
defending against the citations they issue,

INT: This all sounds like very draining work. What 
keeps you going?
LM: I would have to answer it is people who 
give me the courage to continue my work. I have 
met some of the most amazing strong decent 
people among those seeking entry into the 
country. A group of fi ve men I interviewed in 
Nogales came across a woman in the desert who 
was dying. Even though it meant they would be 
caught and sent back to Mexico, they carried her 
for several days till they could get to the Arizona 
border where she would get medical help.
 Of course each of the volunteers experiences 
moments of feeling overwhelmed with despair 
but, luckily, there is always another volunteer to 
buck you up, The young people who work with 
us are especially inspiring. It gives me hope for 
the future to see such dedication.
 This is the most satisfying work I have 
ever done. I hope to keep doing it as long as my 
strength holds out.
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IF THE PURPOSE OF A MEMOIR is to tell the 
story of a life or the evolution of an individual’s 

thinking, this one by Christopher Hitchens, the 
jowly, balding erstwhile en-
fant terrible doesn’t ring true. 
There’s no metamorphosis 
in thinking here — it’s more 
a whipsawing of opinion 
if not a trading up. And 
despite a heavy lathering of 
opinions, there’s precious 
little of his adult life as lived. There’s really very 
little in Hitch 22 that can’t be gleaned from any 
collection of his essays or even books, where he 
alternates between playing the clown prince and 
issuing Jeremiads against the godly and — less 
frequently now — the elected if not the elect. 
Considering that Hitchens’ (and it’s Hitchens, 
Hitch, or Christopher, never Chris, he says) 
likes and dislikes are as little a mystery to the 
reading public as are Joe Biden’s hair plugs or 
the absence of yellow cake in pre-invasion Iraq, 
Hitch’s tell-all-again might seen awfully familiar 
or even redundant. And it is.
 Not boring, though. Never boring. And 
certainly not ghosted. And — despite what fol-

lows here — a fi ne read. Plus, his asides to fi ction 
and to poetry well worth reading and knowing 
are bonuses in their own right if not always 

relevant to his points. He’s 
at least a replacement for 
the late mid-brow Clifton 
Fadiman or the overpriced 
and necessarily pretentious 
Britannica Great Books se-
ries. Still, at the end of Hitch 
22 we know no more about 

the man and why he thinks the way he does 
than before. Beyond a certain self reverential 
quality and a quirkiness that makes his acidic 
pronouncements seem overdone if not camp, 
it just may be there’s — just as Gertrude Stein 
said about Oakland, Cal. — “no there there.”
     Take these remarks, offered over time.
     In reviewing Walter Isaacson’s biography 
of Henry Kissinger after its 1992 publication, 
Hitchens wrote:

It became very clear to me, as I fi nished the 
book, that if I were to employ the argot of 
popular psychology, I could say I had been 
reading the profi le of a serial murderer…. 
From being a foe of Zionism when it looked 
like losing in 1948, to becoming an advocate 
of its most racialist and absolutist application 
when it was a power to be reckoned with, is 
not second nature to Kissinger.  It is his nature. 
There is no irony to ponder here, unless you 
consider Hannibal Lecter an ironist.
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Jump ahead to the present, too-clever-by-half 
volume and Hitchens is actually solicitous to 
the awful Paul Wolfowitz, the brains behind 
Donald Rumsfeld’s march to war and one of 
the reigning architects of the Iraq invasion. The 
Iraqi and American blood on Wolfowitz’s hands 
alone outdoes even Kissinger’s culpability for 
the crimes of the Chilean junta, yet Hitchens 
gives him a pass for being among “those in the 
administration who were making the case for 
‘regime change’ [and who] were sincere in what 
they believed.”
 What Wolfowitz was sincere in believing, 
Hitchens says by way of example, is that the 
United States made no claim to recolonize the 
Middle East either for itself or with surrogates. 
He believes Wolfowitz bent no truths when he 
told Hitchens that “American sympathy for 
Israel did not extend to expansion or coloniza-
tion.” He doesn’t doubt Wolfowitz’s veracity 
after saying, in effect, (because these can only be 
Hitchens’ paraphrasing) that “when the Turk-
ish government was being more than usually 
obnoxious, and refusing the use of U.S. bases 
on Turkish soil for the deployment of a ‘North-
ern Front,’ unless Turkish troops were allowed 
into Iraqi Kurdistan, ” Wolfowitz “was without 
ambivalence: Turkish boots on Iraqi soil would 
not be allowed. If the Turks insisted on exacting 
that price, the liberation of Iraq would go ahead 
without them (which it did).” 
 Now Kissinger is no serial murderer, as 
emotionally appropriate as is that thought. 
When I fi rst read the review — and on Hitch-
ens’ recommendation read Isaacson, too — I was 
enchanted with the description. So much for 
enchantment. And we know that Wolfowitz is 
not now nor has he ever been a regime-changing 
democrat. Praise for Wolfowitz is of course 
misplaced, as a moment’s refl ection would show. 
But Hitchens’ style won’t allow for refl ection; in 
fact, nothing he’s ever written sticks in the mind, 
except the pleasure of his skewering common 
enemies.
 What Hitchens is is a serial character assas-

sin when it comes to enemies and an oleaginous 
fl atterer of friends.
 There’s ample evidence for both in this 
memoir.

 

But what about style? Here Hitchens takes 
American journalists to task for writing as if 
their hands were webbed, and he would be right. 
What is memorable about Hitchens is exactly 
his felicity with language and his capacity for 
using humor in a humorless context as a delicate 
if sometimes imprecise weapon.
 In a moving account of his mother, Yvonne, 
her hard years as the child of an abusive father, 
her anxiety about class compounded by her 
abandoning any shred of Jewish identity to 
marry a British offi cer, assimilate into the Brit-
ish lower-upper-middle class, efface herself with 
penury to assure that her sons had Oxbridge 
educations, and eventually fl ee Britain with a 
lover and soon after take her own life — the 
story itself takes up much of the book’s early 
parts — it’s hard to match his description of 
Sylvia Plath’s poem “Daddy.” He relates it back 
to his mum, as being “the strictest verdict passed 
by a daughter on a male parent since the last 
reunion of the House of Atreus.”
 Or on a wintery visit with Jacek Kuron, 
the then-Polish Marxist and internationalist, 
and with other discouraged “veterans of the 
extremely nasty Polish Prison system” — this 
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years before the rise of Solidarnosc, when the 
Stalinist regime was still unchallenged and in 
command — he describes these resistors as 
having

a faint nimbus of optimism, visible on the 
very edge of a dark and cold star. It was, to 
put it another way, quite astonishing to see 
how much, and to what extent, the party-state 
depended on lies. Small lies and big lies. Petty 
lies hardly worth telling, that would shame a 
nose-picking, whining, guilty child, and huge 
lies that would cause a hardened blackmailer 
and perjurer to blush a bit.

This is all quite vividly done. We can feel the 
boot of Stalinism on the human face and heart, 
even as his glorious description does nothing to 
help us understand the command system better. 
For poets and court jesters and novelists, feeling 
can be enough. It’s an accomplishment to get 
that far. Hitchens, though, claims to be doing 
more. He fails.
 His take on individuals and ideas is just 
as subjective, and just as poorly explained. He 
writes of how “Saddam had given warning 
of the approach of his Ceausescu moment: a 
crazy meltdown of authority.” He calls Islam 
in essence “a fanatical religion which makes 
absolutist claims for itself and promises to 
supply — even to be — a total solution to all 
problems, furthermore regards itself as so pure as 
to be above criticism.” He pictures the Ayatollah 
Khomeini as “a black winged ghoul [who] came 
fl apping back from exile on a French jet and 
imposed a version of his own dark and heavy 
uniform on a people too long used to being 
bullied and ordered around.”
 He knocks Bill Clinton for being slow to 
war with Serbia, when as he says “Muslim Bos-
nia was a site of daily slaughter by Christians,” 
even as Hitchens and others were “trying to 
get Clinton to take some intelligibly vertebrate 
position on that,” as though Clinton’s (like 
Obama’s) policy failings had anything to do with 
a lack of spine and not everything to do with 
national and even global economic interests. 

 He calls Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson 
“tethered gas balloons of greed and cynicism,” 
— great stuff as catharsis or standup comedy 
but useless analytically.
 Thumbing through any of his work, you 
fi nd equally great language. Too often, though, 
it’s the language that’s in command. In his book 
on Tom Paine, he refers to arch Whig Edmund 
Burke’s broadside at the French rebellion, Refl ec-
tions on the Revolution in France, as “one of the 
most sulfurous counter-revolutionary screeds of 
all time.” Counter-revolutionary it was, more 
lucky that prescient and a bit thick, too, given 
that the Girondins and not the Jacobins were 
still its leaders, but “one of the most sulfurous?”
 Even where he tries to make an analytical 
point, or cast a serious observation, as when he 
writes of Tom Wolfe, the southern fop who is 
said to have used Hitchens as his model for the 
weasely British writer and dandy in The Bonfi re 
of the Vanities, that “much of Wolfe’s celebrated 
‘style’ was part of a revival of a right-wing poli-
tics based on the defensive class-consciousness 
of the well-off.” It’s a wonderful line, but is it 
true? 

MEANWHILE SOMEONE HE LIKES is de-
scribed in Olympian terms as “glamour-

ous and loquacious,” a woman “whose career 
as a civil rights champion … is barely to be 
equaled by any living person.” The Polish 
Marxist-turned-nationalist Leszek Kolakowski 
is named a “national hero” and someone for 
whom Hitchens was “honored” with being in-
vited to speak at a memorial meeting soon after 
his death. In another work, he names Conor 
Cruise O’Brien’s The Long Affair, a decidedly 
Burkean demolition of Jefferson as a dangerous 
Rousseauan philosophe, as “the most eloquent 
of the anti-Jeffersonian nonfi ctions,” which is 
like appreciating the style of Joseph de Maistre 
or Leo Strauss. I could add George Will, but 
he has no style, only affect.
 His pals Martin Amis, Ian McEwan, and 
James Fenton are treated throughout as though 
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they and he composed a quartet of oversexed 
lads in a beer commercial. There’s even a ho-
moerotic kiss-but-never-quite-tell rendering 
of Amis, while not one woman lover or dear 
female friend is named, even as he brags that 
he never had sex with any but beautiful women. 
His marriage is barely mentioned, though he 
acknowledges children.
 And while he prides himself on his taste 
and capacity for “strong waters,” he is contemp-
tuous of any recreational drug use, including 
marijuana. Hitchens has more opinions than 
any three people have the right to maintain. 
 No one who has ever seen Hitchens in 
action should be surprised. Those around 
the Campaign for Peace and Democracy will 
remember an episode played out at a 1989 
forum at New York's New School for Social 
Research marking the collapse of the old order 
and celebrating those heady days of upheaval in 
Eastern Europe. The evening gathering became 
so packed that safety considerations required 
restricting access and hiving off the overfl ow 
crowd. Hitchens, in his best Colonel Blimp im-
pression, hectored the crowd that the opponents 
of Stalinism in Europe wouldn’t scurry from a 
political meeting merely because it was crowded. 
It was left to Congressman Barney Frank, the 
liberal Massachusetts Democrat and Hitchens’ 
fellow speaker, to suggest that fi re marshals 
shouldn’t be confused with the repressive power 
of the state apparatus. 
 For some, the question on the table in 
L’affair Hitchens is why did this seemingly 
quintessential man of the left abandon posi-
tions he was synonymous with to join the State 
Department’s charmed circle. For this reviewer, 
Hitchens was never a man of the left if the term 
means someone who employs a class analysis of 
history and politics. Yes, that is harsh, because 
even Marxism at its best is not a science, politi-
cal positions are relative and anyone is free to 
follow R.H. Tawney’s injunction that “we are 
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all Marxists, you in your way and I in his.” Still, 
there is a pale pink thread running through all 
of Hitchens’ work, both in those older pieces 
that pass left muster and those that so dismally 
disappoint. It has to do with democracy and 
tolerance. Not a bad starting point, and cer-
tainly necessary but not suffi cient. Absent an 
understanding of imperialism as a violent social 
order and not the product of bad manners by 
scrofulous people, it’s no stretch to understand 
why quondam lefties would switch sides, espe-
cially if one side appears bloodthirsty and the 
other merely self-interested.
 Plus, if we are honest, Hitchens was always 
more harlequin than hero.
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Genocide Denial Light
G. M. GOSHGARIAN

IN A SOBER, BALANCED SKETCH of the history 
and historiography of the 1915 Armenian 

genocide included in a two-part article on 
Turkey published in the 
London Review of Books 
in September 2008, Perry 
Anderson notes that the 
perpetrators’ academic 
defenders have largely 
abandoned a discredited 
strategy of blanket denial 
for one of minimization 
or relativization, now 
increasingly discredited in its turn. He might 
have added that there has been a shift from 
genocide denial unabashed to genocide denial 
light in non-academic writing as well. The 
difference is that, outside the university, efforts 
at relativization or minimization continue to 
enjoy credit in the unlikeliest places. Verso, for 
example, has just released one: Ece Temelkuran’s 
Deep Mountain: Across the Turkish-Armenian 
Divide, a translation of some lightly upgraded 
newspaper journalism that began life in the 
mainstream Turkish daily Milliyet in 2006 and 
appeared in book form in Turkey two years 
later. The cover blurb touts it as a “nuanced and 

moving exploration of the living history [of ] and 
continuing dispute on the Armenian genocide.” 
The reformers at the Turkish Foreign Ministry’s 

Armenian Desk should 
sit up and take notice. If 
a radical left publisher 
in Britain fi nds genocide 
denial light nuanced and 
moving, are the political-
ly more tolerant friends 
of Turkey’s admission 
to the European Union 
not certain to gobble it 

up? And if it allows Turkey to duck its his-
torical responsibilities quite as effectively as the 
cruder kind does, what harm does it do to let 
the bien-pensant Armenophiles at home fl atter 
their sense that they are “pok[ing] a stick into 
the wheel of the world” (151) by restyling and 
repackaging the basic line?
 Verso is one reason to take the time to 
denounce Deep Mountain. A publishing house 
that has long honored its commitment to 
promoting critical left thought should not be 
promoting critical variations on standing Turk-
ish foreign policy. If its baffl ing endorsement 
of Deep Mountain stems from the ignorance of 
things Armenian betokened by the reference to 
“the Armenian community of Venice Beach” on 
prominent display in the fi rst line of its blurb, 
it is not too late for it to say so, and back up. 
(There is no Armenian community to speak of 
in Venice Beach.) Ignorance, in this case, would 
be the best possible excuse. If it has knowingly 
put its imprimatur on relativization of genocide, 
it ought to be summoned to say why.
 Temelkuran’s association with the Turkish 
left’s ongoing reassessment of the Armenian 
question is the other reason to notice Deep 
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Mountain. The leaders of the nascent Kemalist 
Republic, many of whom had Armenian blood 
on their hands, undertook to blot the mass 
murder from the historical record; their post-
Kemalist heirs are still at it. Many self-identifi ed 
leftists in Turkey have long countenanced the 
cover-up or even half-justifi ed the crime. In-
dications are that much of the fragmented left 
is now facing up to the task of exposing both. 
Temelkuran, a professed “democratic,” “inter-
nationalist” “socialist” (90), plainly conceives 
Deep Mountain as part of its attempt to set 
things to rights. Yet much of what is to be found 
in her text — the remark is intended neither 
as provocation nor as insult, but as a demon-
strable statement of fact — is akin to latter-day 
national-socialist treatments of the Holocaust. 
Whence the interest of calling attention to the 
contradiction: wider discussion of it may help 
spark a badly needed clarifi cation of the ambi-
guities muddying the political and ideological 
movement that has spawned Temelkuran’s book.
 Those ambiguities haunt two recent mani-
festations of a shift in Turkish leftists’ attitude 
toward the genocide. One is the ongoing protest 
against Hrant Dink’s January 2007 assassination 
and the Turkish state’s complicity in the crime. 
Dink was the Turkish-Armenian editor-in-
chief of a bilingual weekly that he founded in 
Istanbul in 1996. Long persecuted by the right 
for helping to make the once unmentionable 
1915 events a matter of guarded yet broad public 
discussion in Turkey, he was, for the same rea-
son, convicted of violating a 2005 law (Article 
301 of the Penal Code) against “denigrating 
Turkishness,” left without police protection 
despite his complaints about an intensifying 
barrage of threats on his life, and then executed 
in Istanbul by a teenager almost certainly acting 
at the behest of Turkey’s “deep state,” a nation-
alist network ensconced in the army, police, 
and administration. After his funeral, tens of 
thousands of people marched through Istanbul’s 
streets to cries of “We are all Armenians, we 
are all Hrant Dink.” The left-liberal Dink has 

since become something of a cult fi gure for the 
still fragile movement for democratization in 
Turkey; pressuring the Turkish judiciary to bring 
his murderers to justice has become one focus of 
a growing struggle against the state/deep state 

violence that has cost countless Turkish citizens 
their lives.
 As surprising as the wave of solidarity with 
Dink was a public apology by individual Turks 
to Armenians for the “Great Catastrophe” of 
1915, coupled with a condemnation of Turkey’s 
continuing denial of it. Posted on the internet 
in December 2008, it was signed by some 
thirty thousand Turks over the next few weeks. 
Initiators and signatories were protected from 
prosecution under Article 301 because the term 
chosen to designate the crime, a common name 
for it in Armenian, patently avoided identifying 
it as a genocide. The statement was nevertheless 
iconoclastic enough, by Turkish standards, to 
prompt the Turkish Prime Minister publicly to 
distance himself from it.
 Armenian reaction to the apology and the 
demonstrations of solidarity with Dink has been 
measured. It is often noted, to begin with, that 
these actions refl ect the views of a small mi-
nority in Turkey. Express refusals to apologize 
or demands for an Armenian apology, posted 
on the internet early in 2009 and reportedly 
signed by 100,000 people, show where majority 
opinion lies, as does the climate of nationalist, 
anti-Armenian and anti-Kurdish hysteria that 
set in across Turkey after Dink’s death. But even 
the critical minority’s campaign to put paid to a 
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one hundred year-old falsifi cation, it is argued, 
has to be evaluated cautiously, because limits 
on freedom of speech in Turkey, with sanc-
tions ranging from fi nes and imprisonment 
to torture and assassination, make it hard to 
discern moderation imposed by the state and its 
deep-state auxiliaries from voluntary approval of 
state policy. Thus the word the initiators of the 
internet apology chose to designate the destruc-
tion of the Western Armenians, “catastrophe,” 
is not irreconcilable with offi cial descriptions 
of the genocide as a terrible tragedy that befell 
the disloyal Armenians because the state had 
hastily to resettle them, not least for their own 
protection, and thus to conduct them through 
forbidding regions controlled by unruly Kurdish 
tribes, under the same adverse wartime condi-
tions that cost many more Muslims their lives. 
Article 301, in other words, may have allowed 
many who signed the internet statement (and 
raged against Article 301) to marry an apology 
for the “Great Catastrophe” to an apologetics 
for it, while conveniently prohibiting them 
from saying what they preferred not to: that the 
deportation and mass killing was a genocide, 
and/or that it calls for concrete, not just verbal, 
redress.
 Temelkuran put her name to the apology, 
and she puts her book under the sign of her ad-
miration for her friend and mentor Hrant. The 
skeptics will be pointing to the consonance of 
her aims with those of her Foreign Ministry and 
shouting that they told us so. Thus Temelkuran 
1) indirectly justifi es, in Part I of Deep Moun-
tain, Ankara’s main policy objective vis-à-vis 
Armenia, a normalization of diplomatic and 
economic relations without prior recognition of 
the genocide; 2) fi rmly condemns, in Part II, a 
proposed French law, which Ankara is fi ghting 
tooth and nail, to make denial of the Armenian 
genocide a crime, as Holocaust denial already is; 
and 3) faithfully reproduces, in Part III, Turkish 
diplomacy’s and the Turkish mass media’s stock 
image of the mighty U.S. Armenian lobby and 
the fanaticized Diasporan masses at its beck 

and call. More generally, she downplays issues 
of responsibility and reparations, and banishes 
the very thought that redress might involve 
territorial adjustments.
 As for her main positive prescription, 
Turkish-Armenian “dialogue” without precon-
ditions, it is useful to know, when assessing it, 
that the arsenal of measures with which Ankara 
has long battled international recognition of 
the genocide, ranging from economic reprisals 
to suspension of military agreements, has for 
the past fi ve years been crowned by a standing 
offer to create an Armenian-Turkish historical 
commission charged with determining what 
really happened in 1915. Ankara’s objective is 
to reinforce the false impression that the reality 
of the genocide is widely disputed by histori-
ans, while allowing the Turks to point to joint 
scholarly deliberations — or, failing that, their 
willingness and the Armenians’ refusal to engage 
in them — as proof of the good faith and open 
mind they bring to resolving the “‘genocide’ 
issue.” Temelkuran’s objective, she says, is to 
teach Armenians and Turks how to throw off 
the Mountain of Pain (the Turkish name for Mt. 
Ararat and the original title of her book) under 
which they both still labor because of whatever 
happened. The short form of her lesson is: let 
them talk about their “genocide” all they want, 
and listen sympathetically to their tales of woe 
until they fi nally get tired and stop. A certain 
family resemblance between that proposal and 
Ankara’s is hard to miss. Her humanist justi-
fi cation for hers, to be sure, is her own: only 
dialogue will allow the two sides to dissolve 
their differences in their Common Humanity. 
The purity of her intentions is beyond doubt. 
That does not necessarily recommend them.
 Before forgetting good intentions in order 
to concentrate on what they pave the way for, 
let us look at a passage that illustrates both. It 
is a plea for Armenian-Turkish reconciliation. 
Addressed by the author, qua “conciliatory 
Turk,” to a representative — that is, not yet 
conciliatory — imaginary Diasporan Armenian, 
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it is manifestly intended as a grand goodwill 
gesture: “I’d like, one day, to be able to sit and 
drink raki with you [in Turkey]... and talk about 
our history, whether it be ‘glorious’ or ‘black,’ 
with light hearts and light words. I want us to 
put it behind us, and I want us to have children 
who don’t have to know about what we’re going 
through now” (256).
 If you aren’t familiar enough with “our 
[Turks’ and Armenians’] history” to grasp why 
this confession is unlikely to disarm the dis-
trustful, take any mass murder you know bet-
ter. Grandpa was gassed in Sobibor, Grandma 
was raped for four years running and therefore 
not gassed, and you’ve just received, courtesy 
of Verso, a friendly little invitation to enjoy a 
beer and a bit of light-hearted banter about 
the whole bothersome business back home in 
Berlin with the best-selling author of Across 
the German-Jewish Divide. “Traumatised by 
accusation” (162), she’d like you to help her get 
over “whatever happened” (238) for good and 
all. Fair-minded to a fault, she’s willing, even 
eager, to help you to heal the trauma of “con-
stant victimisation” (162) in exchange. More: 
she generously offers to let bygones be bygones, 
for the children’s sake, in accents bespeaking her 
awareness of the fundamental human decency of 
her gesture. She even takes the trouble to assure 
you, in mid-peroration, that she keeps an open 
mind as to whether Germany’s treatment of 
the Jews was, on balance, “‘glorious’ or ‘black.’” 
Is that not, as the blurb gushes, “nuanced and 
moving”?
 It is not, at any rate, a momentary lapse. 
The passage is showcased at the very end of 
Deep Mountain. Temelkuran means it, just the 
way it stands. The proof is that the style and 
substance of the coda are in perfect harmony 
with the rest. 
 The rest sounds like this: “This is our 
[Turks’ and Armenians’] common history, 
something that happened to us all, whether 
or not you use the term genocide or blame a 
particular side. We have to recognize that, on a 

human level, there is still great pain over what 
happened — for all of us” (237). 

THAT ECUMENICAL CELEBRATION of our com-
mon human suffering has its historiographic 

corollary. While it is an indubitable certitude, in 
Deep Mountain, that it happened to us all, it is 
equally certain that, a century later, we do not 
at all know what happened. In that sense, we 
have, not a common, but two distinct histories, 
represented on “two distinct historical time-
lines,” Armenian and Turkish. “The highlights” 
on them are “completely different” (151). We 
must, then, forge a common history of our com-
mon suffering. How? “We can create a common 
history only if we appreciate the importance of 
historical events on both sides” (238).
 If the timelines involved are the usual 
two, this injunction is strictly comparable to a 
plea to evaluate Auschwitz with an eye to the 
Wannsee Conference on the one hand and, on 
the other, the Jews’ perfi dious betrayal of the 
Reich in collusion with the Bolsheviks and 
international fi nance capital. The formulation 
which has it that “what happened” happened to 
those who were murdered in the camps and to 
those who murdered them there is admissible, 
or not, in the case of the World War I genocide 
of the Armenians and Assyrians exactly as it is 
admissible or not in the case of the World War 
II genocide of the Jews and Roma. The same 
holds for the casual suspension of the ancillary 
question as to which “particular side,” murdered 
or murdering, was to blame for the murder. As 
for the bid to dissolve the distinctions between 
genocide and the “great pain” of World War in 
the night in which all wartime horrors are gray, 
it has its analogue in accounts in which the 
fi re-bombing of Dresden, the 1945 massacres 
of Sudeten Germans, German misery after the 
war, and life and death in the camps count as 
equivalent ordeals. In short, Deep Mountain’s 
general conclusions about World War I and 
the Armenian genocide recall those of familiar 
revisionist histories of World War II and the 
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Jewish genocide — with the difference that they 
are rather more extreme, and come, not from the 
nationalist right, but from the “internationalist 
socialist” left.
 The informed will have concluded that 
Temelkuran makes the genocide a “general and 
mutual massacre of the peoples of the East” that 
led to the extirpation 
of one of the mutu-
ally massacring sides, 
to cite an apology for 
the ethnic cleansing of 
Van Province that ap-
peared as Deep Moun-
tain was taking shape. 
Her book certainly ac-
commodates that kind 
of historical argument, 
proffered by Justin McCarthy and others. It does 
not, however, make this claim, or any other. It 
is not history or, in any rational sense of the 
word, argument; it literally reveals no more 
about 1915 events in Anatolia, microhistorical 
or macrohistorical, than Hamlet does. Rather, 
it presents itself as a report on interviews about 
Armenian-Turkish relations and therefore, in-
evitably, attitudes toward the genocide, which 
Temelkuran conducted in 2006-07 with mainly 
prominent Armenians (and a few token Turks) 
in Armenia, France, and the United States. The 
aim, she affi rms, is “to give the Turkish public as 
... accurate a picture as possible of the varying 
views ... of Armenians in both Armenia itself 
and the Diaspora” (x) — an admirable project 
that would have been well served by letting 
the Armenians involved speak for themselves. 
Temelkuran prefers relentlessly to fi lter, para-
phrase, and gloss whatever they might actually 
have said — a procedure she describes as “bring-
ing to [her] task less objectivity but more insight 
than would be the case for a Western journalist” 
(x) — in pursuit of a different goal. It is to make 
her material illustrate a century of struggle be-
tween the friends and foes of Turkish-Armenian 
dialogue. She thus makes an argument about 

history after all, evaluating it with the help of a 
criterion applicable in the absence of all direct 
reference to actual historical events. It runs: a 
statement about history is true if it fosters dia-
logue. This leaves room for interpretation: how 
do we know whether it does? Deep Mountain’s 
answer, the criterion of the criterion, runs: a 

statement about his-
tory fosters dialogue, 
and is therefore true, if 
it is proffered by one of 
the “Beautiful People,” 
“people like Hrant, peo-
ple like us who believe 
in dialogue” (180). It 
is even truer if it can 
somehow be attributed 
to Hrant himself.

 An example will show how this validating 
principle is applied. It is not Temelkuran, but a 
rare Turkish interviewee who declares, on behalf 
of the Turks in her Turkish-Armenian discus-
sion group, that “what happened” “happened 
to us all,” so that we must jointly write a two-
timeline “common history.” Her membership in 
the group already strongly suggests that she is 
a person like Hrant and us. This is proven, as is 
the idea that it happened to us all, etc., when, 
immediately after citing her, Temelkuran points 
up a certain similarity between that idea and one 
she assigns Hrant: “that’s what Hrant meant 
when he used to say that whatever happened 
had happened to us all, and that we shared the 
same history” (238). Q.E.D. 
 Let us leave aside the question as to whether 
that’s what Hrant really meant and, if so, why the 
people who had him shot did not, instead, hire 
him on. For present purposes, it suffi ces to note 
that not all Armenians are Ece Temelkuran’s 
Hrant Dink. Many are, rather, “hardline sectar-
ians” (180), also known as “shouters” (153, 248). 
These Armenian enemies of dialogue routinely 
identify themselves as such by rudely “thrusting” 
Turks such as Temelkuran “into the position 
of someone who has to ‘deny’ or ‘recognize’ 
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genocide” (208). An interminable parade of 
them winds its way through Deep Mountain. It 
includes the Yerevan “rocker” who asks her to 
leave his bar unless she “recognizes the geno-
cide” (25), although — paradoxically, for her — 
it is adorned with a huge Che Guevara poster; 
the children gathered at the Yerevan Genocide 
Memorial who scandalize her by asking, when 
they learn she is Turkish, whether she recognizes 
the genocide (29); and the “elderly couple” (151) 
disinclined even to put that question or any 
other to the young Milliyet reporter waiting 
expectantly outside their Paris bookstore, appar-
ently because they have gathered that she does 
not quite recognize the genocide. Spanning the 
generations, the Armenian hardliners also span 
the political and social spectrum, from the little 
world of former members and sympathizers 
of the Armenian Secret Army for the Libera-
tion of Armenia (one of whom, unbeknown to 
Temelkuran, owns that Yerevan bar) through the 
ranks of the Armenian Revolutionary Federa-
tion, “the most hardline leftist organization in 
Armenian political history” (220; the ARF is 
in fact a social-democratic party that furnished 
the Second International with a vice-president 
last year) to a leader of the neo-liberal ruling 
party in France, Patrick Devedjian (who acted 
as defense counsel for a comrade of the Yerevan 
bar owner tried in France in 1986 for Secret 
Army activity, thus bringing us full circle). In 
a word, Deep Mountain’s readers are invited to 
watch Temelkuran making the ostensibly shock-
ing discovery, from Yerevan to Los Angeles, of 
something she surely knew before she set out: 
a majority of Armenians right, left, and center, 
of both sexes and all ages, in Armenia and the 
Diaspora, are, by Deep Mountain defi nition, 
hardline sectarian shouters and shriekers.
 Temelkuran by no means denies that the 
Armenian fanatics who insist on genocide 
recognition have their opposite numbers on 
the other side of the Turkish-Armenian divide. 
One of her central theses, in fact, is that there 
are “hardline sectarians positioned on opposing 

sides of the same game” (180). The Turkish 
sectarians are the ultra-nationalists and fas-
cists. Whence a fi ne distinction. “Those who 
assault writers as they’re hauled into court,” 
Temelkuran declares (perhaps thinking of the 
thugs who tried to attack Orhan Pamuk when 
he was brought to court under Article 301 
in December 2005 for affi rming in an inter-
view that “we killed a million Armenians and 
30,000 Kurds”) “are no more representative of 
my people than those who chant ‘Recognize 
the genocide or get lost!’ are representative of 
all the Armenians living in distant lands” (99, 
emphasis added). The “all” is all-important: it 
indicates that the Armenian-Turkish divide 
runs between a representative majority of Ar-
menian extremists and an atypical minority of 
ultra-nationalist Turks. That may explain why 
Deep Mountain’s “illuminating look at the part 
nationalism plays in the way we see ourselves 
and others” (the blurb) is essentially a look at 
the blinding effects of Armenian nationalism 
on Armenians. The Turkish shouters are neither 
named nor described, let alone interviewed. 
Despite the subtitle (for which the author may 
bear no blame), Deep Mountain is thus about, 
not the Turkish-Armenian, but the Armenian-
Armenian divide.
 Better, it is about two Armenian-Armenian 
divides. For the hardline Armenian majority is 
itself divided. Most hardliners, as will appear, are 
at least a little “like us.” The worst aren’t. They 
are a race of calculators, a race apart. The reac-
tion they elicit from Temelkuran’s photographer, 
assigned the role of the sturdy Turkish yeoman 
in Deep Mountain, speaks volumes. After a brief 
glimpse of the species and “what makes it tick,” 
the honest fellow cannot bear to hear his GPS 
pronounce the word “Recalculating!” (187). 
The calculators form a subset of a somewhat 
larger coterie of cosmopolitan Armenian Los 
Angelenos. They are “the very picture of the 
‘sitting pretty’ Armenian Diaspora as painted in 
Turkey.” This pack of “wealthy businessmen and 
lawyers” “live in luxury” in their adopted country, 
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meet “poolside” in posh Los Angeles restau-
rants, smoke “long, thick cigars,” and speak in 
“exaggerated American accents” about “fi gures 
and dollars” (213-4). The irredeemable among 
them, true to their unnatural natures, insist on 
appearing anonymously in Temelkuran’s book 
and “are not at all that interested in talking to” 
her (they do not care about Armenian-Turkish 
dialogue). She dubs them Mr. Smithian and Mr. 
Brownian. They are, respectively, an “extremely 
infl uential fi gure in Armenian lobbying circles” 
and his “powerful, wealthy friend,” “prominent 
not only in Armenian circles but on the na-
tional political scene as well.” Both boast that 
they “enjoy increasing infl uence over policy and 
politicians” in the United States (182-4). The 
reader will get the picture, even if he has never 
heard of Armenians.
 What do Smithian and Brownian and their 
ilk want? Ask, fi rst, what they do not want. They 
do not want to “go into any details about what 
happened in 1915.” They do not want “to talk 
about dialogue, or mourning, or messy details” 
(185). They can rattle off the names of Anato-
lian towns, it is true, but they do not really care 
about the land, “the blood ... shed in the lands of 
Anatolia throughout history” (75) or “the people 
at one” with that “blood-soaked land” (5). The 
proof of this inhuman indifference to blood and 
soil? “They’d consider the [Armenian-Turkish] 
issue solved so long as they received reparations.” 
These money-grubbers want greenbacks and 
nothing else: “millions of dollars.” (Temelkuran, 
a down-home Anatolian sort for whom the 
logic of a Brownian’s calculations is in any case 
“incomprehensible,” may have missed a few 
zeros: the grasping Armenian-Americans who 
fi led a lawsuit against the Turkish government 
and two Turkish banks in U.S. Federal Court 
in late July 2010 are talking billions.) Brownian 
doesn’t beat around the bush: “We don’t want 
land, we want money!” (185). “Buying peace,” 
Temelkuran exclaims, appalled; “how removed 
the sentiment is from the Middle East, how 
foreign ... to Turkey” (185-6). 

 Over against the Armenian hardliners, who 
are legion in Deep Mountain, stand those on the 
other side of the Armenian-Armenian divide, 
those who, by “leav[ing] the shouting to others” 
(239), provide living proof that it can be crossed. 
These people believe in dialogue, like Hrant. 
The irrefutable evidence is that they do not 
demand that Turks “‘recognize’” the genocide 
before establishing relations with them. 
 This category of dialogue-minded Arme-
nians has its poetic and prosaic subdivisions. 
Temelkuran encountered many of the prosai-
cally reasonable when she travelled to Yerevan 
in 2006 to gather material for what has become 
Deep Mountain, Part I. The timing of her trip 
was not accidental. Turkey had sealed its border 
with Armenia in 1993, aggravating the newly 
independent country’s already dire poverty. Now 
it was offering to lift its crushing economic 
blockade and establish normal relations, but 
only if Armenia dropped its insistence that 
Turkey fi rst recognize the genocide. Milliyet sent 
Temelkuran east to reconnoiter. They “can’t have 
forgotten,” someone may well have told her be-
fore she boarded the plane, “that the dispute over 
the ‘genocide issue’ is the main reason the border 
remains sealed” (49). Her generally sympathetic 
report on the country indicated that they had 
indeed not forgotten. Focusing on its economic 
misery, and giving good play to an interview 
with an economist and TV personality who set 
great hopes on a resumption of good-neighborly 
relations, it also showed that the Armenians had 
drawn the right lessons from Turkey’s economic 
warfare. “‘It’ll be great when the border’s open!’” 
a representative tired, poor Armenian woman 
excitedly exclaims. “‘For you and for us!’” “‘Tell 
[the people in Turkey],’ she seems to be saying, 
‘tell them to open the border right away!’” (49). 
 Temelkuran told them, adding that this 
woman was hardly the only Armenian ready to 
“talk as though the border issue is completely 
unrelated to the ‘genocide issue’” (49). It remains 
to be seen whether Deep Mountain qualifi es as 
prophecy. In October 2009, with Washington’s 
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and Brussels’ benediction, Yerevan signed pro-
tocols with Ankara supposed to pave the way for 
a resumption of normal relations, going so far 
as to accept the idea of the Turkish-Armenian 
historical commission. In April 2010, the Ar-
menian parliament — probably grateful for 
Turkish foot-dragging — froze ratifi cation of 
them. There the matter stands.
 Overwhelmed by Temelkuran’s convinc-
ing depictions of the ex-Soviet Armenians’ 
desperate economic plight, the Armenophile 
Turks who are her ideal readers will be hop-
ing, for these poor people’s own good, that the 
ratifi cation process comes unstuck. But they 
will also have noticed that the mainstay of Deep 
Mountain’s defense of Republican Armenian 
reason is a Turkish economic blockade. Like the 
objection that Part II repeatedly raises against 
the pending French bill to criminalize denial of 
the genocide — “Hrant Dink has warned” that 
“the Armenian community in Istanbul ... could 
face grave consequences if the law passes” (107) 
— an economic blockade, albeit a powerfully 
persuasive argument, is morally uninspiring. 
Deep Mountain aims to inspire and uplift. It 
therefore provides this crass coercive logic with 
its ennobling humanistic supplement.
 That spiritual icing on the economic cake 
consists in the demonstration that there exists 
a subcategory of dialogue-minded Diasporan 
Armenians beyond Turkey’s reach who want 
to put the “genocide issue” aside, not “to avoid 
economic collapse” (107), but of their own free 
will; their goal, like Hrant’s, is a dialogical, 
common-humanity relation with like-minded 
Turks. This brings us to Deep Mountain’s subtlest 
contribution to the intellectual arsenal of geno-
cide denial: a fuzzy-logical defense of refusing 
to “recognize” the genocide that simultane-
ously constitutes a rejection of Ankara’s refusal 
not to “deny” it. This may seem baffl ing, but 
Temelkuran offers an impassioned plea against 
the bitter injustice of the law of the excluded 
middle. She is as staunchly opposed to it as she 
is to the proposed French law against genocide 

denial, and ultimately for the same reason. 
That reason is put in the mouth of a Beautiful 
Armenian, the psychoanalyst Hélène Piralian. 
When it comes to “denying” or “recognizing” 
the Armenian genocide, this “exquisite” (160) 
French-Armenian informs us on Temelkuran’s 
behalf, tertium datur (there is a third possibility).

“IT IS, OF COURSE, AN INJUSTICE,” Piralian is 
quoted as saying, “to divide a people into 

‘deniers’ and ‘non-deniers.’ There are Turks 
whose reactions to the Armenian story fall 
into neither category” (162). It is of course an 
injustice for the same reason that it of course 
happened to us all: because saying so encour-
ages Armenian-Turkish dialogue of the kind 
that people like Hrant, Hélène, and us are for. 
What kind of dialogue? “It isn’t about genocide 
or reparations” (164). It isn’t about territorial 
concessions, either — perish the thought: “land 
disputes are always resolved with blood” (217), 
and “‘Western Armenia’... has been under Ot-
toman or Turkish control since about 1500 CE” 
(217n), and, as Hrant once “thundered,” “moved 
to tears”: “‘Yes, we have our eyes on this land. 
But not to take it away — just to be buried deep 
within it!’” (223). About neither genocide nor 
reparations nor (for Armenians this side of the 
grave) land, the dialogue with conciliatory Turks 
like Temelkuran, to which any Armenian can 
gain admission by accepting the legitimacy of 
the non-denialist/non-non-denialist approach 
to “whatever happened,” is about “wounds and 
healing” (164). Temelkuran would appear to 
concede, most of the time, that the wounds 
to be healed are mostly the Armenians’. From 
this it follows that the dialogue is of a special 
sort, so that it might be better “if we replaced 
‘dialogue’ with a different word: listen. Listen 
in silence until they’ve said all they need to say” 
(235). This will “alleviate the burden of these 
confl icting versions of a shared past.... That’s 
what they need” (208).
 “We,” however, know that most of “them” 
do not know that “that’s what they need.” Our 
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fantasy therefore threatens to founder on the 
fact that the real supports of our imaginary rela-
tion are, on our own witness, mainly sectarian 
shouters, resistant to therapeutic dialogue with 
such as us. Deep Mountain proposes the classic 
humanist solution to this problem. It runs: 1) 
the basis on which we can “share [their] stories” 
is our “common humanity” (199); 2) de-Middle-
Easternized Brownians and Smithians aside, 
even Armenian hardliners have a share in it; 
ergo 3) “people like us” can experience fl eeting 
moments of communion even with hardliners. 
We may thus reasonably hope that they, too, 
will one day become willing partners in the all-
embracing dialogue of reconciliation that will 
efface the Armenian-Armenian and, simultane-
ously, Armenian-Turkish divides. Meanwhile, it 
isn’t our fault if they haven’t come round.
 The crucial corollary runs: Just as, in much 
of the world, our Common Humanity is North-
ern European, so in Eastern Turkey — Anatolia 
— our Common Humanity is Anatolian. With 
that, we have arrived at the fantasy that sustains 
the fantasy of therapeutic reconciliation, the one 
on which Deep Mountain ultimately rests.
 Temelkuran did not invent it. Anatolian-
ism is currently in vogue on one Turkish leftish 
fringe. In its innocuous adolescent Armeno-
phile variants, it has its votaries swooning over 
Anatolian-Armenian folk rock, sobbing over 
Fethiye Çetin’s 2004 best-seller about her aged 
Anatolian-Turkish grandmother’s confession 
that she had been an Anatolian-Armenian as 
a girl (My Grandmother, Verso, 2008) and, in 
advanced cases, scouring the family tree in quest 
of that (latterly) badge of Bohemian-Stamboliot 
distinction, an Armenian grandmother of one’s 
own. In its deadly Deep Mountain strain, it is an 
elaboration of the conciliatory humanist’s fi rst 
article of faith: we can come to terms with them 
because they are (almost) like us.
 “Us,” to be sure, is us Anatolians, not us 
Turks. Anatolia, however, has been under Ot-
toman or Turkish rule since about 1500 CE. 
How, then, do even Armenian hardliners sig-

nal that they have not ceased to be Anatolians 
and are therefore capable of one day crossing 
the Armenian-Turkish divide? They do so “as 
though sending out a signal fl are of some kind.” 
In the middle of “unemotional discussion[s] of 
dry matters,” “all of a sudden, unaware perhaps 
of what they’re doing,” they “recollect the ‘old 
brotherhood’ and launch into Turkish.” This 
“happens to them all the time” (233). They 
continually and irrepressibly burst into Turkish 
song, or recite Turkish poetry, or pepper their 
conversation with phrases displaying an inti-
mate, affectionate knowledge of things Turkish. 
Even when they don’t know that universal-
izing tongue, they smile at Temelkuran “in the 
language of Anatolia [Turkish]” (166). They 
sooner or later drop their affected European or 
American manner to become more warm and 
sincere, that is, more Turkish (as is indicated by 
the fact that these striking shifts to the genu-
inely human plane are “even more striking” in 
the case of those who “have once lived in Turkey” 
[125]). And they dream of a mythical place 
called “Western Armenia” that Temelkuran 
plainly takes to be Turkey, because, troubled by 
their obsessive invocations of the former, she 
keeps asking them if they have ever visited the 
latter, and is repeatedly astounded to discover 
that many have not. For her, the conclusion is 
obvious: “the Diaspora is in love with the same 
country they fear” (163) — Turkey. Or, rather, 
Anatolia, and therefore also Turkey.
 These imaginary relations with our imagi-
nary relations form Deep Mountain’s deepest 
ground. They attest that what happened hap-
pened to us all because it happened to the 
fraternal union we once formed, restoration of 
which is the object of the fantasy of reconcili-
ation between Diasporan Anatolians and the 
stay-at-homes. Better: Deep Mountain lets the 
Anatolian shouters themselves show, like sig-
nal fl ares, that that brotherly union persists in 
and through the Anatolian-Anatolian divide. 
“Something shameful happened that summer” 
of 1915. Shameful, indeed: Anatolian raised his 
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hand against fellow Anatolian. (The Turkish 
Foreign Ministry calls this “civil strife.”) “Who 
was guilty, who was stronger — it’s been talked 
over for ninety years.” Yet, paradoxically, “we’re 
still not talking.” About what? About the whole 
family’s “pain.” “Would it not be better to talk 
about that,” and “better to go slow”? After all, it’s 
only been ninety years. Moreover — or on the 
other hand — “our enemies” [that is, the foreign 
foes of us Anatolians] are profi ting from our silly 
little spat about what to call our fraternal quarrel 
(99). As Hrant once thundered, these meddlers 
are passing laws on “genocide” and “genocide 
denial” in order “to obstruct dialogue between 
our people” (if you’re wondering whether the 
printer dropped an “s,” you haven’t understood a 
thing). “If the label we attach to our pain makes 
it impossible to discuss that pain” (100), should 
we not, as patriotic Anatolians, forget about 
“mere labels,” remember that we are “a people 
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bound together by tales of Anatolia,” and get on 
to the real, the only serious business to hand: 
telling and listening to those stories? It is a mat-
ter of some urgency: “our people have scattered, 
to Armenia, France, America, and who knows 
how many other places [Armenia?] — members 
of a Diaspora even in their own countries” (192).
 It was necessary to reproduce this much of 
Temelkuran’s vision in order to make that last 
sentence comprehensible. Many a reader will 
still not have understood it. Those who have will 
also have understood that it is, at the discursive 
level — her manifestly good, internationalist 
intentions notwithstanding, there is unfortu-
nately no avoiding the word — genocidal. One 
hopes the movement she belongs to will notice 
the fact, and point that out, not last to her. 
 As for Verso — it is perhaps time to send 
it a signal fl are of some kind. 
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NYONE WHO KEEPS UP TO DATE on the 
saga of the labor movement, its fumbling 

efforts to climb out of 
an ever-deepening hole, 
its moments of national 
influence and its mo-
ments of furious interne-
cine fi ghting, will likely 
have been receiving email 
memos from the Service 
Employees union for at 
least several years, and 
almost as likely to have 
been receiving bulletins 
attacking the leadership of same union during 
the last year or so. It is a curious thing altogether, 
along with so much else popping up unbidden 
on the web, and many veteran observers, not 
to mention labor activists young and old, often 
seem to lack the baseball game-style program 
that would explain these particular players, 
their positions and their revealing stats. Can 
anyone now remember when Andrew Stern, 
now much under attack despite having raced 
to the showers, was batting .350? How about 
Mary Kay Henry, his successor at SEIU, or Sal 
Roselli, the challenger from the National Union 
of Health Workers: which notable fastballer or 
even knuckle baller was throwing more shutouts 
at the employers?
 Baseball metaphors have probably lost 
their laugh value, but the charges and counter-
charging email memos often do not seem much 

better at explaining things. Everybody, or at 
least everybody who is vocal, seems to have a 

team and is a rigorously 
loyal team player. Many 
spitballs, not to mention 
beanballs, are thrown (sor-
ry for another Summer 
metaphor) by one fac-
tion against another, more 
than at any time in my 
days since the palace coup 
against the Old Right in 
1995, and more between 
self-described progressive 

factions against each than anytime in memory.
 What’s it all about? Labor’s Civil War in 
California, a short history of the confl ict, writ-
ten from a highly partisan standpoint, pinpoints 
(and arguably over-pinpoints) the source of the 
confl ict in the behavior of Andrew Stern from 
the early years of the new century onward. Stern 
was the Golden “Boy” (that is to say, not quite as 
elderly as most other labor leaders, and presiding 
over some victories rather than steady defeats) 
of labor’s declining era, among other successes, 
leading the SEIU to the largest single victory 
since the 1940s, the enrollment of nearly 75,000 
employees of the homecare industry in Southern 
California.
 There was something about this victory, 
actually several poignant details, that do not 
quite place it in the pantheon of glorious labor 
struggles of the past. First, it was a political 
deal, like most of the unionization of public 
employees, at every level of government, since 
the 1950s. Democrats had to be fi nessed, and 
they got a big something in return. Second, the 
members of the workforce, containing many 
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from Mexico and elsewhere in Central America 
(or Asia) did not entirely know that they were 
joining a union! Good luck that their wages 
improved, bad luck that they learned they had 
to pay monthly dues to some mysterious orga-
nization far from their own infl uence, let alone 
control.
 This type or at least this scale of victory 
was, nevertheless, widely viewed as the great 
lever hurtling a revived American labor move-
ment forward. It didn’t happen, and by the new 
century, Stern was evidently growing restless. 
Meanwhile, the hotel and restaurant workers, 
key to the most unionized city in the nation 
(no, not Detroit anymore but Vegas, home of 
the casinos, resort hotels and thousands of non-
unionized sex workers) merged with UNITE, 
the remnant of the old, heavily Jewish “needles 
trade” unions whose industry had disappeared 
overseas — except for the new sweatshop 
thousands who remain unorganized. HERE 
had the energy and the plan, UNITE had the 
Amalgamated Bank with its fi nancial reserves 
from generations of dues collections. HERE-
UNITE and SEIU together abandoned the 
faltering AFL-CIO together and set itself upon 
a vigorous agenda, supported by the Carpenters, 
Teamsters, Laborers and Farm Workers. Within 
the new Change to Win coalition (or mini-
federation), disillusion soon set in, and some of 
the key players were at each others’ throats.
 At this point, we pass into highly disputed 
territory. Following the example of the declin-
ing AFL’s regional and local bodies — which 
merged, purportedly to save money but very 
much against the will of many local central 
labor council members — Stern devised a plan 
to merge ever larger former SEIU locals into 
super-locals. The results, considered outrageous 
by many, were strictly predictable: more power 
at the top, less at the bottom. If the super-locals 
were more effi cient or capable of taking on 
management, no one could prove it.
 The hyper-energetic campaign to elect 
Barack Obama and its aftermath proved al-

together the fi nal precipitating factor. SEIU 
threw enormous dues money and energies into 
voter registration and drives for the big “O,” 
quite a contrast to some other sectors of labor, 
notably the American Federation of Teach-

ers, whose leaders seemed to consider Obama 
unreliable on defense (i.e., of Israeli interests) 
and anyway, unelectable as a person of color, the 
union’s political chiefs fi nally bowing before the 
nomination results — but not cheerfully. What 
did SEIU or any other union get from the new 
president? Very little in the short run, certainly 
not the labor reform promised. Obama was 
hamstrung by Congress or…he was a Business 
Democrat after all, notwithstanding a friendly 
appointment or two.
 By this time, former UNITE president 
Bruce Raynor (long known as one of labor’s 
valiant fi gures for creating union locals across 
racial lines in the South, and disliked among 
labor’s aging cold warriors for his New Left 
background) urgently sought to withdraw his 
troops and his bank account from the merger. 
The HERE-UNITE membership drive had not 
been all that successful after all. Never mind: 
HERE wanted the piggy bank, and arguably 
needed it to hold on in a recession economy, 
let alone advance. Thus the scenario of multiple 
back-stabbing that emerged, along with a bright 
and shiny new player on the scene: the National 
Union of Health Workers.

If Change-to-Win, now minus 
several of its founding unions, 

was destined to collapse, as some 
claimed eagerly, what did that say 
for the AFL main body, stuck in 

the same old rut as ever?
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ERE A LITTLE HISTORY IS USEFUL, if per-
haps not so useful as one might hope. One 

story has to do with Jobs with Justice, launched 
a bit more than twenty years ago with great 
hopes, by veterans of New Left vintage and 
Alinsky-orientation, including Stern. Fronted 
most curiously by one of the otherwise most 
intimate of Lane Kirkland’s buddies, Com-
munications Workers leader Morton Bahr, and 
allied with other union leaders scarcely known 
for a progressive bone in their bodies — but 
hopeful of some labor revival — JwJ had a good 
run. Labor solidarity across race, ethnic and 
gender lines, mobilization on behalf of strikers, 
coalitions with community organizers (notably 
ACORN) and so seemed to promise much. And 
then it ran out of steam, for a variety of reasons. 
Remnants still linger on locally, barely, without 
attracting much notice.
 Another story goes back further in history 
properly to Local 1199 in New York City, a 
hospital workers’ union that could be described 
as the last success of the Old Left (Popular 
Front division). The most interracial, politically 
progressive union carried on heroically as FBI 
assaults and raiding destroyed other Left unions 
or decimated them so far (as with UE) that they 
could hardly be recognized. A leadership crisis 
following the retirement of the old leadership 
ended the glory days but the 1199 past suc-
cess effectively set the pace for other unions of 
health workers to proceed amongst the most 
ill-treated but also rapidly expanding sector of 
the American workforce.
 Except that progress was proving diffi cult 
here, too, and the confl icts between and among 
several unions were growing ever more messy. 
By the early months of 2010, the NUHW was 
winning over handfuls of locals by convincing 
members of their democratic practices, while 
SEIU responded with legal threats, sometimes 
more than threats. Andrew Stern resigned, 
succeeded by a quietly leftwing, openly lesbian 
Catholic unionist, Mary Kay Henry. It was a 
maddening moment for NUHW supporters 

because Stern had been so easy to hate (along 
with his leading lieutenant, Anna Burger, whom 
he had anointed to succeed, but who could not 
convince the other functionaries). Meanwhile, 
former UNITE leader Bruce Raynor continued 
to joust with HERE for money and members, 
bringing a portion of former HERE member-
ship, along with a chunk of the treasury, into 
SEIU in the bargain. What a mess!
 The efforts to explain or untangle the mess 
have not, so far, been a great deal of help. Find-
ing a disinterested observer is about as hard as 
fi nding a peacenik at a Tea Party rally — or an 
actual socialist in Obama’s circle of economic 
advisors. An essay by Max Fraser in the Nation 
( July 5, 2010) usefully summarizes the situation 
but like others, places nearly all the weight, good 
and bad, upon Stern the personality.
 Cal Winslow’s fi ne little book lays out fuller 
details and is quite helpful, in its own fashion. 
It does not seek far behind the layers of cur-
rent discussion, it offers few deep historical 
insights into what has made American labor 
organizations so predictably bureaucratic and 
conservative (note: I made a stab at this in Tak-
ing Care of Business) and what continues to make 
Andrew Stern, for any and all faults, not much 
like, say, inept, morally repugnant fi gures like 
George Meany and Lane Kirkland who were 
nevertheless ardently supported by most union 
leaders along with the intelligence agencies that 
counted upon their collaboration at home and 
abroad.
 Still, Winslow has done better than some of 
Stern’s major critics or at least as well as others. 
Herman Benson, for instance, longtime head of 
the Association for Union Democracy (AUD), 
has been raging at Stern for crimes so familiar in 
the sectors of labor that Benson rarely bothered 
to criticize, a habit that Winslow unwittingly 
identifi es by hailing the AFL fi gures speaking at 
a recent HERE convention, hailing down criti-
cisms on Stern that anti-reformers like James 
Hoffa, Jr., among others that could have made 
more credibly by talking back at the mirror. 
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Not quite “a seminal moment” in US history, 
as commentator Juan Gonzalez insisted at the 
time, it is more likely destined to be remembered 
as another round of collective defeat-turned-
inward. If Change-to-Win, now minus several 
of its founding unions, was destined to collapse, 
as some claimed eagerly, what did that say for 
the AFL main body, stuck in the same old rut 
as ever?
 Winslow’s strong point is his reportage of 
SEIU efforts to shut down California health 
workers’ move toward NUHW, and his con-
clusion that these workers have responded by 
bringing a higher level of democracy, rank-and-
fi le participation, into union practice. Is this 
democratization a tactic or a goal? Do we see in 
it the potential rebirth of the kind of democratic 
participation that was the nature of the IWW, 
sometimes the early CIO (sometimes not), the 
Teamsters for a Democratic Union project and 
so many others at local and regional levels that, 
with some exceptions, were always turned back?
 This is a good and necessary question, 
and one that is not really aided by the single-
minded, even obsessive project of bringing down 
Andrew Stern the personality, the labor leader, 
the apparently unwanted public face of Ameri-
can unionism. Or by elevating assorted critics 
of Stern (and his allies) into more than mere 
tactical allies, making them veritable paragons 
of union democracy. 
 All the more so when the sudden retirement 
of Stern seemingly drains much of the juice out 
of the current attack narrative. We never really 
learn, in the polemical perspectives of Benson, 
Winslow or another shrewd observer, Steve 
Early (whose union days in the Communica-
tions Workers were no strangers to jurisdictional 
disputes, or to thuggish union presidents until 
the present CWA leader, for that matter), why 
the marriage of HERE and UNITE did not 
work, or why in not working, did not lead to 
some kind of amicable divorce. And thus why 
the continued presence of Bruce Raynor, one of 
labor’s best in recent decades, would turn out 

(according to insiders) to be the real bone in the 
throat of the NUHW and its obligatory allies. 
John Wilhelm, as the dynamic leader of HERE, 
another authentic labor hero and founder of 
CtW, was now eagerly returning his union to 
the AFL that he rejected only a few years ago, 
adding more confusion to at least some outsid-
ers.
 More perhaps to the point than all this: with 
so much blood on the fl oor, how might things be 
settled so that the task of organizing the unor-
ganized can actually begin to take place again…
before unions collapse under the accumulating 
weight of their debts and membership losses? 
It’s a ponder.

ERE WE CAN USEFULLY TURN to the rank 
and fi le of the NUHW, a vital, tragic but 

also heroic story in its own right. This rank-
and-fi ler is someone whom I met, or seem to 
have met, forty years ago and then again, for a 
few days, when a doomed attempt was made to 
relaunch Students for a Democratic Society and 
a counterpart post-student body, the Movement 
for a Democratic Society. Paul Krehbiel and I 
were among the few non-youngsters on the 
latter scene, greatly changed by age but with 
basically the same non-Communist/Maoist, 
anti-imperialist, syndicalistic politics as we had 
when young and doubtless more vigorous.
 Paul was a Buffalo (more properly Tonawa-
nda) suburban lower middle class/ working class 
kid of the 1950s-60s. He traces his radicalization 
during the Vietnam Era with great care and 
candor, something remarkable for a life-time 
organizer/activist who did not become anything 
close to a professional writer. His closely-con-
sidered details include parents, pals, enemies, 
girl friends, teachers and others. But perhaps 
the most poignant stories are not quite told: how 
he gave up art, his deepest pursuit, for being a 
lifetime political activist. But we do learn how 
he went to art school in Toronto, not far across 
the border, and how he defended teachers there 
who had been fi red. But the summer job, between 
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semesters, proved to be decisive.
 Paul was one of those rebels for whom my 
magazine Radical America, launched in 1967, 
had been created. We devoted ourselves to 
social history, especially labor history, and our 
readers were mainly graduate students. But we 
were thinking all the time that there might be 
a direct way to infl uence a rapidly changing 
class confl ict. The demography, a majority of 
white males, was melting away, and with it, a 
considerable segment of the automatic redneck 
support of war and invasion, also the racism, and 
so on. In 1968, dreaming at the age of twenty 
of being a professional sculptor and meanwhile 
working in a metal plant, he watched as two 
of his fi ngers were crushed by a stamper. He 
needed a life change.
 It came as he dropped out of art school and 
started attending a blue collar college in Buffalo. 
There was Students for a Democratic Society, 
waiting for him. He became an activist and a 
good down-to-earth one, but also studied hard, 
as many of us did in those days (defying the 
stereotype of the stoned-out radical student). 
He naturally gravitated to blue collar organiz-
ing, including draft resistance, fi gured out for 
himself the best literature from any part of the 
Left to give to prospective draftees as he talked 
to them.
 His retelling of the various local (sometimes 
national) activities in this sector is one of the 
best anywhere, so much so that it defi es sum-
mary. The space between the factory and the 
campus, the changing sentiment of the com-
munity from the stand point of one activist, ends 
only in 1971, and by then Krehbiel has covered 
more than four hundred pages. It fast-forwards 
to one last, brief chapter on life after the 2000 
election. One wishes he had started earlier and 
covered more space in the recent years, but his 
fi nal lessons come to the necessity of nuts and 
bolts in building mass movements. No one 
knows better how diffi cult these are.
 It is no surprise, then, that Krehbiel’s blog, 
linked to Labor Notes, is one of passionate at-

tachment to NUHW, to its leader Sal Roselli, 
and to the day-to-day events in one work-place 
location or another. Krehbiel updates the Win-
slow commentary usefully — and continually.
 And yet so much remains unknown, un-
certain and troubling. Is the NUHW struggle a 
metaphor for a very different kind of unionism, 
one little-known in the main body of the AFL, 
and if so, how comfortable are fellow enemies 
of Stern and his successor likely to be with such 
a bottom-up style? Is SEIU going to “implode,” 
as assorted critics of Stern have been prone to 
predict, or, more likely, under Henry, will tri-
age on behalf of the vigorous, healthy sections, 
protecting those from the damaged branches 
reattaching themselves (if all goes well) to the 
NUHW. Will the remnants of CtW slink back 
into the AFL? Or more likely in the saga of 
union quarrels, will the confl ict drag on for years, 
driven as much by the familiar personal enmity 
as any other logic. Actually, this time around, 
money is an even bigger motive: the Federation 
has too little to offer the departed internationals, 
in return for their dues payments. But perhaps 
this factor might also work the other way, to-
ward reconciliation of some kind, probably with 
Bruce Raynor taking a well-deserved retirement, 
and his faction of HERE-UNITE dissolving 
into an already reconciled HERE-UNITE-
AFL.
 A longer discussion than these books allow 
might turn our attention to the larger failure 
of the labor movement to organize much of 
anyone, and the propensity of unions to snatch 
territory from each other at great expense to 
their treasuries and to morale at large. There 
may be as many actual auto workers now as 
in the later 1980s, but the UAW is looking at 
colleges (and some AFT locals), casino work-
ers (HERE-UNITE locals) and so on. Those 
non-union plants in the South and elsewhere 
are obviously less inviting targets. The same 
goes, naturally, for the undocumented work-
ers in today’s sweatshops, especially garment 
industry shops: these seem to have been written 
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off in advance. Endless other examples could be 
found. How do these books help an exploration 
of this topic and why do they not go further in 
exploring it?
 Whatever the case, the situation for 
NUHW is dire. SEIU has lots of resources and 
lots of friends in high (as well as other) places. 
Settlement with SEIU, including the survival 
of a vigorous collection of their locals in Cali-
fornia, would appear to be the best solution for 
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“The Eisenhower years have been years of fl abbiness 
and self satisfaction and gross materialism . .. . The 
loudest sound has been the oink and grunt of private 
hoggishness. . . . It has been the age of the slob.”

William Shannon, New York Times writer quoted by 
Richard Rovere in The American Scholar, Spring, 

1962

“[W]e’ve grown unbelievably prosperous and we 
meander along in a heavy, humorless, sanctimonious 
stultifying atmosphere, singularly lacking in the self-
mockery that is self criticism. Probably the climate 
of the late 50s was the dullest and dreariest in all 
our history.” 

Eric Goldman, historian, in “Goodbye to the Fifties 
and Good Riddance,” Harpers Magazine, January 

1960

“The eight Eisenhower years were great years for the 
Republic. . . . Largely by their own efforts, individu-
ally or involuntary association the American people 
made giant strides in nearly every fi eld of endeavor 
under the benign laws of the Republic.” 

Quoted by Alan Brinkley from an unpublished Luce 
Memoir in his biography Henry Luce and his Ameri-

can Century New York, 2010

F ONE TAKES THE CLAIMS of this biography 
seriously much of the credit for changing 

public opinion may well go to Britt Haddan 
and Henry Luce, the creators of Time: Time 
the Weekly News Magazine and subsequently 
Time Incorporated embracing Fortune, Life, 
and Sports Illustrated. 
 The fi rst issue of Time appeared on March 
3, 1923 published and edited by two young 

Yale graduates with little experience and no 
substantial fi nancial backing.
 Henry Luce was the child of a Presbyterian 
missionary to China . He was born in China and 
arrived in the United States when he was twelve 
to attend the highly regarded Hotchkiss School 
in Connecticut. Britt Hadden was the son of a 
wealthy president of a Brooklyn savings bank. 
They became close friends. Both were obses-
sive strivers and big men on campus. Luce was 
the more serious scholar but Hadden’s colorful 
personality made him a great favorite among 
his fellow students. Though good friends, they 
were fi erce competitors. But Luce usually came 
in a close second to Hadden. Luce was defensive 
about the poverty of his missionary father and he 
stood in awe of Hadden’s privileged upbringing, 
social sophistication and ability to make friends. 
Luce felt himself to be an outsider. At Yale they 
continued their competitive friendship, both 
served on the Yale Record, although Hadden 
became its editor, beating out Luce. Luce wrote 
for several other college publications and earned 
a Phi Beta Kappa key. While Hadden was at 
best a mediocre student, he was chosen by his 
class as “most likely to succeed “ and having 
“given the most to Yale.” Both were obsessed 
to be chosen for the Senior Society, Skull and 
Bones. When Luce made it after some fearful 
waiting he felt that he was now a member of the 
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“most exclusive society in the world.” Hadden 
took his selection for granted. 
 By 1918 Hadden and Luce were pleased 
by America’s entrance into World War I . They 
served in the Yale Reserve Offi cers Training 
Core and for a brief period were sent to a 
training camp in South Carolina. There they 
informed the uneducated hillbilly soldiers what 
the issues were and the obligation the United 
States had to save the world for democracy. 
 After their graduation a friend from Yale 
got them jobs at the Baltimore News. It was 
here that first plans to start a weekly were 
discussed. They would devise a magazine that 
condensed stories from a variety of newspapers 
and magazines covering all aspects of contem-
porary culture, news, foreign affairs, politics, 
sports, the arts, theatre, and human interest. A 
reader of the entire magazine would be able to 
hold his or her own at any cocktail party or din-
ner, so long as one did not probe the depths of 
a subject. Both Luce and Haddan did not think 
it possible to underestimate the knowledge of 
the average American. Their magazine would 
be dedicated to informing and entertaining a 
middle class audience. It is generally accepted 
that the uniqueness of the idea, the title, Time, 
and the colorful language and word creation 
were all the product of Hadden’s risk-taking 
imagination. Brinkley suggests that Luce knew 
from the start that he was the junior partner 
of any collaboration with Hadden. Luce’s tal-
ent lay in his business acumen. Hadden would 
be the editor and Luce the business manager. 
They planned to periodically switch positions 
but it was clear that Hadden was not cut out to 
manage affairs so it fell to Luce to become the 
business manager.
 The difference between the two men was 
vividly described by Dwight Macdonald, an 
early associate at Time:

Luce/Hadden: moral/amoral, pious/wordly, 
respectable/raffi sh, bourgeois/bohemian, in-
trovert/extrovert, somber/convivial, reliable/
unpredictable. Slow/quick, dog/cat, tame/wild, 

effi cient/brilliant, decent/charming, Puritani-
cal/hedonistic, Naïve/cynical, Victorian/18th 
century.

 The author is clearly more appreciative of 
the practical and necessary talents that Luce 
brought to management than he is of the often 
reckless conduct of Brit Hadden . Not long after 

the magazine showed real promise of becom-
ing a great success, Hadden became bored with 
the operation and gave more time to drinking, 
chasing women, and pursuing a lively, carousing 
night life. 
 Luce, on the other hand, had an enormous 
belief in appearances and a respect and admira-
tion for the lives of the wealthy and powerful. 
Social associations were important to him 
although he felt uncomfortable and awkward. 
Luce, during his courtship of the socialite Liz 
Hotz ,was taken with the parties, balls, dinners 
and Lake Forest social scene. As the son of 
poor missionaries in China he did not have the 
wherewithal to keep up but received consider-
able help from Nettie Fowler McCormick, the 
widow of Cyrus McCormick of the great farm 
machinery company. The two upstarts did man-
age to raise $100,000 to begin the venture. By 
mid-1924 after a shaky beginning, the publica-
tion was defi nitely catching on and by the end of 
the year was making a profi t. Three years later 
Hadden bragged that Time was a “successful 
established institution” noted both for its disci-
plined brevity and unique and entertaining style. 
Hadden proved to be a world class word-smith. 
He was credited for using the Iliad as a model in 
developing such compound adjectives as “fl abby 

His left leaning writers’ 
enthusiasm for the 

administration angered him.
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chinned,” “snaggle-toothed,” “coffee-colored,” 
“bandy-legged,” and “trim-figured.” While 
ridiculing an Alabama Senator, Tom Hefl in, 
Hadden created the verb to “heffl e” which he 
defi ned as “to talk loud and long without saying 
much.” The magazine was well received and 
viewed as lively, witty and entertaining. Brinkley 
notes that despite some obvious failures and 
weaknesses “it was consistent and homogeneous. 
It presented readers with a familiar and predict-
able experience.” The editors bragged about 
their “cover-to-cover readers.” 
 Brinkley makes much of this phenomenal 
achievement and for the most part credits Luce. 
As Hadden spent less time at the offi ce, Luce 
actually took over the editorship. Their close 
friendship gradually fell apart and by 1928, 
fi ve years after the founding, Hadden was on 
his death bed. In addition to poor health from 
alcoholism he was diagnosed as suffering from 
Streptococcus veridans that led to severe blood 
poisoning from which he failed to recover. 
Luce visited every day and despite Hadden’s 
weakened condition kept insisting that they 
launch a new business magazine. Hadden was 
contemptuous. He had little use for business-
men and corporate America in general. Luce’s 
grand venture of an oversized glossy format 
printed on cream-colored pages appalled Had-
den, who described it as “high class Babbitry.” 
He had been devoted to turning Tide, a house 
organ to solicit advertising into a general maga-
zine dealing with advertising. Tide, as developed 
by Hadden, deliberately ridiculed some of the 
advertisers in Time. He was dedicated to expos-
ing and ridiculing the culture of consumption 
and the absence of any ethical standards that 
allowed companies to promote shoddy goods 
and lie about their products. Luce hated Had-
den’s cynicism and quickly ended the magazine 
in 1930. 
  What took place during those last bedside 
discussions is not clear except to say that in a 
handwritten will Hadden insisted that his share 
of the stocks in Time Inc. remain in his fam-

ily. Luce needed to purchase them in order to 
have controlling ownership of the company by 
giving him unlimited power to shape its future. 
He used that power immediately to launch 
Fortune. There is a much more incriminating 
account of Luce’s response to Hadden’s death 
and his subsequent purchase of the controlling 
stock in Isaiah Wilner’s, The Man Time Forgot: A 
Tale of Genius, Betrayal, and the Creation of Time 
Magazine. Wilner makes much of the fact that 
despite an effort by Hadden’s cousin and a Time 
editor, John S. Martin, to have a major obituary 
in the magazine it was nixed by Luce and the 
editors. Only a brief notice appeared. Brinkley 
views Martin’s pleas as an “overwrought effort” 
and signifi cantly ends the chapter with the 
notice that Hadden’s name was removed from 
the masthead.
 Brinkley speculates on several scenarios if 
Hadden had lived. He concludes that the history 
of the company would have been profoundly 
different but that Hadden’s “raffi sh Mencken-
like outlook …represented the disillusioned, 
skeptical, fl ippant culture of the ‘Jazz Age’” 
which was passing and that Luce on the other 
hand was the “serious, earnest questing excep-
tion to his generation’s style; and his sense of 
purpose, even of mission may have been better 
suited to the more sober 1930’s than Hadden’s 
ironic temperament . . . “ 
 Brinkley then launches into the phenom-
enally successful creation of Fortune which 
Hadden had so ferociously opposed. This was 
followed later by Life, the equally successful 
picture magazine. All of this clearly proved 
that Luce did not need Hadden. He performed 
brilliantly as the sole editor-in-chief. He notes 
that Luce “rarely spoke of Hadden” and that over 
time fewer and fewer people had ever heard of 
him. Brinkley states that Luce saw “nothing to 
gain from dwelling on his former dependence on 
his longtime friend.” The outrage of Hadden’s 
mother is not mentioned.
 Throughout the biography, Luce’s intel-
lectuality is repeatedly stressed. He had been 
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precociously intelligent in his school days. He 
was always preoccupied with ideas. He was, 
despite bias and dogmatism, an “intellectual 
omnivore.” He “devoured ideas” from many 
sources and sought out “interesting thinkers’ 
on issue after issue.” All were amazed at his 
intellectual curiosity, but, as one editor noted, he 
didn’t “believe anybody could tell him anything” 
and that he had no one to talk to on his intel-
lectual level. In later life Brinkley reports that 
he developed “intellectual relationships” with 
[such] major theologians as Reinhold Niebuhr, 
Henry Sloane Coffi n, Henry Van Deusen, and 
Paul Tillich. Little light is shed on those con-
versations. It was the evangelical, Billy Graham, 
that Luce loved for his “old fashioned religion 
and his “extremely conservative politics.” 
 Luce, Brinkley reports, had no use for small 
talk and repeatedly insisted that he had no in-
tellectual equals. Clair Booth Luce, his second 
partner in a disastrous marriage, recalled that 
he “could think of no one who was his intel-
lectual superior.” When she suggested Einstein 
he dismissed him as a man who borrowed the 
ideas of others without crediting their work. 
Unfortunately few of these ideas or issues is ever 
discussed. The books he read are seldom cited. 
At my count only two, a biography of President 
McKinley and a rather strange and oblique 
reference to Lionel Trilling’s critical study of 
Matthew Arnold are mentioned. But there is 
no discussion here of his opinions concerning 
Arnold’s focus on Culture and Anarchy. At one 
point he did discuss the philosopher Alfred 
North Whitehead in a letter to his son Peter. 
Again there is no development of the discussion. 
  Brinkley repeatedly stresses the amazing 
success Luce had with his publishing ventures. 
One example was his ability to recruit famous 
writers and signifi cant leaders to write for his 
magazines. The list of important literary fi gures 
that initially contributed to Fortune is astonish-
ing: James Agee, Dwight Macdonald, John 
Hersey, Robert Fitzgerald, Robert Cantwell and 
John Kenneth Galbraith. Later many of the left 

leaning writers quit, angered by his increasingly 
right wing positions. He often pandered to 
celebrities and leaders to get them to write for 
him. They did so for the tremendous circulation 
insured. Alfred Kazin recalls Luce’s “taste for 
Big Ideas and Big Thinkers” and it was through 
them and his publications that he would inform 
the world. 
 Surely one cannot dismiss his achieve-
ments in the world of publishing. As Brinkley 
notes, “in his own time he was among the most 
powerful media fi gures in America and perhaps 
the world.” His leftist critics did not simply 
disdain Luce they feared him as the head of 
a powerful propaganda machine capable of 
narrowing the horizons of readers while at the 
same time manipulating and mobilizing them. 
They believed that the “easily deluded middle 
class could easily fall under the infl uence of a 
powerful and persuasive media.”
 What is one then to make of this record of 
dubious opinions held by an allegedly powerful 
intellect. The last Democrat Luce supported was 
Al Smith largely because of his strong religious 
faith. No other Democratic president or aspirant 
received the support of Luce publications. He 
found Kennedy attractive and pandered to him, 
but the magazines supported Nixon in 1960. 
Luce had little use for FDR and was early on 
an opponent of the New Deal . His left lean-
ing writers’ enthusiasm for the administration 
angered him. He was determined to get Fortune 
“straightened out ideologically.” His critics 
charged that he had turned Fortune into an 
organ of conservative political propaganda.
 Always fascinated with “Great Men,” Luce 
treated Mussolini and even Hitler with some 
admiration and respect in the 1930s and Time 
treated Hitler and the Nuremberg rallies as great 
spectaculars managed by a great man. Joshua 
Billings, one of his most astute editors, remarked 
that even as an older man Luce maintained his 
“boyish susceptibility to Greatness.” 
 With Life, the picture magazine accompa-
nying Time the Luce publications maintained a 
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sentimental and Pollyannaish vision of America. 
Brinkley is aware and seemingly tolerant of the 
“amiable positiveness” of the Luce vision. He 
writes that in “an era blighted by Depression, 
prejudice, social turmoil, and the shadow of war, 
Life offered the comforting image of a nation 
united behind a shared, if contrived, vision of the 
American Dream.” Even when the devastating 
pictures of poverty by Margaret Bourke White 
were available, Life did not use them and when 
James Agee and Walker Evans chronicled the 
lives of Southern share-croppers on assignment 
from Fortune the editors declined to publish 
the pictures or Agee’s diffi cult text. From the 
very fi rst issue of Life there was an affi rmative 
celebratory view of Americans happily pursu-
ing the American dream. When the magazine 
pictured the workers at the great Fort Peck Dam 
in Montana, the shabby squalor of their miser-
able shanty town was muted and the residents 
photographed “in restaurants and bars, laughing 
drinking and fl irting” in happy satisfaction. All 
of this is recorded by Brinkley but he appears 
to appreciate Luce’s affi rmative challenge to the 
inevitable grim realities stressed by leftist critics.
 Luce, Brinkley insists, was never a racist 
and gave constant support to civil rights but 
he often spoke of African-Americans and Jews 
in the most blatant of stereotypes. As Brinkley 
apologetically explains, he occasionally fell into 
the “casual bigotry of the upper class” of his time, 
referring to the “the Jewboy doctor who lived in 
a “swank Jew apartment on Riverside.” 
 With the approach of war, the Luce pub-
lications thrived in an atmosphere of patriotic 
unity. Luce supported Wendell Wilkie with wild 
enthusiasm in the election of 1940 much to the 
chagrin of some of his editors. On February 
17, 1941 Luce published in Life The American 
Century.” Brinkley sees it as “the most infl u-
ential article he would ever publish.” It simply 
stated that America had the greatest power and 
the greatest commitment to democratic values 
and it should devote all of its power and tech-
nological know-how to spreading these values 

throughout the world. It implicitly wanted an 
immediate declaration of war against Germany. 
The response to his essay was tremendous . 
While many agreed , others still demanding 
peace saw Luce as a propagandist war monger. 
Many on the left saw the statement as an im-
perialist manifesto demanding American world 
wide domination. Norman Thomas criticized 
Luce’s “nakedness of imperial ambition.” Brin-
kley s argues that the message of the essay “could 
not accurately be described as imperialism.” This 
statement is followed by a “But” used constantly 
to mitigate previous statements. In this case 
Brinkley concedes “that the U. S. mission in the 
world did indeed profoundly change the shape 
of the nation and the globe.” John Lukacs, the 
erudite conservative historian, sees Luce as a 
perfect example of evangelical imperialism. 
While infl uential it was hardly original, much 
of it taken from Walter Lippman and Archibald 
McLeish. The title echoed a phrase used de-
cades earlier by H.G. Wells. 
 Following the “American Century” article 
with the coming of the war, Luce launched into 
his save China from totalitarianism campaign 
through the good offi ces of Chiang Kai-sheck 
and his wife. Together they would bring great 
modernization to China. He ignored all 
charges of widespread corruption among the 
Nationalists. He would listen to no one who 
was skeptical concerning Chiang and insisted 
that the war be expanded into China. He was 
outraged at the refusal of both the Truman and 
Eisenhower administrations for not coming to 
the aid militarily of the Chinese nationalists. 
When his own reporter, Teddy White, refused 
to knuckle under and continued to attack the 
Generalissimo, he was fi red. 
 Brinkley notes that Luce’s hopes for the 
post-war world were largely incoherent. In his 
view the State Department had betrayed China 
and he used all of the right wing rhetoric about 
losing that vast country. When the Korean War 
came he hoped it would lead to a war with China 
and was outraged at Truman’s dismissal of that 
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great man, General Douglas MacArthur. 
 All through the fi fties he waged an obses-
sive war against Communism. He denounced 
Paul Robeson and attacked his editors for not 
stressing his “traitorous attitude toward the 
U.S.” There is no discussion of the government’s 
treatment of the actor and activist. He charged 
State Department staffers such as John Carter 
Vincent and Owen Lattimore with responsibil-
ity for the sellout of China. Brinkley has a “but.” 
He claims Luce’s attitude toward Communist 
subversion was more “nuanced” than many of 
the hard core anti-Communists. His support-
ing evidence is Luce’s contempt for Senator Joe 
McCarthy. True, but he opposed McCarthy 
because his reckless accusations gave the good 
cause of anti-Communism a bad name. Brinkley 
goes on to argue that Luce’s “broader interest 
in Communist ideas. . . .was an intellectual 
one” and he spent most of his time repudiating 
liberal anti Communism and favoring his own 
Cold War brand. His model was Sidney Hook. 
Luce’s attacks on Dean Acheson and General 
George Marshall were hardly nuanced. Acheson 
was seen as a “ symbol of error and disaster” 
and he charged Truman and Marshall with 
“endangering the future of humanity by their 
incompetence.”
 He continued to give speeches that were, 
according to Brinkley, “fumbling and unintel-
ligible,” demanding a more aggressive foreign 
policy. When the Vietnam War broke out he 
had great hopes that it might expand to China. 
  Luce wrote the introduction to a tedious 

book on the need for national goals which was 
denounced as having little substance. Brinkley 
agreed with that judgment. 
 In conclusion, after this dreary record of 
a man allegedly devoted to intellectual discus-
sion and ideas, Brinkley concludes that Luce’s 
power was controlling public opinion but in fact 
he was unable to exercise as much power as he 
wished. He detested and opposed F. D. R. but 
his criticism had very little impact on Roos-
evelt’s policies. He railed for years about the 
failure to support Chiang and nationalist China 
but never overcame America’s unwillingness to 
challenge the Communist regime. Although 
he had close relationships with Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, and Johnson, rarely did they take his 
advice. The Luce publications, Brinkley states, 
were “refl ections of the middle-class world, 
not often a shaper of it.” He did not change 
the world but he played an important role in 
the creation of new forms of “information and 
communication.” His magazines were “always 
the most important of his achievements.” The 
editors insisted that Luce share the credit for 
that achievement. After Luce died in 1967, 
Briton Hadden’s name was restored to the Time 
masthead. 
 I closed this volume unclear as to why 
Henry Luce deserved such a massive and largely 
generous biography. Just what great service did 
the Luce publications provide other than an 
early version of the sound bite culture we have 
grown to accept?
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LET ME BEGIN WITH A CONFESSION: While 
the 1980s are a blur to me, I recall the 1970s 

with a crispness and precision that has led me 
ever since to replay-
ing the mental tape of 
those years, trying to 
understand how things 
ended up as they did. 
The latter decade to 
me still means the aw-
ful decline of popular 
music, Reagan’s smarmy 
self-righteous speeches, the horrors of the wars 
in El Salvador and Nicaragua and seemingly 
fruitless protests to stop them, the AIDS cri-
sis, homelessness, and most of all the literally 
physically crumbling infrastructure around us as 
jobs were lost, factories closed, neighborhoods 
and cities rotted, a process so well captured in 
Michael Moore’s fi lms.
 Jefferson Cowie has given us a wonderfully 
readable, if necessarily depressing, account of 
the working class in the 1970s. It turns out that 
the tape is worth replaying. This was, after all, 
the turning point; the moment when working 
class hopes in the United States, and around 
the world, might have been realized to a greater 
degree in struggles over control of work and 
for social justice; or alternatively, the 70s could 
have been the last hurrah, the point where the 

illusions of a New Deal and social democratic 
hopes went down in fl ames, followed by a rena-
scent capitalist class’s arrogant victory lap that 

seems to still be going 
on, despite Wall Street’s 
having turned to ashes 
most of the resources 
society entrusted to it. 
How, and why the latter 
scenario won out over 
alternative futures is the 
subject of Cowie’s Stayin’ 

Alive: The 1970s and the Last Days of the Working 
Class. 
 This book is the most important work on 
the U.S. postwar working class since at least 
John McDermott’s neglected The Crisis in 
the Working Class of 1980, and is likely to get 
more notice than that unsung work did given 
its unfortunate timing. As a work of history, it 
might be the most groundbreaking and original 
national history of a working class since E.P. 
Thompson’s Making of the English Working 
Class, even given its opposite theme which is 
partly overstated in the subtitle. For Cowie, 
aside from providing us with a highly readable 
and very plausible account of the defeat of U.S. 
working class hopes and projects through that 
decisive decade, has also overcome a number 
of the weaknesses that eventually developed 
in the school of social history that focused on 
working class studies. These often involved 
close, highly detailed accounts of the origins 
and growth of particular groups of workers in 
specifi c crafts, cities or regions. The relation-
ship drawn between such workers and popular 
culture or religion often seemed to try too hard 
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to copy Thompson’s seamless weaving together 
of English popular culture and working class 
self-making. Thompson had tied together the 
material and symbolic into a socialist human-
ism embodied in a class on the move. Instead, 
later approaches, at times drowning readers in 
detail more appropriate to Ph.D. dissertations, 
favored identity politics and then postmodern 
discourse methodologies, and ended up fi nding 
the working class an impossible project in the 
fi rst place, as though it had never happened. 
Finally, the school of working class historians 
emphasizing culture seemed stymied by the 
challenge of continuing their story past the 
New Deal without it losing coherence, as an 
autonomous class with its own cultural expres-
sions no longer seemed discernible. Some stuck 
with either cultural issues, or politics, or union 
struggles, or, decreasingly, struggles at the point 
of production. Stayin’ Alive instead is able to 
give readers a holistic account of the life of the 
class as a whole, and its narrative weaves work, 
politics, union and workplace struggles, music, 
fi lm, myth and reality together without once 
losing its way. 
 Cowie knows that the working class of the 
1970s seems today as if it never happened and 
indeed points out that the rank and fi le rebel-
lions of the Miners for Democracy and of the 
Steelworkers who supported Ed Sadlowski’s 
reform efforts, or the Teamsters for Democracy, 
or the various wildcat strikes of the era, seem 
to have disappeared from all narrative, history, 
and memory. But even a working class that has 
disappeared as an independent or effective ac-
tor on the stage of national politics is one that 
existed at least at one time for real, and Cowie 
has not forgotten that. For this, Cowie’s book 
is indispensable. But perhaps as importantly, 
despite the pessimism and seeming fi nality of 
the subtitle, the book makes clear that class was 
in the 70s, and remains, the central issue in U.S. 
political life. That it is also demonstrably less 
salient in mobilizing people to fi ght to improve 
their conditions merely means that one side is 

winning, or even has won. Race and gender are 
never absent, indeed are investigated in this 
book, and are shown to be among the weak 
points of the working class of the period. The 

subsequent retreat of white workers into patri-
archy and whiteness in reaction to unexpected 
and bewildering defeat after defeat is not an 
afterthought, but the basis on which to begin 
any serious project for overcoming the divisions 
in the class that have helped paralyze us in the 
subsequent decades. In short, by treating race 
and gender not as intellectual categories, but 
as concrete struggles by black, Hispanic, and 
women workers, and therefore as subjects of 
practical political projects whose efforts called 
for further political projects by working class 
men and whites and by working class organiza-
tions and allies, Cowie moves beyond postmod-
ern obsession with identity and its abstractions, 
to concrete and practical alternatives that failed, 
even for good reasons, but did not necessarily 
need to fail.
 Cowie’s careful reconstruction of the criti-
cal turning points of the 1970s — the defl ating 
of the hopes of the reform movements, the 
massive corporate unifi ed lobbying campaign 
to crush labor law reform, the gutting of the 
social democratic hopes embodied in the 
Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment Act, 
and most of all the failure and thinness of every 
effort at merging the various social movements 
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of the 1960s with the working class rebellions 
of the 70s — shows that these defeats were not 
inevitable, even if the odds were against the 
efforts to forestall them. Postmodernism, with 
its contempt for any hint of teleology, neverthe-
less by its very name suggests a teleology, that 
the “end of grand narratives” or simply of the 
working class as a political project, has had its 
own inevitability. Stayin’ Alive shows that this 
is not the case. Indeed, a strength of the book 
is that it makes clear that economic and cultural 
problems have political solutions — solutions 
in alliances, policies, organization. The reverse 
is also true, that economic and political prob-
lems become insoluble when they are treated as 
cultural. The latter is what so many intellectu-
als, comfortable in their dismissal of working 
people as subjects of social transformation, have 
spent their energy doing for many years now, 
as meanwhile neoliberal capitalism has gutted 
every basis for democratic citizenship or for 
social justice. 
 Instead, Cowie takes us back through the 
attempts to put together a new whole that might 
have been, and might yet be, greater than the 
sum of its parts — from efforts to link civil rights 
and labor struggles as in the early UFW behind 
Cesar Chavez and the now forgotten Farah 
strike, to working class feminist efforts like 9 to 
5 and the Coalition of Labor Union Women, to 
Martin Luther King’s support for the Memphis 
sanitation workers’ strike (where he met his 
death) — though he misses the promise of the 
Welfare Rights Movement and its links with 
King’s own Poor People’s March. Jimmy Carter’s 
failure to appreciate the visionary possibilities 
of the Humphrey-Hawkins bill - the attempt 
by two politicians to overcome the fragmenta-
tion in the Democratic Party manifested in the 
McGovern Campaign — and, its idea of plan-
ning for full employment as perhaps the last real 
chance at a social democratic alternative to neo-
liberal free markets, was Carter’s real downfall. 
The Iran hostages merely drove in the last nail. 
The book thus, in keeping with its theme of the 

70s as the key transitional moment between the 
glory years of the postwar labor-capital accord 
and the viciousness of the capitalist 80s through 
today, also reminds us that we got where we were 
because specifi c political projects, each fl awed 
in key ways, but not inevitably so, failed.
 But working class possibilities were also 
lived out through and in relation to the music 
and fi lm and TV of the era and Cowie’s discus-
sions of the presentations of working class life 
— and of Hollywood’s role in particular in an 
attack on the working class, often coming from 
directors and writers with roots in the very New 
Left that often saw the working class as a bas-
tion of the status quo (Easy Rider for instance) 
are among the liveliest parts of the book. It 
does not take a lot to have noticed that Rocky, 
in fi ghting a black man, is no longer a working 
class hero against the powerful but against a 
different foe in a way that fosters division. But 
Stayin’ Alive shows the weakness of even a fi lm 
like Norma Rae, which, by emphasizing the 
development of a feminist heroine rather than 
the collective ability of her and her fellow work-
ers to bring about change, not only limited the 
fi lm’s impact on working class revival but in fact 
changed history. I never liked the portrayal of 
the stereotyped union organizer in that other-
wise excellent fi lm, and in fact it turns out that 
in the real struggle initiated by textile worker 
Crystal Lee Sutton, her mentor organizer was 
a coal miner, not a New York intellectual as in 
the fi lm. Left out of Cowie’s book, though, and 
one of the few limits of its account, is Vietnam, 
which was admittedly winding down as his 
story begins. Participation in that war was a 
major working class experience in the 70s. As 
shown by Jonathan Neale in A People’s History 
of the Vietnam War, the fi lm industry invented 
the myth of demonstrators greeting veterans 
returning home from the war by spitting on 
them, a theme that has been reprised from 
Coming Home to Rambo to TV’s NCIS involving 
utterly fi ctional such greetings of veterans of the 
Iraq war. It never happened, and indeed, one of 
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the few authentic meeting places between New 
Left and working class were in the coffee houses 
and other activities set up to provide support for 
the GI movement in opposition to the war, a 
movement that, as Cowie does mention, played 
an important role in the very factory rebellions 
and union reform movements that his book 
begins with. This example merely underlines his 
point though: Hollywood has not been a friend 
to the U.S. working class. Cowie’s title example, 
the entirely made up story that became the fi lm 
Saturday Night Fever makes this clear, with 
its theme, later hammered home in fi lm after 
fi lm (Pretty Woman, Working Girl, Offi cer and a 
Gentleman, Flashdance) that hope for working 
class people only comes from getting out and 
away from their own class roots (and, as these 
examples all show, from sleeping with the boss, 
or at least with someone from the upper class).

WRITING OF MUSIC, Cowie shows equal 
insight, though mostly suggestive, as he 

points to the inability of various efforts to con-
nect working class interests and countercultural 
expressions. Bob Dylan’s Nashville Skyline, the 
Band’s revival of and transformation of tradi-
tional instruments and musical themes, Ray 
Charles’ crossover allegedly country album 
(mostly inspired by country’s storytelling), 
Johnny Cash’s reciprocal moves in the direc-
tion of countercultural themes, all failed to 
create a new synthesis. None got the play that 
Merle Haggard’s “Okie” got as its irony was 
misunderstood and it was taken as a white blue 
collar anthem against welfare recipients, gays, 
and antiwar protesters. As Cowie shows, by 
decade’s end, the only integrated music, and 
one that at least challenged patriarchal and 
racial categories within the working class, was 
disco. The problem is that disco quickly fell to 
corporate control and technological repression 
of songwriter and musician alike, and was not 
long after racialized through the “disco sucks” 
movement, leading to a more highly segregated 
musical scene in the 80s and 90s than had prob-

ably existed since early in the century. Strangely, 
the book, though stopping nearly at very start 
of the 1980s, does make one cultural foray into 
the following decade, and that is to note the 
distorted message of Bruce Springsteen’s “Born 
in the USA.” This mega-hit was actually put 
to a different music than the original acoustic 
when the song had been intended for Springs-
teen’s protest-oriented Nebraska album. Put to 
the highly charged chorus, the words became a 
kind of neo-fascist anthem much to the artist’s 
chagrin, and seemed to many radicals at the 
time like a part of a perfect Reaganite storm 
(along with Rambo, the Statue of Liberty an-
niversary, and the 1984 Olympics). Recalling 
Devo’s charming but as Cowie shows, disarming 
reorientation of working class experience from 
Akron and Kent State University, prefi guring 
the 80s move from rebellion to de-evolution and 
postmodern irony, is another of the unexpected 
reminders of how things went down, that for 
those of us who lived through those years with 
growing anxiety and disorientation, makes one 
grateful for the book’s appearance now.
 The unwillingness of the author to go 
beyond the somewhat arbitrary border of the 
calendar line between the 1970s and 1980s 
limits the work somewhat, though the tran-
sition to the Reagan administration and its 
earthshaking transformations of American 
life and the U.S. working class is a justifi able 
boundary. But it means that the discussion of 
the PATCO strike, the decisive and undeniable 
moment of working class defeat, is cursory, 
when it deserves the same full discussion that 
the author provides for Humphrey-Hawkins 
for instance. The union movement did not 
move as one to defend PATCO, and so sealed 
its fate, but to be fair, every union person I have 
ever spoken with has pointed out that only one 
union, the Machinists led by alleged socialist 
Bill Wimpinsinger, needed to go out on strike 
in support to close down all the airports and give 
the strike a chance of success. There is enough 
responsibility go around for the defeat, as there 
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would be some years later in that of the British 
miners against Margaret Thatcher. Together, 
the defeat of these two strikes guaranteed the 
ascendency of neoliberal, free market ideas and 
policies across the Atlantic world, and later, 
through implementation of the IMF structural 
adjustment programs, across the planet. In short, 
the roots of globalization are in the failure of 
these struggles. Cowie does not bring the inter-
national scene in at all, and given the seemingly 
hermetic parochialism of U.S. political life, this 
is understandable. But it also means that the ex-
tent to which the U.S. working class has suffered 
defeats in part for not understanding its inter-
national position in relation to workers in other 
countries is left out of the story. But for what is 
here, for its humanity, its memory, its reminder 
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that political agency can change outcomes, and 
most of all for reminding us that “those steel 
mills and their surrounding communities may 
be gone, but the workers are still out there — 
part of the new Wal-Mart working class” this 
book is required reading for anyone looking to 
revive working class hopes and alternatives to 
America’s disastrous love story with capital-
ism. Neither dream, nor lie, the working class 
was, and remains, the majority of people in the 
United States and rumors of its disappearance 
have been greatly exaggerated. But any revival 
of working class politics will need to learn from 
the failures and limits of the struggles of 1970s, 
and this book is a good place to start examining 
those.
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THIS TRULY PATH-BREAKING BOOK goes 
against the grain of the conventional wisdom 

which reduces Marx to an Eurocentric and 
economistic thinker; as 
Douglas Kellner com-
ments, Kevin Anderson 
shows that Marx “is the 
sophisticated and origi-
nal theorist of history 
some might not have 
ever expected him to be.” 
Analyzing a variety of 
Marx’s writings, includ-
ing his journalistic work 
written for the New York Daily Tribune as well 
as unpublished material on non-European soci-
eties, it brings to the fore a global theorist whose 
social critique was sensitive to the various forms 
of social oppression and struggle.
 The concept of “margins” may be criticized 
as too vague and imprecise but it has the advan-
tage of bringing together various aspects of his-
torical development which are peripheral to the 
capital/labor contradiction and to the Western 
industrial capitalist world: colonialism, national-
ism, race, ethnicity, and non-Western societies. 
What Anderson argues is that one can fi nd in 

Marx’s writings from 1848 to 1882 a movement, 
an intellectual and political evolution, in the 
direction of an increasingly complex and multi-

layered conception of 
development and revolu-
tion. In the Communist 
Manifesto, as well as in 
his fi rst articles on India 
(1853), one can still fi nd 
an “Orientalist” — ac-
cording to Edward Said’s 
well known criticism — 
i.e., unilinear and Euro-
centric approach, leading 

to a qualifi ed support for colonialism. However, 
in his articles on the Opium Wars in China, or 
the Indian Sepoy rebellion (1857-1859), there 
is already a clear anti-colonialist stance, which 
will be later developed, in a very powerful way, 
in the chapter on “primitive accumulation” of 
Capital. Similarly, Marx’s writings on Poland 
and even more so on Ireland reveal an increas-
ing awareness of the importance of movements 
for national liberation, while his comments on 
the Civil War in the United States, focusing of 
course on the struggle for the abolition of slav-
ery, show also his concern for racial oppression: 
“In the USA … labor in a white skin cannot 
emancipate itself where it is branded in a black 
skin” (1866). 
 The most original contribution of this 
book is without doubt its discussion of Marx’s 
ethnological notebooks (1879-1882). Some of 
this material has been included by Lawrence 
Krader in his work, The Ethnological Note-
books of Karl Marx (1972), but much of it is 
yet unpublished; thanks to his participation 
in the edition of a forthcoming volume of the 
new MEGA (the German edition of Marx 
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and Engels Complete Works), Anderson had 
access to these manuscripts, and presents some 
of them here for the fi rst time. The notebooks 
— which contain extracts from M. Kovalevsky, 
R. Sewell, K. Bücher, 
and several other an-
thropologists and his-
torians, often followed 
by Marx comments 
— documents not only 
his anti-colonialism, 
but also his deep inter-
est in the pre-capitalist 
and non-Western forms 
of communal property, 
particularly in India, 
Algeria, and Latin America. In a very interest-
ing comment on the French colonial policy in 
Algeria, Marx refers to offi cial material of the 
French National Assembly in 1875 — quoted 
by Kovalevsky — where the same “Rurals” 
that suppressed the Paris Commune in 1871, 
denounce communal property in Algeria as a 
danger, since it is “a form that supports com-
munist tendencies in people’s minds”; those 
representatives of the French bourgeoisie, adds 
Marx, “are unanimous on the goal : destruction 
of collective property.” 
 As Anderson points out, this concern with 
the persistence of communal forms, even into 
his own century, explains his embrace of Russia’s 

rural commune in the 1880’s. Marx had already 
explained, in a letter to a Russian journal in 
1877, that his historical sketch of the genesis of 
capitalism in Western Europe (in Capital) was 

not to be considered as 
“a general course fatally 
imposed on all peoples.” 
A few years later, he 
came to the conclusion 
that Russia can follow 
a different path, and its 
rural communes could 
become, as he wrote 
in a letter from March 
1881 to the Russian 
revolutionary Vera Zas-

soulitch, “the fulcrum for social regeneration 
in Russia.” Finally, in the preface, co-authored 
with Engels, to the Russian translation of the 
Communist Manifesto (1882) — his last writing 
— he states : “If the Russian revolution becomes 
the signal for a proletarian revolution in the 
West, so that the two complement each other, 
then Russia’s peasant communal landownership 
may serve as the point of departure for a com-
munist development.” 
 As Anderson observes, important anti-
capitalist movements have developed recently 
in places like Mexico and Bolivia, based upon 
indigenous communal forms, in an unexpected 
confi rmation of Marx’s intuitions.
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OÏC WACQUANT HAS EXPANDED the 
theory of the neoliberal state beyond the 

usual economic defi nition. He has linked the 
criminal justice system 
with the welfare system 
as two parts of the same 
policy of enforcing con-
formity to an unstable job 
market of temporary, part-
time, low-paid, and fl ex-
ible employment. Other 
criminal justice scholars 
and welfare scholars have 
analyzed these as separate spheres. While they 
have seen both as repressive, they have not seen 
them as interconnected. 
 Wacquant is Professor of Sociology at the 
University of California, Berkeley, and Re-
searcher at the Centre de sociologie européenne, 
Paris. He received a MacArthur Foundation 
Fellowship. This book was originally published 
in France in 2004, and published in English in 
2009. 
 In this review, I add material from my own 
research and experience, which supports Wac-
quant’s theory. 
 Wacquant does not subscribe to a con-
spiracy theory about the state’s “building a 
Janus-faced Leviathan” (312) that increased 
the penal system while retrenching welfare. Nor 
does he think offi cials were following a carefully 
laid out master plan. Rather, he believes that bu-
reaucrats, legislators, and politicians engaged in 

a trial-and-error “post-hoc functionality” to cre-
ate a universal neoliberal system. He disagrees 
with the prevalent conception of neoliberalism, 

which is essentially eco-
nomic. His own defi nition 
of neoliberalism is as fol-
lows:
Neoliberalism is a trans-
national political project 
. . . carried by a new 
global ruling class in the 
making, composed of 
the heads and senior ex-

ecutives of transnational fi rms, high-ranking 
politicians, state managers, and top offi cials 
of multinational organizations (the OECD, 
WTO, IMF, World Bank, and the European 
Union), and cultural-technical experts in their 
employ (chief among them economists, law-
yers, and communications professionals with 
germane training and departmental catego-
ries in the different countries). It entails . . 
. the articulation of four institutional logics: 
l. economic deregulation . . . 2. welfare state 
devolution, retraction, and recomposition . . . 3. 
the cultural trope of individual responsibility . . . 
4. an expansive, intrusive, and proactive penal 
apparatus. (306-307)

 While the ideology of neoliberalism em-
phasizes small government and laissez-faire at 
the top, it “is anything but laissez-faire at the 
bottom. Indeed, when it comes to handling the 
social turbulence generated by deregulation and 
to impressing the discipline of precarious labor, 
the new Leviathan reveals itself to be fi ercely 
interventionist, bossy, and pricey.” (308)
 This “post-Keynesian era of insecure em-
ployment” creates a “defi cit of legitimacy” which 
the state handles by using the penal apparatus to 
hold as a club over those members of the work-
ing class who resist the discipline of the new 
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fragmented service wage-labor by increasing the 
cost of exit strategies into the informal economy 
of the street. Those who are disruptive or who 
have been “rendered wholly superfl uous” are 
neutralized or warehoused. This state could be 
called “liberal-paternalist” — liberal and permis-
sive at the top, with regard to corporations and 
the upper class, and paternalist and authoritarian 
at the bottom,” establishing a “new government 
of social insecurity.” (8) 
 The neoliberal revolution began in the 
United States from 1973 to l996, in the wake 
of the progressive movements of the 1960s. The 
social state has atrophied and poverty has been 
increasingly criminalized, culminating with 
the 1996 law on Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity, which replaced the right 
to “welfare” with the obligation of “workfare.” 
This was the “forsaking of the Fordist wage-
work compact and the Keynesian compromise 
in the mid-1970s.” Concurrently, the penal 
state expanded as a response to the Civil Rights 
Revolution and the urban riots. The state has 
created an assistance-correctional mesh without 
precedent or equivalent in the Western world. 
(106) Nobody can opt out of wage labor without 
exposing himself or herself to a material and 
symbolic degradation worse than the most de-
meaning job. The public aid bureaucracy is now 
an administrative springboard into poverty-level 
employment. It inculcates the duty of work-
ing for work’s sake among poor women (and 
indirectly their children). The war on poverty 
has turned into a war on poor people, in what 
Wacquant describes as the current government 
policy on poverty—prisonfare and workfare.
  Both the men in the penal system and the 
women in the welfare system are considered 
morally defi cient unless they periodically pro-
vide visible proof to the contrary. Their behavior 
must be supervised and regulated. If they do not 
conform to rigid bureaucratic requirements, they 
are cast “outside the civic community of those 
entitled to social rights, in the case of public 
aid recipients, outside the society of ‘free men’ 

for convicts,” a kind of “social death for moral 
failing.” (15-16)
 Wacquant believes that this suggests an 
overall “(re)masculinizing of the state” in the neo-
liberal age, an oblique reaction against the social 
changes wrought by the women’s movement 
“and their reverberations inside the bureaucratic 
fi eld.” (15) This may be true in an oblique sense, 
but some women colluded in this. Many femi-
nists did not oppose welfare reform, and 90 per-
cent of those affected by the reform are women. 
The leadership of the National Organization 
for Women (NOW) opposed it militantly, but 
they were unable to bring along most of their 
members. In fact, some of their members made 
nasty comments to the leadership about their 
opposition to welfare reform. Many middle-
class women did not view forcing poor women 
to work in low-wage jobs as a threat to their own 
well-being. When the welfare law was passed, 
the Urban Institute warned that it would bring 
down wages for the lower third of the work 
force, but many middle-class women were not 
particularly concerned about the lower third of 
the work force. Now that many of these women 
are part of that lower third and are applying for 
food stamps and/or cash assistance, they may 
look at the issue differently.

Shredding the Safety Net
THE SHREDDING OF THE SAFETY NET began in 
the 1970s. This included:

• Welfare for the childless unemployed virtu-
ally disappeared. Michigan, Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, Illinois, and Los Angeles County ended 
General Assistance. Massachusetts ended it for 
the able-bodied unemployed when Governor 
Dukakis was governor in the 1970s. It now 
gives some disabled and elderly people and 
children only about $300 a month. The food 
stamp program contained a work requirement 
for childless adults until the current reces-
sion, when the stimulus package removed the 
requirement.

• Public housing and subsidized housing for 
the poor declined. The middle class received 
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the lion’s share of housing assistance in the 
form of mortgage subsidies. Public subsidies 
for private development residential projects 
for the affl uent increased.

• Unemployment insurance declined. Al-
though the Obama administration increased 
unemployment insurance and food stamps as 
part of the stimulus package, it is never enough 
to cover the large numbers of unemployed 
people. 

• Welfare payments for AFDC declined 
dramatically. They have continued to decline 
under TANF. In Massachusetts, for example, 
the infl ation adjusted value of the maximum 
TANF monthly grant has declined $448, or 41 
percent, since 1988. The average grant is less 
than $500 a month. That is in the top range 
of states’ payments, and much more than what 
Southern states pay.

• Free medical coverage in charity hospitals for 
the poor was cut back. However, the Children’s 
Health Insurance Plan has been expanded.

 The cutbacks proceeded apace with an 
explosive increase in military spending and 
spending on prisons.

Welfare Reform
WHEN THE REPUBLICANS TOOK OVER Congress 
in 1994, led by Newt Gingrich, they and the 
overwhelming majority of Democrats in Con-
gress ended entitlement to the Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children program, which gave 
cash assistance to low-income parents and their 
children. The Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) 
of 1996 was a cornerstone of the Republican 
“Contract With America,” and was introduced 
by Rep. E. Clay Shaw, Jr. (R-Florida) who be-
lieved welfare was partly responsible for bring-
ing immigrants to the United States. The U. S. 
Chamber of Commerce heralded the law as a 
“reassertion of America’s work ethic."
 President Clinton signed the bill, and jus-
tifi ed his support of welfare reform by arguing 
that remaking “welfare” into “workfare” “is the 
price to pay to achieve effi ciency and success 
in the pitiless capitalist competition that now 

spans the globe.” (78) He argued that the poor 
would ultimately benefi t because it opens up 
the gates of employment to them. In fact, it was 
not reform but a counterrevolutionary measure 

that abolished the right to assistance for the 
country’s most destitute children. “Under cover 
of a reform intended to benefi t the poor, the 
PRWORA instituted one of the most regressive 
social programs promulgated by a democratic 
government in the twentieth century.” (79)
 In the public mind, welfare has been linked 
with black women. President Reagan’s image of 
the “welfare queen” going to the welfare offi ce 
in a Cadillac instilled a vision of black women 
defrauding the welfare system. In fact, most 
welfare fraud is done by vendors—pharmacies, 
doctors, dentists, nursing homes, hospitals, and 
sellers of medical equipment. A Massachusetts 
study found that 93 percent of fraud was done 
by vendors. But the image of recipient fraud has 
been so pervasive that even recipients subscribe 
to it, often protesting that they “are not like 
those other lazy people.”
 Frances Fox Piven once said, “I am con-
stantly amazed by how little facts matter in the 
debate on welfare.” The image of welfare as a 
program for blacks persisted even though, until 
recently, the majority of recipients were white. 
Wacquant cites 1995 statistics showing that 39 
percent of recipients were white, 35 percent were 
African-Americans, and 18 percent were His-
panic. But after 1996, white recipients left the 
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rolls faster than black recipients, due partly to 
job discrimination. Statistics for FY 2007 show 
that of 1,696,951 families, 32.4 percent were 
white, 35.5 percent were African-American, 
and 27 percent were Hispanic.
 In the wake of the Civil Rights Move-
ment in the 1960s, a powerful welfare rights 
movement led to a sharp rise in the welfare 
rolls, which became blacker and browner. The 
majority of participants in the movement were 
African-American mothers. The movement 
enlisted a new cadre of federally fi nanced legal 
services lawyers and newly receptive federal 
courts. In 1968, the U.S. Supreme Court de-
cided that the 1935 New Deal statute created 
a legal right to help—an “entitlement.” The 
benefi t levels, always well below the poverty 
line, were still up to the states, but they could 
not turn away anyone whom the federal statute 
defi ned as eligible for assistance.
 The conservative war against welfare be-
gan in the late 1960s. A work requirement was 
included in the AFDC program by the Work 
Incentive Program in 1967 (called WIN by 
offi cials and WIP, pronounced whip by welfare 
recipients and their advocates). The plan re-
quired recipients to work if adequate childcare 
arrangements could be made. Expanded public 
day care facilities were to be provided, but they 
never materialized. A follow-up study found 
that WIN failed to achieve its objective of put-
ting welfare recipients to work. It said, “WIN 
will probably never do much more than deal 
with a revolving group of the most employable 
clients, most of whom may well have found 
employment even with WIN.” This is also true 
of the TANF program.
 The WIN work requirement was tightened 
even further by the Talmadge Amendment 
of 1971, which forced recipients to work and 
eliminated several components of the original 
program, including training, job search counsel-
ing, and family support.
 The 1967 WIN program, the strengthened 
work requirement of the Talmadge Work Incen-

tive amendments (WINII), and the Earned 
Income Tax Credit (EITC) redefi ned the terms 
and target populations of welfare, instituting a 
“workfarist” approach to federal antipoverty 
policy. Federal assistance turned away from 
needs-based New Deal welfarism and toward 
the principle of rewarding, encouraging, and 
enforcing work. These initiatives helped to 
create the political capacity for doing away with 
the entitlement status of Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC).
 President Reagan’s budget director David 
Stockman said, “There are no entitlements. 
Period.” The attack on Social Security has been 
unsuccessful so far because the program is popu-
lar with the middle class, especially the aged. 
Welfare had no politically powerful advocates.
 The main message of PRWORA was to 
downsize the rolls. The program was trans-
formed into a block grant to the states. States 
had no obligation to help anyone and could 
impose time limits far shorter than the new 
fi ve-year ceiling on a family’s eligibility. Many 
did that, but states also had the fl exibility to 
reframe their programs in positive ways. The 
state of Wisconsin was considered a model in 
implementing workfare and eliminating cash 
assistance. The governor of the state was Tommy 
Thompson, who later was appointed head of 
the United States Health and Human Services 
by President George W. Bush. Ironically, Wis-
consin is now one of the leaders in food stamp 
recipients. “Milwaukee won fame a decade ago 
by ‘ending welfare,’ but nearly 40 percent of its 
children receive food stamps” in 2009.
 The techniques of radical reduction were: 
“shut the front door almost completely; staff 
the back door with the equivalent of a tough 
nightclub bouncer; and, in between, hassle 
applicants to the point where they just give up 
and go away.” (There are two state policemen 
stationed at the Department of Transitional 
Assistance in the Roxbury section of Boston, 
where I do outreach.) In some states, clients are 
fi ngerprinted and photographed.
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 I can testify to the hassle that clients face. To 
establish their eligibility for assistance, clients 
must often produce over 20 documents. They 
sometimes wait for hours to see a worker and, 
more often than not, can’t reach their worker 
by phone because the workers’ mailboxes are 
full. Workers lose documents, make mistakes 
entering data on the computer, and some are 
rude to clients. In interviews, workers are glued 
to their computers entering data, and often have 
little communication with clients.
 At the back door, people are sanctioned for 
a variety of reasons and for no reason — being 
late to a work assignment (no excuses for sick 
children, late buses, or car breakdowns) or didn’t 
show up for an appointment at the welfare offi ce 
(no excuses for failure to receive notice of an ap-
pointment or inability to understand English). 
In some states multiple infractions of this sort 
can result, legally, in lifetime disqualifi cation.
 The welfare rolls dropped precipitously, 
particularly after 2002, when the five-year 
cut-off period was reached by the fi rst wave of 
recipients. In many states, cash assistance for 
low-income mothers with children virtually 
disappeared, “Overall, the rolls shrank from 14.3 
million mothers (and a few fathers) and children 
in 1994 to under four million in 2007. In 1995, 
nine million of the 145.5 million children then 
poor were in families that received welfare. 
By 2006, only four million of the 12.8 million 
poor children were in families getting TANF. 
Since the beginning of the recession, the rolls 
increased by one million. By 2009 there were 
about fi ve million people on the rolls, just a little 
over a third of what there were 15 years before.
 Welfare reform not only aimed to take away 
cash assistance from families; it also aimed to 
reform them. It assumed that mothers’ child 
rearing practices were defi cient—mothers lose 
their grant if they don’t get their children vac-
cinated and if their children are truant from 
school. The law promoted marriage as a way 
to get out of poverty. This was both a privatiz-
ing move and a patriarchal move, “conferring 

economic security only to those mothers who 
conform to traditional father-mother norms.” 
The preamble to the law said, “Marriage is the 
foundation of a successful society.” It went on to 
give a laundry list of numerous social ills caused 
by nonmarital childbearing and single mother-
hood—among them child abuse, truancy and 
crime. If a mother gave birth to a child while 
receiving a grant, she was denied any money for 
that child, a provision called the “Family Cap.” 
Teenage parents have to live with their parents 
or another guardian, or live in a supervised group 
home. They cannot receive TANF unless they 
attend school or a G.E.D. program. Program 
rules promote abstinence, and compel mothers 
to identify biological fathers and cooperate with 
child support enforcement.
 When TANF was reauthorized in 2006, it 
included $1.5 billion dedicated to promoting 
married fatherhood. It also gave states incentives 
to spend their TANF block grants and their 
own state funds to support pro-marriage, pro-
father activities. Other federal policies funded 
marriage and fatherhood promotion, including 
the Offi ce of Child Support Enforcement and 
the Offi ce of Refugee Resettlement. Even Head 
Start got involved.
 PRWORA does not support more than 
a year of higher education, and that must be 
vocational education. Therefore, welfare recipi-
ents are unable to get a college degree and so 
are blocked from advancing on a career ladder 
and earning higher wages. At about the same 
time, the government stopped funding college 
programs for prison inmates, thus insuring that 
they too could not advance in a career. “Fund-
ing for prison colleges was eliminated in 1995, 
at the peak of the ‘tough on crime’ frenzy in 
American electoral politics. Within that year 
some 350 such programs closed nationwide, 
ending the presence of the most affordable and 
transformative programs in American criminal 
justice.”
 PRWORA as well as SSI ended cash as-
sistance to all legal immigrants, although their 
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children who were born in the United States 
were still eligible for assistance. (Undocumented 
immigrants were already 
ineligible for most gov-
ernment programs.) A 
few years later, the rules 
were eased to allow some 
immigrants who had 
been in the United States 
legally for fi ve years af-
ter August 22, 1996 to 
receive assistance from 
both TANF and SSI. 
States were given the 
option of giving or deny-
ing noncitizens cash welfare, Medicaid, block 
grant benefi ts, and other state and local public 
assistance, and some states picked up the cost 
of TANF for immigrants. 
 As people were kicked off the welfare rolls, 
poverty increased. During the fi rst year of the 
recession the number of people living in poverty 
increased by 2.5 million.* The poverty rate in 
2008 was 13.2 percent, up from 12.5 percent in 
2007. There were 39.8 million people in poverty 
in 2008, up from 37.3 in 2007. The poverty rate 
for children was 19 percent, 14.1 million, up 

from 13.3 million in 2007. The 2008 poverty 
rate was the highest since 1997—24.7 per-

cent for blacks and 23.2 
percent for Hispanics. 
Over half (53.3 percent) 
of children growing up 
alone with their mother 
were living in poverty. 
The government report-
ed that nearly 50 million 
Americans are experi-
encing what it delicately 
calls “food insecurity.” 
In 2008, 22.5 percent of 
all children experienced 

food insecurity (going hungry), including 25.7 
percent of blacks, and 26.9 percent of Hispanics. 
Food stamp use is at a record high and surging 
by the day. About six million Americans re-
ceiving food stamps report they have no other 
income. One in eight Americans now receives 
food stamps, including one in four children.
 The number of people without health in-
surance rose from 45.7 million in 2007 to 46.3 
million in 2008.
 According to the National Law Center 
on Homelessness & Poverty, the number of 
homeless Americans is up by 61 percent since 
the recession began in December 2007. 

Fleeing Felons, Fleeing Benefits
PRWORA stipulated that anyone convicted of 
a felony that involved the possession, use, or dis-
tribution of a controlled substance was prohib-
ited from receiving both TANF and food stamps 
for life. However, it said that states could exempt 
people from that ruling. Individuals wanted in 
connection with a felony or violating terms of 
their parole or probation (called “fugitive felons” 
or “fl eeing felons”) were prohibited from receiv-
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*The poverty rate was set in 1963, and even then was 
insuffi cient to provide a healthy diet. It is a uniform rate 
for the nation, except for Alaska and Hawaii. The federal 
poverty level for 2009 was: $10,830 for one person; 
$14,570 for two; $18,310 for three; $22,050 for four. 
Wider Opportunities for Women and Diana Pierce have 
devised what they call the "Self-Suffi ciency Standard" 
which calculates how much money working adults need 
to meet their minimum basic needs without subsidies 
of any kind. Unlike the federal poverty standard, it ac-
counts for the costs of living and working as they vary by 
family size and composition and by geographic location. 
For example, in King County (South) in Washington 
state in 2009, the self-suffi ciency standard for a three-
person family consisting of one adult, one preschooler, 
and one school age child, was a yearly wage of $50,172, 
which would require an hourly wage of $23.76. Welfare 
in the state of Washington, including TANF, food 
stamps (SNAP), and WIC (Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren nutrition program), is $13,411, about $5,000 less 

than the federal poverty level. (Diana M. Pearce, "The 
self-suffi ciency standard for Washington State 2009," 
Center for Women's Welfare, School of Social Work, 
University of Washington, p. 7).
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ing SSI, TANF, or food stamp benefi ts. The law 
also made the “fugitive felon” status grounds for 
the termination of tenancy in housing assistance 
programs. In 1998, the Higher Education Act 
was amended to prohibit anyone with a drug 
conviction from receiving federal fi nancial aid 
for post-secondary education.
 The Social Security Administration said 
that between September 1996 and April 2007, 
the “fl eeing felons” policy stopped benefi ts for 
about 323,000 people and led to the apprehen-
sion of 44,500.
 The Veteran’s Education and Benefits 
Expansion Act of 2001 prohibits veterans who 
are fugitive felons, or their dependents, from 
receiving veteran’s benefi ts in health care, Vo-
cational Rehabilitation and Education Service, 
Insurance Service, and Loan Guaranty service. 
As of June 2004, the VA had run 2.2 million 
warrant fi les against 11million VA records and 
found 32,346 matching fi les. These matches 
led to 11,153 referrals to various law enforce-
ment agencies and the apprehension of 402 
felons. As a result of the matching program, 
8,299 fugitive felons were referred to the VA for 
benefi t suspension, resulting in $54.5 million in 
overpayments. 
 The defi nition of “fl eeing felon” is confusing 
and imprecise. Databases are often inaccurate 
and are not kept current. The Bureau of Justice 
Statistics reported in 2001 that “In the view 
of most experts, inadequacies in the accuracy 
and completeness of criminal history records is 
the single most serious defi ciency affecting the 
Nation’s criminal history record information 
system” and found through in-depth audits 
of state criminal history records “unaccept-
able levels of inaccuracies.” Since the Bush 
administration exempted the National Crime 
Information Center from the Privacy Act, there 
is no requirement for government agencies to 
maintain its accuracy and no opportunity for an 
individual to challenge incorrect information 
in it. People have no way to know if there is a 
warrant out for them and cannot easily correct 

errors in the databases.
 In 2002, the GAO (General Accounting 
Offi ce) issued a report on implementation of 
the fl eeing felon provisions in various programs. 
They found that there is confusion over the 
meaning of “fl eeing” and that both federal agen-
cies and states have differing interpretations 
of the term. For example, could a person be 
considered “fl eeing” if they do not know there 
is a warrant or if they are not arrested due to 
lack of law enforcement resources? The GAO 
recommended that the fl eeing felon program be 
strengthened. They recommended that Hous-
ing and Urban Development (HUD), Health 
and Human Services (HHS), and Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) match their fi les with 
the National Crime Information Center. They 
also recommended that legislation be enacted to 
apply fugitive felon rules to Old Age, Survivor, 
and Disability Insurance (OASDI) and Social 
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI). The 
Social Security Protection Act of 2004 added 
those programs to the fl eeing felon prohibition.
 HUD agreed to identify tenants in housing 
assistance programs who are fugitive felons and 
subject to eviction. HUD estimated that because 
of this program, they would be able to “avoid” 
subsidies of $24 million annually.
 HHS disagreed with the GAO, as they 
wanted to give states fl exibility to implement 
their own eligibility rules and procedures in 
TANF and food stamp programs.
 FNS did not go along with the GAO rec-
ommendation. Congress amended the Food and 
Nutrition Act in the 2008 Farm Bill to prevent 
states from disqualifying needy households from 
federal SNAP benefi ts if the individuals were 
not intentionally fl eeing justice. Twenty-nine 
states have now opted out of the 1996 ban on 
food stamp benefi ts to persons with drug felony 
convictions.
 There has been considerable litigation 
across the country regarding what constitutes 
a “fl eeing felon.” A nation-wide class action 
suit, Martinez v. Astrue, forced Social Security 
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to change its defi nition of “fl eeing.” Begin-
ning April 1, 2009, SSA had to prove “intent” 
to fl ee before it could deny benefi ts. SSA was 
ordered to pay benefi ts that had been wrongly 
withheld since January 1, 2007. Approximately 
80,000 people were potentially eligible for full 
retroactive reinstatement of benefi ts totaling 
over $500 million. In response to a request from 
SSA, Congress quickly acted upon legislation 
that would bar prisoners from receiving those 
benefi ts, and President Obama signed it into 
law.

Expanding the Penal Apparatus
WACQUANT DESCRIBES THE SURGE of the penal 
state as “the result of a policy of penalization 
of poverty that responds to the rise of social 
insecurity and the collapse of the ghetto as a 
mechanism of control of a population doubly 
marginalized on the material and symbolic 
planes. The “‘invisible hand’ of the deregulated 
market called for and necessitated the ‘iron fi st’ 
of criminal justice at the bottom of the class 
structure.”
 The confi ned population doubled in ten 
years after 1973 and quadrupled in twenty. 
By the end of the twentieth century, America 
locked up seven times more than France, Ger-
many, or Italy and ten times more than Sweden 
or Denmark. Over the last 30 years, the United 
States has seen unprecedented numbers of 
people imprisoned, and the rates of the incar-
cerated—particularly of minority men—have 
skyrocketed.
 The prison population numbered 2,250,000 
in the year ending June 30, 2006 (the latest 
offi cial data available). Of these, 191,080 were 
in federal custody, 1,365,438 in state or state-
contracted prisons, and nearly 944,000 were 
serving sentences in local or county jails. Ac-
cording to a Pew report, in 2009 one in every 
31 adults is either in jail or prison or on parole 
or probation, a total of 7.3 million Americans, 
at a cost that exceeds $68 billion annually, not 
counting juveniles. 

 This dramatic rise can’t be explained by the 
rise in violent crime. Rather, it results from the 
“extension of recourse to confi nement to a range 
of street crimes— misdemeanors that did not 
previously lead to a custodial sanction, especially 
minor drug infractions” (126) after the federal 
government declared its “war on drugs” in 1983. 
The only exception to this punitive pattern was 
the economic crimes and misdemeanors of the 
privileged classes and corporations. The state 
penal apparatus has been expanded to contain 
social disorders (as opposed to responding 
to crime) in decaying lower-class and ghetto 
neighborhoods ravaged by economic deregula-
tion and welfare curtailment. It feeds a thriving 
cultural industry of fear of the poor. TV pro-
grams on crime increased 86 percent between 
1985 and 1995 (132), and have continued to 
increase since then. Of all pubic expenditures, 
“corrections” had the fastest expansion from 
1975 to the present. The carceral system is the 
third largest employer in the nation, just behind 
Manpower Incorporated and Wal-Mart. 
 This increased reach was achieved by imple-
menting four major penal planks:

1. “Determinate sentencing,” which drastically 
reduced judicial and correctional discretion.

2. “Truth in sentencing,” which requires every 
convict to serve a minimum portion of his 
sentence before he becomes eligible for parole.

3. “Mandatory minimums,” which established 
a plank of compulsory and irreducible sanc-
tions for specifi c offenses, without regard for 
the injuriousness of the crime. 

4. “Three strikes and you’re out,” which refers 
to the infl exible sanctions imposed on recidi-
vists and the implementation of life sentences 
(or twenty-fi ve to life) when the accused has 
committed three specially designated felonies.

 The numbers of people under “criminal 
justice supervision,” including probation and 
parole, also expanded dramatically from 1980 
to the present. The FBI Identifi cation Record 
called the Criminal History Record Informa-
tion (CHRI), often referred to as a “Rap Sheet,” 
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contained 54,210,800 individual fi les by 1997.* 
These records, available to employers and hous-
ing managers, prevent released prisoners from 
fi nding housing or getting a job.
 Other policies that added to the prison 
population include the “zero tolerance,” and 
“broken windows” theories. These policies blur 
the distinction between actual crime and merely 
bothersome or offensive behavior. And they 
divert public attention from white-collar and 
corporate crime, human damage and economic 
costs of which are vastly greater and more insidi-
ous than those of street delinquency. Wacquant 
debunks the “zero tolerance” theory of crime, as 
administered by Mayor Guiliani in New York 
City and his police chief William Bratton. They 
increased the number of police and transferred 
police from desk jobs to street patrols. At the 
same time, Guiliani transferred nearly one bil-
lion dollars from social services to public safety. 
 Between 1993 and 1998, the number of ar-
rests increased by 41 percent, mainly by arrests 
for minor offenses, even as the total number of 
offenses reported to the authorities plummeted 
by 46 percent. As a result, “by the third year of 
Guiliani’s fi rst term, the city police were making 
more arrests than there were offenses reported to 
them, and the number of complaints for police 
brutality . . . had jumped 50 percent.” (263)
 The “broken windows theory” postulated 
that the “immediate and stern repression of the 
slightest violations or nuisance on the streets 
stems the onset of major criminal offenses by 
(re)establishing a healthy climate of order.” 
(264) Wacquant says that even the inventors 
of the theory had no link whatsoever with 
any criminological theory. It was a posteriori 
theory designed “to dress up in rational garb 

measures that were popular with the (mostly 
white and bourgeois) electorate.” (265) In fact, 
criminologists have established that there is “no 
robust correlation—in any country and at any 
time— between the rate of imprisonment and 
the level of crime.” (275) “Across the country, 
FBI data show that crime in 2009 fell to lows 
unseen since the 1960s—part of a long trend 
that has seen crime fall steeply in the United 
States since the mid-1990s.” Yet there has been 
a steady rise in the percentage of Americans 
who believe crime is getting worse. “The vast 
majority of Americans—nearly three-quarters 
of the population—thought crime got worse in 
the United States in 2009, according to Gallup’s 
annual crime attitudes poll.”
 Wacquant points out that other countries 
have followed the lead of the United States 
in implementing these repressive polices. The 
“broken windows” theory has been recom-
mended to mayors of French cities by the French 
Ministry of the Interior, in what Wacquant calls 
“such an outpouring of falsehoods, not to say 
transatlantic tripe.” (267) In almost all Western 
countries, the prison population has expanded. 
It has doubled in France, Belgium and England; 
it has tripled in Holland, Spain, and Greece; and 
it has quintupled in the United States. (7) 
 While politicians of the Right invented the 
penalization of poverty, it was “employed and 
refi ned by their centrist and even ‘progressive’ 
rivals.” (302). The biggest increase in incarcera-
tion in America occurred under the administra-
tion of President Clinton. “Across the Atlantic, 
it is the Left of Blair in England, Schröder in 
Germany, Jospin in France, d”Alema in Italy, 
and Gonzalez in Spain that negotiated the shift 
to proactive penalization.” (302) The root cause 
of the punitive turn is not late modernity, as 
some claim, but neoliberalism, “a project that 
can be indifferently embraced by politicians of 
the Right or the Left.” (303) Wacquant did not 
mention the 2008 presidential election, which 
added Obama to the roster of leaders who em-
brace neoliberalism. 
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requirements of the CORI in order to enable people to 
get a job or housing has been spearheaded by progres-
sives in the black community. Governor Patrick has sup-
ported their campaign, and they have had some success.
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 Welfare reform led to a dramatic rise in 
privatization. Rather than a mammoth expan-
sion of public bureaucracies that would defeat 
the goal of shrinking the welfare state, the 
state resorted massively to private operators in 
both the for-profi t and the nonprofi t sectors. 
This increased administrative complexity and 
unpredictability destabilized nonprofi t agencies 
by eroding their traditional role as self-professed 
protectors of the poor, and weakened govern-
ment by draining experienced managers away 
from public bureaucracies just when the state 
needs to augment administrative oversight 
over contracts to guarantee basic accountability. 
Due to the lack of oversight, private contractors 
engaged in massive fraud and corruption. The 
same thing happened on the penal side, leading 
to the stupendous growth of private correctional 
operators that were more concerned about cut-
ting costs than the welfare of prisoners in their 
care.

Delinquency
DURING THE 1980S, American cities, with the 
support of the federal Department of Justice, 
established databanks that catalog teenagers 
believed to be real or potential delinquents. 
Wacquant describes this as “a convenient pretext 
for placing segregated neighborhoods and their 
residents under reinforced and penal surveil-
lance.” (136) He gives a detailed discussion of 
the rise and fall of juvenile crime, emphasizing 
the lack of secure wage work. The fi ght against 
street delinquency became a moral spectacle 
that enabled political leaders to “reaffi rm the 
authority of the state at the very moment they 
declare its impotence on the economic and social 
front.” (273)
 The goal of rehabilitation of the 1970s 
changed to a tough-on-crime approach. In the 
1970s, the Commissioner of the Department 
of Youth Services Jerome Miller closed all the 
reform schools in Massachusetts and placed 
the inmates in alternative settings that aimed at 
rehabilitation and community integration. In a 

2008 letter to the Boston Globe, Miller bewailed 
the fact that

Managerialism has become the prevailing 
ideology of DYS. A Faustian bargain was 
struck that set loose the all-too-familiar dark 
impulses that tend to haunt those who im-
pose services on inmates, be they captives of 
the euphemistically labeled “juvenile justice” 
system or the more bizarrely limned “child 
welfare” system. 

 Words like “care,” “help,” or “concern” have 
been replaced by terms such as “alternative 
punishments,” “setting limits,” and “structured 
environments”—”usually code words for ratio-
nalizing isolation, neglect, and occasional staff 
violence.”  

Immigrants
WACQUANT DISCUSSES the privatization of 
prisons in detail, but he doesn’t discuss how the 
dramatic rise in imprisoning undocumented im-
migrants has contributed to that. Much of this 
expansion has occurred in recent years. Immi-
grant detention is the fastest growing sector in 
the private prison business. By the end of 2009, 
while the nonimmigrant prison population has 
recently leveled off, the U.S. government admit-
ted over 440,000 people a year in immigration 
custody in approximately 400 facilities at an 
annual cost of more than $1.7 billion. The 
system is set to triple again even without new 
legislation. Already 6,300 additional beds were 
added in 2007 and 4,150 in 2008. With ICE’s 
2009 budget approved, the number of beds will 
reach a record high of 33,400.
 After 9/11, Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) and Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) worked with local police to 
target both legal and illegal immigrants with 
criminal records for deportation. CBP’s border 
patrol began to turn over illegal border crossers 
to the justice system for criminal prosecution 
instead of simply deporting them, as they had in 
the past. Many of these criminal immigrants are 
long-term legal residents of the United States 
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and are also the parents, children, or siblings 
of U.S. citizens and lawful residents. CBP and 
ICE call this policy “enhanced enforcement” 
and “zero tolerance.” 
 The use of private 
prisons began in 1983, 
when the Immigration 
and Naturalization Ser-
vice (INS) outsourced 
immigrant detention to 
the newly established 
Corrections Corpora-
tion of America; GEO 
Group (formerly Wack-
enhut) got its start im-
prisoning immigrants 
in the late 1980s. These 
prisons are publicly owned by local govern-
ments, privately operated by corporations, pub-
licly fi nanced by tax-exempt bonds, and located 
in depressed communities. They are marketed 
to municipal county governments by promising 
job creation and new revenue without taxes. 
Although they are technically in the custody of 
the federal government, they are in fact in the 
custody of corporations with little or no federal 
supervisions. They have racked up record profi ts.
 Unlike the U.S. criminal justice system, 
immigration law provides no guarantee that 
all accused have the right to a court-appointed 
lawyer. At least 104 immigrants have died in 
ICE custody since 2003. “Given the lack of 
oversight and legal protections, the gains to be 
made from cost-cutting, and the apathy sur-
rounding prisoner well-being, these deaths are 
predictable.” 

The men and women held behind the (prison 
fences) are never seen, never discussed. The 
prison is treated as a waste dump, similarly 
placed on the community’s edge, where prop-
erty values and low, and there are no neighbors. 
The prisoners themselves are society’s refuse, 
its discards, outcasts, and outsiders who have 
lost their membership rights in the human 
community.

 Virginia Democratic Senator Jim Webb 
said that the fact that the United States has the 
highest incarceration rate in the world indicates 

that “we are doing some-
thing dramatically wrong 
in our criminal justice 
system,” yet he appar-
ently saw no contradic-
tion in advocating an 
end to mass incarceration 
while supporting legisla-
tion calling for increased 
immigration enforce-
ment and the doubling 
of immigrant-detention 
beds.
 The Obama admin-

istration has not stopped the fl ood of pros-
ecutions or contested the misperception that 
immigrants are disproportionately responsible 
for crime. Instead it has supported Secure 
Communities, a new criminal aliens program, 
extended federal-local cooperation in immigra-
tion enforcement through the 287(g) program, 
which allows DHS to delegate immigrant-
detention to local law enforcement; and has 
deployed more U.S. marshals, ICE agents, and 
federal prosecutors to the Mexican border. Since 
2003 the combined budgets of CBP and ICE 
have more than doubled, rising from $7.4 billion 
to $14.9 billion in 2009.

Sex Offenders
SEX OFFENDERS EVOKED HYSTERICAL reac-
tions from the public and offi cials. The passage 
of Megan’s Law in 1996 began a nationwide 
proliferation and laws and regulations that con-
tinually shrank the physical and social life spaces 
accessible to sex offenders. Formerly treated as a 
medical problem, sex offenses became criminal-
ized. Incidents of vigilantism multiplied after 
Megan’s Law was passed. In both the United 
States and Western Europe, sexual offenses have 
risen to the top of the public agenda, even as 
their incidence decreased. 
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vendors — pharmacies, doctors, 

dentists, nursing homes, 
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study found that 93 percent of 
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 Medical and mental health professionals 
opposed such laws and supported a medical 
approach to rehabilitate sex offenders, pointing 
out that the penal treatment only aggravated the 
problem. “The main effect of the laws named 
after little Megan Kanka may paradoxically be 
to amplify risk and increase the chances that con-
victs for sexual offenses will commit new crimes 
by condemning them to a manner of social exile 
without recourse or return and subjecting them 
to relentless pressure and intransigent surveil-
lance.” Wacquant says that when sex offenders 
are correctly diagnosed and treated, they have 
the lowest rate of recidivism of all the various 
kinds of offenders.

Race
WACQUANT SAYS THAT THE GHETTO functions 
as a “social prison,” a continuation of slavery and 
Jim Crow, all of which functioned as instru-
ments for “the extraction of labor and social 
ostracism of an outcast group.” (198). While 
whites begrudgingly accepted “integration” 
in principle, “they abandoned public schools, 
shunned mixed public space, and fl ed to the 
suburbs by the millions to avoid mingling and 
to ward off the specter of ‘social equality’ in 
the city, thanks to federal government support 
for suburban development upholding the color 
line.” (203) The virulent backlash against the 
Civil Rights movement fueled the retrenchment 
of welfare, the abandonment of cities, and the 
aggressive expansion of the penal apparatus 
of the local and federal state. “The prevalence 
of imprisonment among the black lower class 
results in family, occupational and legal disrup-
tions, curtailment of social entitlements and civil 
rights, and the temporary or permanent loss of 
the right to vote.” (198)
 A Pew Foundation report gives the follow-
ing statistical breakdown of the prison popula-
tion:

1 in every 11 African-American adults is in 
jail or prison.

1 in every 27 Hispanic American adults is in 

jail or prison.

1 in every 45 white American adults is in jail 
or prison.

 Most of the juveniles who have been 
sentenced to die in prison are black. Of those 
sentenced to life without parole, the majority 
are black. Some were as young as 13 when they 
were sentenced.
 The vast disparities in federal sentencing 
for crack vs. powdered cocaine have unfairly 
imprisoned tens of thousands of nonviolent 
African-Americans. In August 2007, the U.S. 
Sentencing Commission issued new guidelines 
for sentencing crack cocaine users, modifying a 
100-1 disparity between sentences meted for 
crack and powder cocaine possession, saying it 
was unfair because while the drugs are virtually 
the same, crack cocaine sentences are often fi ve 
times as long. About 3,000 crack offenders were 
eligible for release within the year. The Sentenc-
ing Commission said that most of the convicts 
eligible for release were small-time offenders 
who were nonviolent. The Bush administration 
opposed the commission’s decision to make the 
new guidelines retroactive for inmates currently 
service sentences for crack cocaine crimes, but 
the guidelines remained in force.
 Since Obama took power, Attorney General 
Eric Holder has voiced support for eliminat-
ing the disparity, and the Democrats have 
introduced bills to get rid of it. Republicans 
opposed those bills. Obama has not pushed 
the issue. When asked about it he said, “Do we 
really want to spend all our political capital on 
a very diffi cult issue?” He wondered whether 
instead we should “spend more of that political 
capital” on school programs. This is an example 
of Obama’s reluctance to pay special attention 
to the black community. Derrick Jackson has 
this to say about it:

Even though Obama is president of “all 
the people,” he knows that the black male 
unemployment rate of 16.9 percent needs 
disproportionate remedies, compared to the 
9.8 percent unemployment rate of white men. 
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Yet he remains wedded to the trickle-down 
rhetoric of, “The most important thing I can 
do for the African-American community is the 
same thing I can do for the American com-
munity, period, and that is get the economy 
going again.”

Other Countries Follow the 
U.S. Lead in Welfare Reform

MANY COUNTRIES have followed the lead of 
the United States in introducing work require-
ments in means-tested transfer programs. 
Britain enacted work-based welfare reform 
in the 1990s. It became “a policy orthodoxy, a 
social-policy counterpart to ‘fl exible’ modes of 
labour-market governance. Increasingly, this is 
celebrated as a paradigmatic example of ‘Third 
Way’ policy-making.”
 The federal government of Canada insti-
tuted work requirements for welfare recipients 
in 1995. It gave the provinces block grants, 
which increased provincial power over social 
programs. Ontario introduced Ontario Works 
in 1997, following the election of the province’s 
fi rst neoliberal government. It is a compulsory 
work-fi rst program administered in ways similar 
to TANF in the United States, and with the 
same rhetoric of “preventing dependency” and 
fostering “self-suffi ciency.”
 New Zealand instituted work-based welfare 
reform in 1998. Their requirements were more 
lenient than U.S. requirements. In the United 
States, states are allowed to require work of 
recipients whose youngest child is one year old. 
In New Zealand, parents of children over age 14 
are required to look for full-time work. Those 
with children 7 to 14 are required to look for 
part-time work. Those with children younger 
than 7 are required to attend an annual meeting 
to discuss their prospects for future employment.
 In Australia, recipients are required to look 
for paid part-time work of at least 15 hours a 
week when their youngest child turns 6 years, if 
the parents are married, and 8 years if the parent 
is single.

States Face a Budget Crisis
WACQUANT SAYS THAT IT IS HARD to see how 
the expansion of the penal state can go on 
indefi nitely since it “threatens to bankrupt the 
large states that lead the pack in the frantic race 
for hyperincarceration, such as California, New 
York, Texas, and Florida.” (42) In fact, states 
are facing a budget crunch and are beginning 
to reevaluate their penal policies. The New 
Jersey legislature introduced a bill in December 
2009 that contained a comprehensive package 
of reforms that would help ex-offenders rejoin 
society’s mainstream and lower the chances, and 
costs, of recidivism. About two-thirds of people 
released from prison in New Jersey had ended up 
back inside within three years, costing the state 
about $48,000 per prison inmate per year. The 
proposed reforms seek to end practices under 
which former prisoners are denied employment 
because of minor convictions, even in the distant 
past, and crimes that have nothing at all to do 
with the work being sought. The bill would lift 
the ban on food stamps and welfare benefi ts on 
people with felony drug convictions and would 
expand education and training opportunities for 
inmates. And it would end the practice under 
which the prison system earns a profi t by over-
charging poor families for the collect calls they 
receive from relatives. 
 In February 2009, a federal three-judge 
panel in California ordered the prison sys-
tem to reduce overcrowding by as many as 
55,000 inmates within three years to provide 
a constitutional level of medical and mental 
health care. The ACLU argued that prisons 
are so overcrowded that they represent “cruel 
and unusual punishment.” California’s prison 
system was the nation’s largest, with more than 
150,000 inmates. The court estimated that the 
state could save $803 to $906 million annually 
if it reduced its prison population. California 
faced a $26 billion budget gap. The 2009 budget 
included severe cuts to social welfare programs, 
schools, and health care. 
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  Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger initially 
supported the reform and planned to reduce the 
prison population by 27,000 inmates, but law 
enforcement and victim’s rights groups stopped 
that. The state’s Attorney General Jerry Brown 
said that he planned to appeal the ruling all the 
way to the U. S. Supreme Court. Mr. Brown was 
in the process of raising money for a possible 
run for governor. Gov. Schwarzenegger has 
shifted between supporting the court-ordered 
changes and fi ghting them, as political pressures 
intensifi ed, but in January 2009, in response to 
protests against cuts at California’s universities 
and state colleges, he proposed a constitutional 
amendment barring the state from spending a 
higher percentage on prisons than on higher 
education. He said that in the past 30 years, 
prison spending increased from 3 percent of the 
state general fund to 11 percent while spending 
for higher education declined from 10 percent to 
7.5 percent. While university offi cials and stu-
dents cheered the proposal, powerful corrections 
unions condemned it. Gov. Schwarzenegger 
proposed prison savings through privatization. 
 A 2009 study by the Boston Foundation in 
Massachusetts found that spending on correc-
tions agencies has exploded in the past decade 
despite only a modest increase in the number 
of people incarcerated, and accounts for a big-
ger chunk of the state budget than each of the 
budgets that oversee higher education, social 
services, and public health. During the reces-
sion—when the state slashed spending on local 
aid, higher education, and public health—cor-
rections funding has largely been spared. The 
report predicted that spending on prisons and 
jails would surpass spending on higher educa-
tion in the following year. The report called for 
Massachusetts to enact prison reform, including 
making more nonviolent prisoners eligible for 
supervised parole, shortening sentences for of-
fenders who complete education and substance 
abuse programs, and eliminating certain manda-
tory minimum drug sentences.
 States are beginning to review their policies 

on capital punishment. In 2009 the country 
had the fewest death sentences since the U.S. 
Supreme Court reinstated the death penalty in 
1976. New Mexico became the 15th state to 
abolish the death penalty. A study by researchers 
at the University of Texas found that the death 
penalty is hopelessly fl awed, irreparable, does 
nothing to reduce or prevent crime, and has 
been known to execute innocent people.
 States are also reevaluating their policies 
on mandatory minimum sentences for drug 
offenses. The Massachusetts Senate passed a 
bill that would restore parole eligibility to drug 
offenders. Inmates would also be eligible to 
participate in work release and other reentry 
programs during the mandatory minimum part 
of their sentences. New York is putting more 
discretion in the hands of judges and more 
treatment options in the hands of offenders. 
Michigan has repealed most of its mandatory 
minimum drug sentences and established new 
sentencing guidelines. 

Theory
WACQUANT STUDIED WITH PIERRE BOURDIEU 
and describes his theory as “a Bourdieuan theory 
that attempts to avoid the rigid opposition be-
tween the materialist and symbolic lineages.” 
The key concept is “bureaucratic fi eld.” Wac-
quant draws on Bourdieu’s distinction between 
the left hand of the state, meaning the maternal 
and nurturing policies of the welfare state, and 
the coercive and controlling police functions of 
the state. (6) The bureaucracies that adminis-
ter social functions—public education, health, 
housing, welfare, and labor law—compete with 
the bureaucracies charged with enforcing the 
new economic discipline via budget cuts, fi scal 
incentives, and economic deregulation.
 Bourdieu proposes to view the state “not as 
a monolithic entity but as a splintered space of 
forces vying over the defi nition and distribution 
of public goods, which he calls ‘the bureaucratic 
fi eld.’” (289) 
 Michel Foucault predicted in the 1970s 
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that the prison was an institution in inevitable 
decline, destined to be replaced by more diffuse 
and diversifi ed instruments of social control. 
Wacquant says that this theory has been dis-
proved by the dramatic rise in imprisonment 
in almost all Western societies. He says that 
the theory of Frances Fox Piven and Richard 
Cloward, as set forth in their book Regulating 
the Poor, worked well for the Fordist-Keynesian 
age and accounts for the two major welfare 
explosions during the Great Depression and in 
the 1960s, but the model “has been rendered 
obsolete by the neoliberal remaking of the state 
over the past quarter-century.” (290)
 Wacquant presents his theory as a “provi-
sional account,” which he admits is one-sided 
and overly monolithic. It doesn’t take into ac-
count the vagaries of policy implementation or 
the resistance efforts from below “which have 
been variegated if remarkably ineffectual in the 
United States.” (xix)
 Piven believes that Wacquant has stretched 
functionalism too far. While the criminal justice 
system does function to discipline the people in 
the lower social class to accept the “post-Fordist” 
labor market, as Wacquant says, it also functions 
to provide jobs for people in depressed rural 
areas of the country, and getting people elected 
to public offi ce on a “tough on crime” platform, 
fueled by a media that infl ames people’s fears of 
crime, even as the actual rate of crime declines. 
Piven points out that welfare has always been 
puny and stigmatized. Welfare policy has always 
been integrated with the labor market by “the 
principle of less eligibility,” which ensures that 
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welfare grants will be kept lower than the low-
est wages so that paid work is a more attractive 
choice. Piven says, 

What was new in the 1996 reform was not 
work enforcement so much as its administra-
tive reinvigoration, a shift that was justifi ed 
by the broader movement of women into the 
workforce. Much of the 1996 law was directed 
at the incentive structure of the program and 
had the effect of increasing the pressures on 
state governments and local administrators to 
use sanctions freely and more vigorously en-
force wage work or at least work-like routines. 
This meant that whatever cultural and politi-
cal protection gender roles had once allowed 
lower class women who were mothers was now 
stripped away. To be sure, lower class women, 
and especially black women, had always been 
workers. Nevertheless, dominant ideas about 
the obligations of mothers that had once 
justifi ed what little support they were allowed 
by the welfare system were now discredited.”

 I have done activist work in both the welfare 
and prison fi elds, but until I read Wacquant I 
had not realized how intimately interwoven they 
were. Reforming prisons will not only free a lot 
of prisoners, but it can also free a lot of money to 
spend on social services, education, and welfare.
 This is not the easiest book to read. Some of 
Wacquant’s sentences are convoluted and hard 
to decipher. He is sometimes a bit repetitive. But 
the book is, as Piven says on the book jacket, a 
tour de force. 

A fully footnoted version will be found on our website, 
newpol.org
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IT USED TO BE SAID that if you walked down 
any street in a black neighborhood during a 

Joe Louis fi ght you would not miss a word of the 
broadcast because every 
radio in every house would 
be tuned to the same sta-
tion … and turned up loud. 
A few years later, the same 
thing could be said about a 
Sugar Ray Robinson fi ght. 
Sugar Ray and Joe Louis 
dominated their respective 
divisions for nearly three decades. There was 
one other thing said about Sugar that made him 
unique to older men: “Pound for pound, Sugar 
Ray Robinson was the greatest fi ghter to ever 
step into the ring. He had it all: speed, power, 
endurance, savvy and style. There will never 
be another like him,” reminisced men in their 
seventies or eighties who felt themselves lucky 
to have seen him fi ght. 
 The rollicking life of Sugar Ray Robinson 
is told by the book under review here and by 
other books — Pound for Pound: A Biography of 
Sugar Ray Robinson, by Herb Boyd (Harper-
Collins, 2005) and Sugar Ray: The Sugar Ray 
Robinson Story, (Sugar Ray Robinson and Dave 
Anderson, New York: Da Capo, 1994). All the 
books tell much about the colorful life of Sugar 
Ray but less about the times, but more of that 
later. In any event, the trajectory of Sugar’s life 
at an early age and Joe Louis’s, and mine, were 
so similar because we were part of the Great 
Migration happening at the time: the migration 

Fate of a Champion
REGINALD WILSON

of blacks escaping the Hell of life in the South 
to the Purgatory of the North; the stream of 
blacks attracted by the promise of jobs — dirty, 

physical, and hard — but 
jobs nevertheless and the 
stress of blacks escaping 
Jim Crow life in the South.
 Joe Louis Barrow 
came North to Detroit 
from Alabama; Walker 
Smith, Jr. (Sugar) came 
from Georgia and my par-

ents came from Mississippi and Arkansas to 
Detroit where I was born. All three of us were 
thrown into the turmoil of Detroit’s Black Bot-
tom and Hastings Street and found some respite 
at Brewster Recreation Center. For 25 cents a 
month membership, the Center provided escape 
from the streets with checkers, table tennis, and 
amateur boxing. 
 The press of the Migration can be grasped 
from two stark numbers: Between 1910 and 
1930, the infl ux of people into Detroit grew 
from 5,000 to 125,000! Herb Boyd’s book, 
because he is almost a native Detroiter, is much 
richer in describing the social milieu of growing 
up black in Detroit in the early thirties. Hay-
good, while not a native, relies on his research 
to give us a broader picture of race relations at 
the time: the 1923 Ku Klux Klan rally around 
City Hall; the 1925 Clarence Darrow defense 
of Dr. Ossian Sweet for standing up to a white 
mob; etc. Leila Smith was so concerned for the 
safety of her two daughters and fi ve-year-old 
Walker, Jr. that she took them back South! 
But “The South was still the South,” and Leila 
saved her money and moved her family back to 
Detroit within a year. There, Walker Jr. found 
Brewster Recreation Center and his hero — Joe 
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Louis Barrow — was starting to accumulate 
amateur boxing trophies for the Center. Little 
Walker followed him around like a puppy. The 
fi rst seeds of becoming a boxer were planted. 
 When discussing his book, Haygood usu-
ally preceded his talk with a brief fi lm clip of 
one of Sugar Ray’s fi ghts to give his audience, 
most of whom were under age sixty, a glimpse 
of what Sugar Ray’s famous style and power 
were all about. In 1950, three young men from 
Detroit were eager to see Sugar Ray’s power 
for themselves. They drove from Detroit on the 
newly opened Pennsylvania Turnpike to New 
York. They hung out in the heady atmosphere of 
the post-fi ght excitement of Sugar Ray’s Bar as 
the crowd exploded with collective shouts when 
their conquering hero appeared. Some years 
later the three men were: one, the Deputy Chief 
of the Detroit Police Department; two, the 
Chief Physician of the Wayne State University 
Health Service and; three, myself, the President 
of Wayne County Community College.
 How Sugar Ray got his name provides an 
amusing aside. Before his fi rst fi ght Walker’s 
manager got a request for his AAU card (re-
quired to certify he was an amateur). George 
Gainford, his manager, knew Walker didn’t 
have one, but George always kept a bunch of 
extra cards in his pocket. So, he reached in and 
pulled out one of a boxer who was no longer 
fi ghting — Ray Robinson. After Walker’s vic-
tory, someone said, “You sure got a sweet fi ghter 
there.” A woman in the crowd shouted, “Yeah, 
sweet as sugar.” A sportswriter printed it the 
next day and Sugar Ray Robinson was born. 
 From there Sugar Ray went on to compile 
— 1940 to 1965 — a record unequaled in boxing 
history: 85 amateur fi ghts, 85 victories, 69 by 
knockout, 49 in the fi rst round! 194 professional 
fi ghts (109 knockouts), 19 defeats, only one by 
KO! 

II
SO WHAT IS ONE TO MAKE of this Sugar Ray 
Robinson and his life and times? Let’s look at 

both sides of his life as depicted by Boyd and 
Haygood: THE GOOD SIDE: Besides the 
spectacular boxing record — travel all over 
Europe, Hawaii, Canada, Trinidad, Mexico, and 
Jamaica. Earning millions and having homes in 
New York and California. Owning a nightclub, 
a restaurant, a barbershop, a beauty parlor and 

Cadillacs, Lincolns, and several sport cars. THE 
BAD SIDE. Dying broke and in debt. Plagued 
with diabetes, arteriosclerosis and hypertension. 
And fi nally ravaged with Alzheimer’s disease, 
sadly robbing him of “the memory of his greatest 
triumphs before thousands of cheering fans.” 
(Boyd, 260). The thousands of broken bodies, 
the thousands of wrecked lives — from the great 
Joe Louis ending as a doorman in Vegas, Henry 
Armstrong nearly blinded. And thousands 
like them. They were the detritus of seconds, 
sparring partners, and the defeated pugilists 
that it took to produce one Sugar. It was that 
which turned me away from the mayhem of the 
ring long ago and made me an advocate for its 
abolishment. 
 And yet there are thousands of young 
men, overwhelmingly African-American, who 
would give their eye-teeth to be like Sugar Ray 
Robinson, young men who have bought the 
myth so painfully spelled out in black lives and 
literature. It is the myth of black superiority in 
sport and strength as a reversal of the equally 
held myth of black inferiority that has been held 
for centuries.
 For instance, after Jack Johnson fi nally de-

The wrecked lives turned me away 
from the mayhem of the ring long 
ago and made me an advocate for 

its abolishment.
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feated the white champion, Tommy Burns, in 
1908 (after chasing him all over the globe), the 
myth of the “white superiority of strength” was 
gradually transformed into “white = intellectual 
superiority; black= brute physical superiority.” 
There had been statements and thoughts of that, 
of course, long before Jack Johnson but his star-
tling and decisive victory caused mass hysteria 
in the press. Before the fi ght, Jack London, in 
his newspaper column, declared, ”The white 
man must defeat the black man.” (Yes, that Jack 
London, the socialist.) After World War II, as 
opportunity gradually opened for black athletes 
in other sports than boxing, they swarmed into 
them and gradually began to dominate them. 
This was not only an American phenomenon 
but also a universal one. “After England was 
defeated by the Sri Lankans at the 1996 world 
championships, the chairman of the English 
Cricket Board said, “If our team keeps going the 
way it has been going, then our game will die.” 
The British black boxer, Jimmy Dublin, once 
said, “We don’t do very well at reading and writ-
ing, but we’re made for physical things.” Thus, 
the reversal was accepted by both the whites and 
the blacks, if not quite so blatantly.

AFRICAN-AMERICANS NOW DOMINATE 
nearly every American SPORT and this is 

thought to be perfectly normal, rather than 
based on opportunity and inordinate training 
as well as recruiting the “best” into training 
at the earliest age and opportunity. Football is 
the major sinner in this respect. American col-
leges are usually ranked by their football and 
basketball teams’ performance, curiously, rather 
than by their “academic merit.” So it is “normal” 
that their football coaches make more money 
than their presidents, and their black or other 
disadvantaged athletes are given extra weight on 
their SATs (for admission purposes), for their 
athletic ability rather than their educational 
disadvantages. Since it is presumed that they 
are being groomed for the professional teams, 
their educational needs are given only enough 

attention to keep them eligible. This outrageous 
activity is sanctioned by the more prestigious 
universities as well as the other schools and the 
NCAA. “Decades of popular scientifi c specu-
lation about the special endowments of black 
athletes have shaped the thinking of entire 
populations,” says the massively documented 
study of this phenomena (Darwin’s Athletes 
by John Hoberman, New York, Houghton 
Miffl in, 1997). It will be hard to dislodge this 
belief in either race because it serves a purpose 
in both races — both nefarious. The myth of 
the black super athlete is attractive to African-
Americans and it’s equally attractive to whites 
who tend to believe that they have to “earn” their 
place in athletic prominence whereas African-
Americans are “naturally” gifted and require less 
thought and effort in their attainment, Thus, 
blacks were suitable for the line in football but 
were kept from the quarterback position which 
required skills and knowledge, or so it was as-
sumed. Even today, when blacks make up 52 
percent of professional football players, they are 
rarely the quarterback of any team. Affi rmative 
action is OK on the athletic fi eld but is fought 
fi ercely when it is applied to the classroom, as 
the Grutter case, involving affi rmative action for 
blacks, confi rms at the University of Michigan. 
As I watch the overwhelmingly white specta-
tors stream from the stadium after watching a 
predominantly black victory, shouting “We won! 
We won!” I wonder who “we” is. 
 Basketball is equally unbalanced. Blacks 
make up nearly70 percent of the players. John 
Thompson, former basketball coach of George-
town University, was once asked what racial 
balance he would prefer on a basketball team. 
He replied, “For diversity, I would like two or 
three whites. If I wanted to win, give me fi ve 
blacks.” The answer is both sad and poignant. 
Black players often beg their coaches to fi nd a 
white player to make their team more attractive 
to the spectators.
 People forget that Michael Jordan was at 
fi rst rejected by his high school coach. He went 
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back and practiced until he got better and made 
the team. There is nothing “natural” about “Air 
Jordan.” You might “still hear talk that blacks 
possess an extra bone in the heel” that make 
them good at sprinting (Hoberman, 125). That 
theory held until Kenyans started winning the 
New York marathons! 
 The belief that African-Americans have 
a natural athletic ability (with limited intel-
lectual endowment) while whites have to work 
hard athletically but have great mental agility, 
is a tenaciously held thought by both whites 
and blacks and shows “how sport has damaged 
black America and preserved the myth of race” 
(Hoberman, 1).

 And what of Sugar Ray Robinson? We will 
never see his like again. The days of spectacular 
heavyweight or middleweight champions is 
gone forever. (Q. Who is the current heavy-
weight boxing champion? A. Some black guy, 
I think). Black youngsters must be persuaded 
that there is another active way to claim their 
humanity in attempting to make an impact on 
the world around them. To begin with, the vi-
sion of Paul Robeson comes to mind. He was an 
All-American in football at Rutgers and a Phi 
Beta Kappa in scholarship, as well as valedic-
torian of his class. He also made a tremendous 
and lasting impact on American society. That’s 
a start. 
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THE EPONYMOUS ANTIHERO of Dan Clowes’ 
latest graphic novel, Wilson, exudes the kind 

of nervous, antisocial energy 
that can get people into trouble. 
He mutters to himself, picks 
fi ghts with strangers and treats 
his relatives like dirt. He calls 
it as he sees it, but he doesn’t 
consider the feelings of others. 
A one-time philosophy grad 
student, Wilson opens the book by saying, “I 
love people!” and then does everything he can 
to prove the opposite. 
 The artist/writer Dan Clowes has a knack 
for creating dyspeptic, self-involved characters 
who rail at the world without trying to change 
things for the better. In many respects, Wilson 
is the latest in a long line of Clowesian oddballs 
who poke fun at social conventions but lack any 
signifi cant degree of self-awareness. He is the 
kind of bitter outcast who has intelligent things 
to say but doesn’t have any friends to share his 
bon mots with. In recent years Clowes has 
practically specialized in creating deeply un-
charismatic, socially marginal types who inhabit 
the bohemian edges of college towns and cities. 
His comics are sharply observed, and sometimes 
side-splittingly funny, but they may strike some 
readers as borderline misanthropic. 
 Clowes got his start in the mid-1980s, with 

a humor title called Lloyd Llewellyn that Fanta-
graphics published. He then worked on a comic 

book series called Eightball that 
became one of the most infl u-
ential non-superhero comic 
book titles of the 1990s. His 
best-known effort to date is the 
existential drama Ghost World, 
which centers on the troubled 
friendship of two teenage girls. 

It was made into a movie in 2001 from his Acad-
emy Award-nominated script. He also penned 
the screenplay for Art School Confi dential, which 

Portrait of a Misfit
As Seen in the Art of Dan Clowes
KENT WORCESTER

KENT WORCESTER is the coeditor of Arguing Comics: 
Literary Masters on a Popular Medium (2004) and 
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Wilson
DANIEL CLOWES

Montreal: Drawn and Quarterly, 
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came out in 2006. Fantagraphics have published 
several collections of his short format comics, 
and in the past few years he has contributed 
cover art to The New Yorker. 
 Clowes’ comics combine deadpan humor, 
vividly realized storylines, and precise, super-
clean artwork. Wilson represents a departure 
from his earlier books in that the story is told 
through a series of stand alone pages, each with 
its own look and title. The result is a graphic 

novel that in some ways resembles a short 
story collection. While some of the pages are 
monochromatic, with spare, minimal fi guration, 
others offer densely rendered, seemingly realistic 
environments. Wilson really likes to talk, and 
many of Clowes’ pages are fi lled with his lonely 
rants. In other cases he pesters pretty much 
everyone he comes into contact with. In a few 
pages silent, ruminative panels predominate. 
 Wilson is that part of ourselves that should 
have learned to grow up by now. On the back 
cover, he’s in a four-panel comic strip, browsing 
in a bookstore. In the fi rst panel he says, “All 
these books and not a single one about me!” In 
the second he says, “Am I such a terrible person?” 
Next he asks, “Why do we need another book 
about Lincoln? He wore a top hat and freed the 
slaves — we get it!” In the fi nal panel, still look-
ing at books, he says, “No wonder bookstores 
are going out of business!” The joke, of course, 
is that there actually is a book about Wilson, 
competing for reader interest and market share 
with all of those Abraham Lincoln biographies. 
Wilson may not save your neighborhood book-
store, but it usefully reminds us not to take 
ourselves too seriously. 
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If the pension system supposedly makes workers all 
“stakeholders” in capitalism, it does so to the same 

degree that a pickpocket who leaves the victim enough 
change to buy a lottery ticket accords the mark a stake 
in pickpocketing. 

Barry Finger
PUBLIC SECTOR WORKERS AND THE CRISIS

�

Many self-identifi ed leftists in Turkey have long 
countenanced the cover-up or even half-justifi ed 

the crime of the genocide of Armenians.
G. M. Goshgarian

REVIEW, ECE TEMELKURAN, DEEP MOUNTAIN: 
ACROSS THE TURKISH-ARMENIAN DIVIDE

�
Beyond a certain self reverential quality and a 

quirkiness that makes his acidic pronouncements 
seem overdone if not camp, it just may be there’s — just 
as Gertrude Stein said about Oakland, Cal. — “no there 
there.”

Michael Hirsch
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