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A Quick Intro to the ISO

The International Socialist Organization is committed to building an
revolutionary organization that participates in the struggles for justice
and liberation today—and, ultimately, for a future socialist society. The
ISO has branches across the country whose members are involved in
helping to build a number of struggles: the movement to stop war and
occupation, the immigrant rights movement and other fights against
racism, the struggle for women'’s rights—like the right to choose abor-
tion, opposing anti-gay bigotry, and standing up for workers’ rights.
The misery that millions of people around the world face is rooted in
the society we live in—capitalism, where the few who rule profit from
the labor of the vast majority of the population. In the U.S., a tiny pro-
portion of the population enjoys fantastic wealth, while millions of peo-
ple live in desperate poverty, and many more live paycheck to pay-
check. Yet we have the resources to feed, clothe and educate every-
one on the planet. A world free of exploitation—socialism—is not
only possible but worth fighting for. The ISO stands in the tradition of
revolutionary socialists like Karl Marx, V.I. Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg and
Leon Trotsky in the belief that workers
themselves—the vast majority of the pop-
ulation—are the only force that can lead
the fight to win a socialist society.
Socialism can't be brought about from
above, but has to be won by workers
themselves. The Democratic Party, much
like the Republicans, acts in the interests
of Corporate America and the privileged
few at the top. Therefore, we do not sup-
port their candidates. We see our task as
building an independent socialist organi-
zation with members organizing in our
workplaces, our schools and our neigh-
borhoods to bring socialist ideas to the
struggles we are involved in today, and
the vision of a socialist world in the future.

THE WAY A BRANCH WORKS:

Meetings

Most branches meet once a week, these meetings will usually either
be: public meetings on some relevant political topic that we advertise
broadly; organizing meetings that we use to have discussions of our
different areas of work, to gain a clear political perspective on the
political issues of the day, or educational meetings to discuss an issue
of socialist theory that we use to deepen our understanding of how we
can change society.

Socialist Worker Sales

The other major activity that members of the branch participate in
each week is selling our newspaper, Socialist Worker, and its bi-
monthly spanish language supplement, Obrerro Socialista. We do this

The ISO stands in the tradition
of revolutionary socialists like
Karl Marx, V.I. Lenin, Rosa
Luxemburg and Leon Trotsky
in the belief that workers
themselves—the vast majority
of the population—are the
only force that can lead the
fight to win a socialist society.

not only to put out an alternative perspective on the crisis in our world
than the one we all get from the corporate media, but more impor-
tantly to meet and talk to people about socialist politics, and to try to
get them involved in activism and in the ISO. Every member should
sign up for two sales a week. At the branch meeting, you can find out
when and where these sales happen and sign up.

Activist Work

As socialists, we think that the only way that capitalism can ultimately
be overthrown is by the active revolutionary struggle of the majority of
working people. But during most periods, the majority of workers
aren’t convinced of the need to get rid of capitalism. People can occa-
sionally be convinced of the need for socialism through discussion
alone, but in most cases, people’s ideas about society change through
struggle—whether it be in workplace struggles against paycuts and
layoffs or for unionization, or struggles to end war, against police bru-
tality, and more. Through our participation in various struggles, we
hope not only to win victories against war,
racism, etc., but also to convince others
involved in these struggles of the need to
fight for a different type of society altogeth-
er—a socialist society. Many of the activists
of the 1960s and 1970s became revolution-
ary socialists as their ideas changed in the
course of struggles against the Vietnam War,
against women’s oppression, and against
racism.

The IS0 is involved in many struggles, such
as building the immigrant rights and anti-war
movements, supporting workers’ struggles,
campaigning against the death penalty,
defending abortion rights, and many other
issues. Around certain areas of activism that
a branch relates to every week, we have fractions set up so that those
ISO members involved in a particular area of struggle can meet and
collectively strategize and discuss our work in these movements. We
also have a branch-building fraction that is more exclusively focused
on political educaation and how to build the ISO. Everyone in the
branch should be involved in one of these fractions.

Publications

In addition to our weekly newspaper, Socialist Worker, and its bi-
monthly spanish language supplement, Obrerro Socialista, the 1S0 has
several other important publications that we use: The International
Socialist Review, our bi-monthly magazine. The ISR features longer,
more theoretical articles as well as interviews with important activists
from struggles around the world. There are excellent archives and
resources on our websites. (www.socialistworker.org and
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www.isreview.org)

We support Haymarket Books—an independent left wing book pub-
lisher that has put out a number of cutting edge books in the last few
years, ranging from Marxist theory and tradition to detailed historical
analysis of important events of the past two centuries. In order to arm
ourselves for the fight for a better world, we need to take ideas seri-
ously and learn the lessons of past victories as well as defeats.
Haymarket books are an excellent tool for this. Check out their cata-
logue at haymarketbooks.org

Dues

We live in a capitalist society where very little can be accomplished
without money. The ISO is a completely self-funded organization. That
means that we don't have any funds outside of what our members
themselves can raise. Often we will hold public fundraisers to pay for
the weekly operation of our branch (renting meeting space and pro-

Local Branch
Contact & meeting info:

viding translation services and/or child care) or for special events or
actions. But on a national level we rely on our own members’ monthly
contributions to keep our organization running. That is why every
member of the ISO is expected to pay dues. Without these funds, we
could not put out any of our publications, nor could we hold meet-
ings—basically, dues enable us to function politically. If members
have a bank account and are able to, they should get on dues check-
off. This simply means that your dues will automatically be deducted
from your bank account every month so the treasurer doesn’t have
to track people down and get cash from them, and it greatly facili-
tates the functioning of our branch and our organization as a whole.
Talk to the branch treasurer about getting on dues check-off.

Publications
www.socialistworker.org
WWW.isreview.org
www.haymarketbooks.org

Lee el naimero mas reciente de
Obrero Socialista, el suplemento en
espaiol de Socialist Worker.

www.socialistworker.org/Obrero.shtml
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Where We Stand

Socialism, Not Capitalism

War, poverty, exploitation and oppression are products of the capitalist
system, a system in which a minority ruling class profits from the labor
of the majority. The alternative is socialism, a society based on work-
ers collectively owning and controlling the wealth their labor creates.

We stand in the Marxist tradition, founded by Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels, and continued by V.I. Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg and Leon Trotsky.

Workers’ Power

Workers create society’s wealth, but have no control over its produc-
tion and distribution. A socialist society can only be built when workers
collectively take control of that wealth and democratically plan its pro-
duction and distribution according to human needs instead of profit.

The working class is the vast majority of society and is the key to the
fight for socialism. Workers’ central role in production give them a
social power—by use of the strike weapon—to paralyze the system like
no other social force.

Socialism is working-class self-emancipation. Only mass struggles of
the workers themselves can put an end to the capitalist system of
oppression and exploitation.

We support trade unions as essential to the fight for workers’ econom-
ic and political rights. To make the unions fight for workers' interests,
rank-and-file workers must organize themselves independent of the
union officials.

Revolution

We actively support the struggle of workers and all oppressed people
for economic, political and social reforms, both as a means to improve
their conditions and to advance their confidence and fighting strength.
But reforms within the capitalist system cannot put an end to oppres-
sion and exploitation. Capitalism must be replaced.

The structures of the present government grew up under capitalism
and are designed to protect capitalist rule. The working class needs
an entirely different kind of state—a democratic workers’ state based
on councils of workers’ delegates.

We do not support candidates of capitalist parties like the Democrats
or the Republicans. We support genuine left-wing candidates and politi-
cal action that promotes independence from the corporate-dominated
two-party system in the U.S.

Internationalism

Capitalism is an international system, so the struggle for socialism
must be international, uniting workers of all countries. Socialists
oppose imperialism—the division of the globe based on the subjugation
of weaker nations by stronger ones—and support the self-determina-
tion of oppressed nations. We oppose all immigration controls.

We oppose U.S. intervention in Cuba, the Middle East, and elsewhere.
We are for self-determination for Puerto Rico.

China and Cuba, like the former Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc, have
nothing to do with socialism. They are state capitalist regimes. We sup-
port the struggles of workers in these countries against the bureau-
cratic ruling class.

Full Equality and Liberation

Capitalism divides the working class, based on sexual, racial and
national distinctions. The specially oppressed groups within the work-
ing class suffer the most under capitalism.

We oppose racism in all its forms. We support the struggle for immi-
grants rights. We fight for real social, economic and political equality
for women and for an end to discrimination against leshians and gays.

We support the fight for Black liberation and all the struggles of the
oppressed. The liberation of the oppressed is essential to socialist
revolution and impossible without it.

The Revolutionary Party

To achieve socialism, the most militant workers must be organized into
a revolutionary socialist party. The ISO is committed to playing a role
in laying the foundations for such a party. We aim to build an inde-
pendent socialist organization, rooted in workplaces, schools and
neighborhoods that, in fighting today’s struggles, also wins larger
numbers to socialism.
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The Case for Socialism

By Alan Maas

Human need, not corporate greed.
Socialism is based on the idea that we should use the vast resources
of society to meet people’s needs.

It seems so obvious—if people are hungry, they should be fed; if peo-
ple are homeless, we should build homes for them; if people are sick,
the best medical care should be available to them. A socialist society
would take the immense wealth of the rich and use it to meet the basic
needs of all society. The money wasted on weapons could be used to
end poverty, homelessness, and all other forms of scarcity.

There’s no blueprint for what a socialist society will look like. That will
be determined by the generations to come who are living in one. But it
seems obvious that such a society would guarantee every person
enough to eat and a sturdy roof over their heads. The education sys-
tem would be made free—and reorganized so that every child’s ability
is encouraged. Health care would be made free and accessible to all,
as would all utilities like gas and electricity. Public transportation would
also be made free—and more practical and efficient. All of these basic
needs would become top priorities.

A socialist society would not only take away the existing wealth of the
ruling class, but also its economic control over the world. The means
of production—the factories, offices, mines, and so on—would be owned
by all of society. Under the current system, important economic deci-
sions are left to the chaos of the free market and to the blind competi-
tion of capitalists scrambling for profits. Under socialism, the majority
of people would plan democratically what to do and how do it.

Not surprisingly, socialist ideas bring loud complaints from defenders
of the capitalist system. Most come down to the same thing: Public
ownership and planning would involve a bunch of bureaucrats ordering
people around and telling them what they should want.

It's a ridiculous accusation when you consider that the majority of peo-
ple under capitalism have no meaningful choices about the things that
matter the most in their lives—what they do at work and how they do it,
what they can buy, how they spend the bulk of their time. These deci-
sions are made in the corporate boardrooms, in the Oval Office, in the
judges’ chambers—without anyone’s input.

Socialist planning would involve the exact opposite of this: the widest
possible debate and discussion about what's needed in society and
how to achieve it. Instead of leaving decisions about what gets pro-
duced and how to a handful of executives, all workers would have a
voice in what they do at their workplace. And larger bodies of demo-
cratically elected representatives would be able to fully discuss overall

social priorities.

If a socialist society mistakenly produced too much of one product, the
extra could be given away and resources shifted into making some-
thing else. When capitalists make this kind of mistake, factories are
shut down, workers are thrown onto the street, food is destroyed to
push up prices, and so on. Socialism would put an end to this absurd
waste.

In order for planning to work, a socialist society must be democratic
—much more so than the current system. Democracy and capitalism
don't really go hand in hand. In fact, repressive dictatorships run
many so-called models of the free market in less developed countries.
Even in countries that brag about how democratic they are, democra-
cy is limited to electing representatives to government every two or
four years.

Unfortunately, the record of the former USSR, China, and other so-
called socialist countries has created the impression that socialism is a
top-down society run by party bosses. This has nothing to do with
genuine socialism—or, for that matter, with the whole experience of
working-class struggle. Socialism will be democratic in a more funda-
mental way:.

There were many revolutionary upheavals during the twentieth centu-
ry—Russia in 1917, Spain in the 1930s, Iran in 1979, to mention only
a few--and each one created a similar system for the majority in socie-
ty to make decisions about the organization and priorities of the
struggle. Each time, democracy revolved around a system of workers'’
councils—representative bodies elected from workplaces. All of the dif-
ferent examples of workers’ councils over the years have shared com-
mon features: the ability of workers to immediately recall elected rep-
resentatives; wages for representatives no higher than those of the
people they represent; elections at mass meetings rather than in iso-
lated voting booths.

We can’t predict the exact form of workers’ councils in a socialist soci-
ety. What is important is the democratic principle that these bodies
have represented in past struggles. The basic principle common to all
revolutions is that representatives must be held accountable to those
they represent. This can only be accomplished if discussion and argu-
ment thrive in every corner of society--and if representatives are
responsible to the outcomes of those discussions. Such a system
would be many times more democratic than what currently exists.

The heart of socialism is equality. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels
summed up its aim with a simple slogan: "From each according to their
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ability, to each according to their need."

This basic concept infuriates the bosses and their ideologues. They
reject the idea of a society without power and privilege for a small
group. They complain that under socialism, everyone would be paid
the same amount. This is true. Roughly speaking, people would receive
the same thing—there’s no reason for it to work any other way:.

"Ahal" comes the response. "You'd pay a brain surgeon the same as
you'd pay a truck driver! Then no one would put in the work to
become a brain surgeon."

Such a statement is telling about the priorities of capitalist
society—that the only reason people would try to heal the sick is for
money. Without financial incentive, the logic goes, no one will pursue
work that requires a lot of education, training, and skill.

What a travesty! Socialism would be about giving people the opportu-
nity to do what they really want. It would encourage them to become

doctors, scientists, artists, or anything else
they might desire—unlike now, where peo-

ple’s access to education is limited by their
access to cash.

Capitalism actually stifles people’s creativity.
Only a minority of people are asked to put
their minds to the running of society—and
most of them do it for the purpose of mak-
ing themselves richer, not for achieving any
common good.

We would use our technological knowledge
to eliminate boring or dangerous jobs as
much as possible—and share out equally
the tasks we couldn’t automate. The goal
would be to free all people to do the work
they love—and to give them the leisure time to enjoy the wonders of
the world around them.

Imagine what society would be like if it mattered what ordinary people
thought—if it mattered what an assembly line worker thought about the
pace of work and whether it was necessary or what a hospital worker
thought about the availability of medical resources and how to use
those resources. That's a world where people would become fully alive
in a way they never will under capitalism.

Can the system be fixed?

The basic idea of socialism—that the resources of society should be
used to meet people’s needs—seems like the simplest of proposals.
The more difficult question is how to achieve it. How can society be
transformed? In high school civics class, the textbooks explain that
political change takes place "through the system." The U.S. govern-

Socialism would be about
giving people the opportunity
to do what they really want. It

would encourage them to

become doctors, scientists,
artists, or anything else they
might desire—unlike now,
where people’s access to
education is limited by their
access to cash.

ment represents the "will of the people," we're taught, and people who
want to "make a difference" should use the democratic process—by
working for political candidates they like and maybe even running for
office themselves.

But to judge from the 2000 election, the chances of "making a differ-
ence" aren’t too good. The main qualification for a serious candidate
for president, for example, had nothing to do with "political vision" or
any of the overblown phrases thrown around in the media. Instead, it
was the candidate’s ability to raise outrageous sums of money from
wealthy donors. George W. Bush got the jump on the other candidates.
By the beginning of 2000, almost a year before the election, he had
raked in $67 million—three times the existing record set by Bill Clinton
in 1996.

Republicans have always been better than Democrats at getting money
from rich donors, but the Democrats regularly rake in big bucks from
corporations. And there are plenty of players who give money to both
sides. During the 1992 election, for instance, Atlantic Richfield, Archer
Daniels Midland, RIR Nabisco, Philip Morris,
and the Tobacco Institute all gave more
than $100,000 to both parties.

During the 1998 election campaign, contri-
butions to the major parties hit a record
$1.6 billion. Business gave 63 percent of
the cash—compared to less than 3 percent
from unions, which are regularly denounced
by Republicans as trying to control
Washington. Election 2000 was no different:
From the presidential race on down, the
important contests were all but decided by
a special class of voters—the millionaires
who voted with their checkbooks.

Big business doesn't give away all that
money for the hell of it. They expect something in return. A few years
ago, Republican House leaders were caught allowing business lobby-
ists to actually write the legislation that gutted environmental regula-
tions. Within months of taking office, George W. Bush was in hot water
for letting his oil industry pals set energy policy for the nation. Even if
most politicians aren’t so brazen, this is basically how things are done
in Washington.

Of course, money aside, a politician can't win an election without the
votes of ordinary people. This is why candidates campaign on how
they'll improve people’s lives. But this is a fraud. Politicians under cap-
italism are the public face of a system set up for the rich. Their job is
to say one thing to the majority of the population, then to do another
for those they really serve. You don't need to look any further than Bill
Clinton’s presidency for a prime example of this.
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After 12 years of Ronald Reagan in the White House, Bill Clinton was a
breath of fresh air to millions of people. He promised "change." He
promised to "put people first." He promised universal health care. He
promised to fight discrimination against gays and lesbians, to fight
racism, and to defend a woman'’s right to choose. He also promised
labor unions that he would ban the permanent replacement of striking
workers.

But Clinton began to break his promises even before taking office.
Within months, most of his promised agenda had disappeared. We
ended up with "don’t ask, don’t tell" for gays in the military, for
instance, and he didn't lift a finger as legislation to ban the use of
scabs during strikes went down to defeat in the Senate—which was
controlled at the time by the Democrats. He took two years to screw
up health care reform, compromising on one provision after another in
the hope of staying on the good side of the health care bosses. And
this was only the beginning.

Clinton signed into law legislation that Ronald Reagan or George Bush
could only dream of. In 1995, Clinton agreed to a proposal to balance
the federal budget that required across-the-board spending cuts.
Departments like the Occupational Safety
and Health Administration and the
Environmental Protection Agency suffered
the consequences. And the next year,
Clinton signed the Republican Party’s ver-
sion of welfare "reform." Clinton promised
to pursue bipartisanship—a code word for
more "lite" versions of Republican
proposals.

Politicians like Bill Clinton are a dime a
dozen. The only characteristic that distin-
guishes Clinton is the skill with which he
talked out of both sides of his mouth.

Politicians claim they’re answerable to "the people." But they're really
answerable to the bosses who control U.S. society. President Woodrow
Wilson admitted as much at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Suppose you go to Washington and try to get at your government. You
will always find that while you are politely listened to, the men really
consulted are the men who have the big stake--the big bankers, the
big manufacturers and the big masters of commerce. ... The masters
of the government of the United States are the combined capitalists
and manufacturers of the United States.

Nearly a century later, Wilson's words ring as true as ever. Both of the
main political parties in the U.S. are run in the interests of those who
control the purse strings—and they, overwhelmingly, are the bosses.

Of course, Republicans and Democrats aren't exactly alike. On any
given issue, most Republicans are likely to be more conservative than
most Democrats, but the differences between the two parties are

Both of the main political
parties in the U.S. are run in
the interests of those who
control the purse strings—and
they, overwhelmingly, are
the bosses.

minor in comparison to the fundamental similarities that unite them.
Nevertheless, these differences are important in terms of how the two
parties are seen by most people. It's been many years since anyone
thought of the Republicans as anything other than the party of big
business. But the Democrats have the reputation as the party of the
people—the mainstream party that looks out for the interests of labor
and minorities.

The truth is quite different.

The Democratic Party’s image dates back to the Great Depression of
the 1930s and President Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal
reforms. These reforms laid the basis for many of the programs that
we associate with the federal government today—like Social Security
and unemployment insurance. These reforms were important victories,
and it's no wonder that workers look back on the politicians associat-
ed with them as friends of labor.

That's not how Roosevelt thought of himself, however. "[T]hose who
have property [fail] to realize that | am the best friend the profit sys-
tem ever had," Roosevelt said. In fact, Roosevelt carried out the New
Deal reforms as a conscious effort to head off a social revolt sparked
by the Great Depression. In return, he got
labor's votes—cementing the labor move-
ment’s misplaced loyalty to the Democrats,
which lasts to this day.

The Democrats played much the same role
during the social upheavals of the 1960s.
Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon
Johnson today have an entirely unearned
reputation as antiracists because they even-
tually supported some civil rights reforms.
But they had to be dragged into it. Kennedy
did his best to ignore the growing civil rights
movement in the U.S. South, and it was only after the Black struggle
grew to explosive proportions that Johnson—a Southern Democrat with
a long record of opposing civil rights—pushed through the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the two key pieces of
1960s civil rights legislation.

The Democrats succeeded in co-opting a number of leaders of social
movements, eventually putting them in the position of managing the
system. For example, in the late 1960s, the Democratic Party—once
the party of Southern slavery—opened its doors to Black politicians.
The number of Black elected officials shot up to more than 10,000.
Most major U.S. cities have had an African American mayor for some
period of time. But these politicians—elected with the hope that they
would challenge racism—have carried out the same attacks. They've
ended up imposing the cuts in social services and defending racist
police.

But, in spite of their record, at every election the Democrats have
been able to count on their reputation as champions of workers and
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the poor. Consider the fact that Bill Clinton—after all of his broken
promises—had the uninterrupted support of organized labor and liber-
al organizations. In fact, these groups at various times disarmed
opposition to Clinton’s policies. On the eve of Clinton’s signing of wel-
fare reform legislation in August 1996, Marian Wright Edelman, head
of the Children’s Defense Fund, called off a planned demonstration in
Washington, D.C., at the urging of the White House.

In fact, the bosses got away with welfare reform without much of a
fight at all. That's because the liberal organizations that could have
organized a response insisted that it was more important to stand
behind Clinton for fear of getting something worse—a Republican
victory in the 1996 election.

This is a perfect example of the politics of "lesser evilism." The argu-
ment—which emerges at every election—is that people should hold
their noses and vote Democrat to avoid the greater evil of a
Republican victory. The problem is that in voting for the lesser evil, you
usually get the lesser and the greater evil. Bill Clinton is a case in
point. He certainly talked a better game than George Bush or Bob
Dole, but in office, he enacted legislation that could have come from
their playbooks. So, though the "lesser evil" won in 1992 and 1996,
the Republican agenda--getting "tough on crime," enforcing "fiscal
responsibility," gutting the social safety net—took center stage.

Politicians won’t make any concessions to our side if they know we're
in their back pockets. If they think they can take the support of liberal
organizations for granted, then they'll sign laws like welfare reform
without a second thought—on the assumption that they can win a few
more votes in the next election by appealing to the right.

That's why we need an independent alternative to the twin parties of
capitalism.

The limits of reform
Not every country that calls itself a democracy is dominated by two
political parties that stand for capitalism.

Most countries of Western Europe have mass parties associated with
the labor movement—and by the late 1990s, these parties were run-
ning the governments in France, Germany, Britain, and elsewhere.

So would we come closer to socialism in the U.S. if we could vote for a
political party that stood for the working class rather than the capital-
ist class? Such a party would certainly be an advance over what exists
now, but ultimately, socialism can't come through the ballot box.

We're encouraged to believe that government stands above
society—that it's the negotiator between competing groups like employ-
ers and workers. But this is an illusion. Governments in capitalist soci-
eties are tools of the ruling class. One reason for this has already
been shown—that the bosses have a lot bigger say in what our elected
representatives decide to do—but there’s more to the question.

Governments consist of much more than elected representatives.
Bureaucrats—who aren’t answerable in any way to the rest of
society—make crucial decisions affecting people’s lives. Then there's
the judicial side of the U.S. government. Federal judges all the way up
to the Supreme Court never face an election. And standing beyond all
this are what Frederick Engels called "bodies of armed men"-the
police and the army. Formally, the Pentagon may be answerable to
elected politicians. But, in reality, it's a power unto itself.

Because of this, even politicians with every intention of "making a dif-

ference" find that rather than pulling the levers of power, the levers of
power pull them. They end up managing the system they expected to

change.

Suppose that you were elected president and were determined to
impose a tax on the rich to pay for a system of universal health care.
Within minutes of taking office, you would get a visit from your appoint-
ed treasury secretary and the chair of the government’s central bank,
the Federal Reserve, whom you didn't pick. They would tell you that
Wall Street wanted nothing to do with your plan unless you compro-
mised. If you persisted, the bosses would take further action--perhaps
sending their money out of the country so it couldn’t be taxed and
causing turbulence on the financial markets until you cried "uncle."

The "realistic" response of politicians is to make concessions--to try to
find some arrangement that's acceptable to all sides. But when this
becomes the priority, politics turns into the art of compromise instead
of a campaign to accomplish something. And pressure to compromise
shapes the plans and outlook of the people trying to make change in a
system rigged against them.

Beyond all of these considerations, many of the most important deci-
sions about people’s lives have nothing to do with decisions made by
elected officials or government bureaucrats. For example, no politician
voted for the tens of thousands of layoffs happening around the U.S.
The only people who had a say in that decision are company execu-
tives—answerable, if at all, to the tiny handful of people rich enough to
own a significant chunk of the company’s stock.

This is why the system can't be reformed. Elected representatives are
only one part of government under capitalism. And in a number of
tragic examples in countries around the world, they've turned out to
be a dispensable part—when sections of the ruling class have decided
to ditch democracy and rule by brute force.

Chile provides the most famous example of this. The socialist Salvador
Allende was elected president in 1970 on a fairly mild program of
reform that included nationalizing parts of the economy. Many people
took this as a sign that socialism could be voted into existence. But for
the next three years, Chile’s bosses—and their international partners,
especially in the U.S.—did everything they could to sabotage Allende.
They succeeded in forcing him to compromise, but even this wasn't
good enough. When the time was ripe, Chile’s generals made their
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move—launching a bloody coup that claimed the lives of tens of thou-
sands of Chilean workers.

The truth is that even if they aren’t bought off, politicians don’t have
the power to make the kind of change that would really transform soci-
ety. Instead of trying to elect well-intentioned politicians to make what
changes they can, we need to overturn the whole system. That is what
a revolution is all about: taking away the power of the people at the
top of society to make unaccountable decisions that affect our lives;
getting rid of a state machine that is organized to preserve this
power; and organizing a completely different and more democratic
system of workers’ councils to decide how society should be run.

This doesn’'t mean that socialists don't care about reforms. In fact,
outside of revolutionary upheavals, socialists spend most of their
efforts mobilizing pressure to win changes in the existing system.
Reforms make workers lives easier and increase their power in the
here and now. And they make people more confident in the struggle to
win further change. As the revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg wrote. “Can
we counterpose the social revolution, the transformation of the exist-
ing social order, our final goal, to social reforms?*

Certainly not. The daily struggle for reforms, for the amelioration of
the condition of the workers within the framework of the existing social
order, and for democratic institutions, offers to [socialists] the only
means of engaging in the proletarian class war and working in the
direction of the final goal-the conquest of political power and the sup-
pression of wage labor. Between social reforms and revolution there
exists. ..an indissoluble tie. The struggle for reforms is its means; the
social revolution, its aim.

Socialists fight for reforms, but reforms by themselves aren’t enough.
They can always be taken back if the movement retreats. We need rev-
olution because capitalist society can't be permanently changed in any
other way.

"If there is no struggle, there is no progress"

Socialists who talk about the need for a revolution in order to funda-
mentally change society are often accused of being unrealistic and
utopian. The argument starts in different ways—people are bought off
by the system, they're made stupid by television and popular culture,
the U.S. government is too powerful to challenge. But it always ends
with the question: How can a revolution ever take place in the U.S.?

Actually, the question isn't whether a revolution can take place in the
United States. The question is whether another revolution can take
place.

In a little more than two centuries, the U.S. has had two revolutions.
The first, in 1776, overthrew colonial rule by Britain’s monarchy. That
struggle spread to every corner of society and produced a new nation
organized around a representative government and perhaps the
widest system of democracy known to the world at that point. There
were gaping holes—the terrible crime of slavery was left untouched, for

example—but the new United States was an advance over what existed
before.

The U.S. experienced another social revolution 90 years later: the Civil
War of 1861-65, which destroyed the Southern system of slavery.
Today, credit for "freeing the slaves" usually goes to Abraham Lincoln
and perhaps a few army generals. But the North never would have
won the war against slavery without the active participation of masses
of people. Black slaves themselves played a crucial role in sparking
the struggle, as did the agitators of the abolitionist movement in the
North. And it was the courage and sacrifice of soldiers in the Northern
army--many of whom started without a clear idea of the war’s aim, but
became convinced over time of the need to abolish slavery—that trans-
formed U.S. society.

The Revolutionary War and the Civil War weren't socialist revolutions.
They were revolutions against national oppression and slavery that left
the economic setup of capitalism intact. Nevertheless, these struggles
fundamentally shaped U.S. society—and they disprove the picture of a
country that's always been stable and quiet.

What's more, the years since have produced other uprisings that have
shaken U.S. society to its foundations—the struggle for the eight-hour
day during the 1880s; the "great red year" of 1919, when one in five
U.S. workers was on strike; the 1930s movements, including the battle
to win mass unionization; and the 1960s, which opened with the civil
rights movement in the South and closed with struggles that ques-
tioned everything about U.S. society, from the brutal war in Vietnam to
the oppression of women and gays and lesbians.

This way of looking at the past is very different from what passes for
history in school. To begin with, the way history is usually
taught—remembering the names of famous people and the dates when
they did something important—is upside down. The course of history
depends, first and foremost, not on what a few "great men" did or
thought but on the struggles of huge numbers of people, especially
during the times when they organized themselves in rebellions and
revolutions. It's not that figures like George Washington and Abraham
Lincoln are unimportant. But what they did and what they’re remem-
bered for today was shaped by the actions of masses of people who
aren't remembered at all.

Something else flows from a socialist view of history. We're encouraged
to believe that political and social change, if it happens at all, takes
place at a safe, gradual pace. Let any group of people organize to
show their opposition to an injustice, and they’re certain to be told to
be patient—o let the system work as it has in the past. But this goes
against the whole history of the struggle for justice and equality. For
example, in the first half of the nineteenth century, virtually every U.S.
politician, North and South, believed that the enslavement of Blacks
would die out eventually if the Southern slave system was left alone.
Yet, the power of slavery only grew. It took a civil war to put an end to
this horror.
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The U.S. is supposed to be the most stable of countries. But revolu-
tions and social upheavals are a constant theme. And most of the
reforms that workers take for granted today are a product of those
upheavals. For example, unemployment insurance was introduced as
part of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal program of
the 1930s. Roosevelt didn’'t come up with the idea. He was forced by
the crisis of the Great Depression and by massive social pressure to
adopt an idea put forward by workers.

Of course, political leaders like Roosevelt always end up with the credit
in history textbooks for the reforms they were forced to carry out. But
this doesn’t change the fact that they were forced to act—regardless of
their political affiliation. Consider this: Republican president Richard
Nixon launched more antidiscrimination and affirmative action pro-
grams than Democratic president Bill Clinton. That's not because Nixon
was more liberal—on the contrary, he was a miserable right-winger. But
Nixon was under pressure to act from the mass social movements of
the 1960s and early 1970s—something Clinton didn’t face.

The great abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass made all this plain
with these words:

The whole history of the progress of human
liberty shows that all concessions yet made
fo her august claims have been born of
earnest struggle. . .. If there is no struggle,
there is no progress. Those who profess to
favor freedom and yet deprecate agitation
are men who want crops without plowing up
the ground, they want rain without thunder
and lightning. They want the ocean without
the awful roar of its mighty waters. The
struggle may be a moral one, or it may be a
physical one, and it may be both moral and
physical, but it must be a struggle. Power concedes nothing without
a demand. It never did and it never will

A power greater than their hoarded gold?

For hundreds if not thousands of years, most societies around the
world have been divided between exploiters and exploited--between a
ruling class of people that runs society in its own interest and much
larger exploited classes whose labor is the source of their rulers’
wealth and power. Under each system, the biggest conflicts have been
between these classes--over who rules, who gets ruled over, and how.

As Marx and Engels put it in The Communist Manifesto:

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class
struggles. Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf,
guildmaster and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed,
stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an
uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight.

In all of these societies, the oppressed have dreamed of a future world
of equality and justice where their oppression would end. And they

The U.S. is supposed to be
the most stable of countries.
But revolutions and social
upheavals are a constant
theme. And most of the
reforms that workers take for
granted today are a product
of those upheavals.

have fought for it—from the slave rebellion against the Roman Empire
led by Spartacus to the peasant uprisings in Europe, among others.
So the ideals of socialism aren’t new. But the possibility of achieving
them is the product of only the last few centuries—in most parts of the
world, of just the last 100 years.

Why? Because socialism can’t be organized on the basis of scarcity.
Unless there’s enough to go around, there’s certain to be a scramble
over who gets what. That scramble is bound to produce a class socie-
ty—a society in which one group of people organizes the system to
make sure they get enough, even if others go without. Only under cap-
italism has human knowledge and technology been raised to the point
where we can feed every person on the planet, clothe them, put roofs
over their heads, and so on.

So, under capitalism, there’s no longer any natural reason for poverty
to exist. But abolishing poverty means getting rid of the system that
causes it—and that requires a social force capable of overthrowing it.
Marx and Engels argued that, in the process of its development, capi-
talism produced "its own gravediggers"—the working class, with the
power to overthrow the system and establish
a new society not divided between rulers
and ruled.

Why did Marx and Engels talk about the
working class? Not because workers suffer
the most under capitalism or because
they're morally superior to any other group.
Socialists focus on the position that workers
occupy in the capitalist economy. Their labor
produces the profits that make the system
tick. The working class as a whole has a
special power to paralyze the system—to
bring the profit system to a halt by not working.

You can see this power in situations that fall well short of revolution. In
March 1996, General Motors provoked a strike of 3,200 autoworkers
at two Dayton, Ohio, factories that made brake parts for most GM vehi-
cles. It was a huge blunder. Within a week, the walkout had crippled
GM’s production across North America. All but two of the company's
assembly plants had to close. GM lost about $1 billion in profits in 15
days. Management gave in.

By the same token, a general strike by workers throughout the econo-
my can paralyze a whole country—and bring a government to its
knees. That's what happened in Poland in 1980 with the revolt of the
Solidarnosc trade union. The upheaval began with a strike by shipyard
workers in Gdansk, but it soon spread to involve 10 million workers
across the country. Within weeks, democratically organized workers'
committees sprang up to organize the strike and to make decisions
about how to provide essential services. The so-called socialist gov-
ernment—a dictatorial regime with a long record of vicious repres-
sion—was powerless to restore order for more than a year. Before the
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strike, Polish workers would never have guessed that they could rock
a seemingly all-powerful police state. But they cut off the lifeblood of
the system: the wealth they created by their labor.

Of course, other groups in capitalist society can, and do, fight back.
For example, during the 1960s, the biggest upheavals in the U.S.
involved African Americans fighting for civil rights and against racism.
These were magnificent struggles that won real and lasting changes.
And they inspired other parts of society to fight. But, by themselves,
Blacks didn't have the power to transform the whole system. First,
they were a minority of the population. And, organized as a community,
African Americans had the moral power to embarrass and persuade--
but not the kind of economic power to hit the bosses where it hurts.

Struggles organized on the basis of class have the potential of uniting
the working majority in society. They hold out the promise of overcom-
ing divisions among the have-nots—and of uniting people to fight on a
common basis, not only for the demands they share, but also for the
demands of specific groups. What's more, workers’ struggles repre-
sent a direct threat to the wealth of the ruling class—the source of
their power over society.

But workers only have power if they're united. "Labor in white skin
cannot emancipate itself where it is branded in Black skin," Marx wrote
about slavery in the United States. His point can be extended to every
form of bigotry and discrimination. That's why it's crucial for socialists
to champion all fights against oppression. These struggles are just in
their own right. But they’re also critical in building working-class unity.

Unity has to be fought for. But there's something about the nature of
work under capitalism that pushes workers to fight—and to organize
that fight in a collective way. First of all, the whole dynamic of capital-
ism is for the bosses to try to increase their wealth by squeezing more
profits out of workers. That means trying to get workers to work hard-
er for the same or less pay. This drive for profit puts the bosses on a
collision course with workers.

Moreover, capitalism forces workers to cooperate with one another at

work—and that goes for resistance as well. Individuals can stand up for
their rights at work, but only to a certain point. It's too easy to get rid

of troublemakers if they stand alone. Solidarity is necessary to win the
bigger fights.

Because capitalism brings workers together in large numbers, it's eas-
ier for workers to discuss and debate the way forward and to make
collective decisions about what needs to be done. And the cooperative
arrangements of work lay the basis for organizing a future society
based on collective control. Workers can't divide up a workplace—with
one taking the drill press, another a computer terminal, another a
Xerox machine. They have to work together to make use of the
resources around them.

"Solidarity forever" and "An injury to one is an injury to all" are old

slogans of the labor movement. But they’re more than good ideas.
They are absolutely necessary for workers to win.

When Marx and Engels were writing in the middle of the nineteenth
century, the working class was tiny—perhaps two or three million peo-
ple, concentrated in Britain, a few countries in northwestern Europe,
and along the northeastern coast of the United States. Today, there
are more workers in South Korea than there were around the world in
Marx and Engels’ time.

Everywhere across the globe, people’s lives are shaped by the fact
that they have to work for a boss to survive. But the flip side of this
reality is that workers have enormous power. They have shown that
power in struggles in every corner of the world. The final words of
Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto are more relevant today than
ever before: "The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains.
They have a world to win."

Can workers change society?

If we were to judge only from what we see around us, it might be hard
to have confidence that the majority of people can organize to win fun-
damental change. After all, most working people aren’t revolutionaries.
Most of the time, they accept a number of ideas that justify the status
quo—from the old cliché that you can't fight city hall to the belief that
people at the top of society are somehow specially qualified to run it.
This is partly because we're continually exposed to different institu-
tions that are in the business of reinforcing these prejudices. The
mass media are one example. Watch the local television news, and
you'll see sensationalized stories about crime and violence—while dis-
cussions about the real issues that affect people’s lives get short-
changed. The poor are stereotyped and scapegoated, while the wealth
and power of the rich are celebrated. Even shows meant as entertain-
ment tend to reinforce the conventional wisdom.

Likewise, it's easy to see how the education system encourages con-
formity. Except for the minority of students being trained to rule socie-
ty, the experience of school is usually alienating. Students are taught
to compete against each other—and ultimately to accept the conditions
they see around them.

With all the selfish and mean-spirited ideas actively promoted by these
voices of authority, it's a wonder that any sense of solidarity survives
under capitalism. But it plainly does. This is most obvious in the out-
pourings of charity in cases of social crisis, like a famine or an earth-
quake—even when they take place halfway around the world. The kind-
ness and generosity of ordinary people is boundless. But even on a
day-to-day basis, society simply couldn’t function without a basic sense
of cooperation and sacrifice among ordinary people—within families,
among coworkers, and so on.

Capitalist society obscures this basic decency—because the system is
organized around greed. Obviously, those in charge get ahead by
being as greedy as possible. But working people are forced—whether

page 13



they like it or not—to participate in a rat race that they have no control
over. They're pitted against one another and required to compete just
to keep their job or maintain their standard of living—much less get
ahead.

As a result, the idea of people uniting for social change can seem dis-
tant and unrealistic. For most people, the experience of their lives
teaches them that they don’t have any power over what happens in
the world—and that they don’t know enough to have an opinion about
it anyway. Powerlessness produces what appears to be apathy among
people, about their own future and the future of society.

This is why it isn’t enough for socialists to talk about why socialism will
make an excellent alternative to capitalism. It's also necessary to talk
about the struggle to get there-because struggle transforms people
and gives them confidence in their own power. As Marx put it:
Revolution s necessary not only because the ruling class cannot be
overthrown in any other way but also because the class overthrowing it
can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages
and become fit to found society anew.

The act of fighting back is the first step in challenging the prejudices
learned from living in the dog-eat-dog world of capitalism. This can be
seen in even the smallest strike. Strikes almost always start over a
specific workplace issue—for instance, the demand for higher wages or
better conditions. But whatever the original grievance, striking workers
who may have thought of themselves as law-abiding citizens are acting
in a way that goes against what society teaches them.

Fighting back also requires unity. Striking workers are often forced to
question the divisions built up in their ranks—between Black and white,
men and women, native born and immigrant. As a strike goes on, feel-
ings of solidarity and a sense of the wider issues at stake start to
become as important as the original issues

The changes that take place can be profound. Take the "War Zone"
labor struggles in lllinois in the mid-1990s. The center of the War Zone
was Decatur, lllinois, a small industrial city where workers were on
strike or locked out at three companies—the food processor A. E.
Staley, the heavy equipment manufacturer Caterpillar, and the tire
maker Bridgestone/Firestone.

Several months into the struggles, activists organized a multiracial
march to celebrate Martin Luther King's birthday—in a town where the
Ku Klux Klan had organized, both before and since. The War Zone
workers were drawing on King's statements about the fight for civil
rights to explain what their struggles were about—and to show that
they had come to see that their fight for justice in the workplace was
linked to other fights in society.

In the course of any struggle, activists committed to the fight around a
particular issue have to grapple with questions about their aims. What
kind of change do they want, and how do they achieve it? Their

answers evolve with their experiences.

Think of the Black college students who joined the civil rights move-
ment in the 1960s. In 1960, one member of the newly formed Student
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) could tell a reporter that
she was motivated by traditional American values. If only Blacks were
given educational opportunities, she said, "maybe someday a Negro
will invent one of our [nuclear] missiles." A few years later, many SNCC
members considered themselves revolutionaries. They had experi-
enced the Freedom Rides to desegregate interstate bus lines, the
murder of civil rights workers during the Freedom Summer voter-regis-
tration project in 1964, and the Democratic Party’s betrayal of civil
rights delegates at its 1964 national convention. These experiences
convinced them that the struggle against racial injustice could only be
won by linking it to the fight against other injustices—and for a different
kind of society altogether.

This transformation was repeated throughout the 1960s and early
1970s. White college students who had volunteered for Freedom
Summer used the skills they learned from the civil rights movement to
organize the struggle against the U.S. war in Vietnam. Veterans of the
anti-war movement in turn launched the struggle for women'’s rights,
including the right to choose abortion. The modern gay and lesbian
movement was born in 1969 with the formation of the Gay Liberation
Front--an organization named after the liberation army in Vietnam.

Though the media love to dismiss them today, the struggles of the
1960s are proof that ideas can change with enormous speed. In peri-
ods of social upheaval, millions upon millions of people who focused
their energy on all sorts of things suddenly turn their attention to the
question of transforming society. The biggest struggles of all-revolu-
tions that overturn the existing social order—produce the most
extraordinary changes in people. What's most striking about the histo-
ry of revolutions is the way that ordinary people, who are trained all
their lives to be docile and obedient, suddenly find their voices.

The caricature of revolution passed off by many historians is of a small
group of heavily armed fanatics seizing control of the government—and
running it to enrich themselves. But this has nothing to do with gen-
uine socialism. A minority—even a minority that genuinely wants to
improve the lives of the majority—can’t carry out a socialist revolution.
That's because the heart of socialism is mass participation. As the
Russian revolutionary Leon Trotsky put it:

The most indubitable feature of a revolution is the direct interference
of the masses in historic events. In ordinary times, the state—be it
monarchical or democratic—elevates itself above the nation, and histo-
ry is made by specialists in that line of business—kings, ministers,
bureaucrats, parliamentarians, journalists. But at those crucial
moments when the old order becomes no longer endurable to the
masses, they break over the barriers excluding them from the political
arena, sweep aside their traditional representatives, and create by
their own interference the initial groundwork for a new regime. ... The
history of a revolution is for us first of all a history of the forcible
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entrance of the masses into the realm of rulership over their own
destiny.

The right-wing writers who pass judgement on revolutions also tend to
focus on the toppling of governments—the armed insurrection to seize

political control. But this is only the final act of a revolution. It's the cli-
max of a much longer period of struggle in which the rulers of society

face a growing crisis—at the same time as workers become more confi-
dent of their own power.

At the beginning of the process, the goals for change can be
modest—a few reforms in the way the system operates. But the strug-
gle to change this or that aspect of society raises deeper questions.
People begin to see the connections between the struggles they're
involved in and other issues—and the nature of the system itself. Each
of these struggles gives workers a further sense of their ability to run
society for themselves. The act of taking over political power is the
final step of a revolution that has already been felt in every workplace,
in every neighborhood, and in every

corner of society.

A revolutionary socialist party?
|deas can change very quickly in strug-
gle. But they don’t change all at once. In
every battle, there are arguments over
what to do next. Some people will see
the need to step up the struggle and to
make links to other political issues. Other
people will argue that militant action
makes matters worse. The outcome of
the arguments shapes the outcome of
the struggle.

This is where the intervention of social-
ists—who can express the experience of
past struggles and suggest a way for-
ward—is crucial. An organization of
socialists can unite people so they can share their experiences and
hammer out an understanding of how to fight back from day to day—in
a workplace or community or at a school. The strength of such an
organization is in the range of experiences and political understanding
of all of its members.

None of this would be of much use to a political party like the
Democrats. The Democratic Party exists for one reason: to get
Democrats elected to office. For that, it needs its supporters once or
twice every couple of years to turn out to vote.

Socialists have very different goals, so our political party will have to
look very different. We need socialists in every workplace to agitate
around fightbacks on the shop floor. We need socialists in every neigh-
borhood to take up the questions of housing, police violence, health
care, and everything else that comes up. We need students to agitate

An organization of socialists can
unite people so they can share
their experiences and hammer
out an understanding of how to
fight back from day to day—in a
workplace or community or at a
school. The strength of such an
organization is in the range of

experiences and political under-
standing of all of its members.

on college campuses. We need socialists in every corner of society
inhabited by working people, and we need these socialists working
nonstop—organizing struggle and carrying on political discussions.

This commitment to struggle is part of our socialist tradition. Socialists
have always been at the forefront of the fight for a better world. They
have been leaders in the union movement, in the movement against
racism, in the fight against war, and in many others.

To achieve its aims, a revolutionary socialist organization has to be
more democratic than other political organizations under capitalism.
We need to bring together the experiences of every socialist—and to
make those experiences part of the common basis on which we all
organize.

But a socialist organization has to be centralized. Why the need for a
centralized organization? Because the other side is organized. The
basis of their power is the profit they make at workplaces—highly
organized systems built around exploiting
workers. Their side organizes political
propaganda through the media. Their
side responds to resistance with a highly
organized and disciplined police force
and army.

We need an organization for our
side—one that can coordinate actions not
just in one workplace or even one city
but around the country. We need an
organization that can put forward a com-
mon set of ideas—using its own newspa-
pers, magazines, and books. Socialists
have to be able to fight around the same
program, whether they're teachers,
autoworkers, or college students, and
whether they live in Chicago, New York,
or Los Angeles—and, ultimately, in Seoul,
London, or Johannesburg.

The bigger the struggle, the more complex and urgent the political
questions. In the Russian Revolution of 1917, the hated Tsar was top-
pled in a matter of a few days. That part of the revolution was almost
completely spontaneous. No socialist organization picked the date for
the demonstrations that snowballed into a mass movement. The accu-
mulated hatred for the Tsar and his regime was all that was necessary.

But the issue of what came next raised questions that couldn’t be
answered with spontaneous action. The government that came to
power after the Tsar included people who called themselves
socialists—and who claimed that the revolution had to be demobilized
in order to consolidate the people’s victories. Were they right? What
should be done to make sure the Tsar never came to power again?
How could democracy and justice be spread even further?
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These questions were hotly debated throughout Russian society. The
reason they were ultimately given socialist answers is because a tried-
and-tested revolutionary socialist organization existed to make its
case. On the basis of its past experience and its roots among workers
across Russia, the Bolshevik Party was able to recognize and make
sense of the situation in all its complexity—and to express the aims of
socialism that workers favored.

Sadly, the need for socialist organization has been proven many times
since—but in the negative. Too many times, mass mobilizations of
workers have thrown the status quo into question—only to allow it back
in because socialists weren't in a position to make the case on how to
go forward. Such an organization doesn’t form overnight. It spends
decades preparing itself to be a voice at the crucial time.

This, then, is the case for why you should be a socialist. As individuals
on our own, we can't accomplish much—not even with the best grasp
of what's wrong with the world and how it could be different. But as
part of an organization, we can make a difference.

This isn't an abstract question. There are towns in the Midwest where
Ku Klux Klan members no longer parade around because socialists
took the initiative to shut them down. There are former death row pris-
oners alive today because socialists, along with others, drew attention
to their cases and helped to show why they shouldn’t be executed, in
many cases because they were innocent. There are workplaces where
supervisors can't get away with murder because individual socialists
have stood up to them. Socialists can, and do, make a difference right
now.

We need to make more of a difference. We need socialists in every
workplace, on every campus, in every neighborhood—involved in every
struggle throughout society.

But there’s a further task. Socialists need to show how the current
day-to-day fights are part of a long-term fight for bigger political
changes. As Marx and Engels put it more than 150 years ago:

The Communists fight for the attainment of the immediate aims, for the
enforcement of the momentary interests of the working class; but in
the movement of the present, they also represent and take care of the
future of that movement.

Socialists are among the best fighters in the struggles of today. But
we're also involved in the struggle for the future—ultimately, for a dif-
ferent kind of society where exploitation and oppression are never
known again. That is the vision of a society that we put forward—and
the struggle to make that vision open to larger numbers of people is
the way that socialists put the best of themselves forward.

We live in a rotten and barbaric world. For millions of people, just sur-
viving each day is intolerably difficult. For the rest of the vast majority,
the struggle to get by leaves almost no time for leisure-much less for
putting our minds to making the world a better place to live. Capitalism
has produced poverty, famine, environmental catastrophe, and bloody
war.

To hear defenders of the system explain it, these horrors are
inevitable. It may not be a perfect world, we're told, but it's the best
we can do.

What a sick society it is that tells us that 6 million children dead of
malnutrition each year is the best we can do. Or that more than 1.5
million Iragis killed by economic sanctions is the best we can do. Or
that a world threatened by ecological devastation is the best we can
do.

We know that we can do better. The resources exist to eliminate all of
these horrors—and to build a socialist society free of poverty and

oppression where we all have control over our lives.

That is a world worth fighting for.
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The Meaning of the Manifesto

By Phil Gasper

Fifteen years ago, following the collapse of the Soviet Union and other so-called “socialist” soci-
eties, the death of Marxism was widely proclaimed. But as the 1990s unfolded, it became
increasingly clear that modern capitalism was developing in just the way that Karl Marx and his
collaborator Frederick Engels had first predicted in the Communist Manifesto.

An article published in the New Yorker at the time of the Manifesto’s 150th anniversary in 1998
announced “The Return of Karl Marx™: “Many of the contradictions that he saw in Victorian capi-
talism and that were subsequently addressed by reformist governments have begun reappearing
in new guises, like mutant viruses...[Marx] wrote riveting passages about globalization, inequali-
ty, political corruption, monopolization, technical progress, the decline of high culture, and the
enervating nature of modern existence—issues that economists are now confronting anew, some-
times without realizing that they are walking in Marx’s footsteps.”

Because Marx and Engels lived at a time when modern capitalism was young, they were able to
analyze the system in a way that captured its essential features and its core dynamic.

Here, for example, is their dazzling description of the incessant change that capitalism brings in
its wake: “The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of pro-
duction, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society...All
fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are
swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts
into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his
real condition of life and his relations with his kind.”

The Manifesto charts the way in which capitalism has shattered narrow horizons and produced
technological marvels. But it also describes capitalism as a system that is increasingly running
out of control.

Capitalism concentrates wealth and power in the hands of a small minority, creates huge pools of
poverty, turns life into a daily grind that prevents most people from fulfilling their potential, and
experiences frequent and enormously wasteful economic crises. In 1998, the wealthiest 10 per-
cent of the U.S. population owned more than 85 percent of assets in stocks and mutual funds,
84 percent of financial securities, 91 percent of trusts, and 92 percent of all equity in private
businesses. Globally, the figures are even more astonishing. Fewer than 500 people around the
world own more than the combined income of over half the planet’s population.

Nor is it hard to understand how the rich have acquired their vast wealth. In the mid-1960s,
wages for manufacturing jobs in the United States were equal to 46 percent of the value added
in production—by 1990, this figure had dropped to 36 percent. The capitalist class, in other
words, is squeezing out more “surplus value” than ever from those who work for them--leaving
even those who regard themselves as middle-class often just a single paycheck away from
poverty.

Capitalism encourages greed, competition and aggression. It degrades human relations so that

they are frequently based, as the Manifesto notes, on little more than “naked self-interest” and
“callous ‘cash payment.”
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“The forcible overthrow of all existing social
conditions.” This seemed an outstandingly
good idea when | first read the Manifesto at
age 16; today, approaching age 60, it
resounds with even greater urgency.

In a world ruled by Capital, the youthful
Marx and Engels remain our contempo-
raries, and the breathtaking sweep of their
vision of modern history, as well as their
invincible optimism in the ultimate victory of
Labor, are still our lodestones.

True, they did not foresee (how could they?)
the defeat of the three Internationals and
the ensuing savagery of the 20th century.
Nor could they anticipate that there might
be no world left to win as neoliberal capital-
ism rapidly undermines the ecological condi-
tions for sustainable human civilization,
while reproducing a global slum proletariat
on a scale that dwarfs Victorian imagination.

But their essential program of revolt
endures like granite: Communists join the
ranks of every struggle, not as bearers of
“sectarian principles of their own,” but as
champions of the interests of the working
class as a whole, “independently of all
nationality.” Moreover, “in all these move-
ments they bring to the front, as the leading
question in each, the property question, no
matter what its degree of development at
the time.”

To this, we must add: Now, comrades, act
now, while there is still time left to put the
earth on new foundations.
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What stands out about the Communist
Manifesto is its incredible foresight. Marx
and Engels were writing more than 150
years ago, when capitalism was still in its
infancy. Yet they were able to telescope not
only what would bring about capitalism’s
development, but also the class forces that
could bring about its downfall.

Marx and Engels understood that the capi-
talist system requires massive inequality
between the rich and poor. They wrote, “You
are horrified at our intending to do away
with private property. But...private property
is already done away with for nine-tenths of
the population: its existence for the few is
solely due to its non-existence in the hands
of those nine-tenths.”

The Manifesto described exploitation as
rooted in alienation from the labor process
decades before the rise of the assembly
line: “The price of...labor is equal to its cost
of production. In proportion, therefore, as
the repulsiveness of the work increases, the
wage decreases.” Women's oppression also
figured in Marx and Engels’ analysis from
the outset. In the Manifesto, they arqgued,
“The bourgeois...has not even a suspicion
that the real point of communists is to do
away with the status of women as mere
instruments of production.”

The essence of the Communist Manifesto
has not only withstood the test of time, but
has also never been more relevant. Marx
and Engels were clear that socialism would
not come about because ruling-class people
suddenly develop a guilty conscience, but is
only possible through collective, democratic
struggle by the vast majority.

Marxism points the way forward today, at a
time when the need for change cries out
everywhere you look. In the era of capitalist
globalization and imperialist war, the need
for international working-class solidarity is
captured in the Manifesto’s most famous
phrase, “Workers of the world unite! You
have nothing to lose but your chains!”

So it's little wonder that, as economist Juliet Schor wrote, “Thirty percent of [American] adults
say that they experience high stress nearly every day; even higher numbers report high stress
once or twice a week...Americans are literally working themselves to death—as jobs contribute to
heart disease, hypertension, gastric problems, depression, exhaustion, and a variety of other
ailments.”

(Capitalism’s ceasless drive to expand not only destabilizes social relations—sooner or later, it
also undermines the conditions for economic growth itself. Marx and Engels argue that capital-
ism is a system in which highly destructive economic crises are unavoidable, and which has thus
become fundamentally irrational.

“Modern bourgeois society with its relations of production, of exchange and of property, a soci-
ety that has conjured up such gigantic means of production and of exchange, is like the sorcer-
er, who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether world whom he has called up by
his spells,” they write.

In a world threatened by pollution, global warming and the destruction of ecosystems as the
result of uncontrolled capitalist growth, this image has a special resonance. Today, the search
for profits threatens to destroy everything in its path, including the natural environment.

Capitalist society has raised production to the point where everybody could be provided with a
decent life—enough to eat, a comfortable place to live, health care, educational and recreational
opportunities, and much more. But, Marx and Engels write, “[t]he conditions of bourgeois soci-
ety are too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them.” Each successive crisis under capi-
talism can only be overcome “by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive
crises.”

Private ownership and the anarchy of marketplace competition are no longer compatible with
large-scale economic production integrated at the social and global levels. The only solution to
these devastating problems is the abolition of capitalism itself, and its replacement by a system
in which the majority of the population democratically control society’s wealth.

The Manifesto is, above all, a revolutionary call to action—an explanation not only of what is
wrong with society, but how it can be transformed to create “an association, in which the free
development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”

Central to this strategy for change is the Manifesto’s claim that capitalism has produced “its own
gravediggers”—the modern working class, or proletariat. Marx and Engels argue that capitalism

has created a group of people with both the capacity and the interest to fight for the overthrow

of the existing system and the emancipation of all humanity.

The power of the working class is based on the fact that capitalism socializes the labor process-
-bringing workers together in large urban centers, and in bigger and bigger units of production.
At the same time, the pressures of economic life tend to push workers together to fight back
against their exploitation. And because of their key economic position, workers have the collec-
tive power to bring production to a halt by going on strike.

Of course, most workers don't begin with the goal of making a revolution. But as they are
forced to engage in the class struggle to protect their own interests, “the collisions between

individual workmen and individual bourgeois take more and more the character of collisions
between two classes,” Marx and Engels write.

The working class isn't perpetually on the verge of revolution. For long periods of time, many
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workers may accept their lot under capital-
ism.

But Marx and Engels understood that this
state of affairs couldn't last forever. The
chaotic, turbulent, unplanned development
of capitalist economies eventually throws
whole societies into turmoil, and turns even
the most modest of working-class demands
into a challenge to the whole system.

This process is not a smooth one. The rul-
ing class attempts to weaken the working
class by exacerbating national, racial and
other differences. But such divisions can be
fought and overcome as capitalism contin-
ues to intensify the class struggle. And
because of their strategic economic posi-
tion, workers--whether blue collar or white
collar, industrial or service--have the power
to “become masters of the productive
forces of society...by abolishing their own
previous mode of appropriation, and there-
by also every other previous mode of
appropriation.”

Marx and Engels can certainly be faulted for
having, in 1848, an over-optimistic concep-
tion of how quickly these processes would
work themselves out. But since the mid-
19th century, capitalism has repeatedly
shown that it cannot avoid periodic crises,
and that these crises may bring the bar-
barism of modern warfare in their wake.

At the same time, the working class has
grown ever larger, increasing its potential
power to shut down the economy and
threaten the very existence of the ruling
class.

The argument is not just a theoretical one.
Time and time again over the last 150
years, workers in countries around the
world have shown their capacity for mass
action--and, not infrequently, revolutionary
struggle. Even in the United States, there is
a rich tradition of working-class and social-
ist struggle.

But, the socialist tradition in the U.S. has
been marked by breaks and discontinuities-
-with periods of mass radicalization followed
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There are many parts of the Manifesto that are very applicable today. In the first instance, | think we
can see the importance of the class struggle. Currently, we see the class struggle from above. The
capitalist class has been able to reverse a tremendous number of the gains that the working class
secured through their class struggle from the late 1930s, '40s, '50s and into the '60s.

Bourgeois theorists, particularly at the height of the welfare state, talked about the class struggle
being outmoded, with capitalism having reached a certain level of development that eliminated the
class struggle, ideological politics and the need for class organization. They cited tripartite organiza-
tions between business, the government and the trade unions. They talked about advanced capitalism
and the technological revolution. There was a certain euphoria that permeated good sections of social
democracy.

We've seen that this was a passing period, and that subsequently, beginning by at least the late 1970s
or early 1980s, there was a counter-offensive by capital. This demonstrates once again the profound
understanding that Marx and Engels had of the centrality of the class struggle—how history moves not
through technological changes, but rather how those changes are mediated through the class struggle
and class organization.

Another point that | think is extremely important today is that Marx saw the way in which capitalism
would become internationalized. Subsequently, there was Lenin’s analysis of how this internationaliza-
tion of capital took the form of imperialism. But | think it was Marx who originally saw the way in which
the class constraints on continual capital reproduction literally forced capital to go overseas in order to
sustain its rate of profit.

And with that, Marx saw the necessity of an international organization of the working class. As capital
moved abroad, it created and reproduced the conditions of exploitation abroad, and opened up the
possibility of undermining labor at its point of origin. So Marx saw internationalism as essential—not just
to show solidarity with the exploited in the colonies, but also as a point of understanding the important
benefits that the working class will achieve through internationalism and international solidarity.

These are important elements that are central to understanding the world today, and | think they're
particularly relevant when we see many critics of capitalism searching for alternatives, and concocting
what they call utopias, dreams or whatever out of whole cloth. They don't look at the objective condi-
tions for creating alternatives.

Marx’s brilliant insight was looking at the social organization of production. More than ever--on a world
scale, on a national scale, or any other scale—the social division of labor today is so far developed and
so profoundly embedded in practically all the societies of the world that you can see everywhere the
contradiction that Marx and Engels pointed out between the social production of labor and private own-
ership.

The structure is an irrational one since the social division of labor implies a great deal of cooperation
among the producers, but under the dominance of essentially irrelevant forms of ownership. Therefore,
the possibilities exist far more today to move from social production to social ownership, and from
social ownership to social management.

At the same time that we see this great advance in social production, we also have to recognize that
there has been, at least in our period, a certain decline in the recognition by the direct producers of
the circumstances in which they find themselves.

So here is where Marx and Engels lay out the need for a class-based political party to bridge the gap

between objective conditions and the subjective consciousness needed to transform this contradiction
into a new form of life.
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by decades in which socialist ideas have barely existed.

The civil rights and antiwar movements of the 1960s, for example, radicalized a generation of Blacks, students
and other activists, leading literally millions to embrace revolutionary politics. Militant young workers, often
Black, led wildcat strikes in the auto industry, the post office and beyond. A new women's movement called for
equal pay for equal work.

Yet within a few years, this “new left” had receded. The movements of the 1960s disintegrated, and the 1970s
was followed by a one-sided class war against American workers, and 30 years of political corruption, corpo-
rate greed and growing militarism.

Although none of these periods of radicalization fulfilled its potential, the defeats and disappearance of the

movements thrown up by them was by no means predestined. There is nothing inherent in American society
that doomed them to failure. The task of socialists today is to learn the lessons of past defeats, and to use

them to ensure victory in the future.

Capitalist crisis is inevitable, but socialist revolution is not. Capitalism may yet bring about “the common ruin of

the contending classes.” Only the active intervention of organized revolutionaries—“the most advanced and res-

olute section” of the working-class movement, in Marx and Engels’ words, with a clear “understanding [of] the
line of march, the conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement”—can bring about a
different outcome.

The urgent task facing socialists at the beginning of the 21st century is the rebuilding of revolutionary socialist
organization. There is still a world to win.
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From Workers’ Revolt to

ReVOIution By Paul D'Amato

"The masses go into a revolution not with a prepared plan of social
reconstruction, but with a sharp feeling that they cannot endure the
old regime," wrote Leon Trotsky in his famous History of the Russian
Revolution. Revolutions are windows of opportunity where the old
habits of deference and passivity are suddenly destroyed on a mass
scale among ordinary people.

But the dead weight of tradition dies hard. Alongside the process of
"self-emancipation," where workers begin to develop their own capaci-
ty and strength in struggle, the old idea that change can only come
from above still survives.

A revolution awakens millions of people
who hitherto were passive, having little
belief in their own capacity to run socie-
ty. As a result, it first strengthens
reformist consciousness—the idea that
we must rely on others to change soci-
ety for us.

Workers are accustomed to believing
that they are incapable of running soci-
ety—that insofar as change is possible,
they must depend not upon themselves,
but upon representatives who will act
on their behalf. Mass struggle begins to
break the sense of subordination and
deference among ordinary people, but
it does not wipe it out in one stroke.

The result is that in the first phase of every revolution, there is a gen-
eral shift to the left in mass consciousness, but the center of gravity of
mass consciousness remains reformist. There is a difference between
the reformism of trade union and movement leaders, who are more or
less "hardened" in their reformism, and the reformism of workers
whose struggle points a way beyond reform but whose own conscious-
ness at first still tells them that reform is the best they can expect.

In the first phase of a revolutionary movement, the spontaneous ele-
ment predominates. Workers’ consciousness changes in struggle, but
consciousness lags behind experience. As a result, workers are capa-
ble of overthrowing the system before they become fully aware of what
alternatives they are capable of posing to it.

The role of revolutionary
organization is to unite the most
militant workers and activists in

the struggle—those who have a
clearer grasp of the possibilities
for revolutionary change—so as to

be able to turn revolutionary
potential into reality.

In 1917, for example, several days of mass protest cracked the tsar’s
armed forces and the tsar was forced to abdicate. Immediately after,
the main socialist parties put out a call for forming soviets.

The Petrograd Soviet of workers’ and soldiers’ deputies had within its
grasp the ability to take the reigns of power, but it did not. This was
recognized by the bourgeois politician Rodzianko, who told Cheidze,
the reformist leader in the Petrograd soviet, "You have the power, you
can arrest us all."

There is a need, therefore, for an organization of revolutionaries that
can fight inside the movement to break past the constraints of
reformism and win the majority of work-
ers to the idea that they must pose a
new alternative to capitalism. The pos-
sibility that workers might be able to
translate their power into more than
just opposition to the way things are is
not at first apparent to them—it
becomes so only through a period of
hard lessons in the course of struggle.

In the process of struggle, ideas of soli-
darity, equality and opposition to
oppression come to the fore. But work-
ers don't become aware of their posi-
tion and power in society at the same
time.

Some move faster than others and are ready to take the lead. The
role of revolutionary organization is to unite the most militant workers
and activists in the struggle—those who have a clearer grasp of the
possibilities for revolutionary change—so as to be able to turn revolu-
tionary potential into reality.

Without such a party, the revolutionary moment is lost and the move-
ment either goes into decline or is militarily defeated. Either way, socie-
ty begins to flow back into its old channels and "order" is restored
once again.

"Without a guiding organization, the energy of the masses would dissi-
pate like steam not enclosed in a piston-box," writes Trotsky. "But nev-
ertheless what moves things is not the piston or the box, but the
steam."
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Why We Need to Build a
“Vanguard?” Party . ruoumo

Lenin's insistence on the need for a revolutionary party is based on
the idea that the working class can't be liberated by anyone standing
over or outside its ranks

Socialists who consider themselves Leninists are often criticized for
wanting to create a "vanguard party."

To the extent that critics of Leninism are denouncing what is, in fact, a
caricature of Lenin—that any vanguard party will be top down and
autocratic—there's little to be said. There are, no doubt, self-declared
"vanguard" organizations of a few hundred people that lead nothing
and repeat worn-out cliches.

But Lenin himself was a leader of a mass party in Russia that led a
successful revolution. Lenin and the Bolsheviks were a vanguard in the
true sense of the word—not isolated cranks.

Lenin's insistence on the need for a revolutionary party is based on
the idea that the working class can't be liberated by anyone standing
over or outside its ranks.

That's why Lenin opposed individual terrorism, for example—since it
created a passive majority waiting on a small minority to take action
for them.

He also rejected parliamentary socialism for viewing socialism as
something accomplished by politicians on behalf of the working class.
In short, for Lenin—as for Karl Marx before him—the emancipation of
the working class must be the act of the working class itself.

But there are obstacles to working-class self-emancipation. Otherwise,
capitalism would have been done away with long ago.

The employers can depend on the state to use force to keep people in
line when necessary. But often, force isn't necessary—because the
majority of people more or less accept society as it is. Simple inertia is
built into the structure of society—because people can't imagine things
being any other way.

Plus, the competitive nature of the capitalist system can pit workers
against each other. And there's what Marx called "the ruling ideas of
society"—pushed by the corporate-run media and schools to try to
convince us that we live in the best of all possible worlds.

Given this, workers have different degrees of consciousness about the

possibility of change at any given moment. Some accept the profit sys-
tem as the best system, while others reject it outright. Some reject
racism in the name of solidarity among all workers, while others blame
foreigners for their problems. This is why workers don't change their
ideas overnight.

Capitalism forces workers to fight—whether they're gas workers in
Chicago or autoworkers in Brazil. In the process of struggle, ideas of
solidarity, equality and opposition to oppression come to the fore.

But workers don't become aware of their position and power in society
at the same time. Some move faster than others and are ready to take
the lead.

So, in any struggle, there will always be some kind of leadership. The
question is what kind?

Without a clear alternative to the belief of most workers that they have
to rely on others to change things for them, potentially revolutionary
movements can be sidetracked by moderate leaders who want to keep
the fight within the boundaries of existing society.

At the heart of Lenin's concept of the "vanguard” party is the simple
idea that working-class militants and other activists who have come to
the conclusion that the whole system must be dismantled must come
together into a single organization in order to centralize and coordi-
nate their efforts against the system.

In his famous 1969 pamphlet Listen, Marxist! anarchist Murray
Bookchin attacks Leninism, or a caricature of it, but then concludes:
"[We] do not deny the need for coordination between groups, for disci-
pline, for meticulous planning and for unity in action. But [we] believe
that [these] must be achieved voluntarily, by means of self-discipline
nourished by conviction and understanding, not by coercion and a
mindless unquestioning obedience to orders from above."

Revolutionaries, Bookchin argues, must be organized to "present the
most advanced demands" and "formulate the immediate tasks that
should be performed to advance the revolutionary process," providing
"the boldest elements in action and in the decision-making organs of
the revolution."

Ironically, this sounds like a description of Lenin's Bolshevik Party in
1917!
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What Kind of Party Do We Need?

By Ahmed Shawki

Ahmed Shawki is the editor of the International Socialist Review and
author of the recently published book Black Liberation and Socialism.
He spoke on the question of revolutionary organization at the
Socialism 2006 conference in New York City.

What | want to discuss is what kind of party we want, and here, I'm not
talking about a party other than a socialist party and an organization
seeking to become a party, like the ISO. I'm not here to deal with the
so-called opposition in this country—the Democrats or any such forma-
tion.

This is meant to be a discussion of some of the theory and ideas and
traditions that lie behind our thinking as socialists and Marxists of what
kind of organizational norms and organizations we need to develop to
be the most effective we can possibly be in the fight against this sys-
tem and the fight against capitalism. What kind of norms and political
positions such a party should take, how it should be organized and
the like.

| believe that there are three reasons that this question is important.
The first is to explain some of the historical background that lies
behind the approach we take in building organization.

Second, because we also have to face reality and say that the kind of
party we want today was once wanted by much larger sections of the
left and is no longer part of their outlook.

We have to have some explanation as to what happened to the radical-
ization the last time, and what ideas flow out of the defeated period of
radicalization. There was a crescendo, an impasse, and then a decline
and a stepping back of the left, with a number of ideas coming into
prominence that reject the idea of political organization or political
party. This is a crisis that still plagues sections of the revolutionary left
today.

Thirdly, the question of what kind of party to build today is taking on
particular forms internationally and, | believe, has spilled over into this
country. There is now a discussion among sections of the revolutionary
left internationally of creating broad, anti-capitalist parties as one
strategy, and of contending for electoral advances as a major focus of
energy. There are a number of options like that which | think we need
to take some stock of.

It's a broad topic, and of course, it's main importance is to promote
the discussion and understanding of what we're trying to do in the
United States—what its problems are and what its potential develop-
ment is.

First, on the question of political parties and political representation.
Ever since the birth of the Marxist wing of the socialist movement,
though not exclusively the Marxist wing, there has been a premium
placed on the question of the political representation of the working
class.

If you read the earliest writings of Marx and Engels and the early
socialists, the question arises—that we need our own political repre-
sentation. The capitalist class, the old feudal classes all have theirs.
We need a way to politically represent ourselves.

That was the initial assumption of all Marxists—the need to have a
political representation of the working class. Broadly speaking, the
view of the party was of an all-encompassing working-class party,
which brought together different factions, different groupings of the
working-class movement.

In part, this is because the early working-class movement was not
dominated with one single political ideology. People may have read
that at one stage, Karl Marx said | am not a Marxist. That was to reject
some would-be followers who interpreted his views in a particular way,
and created political organizations that had nothing to do, as Marx
and Engels saw it, with the direction they wanted the movement to go.

Marx himself had placed some emphasis on the attempt to build politi-
cal organization. But you were talking about a period of the rise of
capitalist social relations, and therefore, in large part, the bulk of
Marx's own personal activity lay in developing theory rather than politi-
cal organization.

Engels participated much more effectively in the construction of the
Second International and played a formative role in the construction of
what was to be the model socialist organization of the day-the
German Social Democratic Party (SPD), an organization that pro-
duced, after a period of illegality, dozens of newspapers, a mass mem-
bership, elected officials. The SPD was led by a man called Karl
Kautsky who was described at the time as the Pope of Marxism—that
was supposed to be a good thing as opposed a negative thing.

You have political organizations that saw themselves as representing
the entirety of the working class, which contended for political office,
had political representation, led the trade unions and many of the civic
associations. This is the rise of the early social-democratic party—right
across Europe, a massive phenomenon. Different countries, different
strengths, other countries, certain weaknesses—but this was the model
of socialist organization, and with it, you had the appearance of a unit-
ed socialist movement internationally, under the Second International.
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Many people who look back at this and think that Lenin was an early
heretic. They look at the short pamphlet Lenin wrote called What Is to
Be Done? and say that this is the epitome of everything that's wrong
with Leninism—pointing to the fact that instead of the broad model of
organization, Lenin insisted on professional party organization, a strict
hierarchy and centralism, although when possible, the democratic
component being instituted.

The reality is much different. The reality is that Lenin’s views on the
party in the first instance were highly conditional to the specific cir-
cumstances under which socialists were operating in Russia. Thus, at
the formative conference of the Russian Social Democratic Party in
1898, something like two-thirds of the delegates were arrested by the
police. So the conditions upon which you organize an open democratic
party are somewhat different than they would be in others.

What people characterize as Leninism was conditional to illegal condi-
tions inside Russia. The main difference was conditional on the objec-
tive circumstances Lenin saw, and those should not be seen as
Leninism—illegality, professional revolutionism, that only the committee
above another committee can instruct what people should do.

I'm not saying that Lenin was identical to Kautsky. You can go back
and read Kautsky, for example, where he says clearly in the period of
the late 1800s that the German Social Democratic Party is a revolu-
tionary party, but not a revolution-making party. In other words, we're
a party that seeks the transformation of society, but we're not about
to make a revolution.

Lenin insisted always on the revolutionary character of the Bolsheviks,
in part because they operated under Tsarism and in part because of
events after the writing of What Is To Be Done?

The critical event that divides out the socialist movement and has
bearing on the question of organization is, of course, the First World
War. On August 4, 1914, the main pillar of social democracy, the
German SPD, votes for war credits, with the exception of Karl
Leibknecht, and the rest of the socialist movement in other countries
follows suit.

At this point, Lenin begins to develop ideas about organization which |
think are much more important and relevant to us—focused not on the
question of illegality and professional revolutionism and so on.

Instead, he focuses on the idea that there is a built-in contradiction
between building a political organization that combats capitalism and
one that from the outset represents the entire working class.

He concludes that you have to begin by grouping together militants
and activists—because we're not talking here about commentators and
writers, but people who are involved in the actual struggle against
capitalism—into a party that can lead politically other sections of the
working-class movement through the ebbs and flow of the working-
class struggle.

He used the term vanguard for this, to mean people who are in
advance in consciousness—that is, who are enemies of capitalism,
rather than half opposed and half accepting. This isn’t an insult—it's
the reality for most people, that they hate the system, but don’t know
what else you can put in its place.

The point was how to put together a political organization that in reali-
ty represented the best fighters of the working-class movement.

That idea became enshrined into the history of the revolutionary
movement for one reason—it wasn't Lenin’s writings so much as
Lenin’s doing. The Russian Revolution was the first successful revolu-
tion. In terrible conditions, it brought a weak working-class movement
to power, and it laid open the question of working-class power interna-
tionally. And from that experience, the main principles of working-class
organization were codified, and an attempt was made to generalize
these internationally.

The problem begins not there, but with the defeat of the Russian
Revolution. Because with the defeat of the Russian Revolution, instead
of codifying the actual real experiences of both Russia and an under-
standing of the particular national conditions of different movements,
which Lenin always insisted on, what's codified is an idea of a world
centralized party dominated by the Central Committee and the
Politburo of the USSR, under which function the central committees of
other countries, and that’s the world movement of socialism.

In Lenin’s day, you had the Bolshevik Party taking a position hostile to
the workers’ councils when they first arose in 1905—there’s a revolu-
tion outside of the Bolshevik Party, they're suspicious of it, they say we
don't support it, and then they have to switch. In other words, the
vanguard isn't always right. That’s an idea that develops later—that all
thought comes out of the Comintern.

Why is all this relevant? Because that became the understanding inter-
nationally of what it meant to build a revolutionary socialist or commu-
nist party. It became the principle model about which the revolutionary
left that re-emerged in the 1960s debated and from which different
elements were taken.

A small minority of the movement—we would argue, in large part, the
Trotskyist elements in the movement, but not solely the Trotskyist ele-
ments—began to look toward the original Lenin rather than the
Stalinized Lenin for the ideas of the party.

In my estimation and in the estimation of our tendency, the experience
of the revolutionary left of the 1960s took years to sort through what
| briefly sketched out.

Out of the initial upsurge, many people took wholesale some of the
ideas of Stalinized Leninism and applied them. It led to all kinds of
peculiarities, not the least of which was the cult of personality, most
obviously in the Stalinist movement and in the Mao-influenced section
of the revolutionary movement.
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You had a situation in which revolutionary parties emerged quite dif-
ferently from the situation | described earlier. By and large, in most of
the Western countries in which the revolutionary left developed, it did-
n't emerge out of a mass workers’ movement that represented the
working class, but largely among elements wholly outside the existing
organized working-class movement.

That's different from country to country. In the United States, you had
one of the most extreme divorces between socialists and the working-
class movement. In some countries like Britain and other places, there
wasn't the same kind of distorting impact.

But internationally, you had the whole movement dealing with the fact
that, first of all, the authentic Marxist tradition on the question of
organization had been Stalinized and distorted by the experience of
Stalinism, but also with reality of capitalism.

That is, it wasn't simply that the left had the wrong idea, and that's
why it screwed up in the 1960s and '70s. It inherited the ideas that
came before them and was trying to work its way through them, but
it's also the case that capitalism fought back, and the left was unable
to reestablish the relationship with a mass working-class movement in
time.

Today, there is an idea that the construction of a socialist organization
is in itself a flawed project. In short, it's been there, done that—we
tried it in the 1960s and '70s, and this model of organization doesn't
work. | think that there’s a reaction that we can sometimes have to say
“you just did it wrong"—which is a good answer to a been-there-done-
that kind of remark.

But | think the more sophisticated answer would be that not only did
the left in the 1960s inherit models of organization from the past, but
it was itself dislodged from its historic role and placed outside of the
working-class movement. And this is despite valiant efforts of many
sections of the left to reconnect with the working class, which should
be applauded, not derided.

| want to start to draw a number of conclusions from what | laid out.

First, in the 1960s, you had the dominance internationally of the left
by big Communist Parties and big social-democratic parties—that was
what was seen as the opposition to capitalism. We might have said that
this wasn't the kind of opposition we would organize, it doesn’t do
anything right, but those organizations were the main pillars of oppo-
sition.

Today, part of the weakness of the left is that those organizations
don't exist as organizations that resist capitalism. Social democracy
exists, but basically, around the world, it has adopted neoliberalism
and pro-capitalism outright as its program. The Communist Parties
don't exist as the force that they once did, which means that in com-
munities, in neighborhoods, in particular struggles, a number of peo-
ple who were there before aren’t there now.

This leads to a conclusion that there is a space politically for a party
that is not revolutionary—that doesn’t have the overthrow of capitalism
as its aim. There is a political vacuum that exists internationally, which
people are seeking to fill. But | would suggest that it isn't automatic
that it would be filled in the manner that people seek to fill it.

It's one thing to say that social democracy has moved right and adopt-
ed neoliberalism, and Stalinism has largely disappeared organization-
ally, and in that space, we can build a broad, anticapitalist, but not
necessarily revolutionary, movement. That is being proposed in a num-
ber of situations, and | believe it's an argument that we need to be
friendly toward, because it's people trying to regroup forces opposed
to the system.

But it isn't clear to me at all on an international scale what this means
in reality. The main activists involved in this kind of project internation-
ally are themselves members of revolutionary organizations, or are
largely inspired by the project of building a revolutionary organization
against capitalism.

The goal is to try to capture some of the dissension and the anger
that exists against the system, but which is unorganized. Nobody
should denigrate this opposition outside the system that’s unorgan-
ized.

But | believe that in terms of an understanding of what it means to
build organization, the main thing that's been lost is how you actually
begin the process of the retraining, reeducating and re-launching of a
revolutionary cadre, no matter what the organizational structure. How
do you take a new generation of people and transform them from iso-
lated or individual militants against the system to what is a self-con-
scious revolutionary cadre.

That really is the main task that we see the 1SO as undertaking. The
road to get from where we are now and where we want to get is the
multimillion-dollar question. What kind of party do we want? | could
have answered at the beginning—we want a revolutionary party of
some size rooted in the working class that's multiracial, multi-ethnic
and geared to the conquest of state power and internationally.

The problem is that this isn’t what we are now, and we have to look at
the rest of the left in this country and internationally and say truthfully
what our numbers and our strengths are collectively. It is not the case
that we are at the point where we're talking about a mass party.

Therefore, the real question is how you get from here to there. That's
the most difficult thing to do, because there’s not just one path to get-
ting there, but having said that, not all the paths are of equal value.

For example, in my estimation, there isn't much space for a broad,
anti-capitalist party in the United States. On the other hand, in Brazil,
there is space for a large anti-capitalist, socialist party that has been
expelled from the Workers Party (PT).
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The experience there is that the best of the Brazilian left builds the PT
and is now finding that its aspirations, hopes and ambitions are being
opposed by the leadership of the party it created. They're being
expelled, and at the moment, the main party formed out of that expul-
sion is polling anywhere from 7 to 11 percent against Lula in the polls.
So there's not only a space for that kind of organization, but a reality.

The problem for us in this country is that we don't have that kind of
left. Everybody talks about regroupment of the left, but the reality of
who that left is, what it would actually mean to regroup, whether you
could actually gain forward momentum, or if you would be mired in a
series of endless discussions and debates—these are some of the
questions that affect us.

We believe that the main task for us is to be sure as an organization
that we are involved and develop links and relations with every sector
possible in the struggle against capitalism, racism, militarism,
sexism—to be an organization with not just commentary or criticism on
struggles, but one that places itself fully in solidarity with and involve-
ment in those struggles.

It's impossible for an organization of our size to do everything, but it
is possible to ally ourselves with or solidarize with every
struggle—even as we have priorities about what we believe we can
best contribute to.

Second, the most critical aspect of the ISO beyond our general political
outlook is the fact that we have an organization that's young and
active—and that also needs to be educated in the traditions, the lan-
guage, and in the theory and the practice of the past.

We want people in this organization themselves to be leaders in the
mass movement, and to do so, you can't simply be an activist. You've
got to have some grasp of politics, of theory—which is why we put a
high premium on that.

Third, we believe one of our tasks is to grow and grow substantially,
and we don’t see any contradiction between that and what I've previ-
ously said—to be involved in every struggle. Many people will say that
we recruit out of struggles. But the essential idea that a political
organization and a party needs to grow is something that we can
defend.

We can also defend another notion—it has to be a party that is explicit
about its radical nature and about the character of its project.

| ended with those few points because | think that one of the weak-
nesses of the left coming out of the 1960s has been a de-emphasis of
politics and theory, which the radical movement in the United States
has always had. Most people want political discussion and political the-
ory.

Secondly, there has been a tendency to think that being an open
socialist is something that is impossible to build around in the United
States. | would venture that the opposite has been the case.

When we parted way with some comrades some years ago in the
1970s—actually at the peak of the movement—there was a decision to
make. One choice was to retreat from the project of building a directly
working-class organization through emphasis on labor work, because
the ground wasn't fertile, and instead build an organization that is
committed to working-class power, but in the main looks toward youth
and students.

That was one of the debates between ourselves and comrades in the
International Socialists some years ago. | have to say that 30 years
after the process, it is undoubtedly the case that comrades in the IS
and Labor Notes have done extremely good work in the labor move-
ment. But from the point of view of the project of Leninism—of building
the seeds of a socialist organization committed to the transformation
of society—we have made a contribution which has at least kept
together that potential.

With a coming radicalization, our organization will really be put to the
test. We have not, as of yet, accomplished the heights. Surviving this
period has been quite an accomplishment. But the real accomplish-
ment is proving your relevance in the struggle, and | believe that we
are at the stage in which we have the constituent elements of an
organization that can—over time, and with others—become the kind of
party we look to.
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Why We Sell Socialist Worker

Newspaper

When Horace Greeley decided to launch a newspaper in 1841 that
would report on the fight against slavery and for women’s rights,
socialism and reform movements, he didn’t pull any punches explaining
why. "l founded the New York Tribune as a journal removed alike from
servile partisanship on the one hand and from gagged and mincing
neutrality on the other," he said.

From the "servile" Fox news to the "mincing neutrality" of the New York
Times, a quick glance at the media today shows that things haven't
changed much since Greeley’s day. Extreme right-wing journalists like
Fox’s right-wing blowhard Bill O'Reilly or ABC's vile John Stossel--who
are loathe to question any motive of the Bush administration--are the
extreme end of the spectrum.

More often, the media aren’t as nakedly on the side of the rich and
powerful. Instead, they try to present themselves as a provider of
"unbiased" and "balanced" news. But as Karl

Marx commented, the ruling ideas of society

are those of the ruling class.

In the battle for ideas,
words are weapons.
Socialist Worker is our
weapon.

The truth, as a journalist once remarked, is
that "freedom of the press is guaranteed only
to those who own one." In other words, to
individual billionaires and huge corporations.

Even the liberal mainstream media often

don't see it as their duty to inform the public

or challenge the status quo. While the liberal press might express dis-
agreement with certain aspects of the right-wing’s agenda, at the
same time, it shares many of the same assumptions, such as the
"right" of the U.S. military and the free market to dominate people’s
lives around the world.

In other words, the "debate" is generally between people who agree
on the fundamentals—like going to war on Irag—but who occasionally
disagree on how best to sell it.

Take Katherine Graham, the former owner and publisher of the liberal
Washington Post. In 1988, Graham remarked—to a meeting of CIA
recruits—that we "live in a dirty and dangerous world. There are some
things the general public does not need to know, and shouldn't. |
believe democracy flourishes when the government can take legitimate
steps to keep its secrets and when the press can decide whether to
print what it knows." In other words: the public’s right to know extends
only so far as the government, and those who run the press, decides
it should.

Sometimes Individual journalists manage to get stories printed that lay
bare the corruption and injustice at the top of society. Bob Woodward
and Carl Bernstein’s exposé of the Watergate scandal in the
Washington Post during the Nixon administration is one example. The
recent Toledo Blade report on decades-old atrocities carried out by
U.S. forces in Vietnam is another. But scandals inevitably fade, and the
press moves on.

Socialist Worker is different in that we proudly take a side all the
time—the side of the working class—and offer an analysis of the news
that actually makes sense. Every week, SW reports the facts that the
mainstream media would rather gloss over and challenges the steady
stream of lies that come from the minority of people at the top.

In that sense, Socialist Worker is actually more objective than publica-
tions like the New York Times or the Washington Post. But SW takes
pride in being a newspaper that avoids
"gagged and mincing neutrality." We don't
pretend—as mainstream news outlets
do—that the society we live in is an equal
playing field or that we're impartial.

A recent letter to SW, for example, praised
the paper as "a valuable alternate view" but
questioned the "negative tone" of its articles.
A lot of our articles are angry—because we
think that the logic of a system that watches
millions starve in a world of plenty, or sacrifices Iraqi lives for the sake
of US. oil and empire, is sick. Socialist Worker stands in solidarity with
the oppressed and the exploited around the world. That's something
you can't pretend to be neutral about.

Moreover, Socialist Worker doesn't simply report the news. It aims to
show the connections between the events that affect working people’s
lives, and fit them into a picture of the world that can explain why they
happen. Socialist Worker is also a place to take up the debates and
questions that inevitably arise in the struggles of the day.

Over the past months, SW has devoted space to some of the key
debates facing activists today—from who progressives should support
in the 2004 elections to whether the United Nations is a solution in
Iraq. Debates like these are key for our side to be able to plot a
course forward.

But SW isn't just out to deliver the news or spark debate; it's a tool for
organizing. From the antiwar movement, to striking workers at Tyson
foods in Jefferson, Wis., to the fight for immigrant rights in the wake of
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the September 11 attacks, Socialist Worker doesn't just report on
these struggles—it aims to win an audience among the militants who
are active in them.

We want people who are involved in everyday struggles to see SW as a
place where they can share the lessons of the defeats as well as the
victories and, most importantly, get involved in building the kind of
political organization that can ultimately challenge the system.

"Why would anyone want to stand on a street corner and sell a
paper?" is a question sometimes asked of people who sell Socialist
Worker. A paper like SW doesn't circulate in the same way capitalist
papers do. We don't depend on funding from advertisers and distribu-
tors. We don't drop it into a news box or sell it at newsstands.

SWisn't just another newspaper to be consumed—it’s a tool to begin
building political relationships with people who are starting to question
the system. That’s why we mainly sell Socialist Worker face to face, on
the street and at our campuses and workplaces.

There's nothing new about that. People fighting to change society
have always turned to the press to put for-
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ward their views and organize their fight. Every revolutionary upheaval
in society has seen a flurry of radical newspapers—from L'Ami du
Peuple, a radical paper of the French Revolution, to North Star, the
paper of abolitionist Frederick Douglass, to Pravda, the paper of the
Russian Bolsheviks.

In each case, the papers were a way of providing political clarity and
organization. As the Russian revolutionary Lenin put it, "A newspaper
is not only a collective propagandist and a collective agitator, it is also
a collective organizer. In this last respect, it may be likened to the
scaffolding around a building under construction, which marks the
contours of the structure and facilitates communication between the
builders, enabling them to distribute the work and to view the common
results achieved by their organized labor."

In the years 1912 to 1914, the Bolshevik Party had 3,000 members
in Petrograd. Their paper, Pravda, had a circulation in the city of
30,000. In 1917, party membership in Petrograd reached 32,000.
That's because those who had read the paper in 1912 became
Bolsheviks themselves a few years later.

Today, when members of the International Socialist Organization
go out and sell Socialist Worker, our aim is the same. We want to

convince people we meet of the need for socialism—and the
need to build an organization capable of fighting for a different
world.

In 1920, ltalian socialist Antonio Gramsci commented on the
socialist paper he helped found: "The workers loved

L'Ordine Nuovo because in it they found something of them-
selves, the best part of themselves, because in it they
sensed their own inner striving: how best can we be free?
How can we become ourselves?"

Socialist Worker aims to be a part of helping people to
answer those questions today. As the old slogan goes,
in the battle for ideas, words are weapons. Socialist
Worker is our weapon—make it yours, too.



Speaking for the Oppressed

By Lee Sustar

When socialists sell revolutionary newspapers today, we're often
accused of repeating a 100-year-old formula from the Russian
Revolution that has no relevance in the U.S. In fact, the most important
revolutionary organizations of the African American radicalization of
the 1960s made their newspapers central to their activity.

The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense—deemed by FBI Director J.
Edgar Hoover "to be the greatest threat to the internal security of the
United States"—was launched by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale in
Oakland, Calif., in 1966. The Panthers made waves with their armed
"patrols of the police" in African American neighborhoods. But what set
the Panthers apart was their aim to build an explicitly revolutionary
socialist party. Their newspaper, The Black Panther, was central to the
project.

After police in the nearby town of Richmond killed an unarmed Black
man, Denzil Dowell, the Panthers made
the story the lead article in the paper’s
first issue on April 25, 1967—and led an
armed march on the police station to
demand an investigation.

Three months later, the massive Black
rebellions in Newark, N.J., and Detroit as
well as smaller riots in 60 other cities
highlighted the growth of radicalism
among African Americans. Moreover, the
Vietnam War was growing increasingly
unpopular, especially among Blacks.

It was in this context that Huey Newton spelled out the need for a rev-
olutionary party in his article, "The Correct Handling of a Revolution,"
written in the week between the Newark and Detroit uprisings. Newton
argued that riots were a "sporadic, short-lived and costly" form of
resistance and exposed Blacks to "the brutal violence of the oppres-
sors’ storm troops."

"The main purpose of the vanguard group," Newton added, "should be
to raise the consciousness of the masses through educational pro-
grams and other activities. The sleeping masses must be bombarded
with the correct approach to struggle and the party must use all
means available to get this information across to the masses."

The article reflected an elitist concept of the revolutionary party
derived from Mao’s China—something that could also be seen in the
arbitrary changes in "line" by party leaders. But with the uprisings of
1967, achieving theoretical clarity seemed less urgent than giving
political expression to the revolutionary mood in Black America.

What set the Panthers apart
was their aim to build an
explicitly revolutionary socialist
party. Their newspaper,
The Black Panther, was central
to the project.

When the police shooting of Newton and his arrest on murder charges
in an officer's death made national news, The Black Panther newspa-
per enabled the group to expand from its initial Oakland base of 75 in
1967 to several thousand just two years later. Party activist David
Hilliard, who oversaw the paper’s publication, later wrote that The
Black Panther was "crucial to the daily work of the party...the most vis-
ible, most constant symbol of the party, its front page a familiar sight
at every demonstration and in every storefront window organizing
project throughout the country."

The Panthers rejected what Newton called "pork chop" Black national-
ism. In 1969, he wrote an article from prison arquing that "only by
eliminating capitalism and substituting for it socialism will Black people,
ALL Black people, be able to practice self-determination and thus
achieve freedom."

Just what was meant by "socialism" was
unclear. Sometimes the paper featured
long quotes from Mao Zedung or North
Korea's Kim Il Sung, reflecting the illusions
in supposedly "red" China held by the far
left in that era. Yet the paper won wide-
spread following because it printed what
no mainstream paper would--accounts of
police brutality, reports on protests and
strikes, and criticisms of moderate Black
leaders.

The Black Panther eventually reached an estimated circulation of
100,000. Political differences—and state repression—soon led to a
rapid decline in the Panthers’ membership.

In 1969 alone, police killed 28 Panthers, and hundreds were jailed. By
1971, the party, unable to formulate a clear revolutionary perspective,
split—and both factions soon faded. The Black Panther newspaper,
nevertheless, had underscored the importance of a revolutionary
newspaper in generalizing the struggle.

As party member Landon Willis put it in a 1970 article written from
prison, "The Black Panther Community News Service is a living contem-
porary history of our people’s struggle for liberation at the grassroots
level. It's something to be studied and grasped, and saved for future
generations to read, learn and understand."

If the Black Panther showed how a newspaper could build a revolution-
ary socialist organization, the Detroit-based Dodge Revolutionary
Union Movement (DRUM) highlighted the role of a newspaper as col-
lective agitator. A group of Black activists—many of them were veterans
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of the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee and various Black
nationalist organizations—launched their newspaper, the Inner City
Voice (ICV), after reading Lenin’s Where to Begin? a pamphlet making
the case for the revolutionary newspaper.

The ICV editor was John Watson, who had organized an all-Black study
group on Karl Marx’s Capital, led by Martin Glaberman, a longtime
autoworker, activist and revolutionary socialist. The ICV oriented on
Dodge Main, a strategic plant that manufactured all of Chrysler’s
axles, taking up racist discrimination by both management and officials
in the United Auto Workers union.

DRUM was launched among Black workers following a May 1968 wild-
cat strike at Chrysler Corp.’s Dodge Main plant, led in part by an ICV
supporter named General Baker. In the fall of 1968, DRUM supporters
won the student elections to place Watson as editor of the Wayne
State University newspaper, The South End, a daily with a print run of
up to 18,000.

"The South End returns to Wayne State with the intention of promoting
the interests of the impoverished, oppressed, exploited, and power-
less victims of white, racist monopoly capitalism and imperialism," the
new editors wrote. "We will take the hard line...Our only enemies will
be those who would further impoverish the poor, exploit the exploited
and take advantage of the powerless."

The masthead featured two Black Panther logos and the slogan: "One
class-conscious worker is worth more than 100 students." By scrupu-
lously meeting financial requirements and publishing nonpolitical news
of sports and student activities, Watson outmaneuvered administra-
tors who sought to shut down the paper.

The bulk of the South End readership, however, was off campus—at
factories, hospitals and schools. A special issue devoted to DRUM

spelled out the group’s perspective to Black workers across Detroit.
"DRUM'’s scope is not limited to the oppressive situation at Chrysler
nor all the rest of the plants for that matter," the lead article began.
"Although most organizing activity will be in the plants, DRUM sees its
long-range goal as the complete and total social transformation of the
society. This necessarily will take the effort of the whole Black commu-
nity as well as other progressive sectors of society."

DRUM differentiated itself from the Black Panther Party by rejecting
the Panthers’ theory that the Black lumpen proletariat—the inner-city
unemployed—would form the revolutionary vanguard, and stressed
instead the centrality of the working class to revolutionary social
change.

Thus, the South End always put working-class issues in a theoretical,
historical and international framework, and frequently featured articles
on Marxism. Entire special issues were devoted to opposing the mili-
tary dictatorship in Greece and supporting the Palestinian national lib-
eration movement.

DRUM activists lost control of the South End after a year, but their
efforts helped to launch the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, a
federation of DRUM-type workplace organizations. The League split in
1971 over disputes over whether to build a national organization and
debates over Marxism and Black nationalism.

Yet the issues that led to Black radicalism and the workplace revolts
of the late 1960s and early 1970s remain—racism, police violence,
poverty, aggressive employers and an unjust imperialist war of
aggression. A revolutionary newspaper that can provide an analysis of
those problems—and can help link the struggles they produce—is just
as relevant today.




Lenin and the Socialist Paper

By Paul D’Amato

When Lenin became a socialist in Russia in the late 1890s, the move-
ment was, in his phrase, "primitive," consisting of groups of isolated
activists in various cities and towns. Each worked separately and with
no real knowledge of the general picture of the movement—or with any
means to develop a general, national perspective for taking on the
police autocracy of Russia’s Tsar.

Lenin became concerned with ending the "narrow" and "amateurish"
character of the movement, which, he wrote in 1901, prevented work-
ers in Russia from developing a "consciousness of their community of
interests throughout Russia." It was not only a question of how to link
together socialists in different cities, but how to take what were often
local struggles of workers and unite them—with the aim of developing
a force capable of posing a political

challenge to Tsarism.

One of the key means for overcoming this
localism, in Lenin’s view, was the creation
of an all-Russian newspaper. "The com-
rade’s varying views on theoretical and
practical problems are not openly dis-
cussed in a central newspaper," Lenin
complained. A paper could help them
elaborate "a common program" and
devise "common tactics." Instead, "they
are lost in narrow study-circle life," which
leads to them exaggerating "local and
chance peculiarities."

A national newspaper for Lenin, then, was

not only a means to disseminate propa-

ganda—ideas about the nature of capitalism, the way to overcome it
and achieve socialism—but as a means to create a national organiza-
tion of militants linked together by common experience.

The paper was, in Lenin’s words, not only a "collective progagandist,"
but also a "collective agitator" and a "collective organizer." Our watch-
words, Lenin argued, were "Learn, propagandize, organize—and the
pivot of this activity can and must be only the organ of the Party."

In light of this, Lenin wanted a newspaper that aired differences and
debates—that not only reported on local struggles, but also presented
commentary on important political and theoretical questions facing the
movement. "It is necessary," he wrote, "to combine all the concrete
facts and manifestations of the working-class movement with the indi-
cated questions; the light of theory must be cast upon every separate
fact; propaganda on questions of politics and Party organization must

A national newspaper for Lenin,
was not only a means to
disseminate propaganda—ideas
about the nature of capitalism,
the way to overcome it and
achieve socialism—but as a
means to create a national
organization of militants linked
together by common experience.

be carried on among the broad masses of the working class; and
these questions must be dealt with in the work of agitation."

Local agitational leaflets were narrow and insufficient, Lenin argued,
dealing only with local questions. "We must try to create a higher form
of agitation by means of the newspaper, which must contain a regular
record of workers' grievances, workers' strikes and other forms of
proletarian struggle, as well as all manifestations of political tyranny in
the whole of Russia; which must draw definite conclusions from each
of these manifestations in accordance with the ultimate aim of social-
ism and the political tasks of the Russian proletariat," he wrote.

This conception of the role of a newspaper as central propagandist,
agitator and organizer was unique at that
time in the world socialist movement.

The Socialist Party in the U.S., for exam-
ple, had not a single official organ.
Instead, it had hundreds of local and
national publications, all of them linked to
the party or its locals, but privately owned
and run. Even in 1904, when the party
had only 20,000 members, it had about
40 daily, weekly, and monthly papers and
magazines. In 1912, when the party had
more than 100,000 members, it boasted
323 publications.

These publications may have been more

or less effective in winning converts—

which in the Socialist Party primarily
meant winning people to vote for socialist candidates. They carried
various types of propaganda, sometimes good, sometimes bad, but
they were not interventionist, activist, organizing and centralizing
tools.

They were not intended to be—nor could they have been—publications
aimed at quiding, practically and politically, the organization as a
whole. They weren't intended to be forums for workers in the party to
compare struggles and experiences in order to determine the next
step in the struggle.

After the defeat of the 1905 revolution in Russia and the beginning of
a new workers’ upsurge, the party began to issue a daily paper,
Pravda, at the beginning of 1912. The paper had its ups and downs,
but it very quickly became the backbone for a layer of several thou-
sand militants inside Russia’s most important factories.
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Lenin’s writings after the first six months of Pravda show that his views
on the kind of paper needed for the socialist movement had devel-
oped. The importance of the paper wasn't just that it put socialist
ideas across in a way accessible to workers, but that it was a paper
bought by, read, written for and sold by workers. In other words,
Lenin’s Bolsheviks wanted not just to produce a paper directed at
workers, but a workers’ newspaper.

Lenin was very careful to emphasize the importance of regular finan-
cial contributions by workers for Pravda—because without them, the
paper could not be published. Thus, after six months of publication, he
ran a lengthy article, spread over several issues, about the signifi-
cance of the fact that 504 workers’ groups had given donations—far
more than any other paper on the Russian left—to support Pravda.

But there was more to it than that. As he wrote: "From the point of
view of the initiative and energy of the workers themselves, it is much
more important to have 100 rubles collected by, say, 30 groups of
workers than 1,000 rubles collected by some dozens of ‘sympathiz-
ers.” A newspaper founded on the basis of five-kopek pieces collected
by small factory circles of workers is a far more dependable, solid and
serious undertaking (both financially and, most important of all, from
the standpoint of the development of the workers’ democratic move-
ment) than a newspaper founded with tens and hundreds of rubles

contributed by sympathizing intellectuals."

For Lenin, even something so simple as reports in Pravda listing the
collections at workers’ meetings for different causes and struggles had
an important role to play beyond merely providing information. "As
they look through the reports on workers’ collections in connection
with letters from factory and office workers in all parts of Russia," he
wrote, "Pravda readers, most of whom are dispersed and separated
from one another by the severe external conditions of Russian life,
gain some idea how the proletarians of various trades and various
localities are fighting, how they are awakening to the defense of work-
ing-class democracy."

It was the whole packag—reports of collections, workers’ letters about
workplace conditions or about police brutality, reports on strikes, elec-
tion campaigns and demonstrations—that could come together in the
paper to create a general picture of the movement and where it need-
ed to go. True to this commitment, Pravda received and published
thousands of letters and reports from workers around the country.

Lenin’s view of the role of the revolutionary newspaper can
be summed up this way: "The workers’ newspaper is a
workers’ forum."

In Defense of Leninism

By Sharon Smith

It has been almost 80 years since the death of the Russian
Revolutionary Vladimir lllich Lenin, and yet the controversy generated
by his life's work—that is, the building of the revolutionary socialist
party that led the Russian working class to power in the Russian
Revolution of 1917—still rages over whether Lenin and his legacy are
to be held up as a method for building a revolutionary movement or as
a failure to be roundly condemned in order never to be repeated.

The scenario from Lenin’s naysayers usually reads something like this:
In 1917, Lenin and a tiny band of co-conspirators pulled off—not a
massive, popular, social upheaval—but a military coup, and then pro-
ceeded to rule Russian society with an iron fist. The post-revolutionary
period was, thus, not a flourishing of working class democracy, but a
totalitarian dictatorship. It is also assumed that the brutal dictator who
ruled Russia from the late 1920s until his death in the 1950s, Joseph
Stalin, simply inherited his position from Lenin—that Stalinism is a
continuation of the Russian revolution, rather than a complete negation
of everything that Lenin stood for. And, the argument concludes, this
entire scenario owes its theoretical substance to none other than Karl
Marx.

Lenin’s harshest critics, of course, come from the ideological right

wing, most of them masquerading as academics—out to prove one
thing and one thing only: that Lenin was a brutal despot on the scale
of a Hitler or Mussolini, a man whose insatiable desire for power was
surpassed only by his thirst for blood. One such critic of high academic
standing, Richard Pipes, the Baird Professor of History at Harvard
University, put it this way in his book, The Russian Revolution:

The party that Lenin forged and led was really not a party in the cus-
fomary sense of the word. It was more of an order in the sense in
which Hitler called his National Socialist party, bound by the members
unshakeable loyalty to their leader and to one another, but subject to
no other principle and responsible to no other constituency. Genuine
political parties strive to enlarge their membership, whereas these
“pseudo-parties"—the Bolshevik one first, and the fascist and the
Nazi ones late—uwere exclusive.

These sorts of right-wing ideologues, who are the source of most of
what passes for fact about Lenin and the Bolshevik Party, have actually
produced a view of Lenin and Leninism that is pure fiction— and for a
fairly straightforward reason, | would argue: to discourage people here
from fighting back, because if the Bolshevik Party, the one example we
have of a successful working-class revolutionary party, turns out to
have been an authoritarian nightmare, then the only logical conclusion
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is that it just isn’t worth trying to build a revolutionary party today.

And if the Russian Revolution, the one successful working-class revolu-
tion in world history was one which blew up in the faces of the work-
ers who fought for it, then workers here shouldn't even consider trying
to overthrow the profit system here. Workers should just resign them-
selves to the existence of capitalism, and they should just accept it
when they lose their jobs or get their wages cut, or their health care or
whatever—because the alternative is even worse.

| am just going to give one more example of the suspect quality of the
academic literature that supposedly proves how authoritarian and
bankrupt the Bolsheviks were—~A Russian historian named Dmitry
Volkogonov, who in a biography on Lenin’s closest collaborator in the
Russian Revolution of 1917, Leon Trotsky, wrote that Trotsky once
confessed that he organized the Red Army through terror and repres-
sion. He even quotes Trotsky to support this assertion. He said that in
Trotsky’s autobiography My Life,” Trotsky said, “It is impossible to
organize an army without repression. It is necessary to put before the
soldiers the choice of death in the front or the rear.” Well, if you look
at the actual quote in My Life, Trotsky did
write those words—but the sentence
doesn’'t end there. He finishes by saying,
“That was the principle of the old armies,
but we built an army on the principles of
the October Revolution.”

As absurd as some of these formulations
are, the fact is that these sorts of
accounts about Lenin and the Bolshevik
Party make up most of what is accepted
as the “truth”—the documentation—of
the events of the Russian Revolution of
1917 and its immediate aftermath. And
that this is what makes up the basis of
what most people believe about Leninism—including many people
who are part of the left, who want to see workers have more power in
society, who want to change the world for the better—some of these
same people accept much of the official mainstream criticism of
Leninism. In fact, many people on the left who wouldn't agree with a
single other thing that these right-wing academics have to say never-
theless share their assessment of the Bolshevik Party.

That is why within the left, the word Leninism is so often equated with
a lack of internal—and therefore external—democracy, and that it is
so often assumed that the very idea of organizing a revolutionary
socialist party around a set of principles is inherently elitist, and that
that set of principles is often so disparagingly referred to as the mind-
less carrying of a “party line” by the membership.

It is quite easy to list a string of quotes from Lenin to back up the
basic viewpoint that the Bolshevik Party was based upon elitism first
and secrecy and authoritarianism second. I'll give you a couple of the

Most of Lenin’s critics
conveniently leave out this side
of Lenin, when he expounds at

great length on building a broad,
massbased activist party, so that
we are left only with the grim
and determined strategies laid
out in “What is to be Done.”

most famous ones. In 1903, in one of his earliest debates on the
nature of the revolutionary party, “What is to be done?,” Lenin wrote:
“The history of all countries shows that the working class, exclusively
of its own effort, is able to develop only trade union consciousness,
i.e. the conviction that it is necessary to combine in unions, fight the
employers, and strive to compel the government to pass necessary
labor laws, etc.” And elsewhere in the same debate he stated fairly
explicitly, “Class political consciousness can be brought to the workers
only from without, that is only from outside the economic struggle,
from outside the relations between workers and employers.”

Not only, presumably did Lenin hold the elitist idea that only intellectu-
als could convince workers of the need for revolution, but Lenin also
said elsewhere of the revolutionary party, “such an organization must
consist chiefly of people professionally engaged in revolutionary activi-
ty; that in an autocratic state, the more we confine the membership of
such an organization to people who are professionally engaged in rev-
olutionary activity and who have been professionally trained in the art
of combating the political police, the more difficult will it be to unearth
the organization.”

And Lenin spelled out concretely what it
meant to be a local member for the
Bolshevik Party around the same time, in
his “Letter to a comrade about our
Organizational Tasks:" “Every member of
the factory committee should regard him-
self as an agent of the committee,
obliged to submit to all its orders and to
observe all the ‘laws and customs’ of the
‘army in the field’ which he has joined
and from which in time of war he has no
right to absent himself without official
leave.”

Around quotations such as these, Lenin’s critics paint the picture of
Lenin as authoritarian, and Leninism as elitism. But again, it's what
they leave out that matters. Because it is equally easy to present a
series of quotes that paint an entirely different picture of Lenin and
Leninism. Take for example, the statement Lenin made at the begin-
ning of the 1905 revolution in Russia, which flies in the face of every-
thing you just heard from Lenin, from the strateqy for party-building
from “What is to be Done:” “The working-class is instinctively, sponta-
neously Social Democratic, or socialist.” A few years later, Lenin devel-
oped this idea further, when he said of workers: “The very conditions
of their lives makes the workers capable of struggle and impels them
to struggle. At every step they come face to face with their enemy—
the capitalist class. In combat with this enemy the worker becomes a
socialist, comes to realize the necessity of a complete abolition of all
poverty and all oppression.”

And, as for intellectuals, far from idolizing them, he argued, “A tight
hold must always be kept on the intelligencia. It is always the instigator
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of all sorts of squabbles. One cannot rely on a small periphery of intel-
lectuals, but one can and should rely on hundreds of organized work-
ers.” And as far as the internal party regime, Lenin argued to open up
the gates of the party and welcome in new members by the thou-
sands: “The youth—the students and still more so the young work-
ers—uwill decide the issue of the whole struggle. Form hundreds of
circles from among the youth and encourage them to work at full
blast. Allow every subcommittee to write and publish leaflets without
any red tape—there is no harm if they do make a mistake; we will
gently correct them.” And he added to this view elsewhere, when he
said, “We must learn to form looser, broader and more accessible
organizations. Our slogan is: for a larger Social Democratic Labor
Party!”

Most of Lenin’s critics conveniently leave out this side of Lenin, when
he expounds at great length on building a broad, mass based activist
party, so that we are left only with the grim and determined strategies
laid out in “What is to be Done.” Nevertheless, having seen the two
sides of Lenin, it is reasonable to ask how these two different sides of
Lenin—these two seemingly completely contradictory viewpoints on
the nature of the revolutionary party—can be reconciled, both coming
from the same person.

These are the two sides of Leninism—the necessarily different strate-
gies and tactics, but always with the same aim: preparing for the com-
ing revolution, by building a mass revolutionary workers party over a
period of years in advance of a revolutionary upheaval—even when
such a revolution seems way off in the distant future. These different
strategies were dictated not by Lenin, but by the political conditions
which existed in Russia at any given time. On the one hand, of necessi-
ty, in the highly repressive conditions that at most times existed in
tsarist Russia, the party had to operate in secret and be organized as
a tightly disciplined network. But entirely different methods were used
to build the party in the middle of social upheaval—such as occurred
in Russia in 1905 with the first Russian Revolution and then again in
1917, when the second Russian Revolution broke out that brought the
working class to victory.

A couple of facts can illustrate just how repressive Tsarist Russia was
before and in between the two Russian revolutions—between the
defeat of the 1905 revolution and the years immediately preceding of
the 1917 revolution—a period in which any and all opposition was
crushed, and in which joining a revolutionary party was a virtual guar-
antee that you would end up in prison, or in exile in Siberia sometimes
over and over again. In 1898, when the Russian Social Democratic
Labor Party held its founding convention, virtually every delegate to
the convention was arrested by the police. As far as infiltration by the
police, every party committee during certain periods had police agents
among its members—in 1910, every Moscow committee was headed
by a police agent; in 1912, two police agents sat on the editorial
board of Pravda, the party’s main newspaper, and one police agent
sat on its central committee.

The way Lenin himself described the need to restrict the party in this
period was quite simply, that “making the party accessible to the
masses” meant making “revolutionaries accessible to the police.”
Open democracy, as we think of it, was completely impossible if the
party was to survive.

But as soon as the 1905 revolution broke out and masses of workers
began moving into struggle, Lenin argued for a complete about face in
the methods of building the party, for a wide open and democratic
organization—he said quite clearly: “Now the open propaganda of
democratic ideas and demands, no longer persecuted by the weak-
ened government, has spread so widely that we must learn to adjust
ourselves to this entirely new scope of the movement.” And he said,
specifically, “The whole party organization is now built on a democratic
basis. This means that ALL the party members must take part in the
election of officials, committee members and so forth and that ALL
party members discuss and decide questions concerning the political
campaigns of the proletariat, and that all party members determine
the line of tactics of the party organizations.”

Far from being the brutal tyrant that he is so often purported to have
been, Lenin stood above all for freedom and democracy—and when-
ever external conditions permitted it, these were the operating meth-
ods of the Bolshevik Party. In fact, the idea that Lenin ruled the party
with an iron fist at any point in its history is downright laughable.He
repeatedly argued to that the leadership should not bark out orders
to the membership but that they should “patiently explain” policies and
aim to convince them over time of the politics.

Repeatedly during the course of building the Bolshevik party over two
decades, Lenin found himself outvoted and in a minority, shouted down
and heckled at meetings, and denounced by fellow party members.
This is all part of the public record. Yet Lenin’s critics, when they hear
that the Bolsheviks operated on the basis of “democratic centralism,”
hear only the word centralism. But the fact is that the party was far
more democratic than it was centralized.

Nowhere was this more in evidence than during 1917. In fact, when
Lenin started to argue for a working-class insurrection at the begin-
ning of September 1917, when the Bolsheviks first won a majority in
the soviets, (the Russian word for the workers councils that sprung up
all over Russia in the Revolution) it took him no less than a month and
a half, until mid-October, to convince a majority of the Central
Committee of the Bolshevik Party that it was time to make this propos-
al to the soviet. And even then, two members of the central committee
voted against. And even after the Central Committee voted that it was
time to organize an insurrection, the Bolsheviks did not take power
themselves, they made a proposal to the Soviet that it should take
power, by organizing a military revolutionary committee (this was
immediately voted for in the soviet).

And one of the central committee members, Kameney, actually leaked
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the information to the local media that the Bolsheviks had voted for an
insurrection, so the plan for the insurrection appeared in the daily
newspaper days before it took place. This is hardly the picture of the
secret military coup that Lenin is supposed to have singlehandedly
masterminded and carried out in October of 1917—but an open and
inclusive debate within the party and within the working class organi-
zations.

It is in the evidence—and there is plenty of it—from 1917, that the
fictional character of Lenin painted by the right-wing ideologues falls
flat on its face. To begin with, the Bolsheviks had absolutely nothing to
do with the demonstrations that began the revolution in February of
1917. Not only that, but they actually urged the women workers who
were planning to demonstrate on International Women’s Day to calm
down! (It should be noted that, while the Bolshevik party was taken by
surprise by the start of the February Revolution, the local Bolsheviks
quickly shifted and began taking part in the strike wave.)

Nevertheless, this rather embarrass-
ing episode shows quite clearly that
the revolution of 1917 was hardly a
creation of the Bolshevik Party—it
would have happened with or without
it. But it succeeded, | would argue,
because of it. Even though most
people viewed the February revolu-
tion that overthrew the tsar as the
end of the revolution— the
Bolshevik Party alone argued that
this was just the beginning, that a
second revolution had to take place
that would transfer “all power to the
soviets.” This was the Bolshevik
Party slogan—and it became the
slogan of the October revolution
when it happened.

This example illustrates that the relationship between the Leninist
party and the working class is by no means a one-way relationship—
the party learned as much from the workers as it taught them. And
Lenin stressed this repeatedly; the party was pushed forward as much
by the workers movement as it pushed the movement forward.

Throughout 1917, there are many examples in which the party was
wrong on this or that issue, or moved too slowly, or tried to move too
quickly. But the crucial factor was that the party had, over a very long
period of time, learned how to lead—not by fiat, not by substituting
itself for the working class, but by organizing the most class conscious
workers into a political party as a way to help raise the consciousness
of the working-class as a whole. Lenin was adamant about this rela-
tionship, stating, “There must not be a hint of dictatorship of the
Bolsheviks.”

The whole way the soviets were run
guaranteed democracy because—
unlike Congress, where you either have
to be a millionaire yourself or be
backed by millionaires to get
elected—no delegate to the workers
council was allowed to earn more than
the average workers’ wage. And most
importantly, the workers councils
operated by the principle of
“immediate recall.”

There is no question that the Bolshevik Party could have seized power
in June or July of 1917. In Petrograd, in Kronstadt, and a number of
other areas, throngs of workers were calling for an insurrection. But in
June or July the Bolsheviks were still a minority in the elections to the
soviets in the most of Russia. To have organized a seizure of power at
that point would have meant organizing it in the name of the minority.

It was only after September, when the Bolsheviks won a majority in
soviet after soviet, and Trotsky was elected president of the Petrograd
soviet, that Lenin began to argue for an insurrection—that is, when
the insurrection would be the act of the working-class majority. The
fact that it was the act of the working-class majority is the reason why
in Petrograd, certainly, the insurrection itself was virtually bloodless
(more people were killed in the making of Eisenstein’s film about the
Russian Revolution several years later than were killed in the
Petrograd insurrection itself ). Between the time of the February
Revolution and the insurrection some seven months later, the size of
the Bolshevik Party had multiplied by more than 20 times—from
20,000 to nearly a quarter of a mil-
lion members. There can be no
question that the Bolsheviks repre-
sented the will of the majority of
workers in Russia in 1917,

And there is no doubt that power
was transferred in 1917 not to the
Bolshevik Party but to the soviets
themselves. Nor were the soviets or
workers councils a creation of any
Leninist—or Marxist for that matter.
They sprung up first in the revolu-
tion of 1905 and then again, spon-
taneously in February 1917. And
they operated on a democratic basis
that is unknown in capitalist society.
Unlike Congress or parliamentary
democracy, or the constituent
assembly that existed in Russia at the time—uwhich call themselves
democratic but actually work to exclude working-class people from real
power in society—uworkers councils do the opposite: they give every
single working-class person real representation in government. The
eyewitness to the Russian revolution, American journalist John Reed
(who wrote Ten Days that Shook the World, a book that has turned
thousands of people into socialists) described the workers’ councils
this way, after seeing them in action: “no political body more sensitive
and responsive to the popular will was ever invented.” And he went on
to describe how, even though most delegates to the soviets were
elected by workers in factories, “the soviet system is extremely flexible,
and if the cooks and waiters or the street sweepers or the cab drivers
of that ward organized and demanded representation, they were
allowed.” Any segment of the population that felt it was being discrimi-
nated against could make up an independent soviet.
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The whole way the soviets were run guaranteed democracy
because—again, unlike Congress, where you either have to be a mil-
lionaire yourself or be backed by millionaires to get elected—no dele-
gate to the workers council was allowed to earn more than the aver-
age workers’ wage. And most importantly, the workers councils oper-
ated by the principle of “immediate recall.” Unlike here, where you
have to wait four or six years until the next election when a politician
breaks his or her promises—in the soviets, delegates were not elect-
ed for any set period of time and could be removed within hours if the
workers who elected them decided it was time for a change.

And actually, its worth mentioning that workers councils were not
something that was exclusive to the Russian Revolution—they have
arisen in every single situation in which the workers movement
becomes powerful enough to challenge the government—all over the
world. Workers councils have sprung up everywhere from ltaly,
Hungary and Germany in the late 19-teens and early 1920s, to
Portugal in 1974 and Iran in 1979. Above all, Leninism is about win-
ning the rule of the workers’ councils, not the revolutionary party. It is
about making Karl Marx's argument, that socialism is the self-emanci-
pation of the working-class, a reality—it is about workers and the
oppressed freeing themselves from exploitation and oppression.

This is an important distinction, and one that, not surprisingly, eludes
the official historians who consider the soviets yet another form of the
Bolsheviks despotic rule—forgetting completely that the soviets were
multi-party institutions.

The first months, in particular, of post-revolutionary Russia show that,
when workers are given the opportunity to rule themselves, to raise
their own intellect, they jump on the opportunity. There are endless
accounts—usually very surprised accounts—by foreign visitors to
post-revolutionary Russia: of workers and peasants crowded into the
opera houses and theaters; of large meeting halls packed with work-
ers and peasants stuffed like sardines, discussing the issues of the
day; of workers who could barely read poring over issues of socialist
newspapers. All this in a country where the majority of the population
was still illiterate.

If anything (and again, this flies in the face of the so-called official his-
torians yet has been documented repeatedly in the records of the
Russian revolution) post revolutionary Russia was the flourishing of
workers’ control from below. Just a few examples help to illustrate just
how little the party was in control of the situation. In 1918, for exam-
ple, when the Bolsheviks negotiated the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which
finally pulled Russia out of the first world War, the regional soviet of
Siberia refused to accept the treaty—even though it had been ratified
by the central soviet, the body representing the soviets nationally.
Nevertheless the Siberian soviet refused to accept the treaty and
announced it was still in a state of war against the Central Powers.

This spirit of independence existed not only in the soviets, but in work-
places and communities throughout Russia. On the railways, for exam-

ple, each station operated as a sort of independent republic, with the
stationmaster elected by all the workers in the station. In factories, the
factory committees run by the workers often refused to pay any atten-
tion to instructions they received even locally, and proceeded to make
their own decisions about work and production—and usually awarded
themselves large pay increases. Krupskaya, Lenin’s wife, recalled in
her reminiscences how she was at the commisariat of education one
day and a working woman came in: “During our conversation, | asked
her what shift she was working in. | thought she was working the night
shift. Otherwise she would not have been able to come to the
Comisariat in the daytime. “None of us are working today. We had a
meeting yesterday evening, everyone was behind with her domestic
work at home, so we voted to knock off today. We're the bosses now,
you know.” And Lenin’s wife comments: “For early 1918, this was the
typical case.”

The historian Marcel Liebman described: “Local committees sprang up
everywhere: workers’ committees, peasant committees, housewives
committees, committees for factories and quarters, committees of sol-
diers, Cossacks and sailors. In the industrial quarters, in the big
blocks crowded with working-class families, there were house commit-
tees that tried to regulate the details of communal life. Jules Destree, a
Belgian socialist who was in Russia, tells how, while travelling from
Petrograd to Moscow by a very slow train, the people sharing his com-
partment had formed a ‘travelling committee’ before they reached
their destination.” School students organized at their schools and got
rid of mandatory examinations, and elected their teachers. The list
went on and on and on.

It is very important to understand that, not only was Lenin in favor of
this kind of control from below—he went to great lengths to encour-
age it. On the eve of insurrection, he wrote in State and Revolution:
“The mass of the population will rise to take an independent part, not
only in voting and elections, but also in the everyday administration of
the state.” Then, addressing the soviet immediately after the insurrec-
tion: “We must allow complete freedom to the creative faculties of the
masses.” And a few weeks later, On November 6th, Lenin wrote in
Pravda, “Comrades, working people! Remember that now you your-
selves are at the helm of state. No one will help you if you yourselves
do not unite and take into your hands all affairs of state...Get on with
the job yourselves: begin right at the bottom, do not wait for anyone.”

Two months after the insurrection, Lenin urged working-class people
to go still further. At the end of December 1917, Lenin wrote: “one of
the most important tasks of today. . .is to develop the independent ini-
tiative of the workers, and of all the working and exploited people gen-
erally, develop it as widely as possible in creative organizational work.
At all costs, we must break the old absurd, savage, despicable, and
disqusting prejudice that only the so-called ‘upper classes,” only the
rich, are capable of administering the state and directing the organiza-
tional development of socialist society.”

This is the vision of socialism represented by Lenin and Leninist
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organization—one in which ordinary people take the running of socie-
ty into their own hands. And his vision represented not only an end to
exploitation of the working class but an end to all forms of oppression.
For example, even though the revolution implemented enormous
advances for women—including the right to vote and run for public
office well before women had won this right in the so-called advanced
countries (including this one) and granted women in Russia the right
to abortion decades before it was won in the West—Lenin expounded
at great length that much more needed to be done to wipe out
women'’s oppression: “Notwithstanding all the laws emancipating
women, she continues to be a domestic slave, because petty house-
work rushes, strangles, stultifies and degrades her, chains her to the
kitchen and the nursery...The real emancipation of women, real com-
munism, will begin only when and where an all-out struggle begins
against this petty housekeeping, or rather when its wholesale transfor-
mation into a large scale socialist economy begins.” And he called for
more public catering establishments, nurseries and kindergartens to
help free women up from household labor.

Lenin was just as dedicated to wiping out racial and national oppres-
sion. On the question of Jews
(against whom discrimination and
violence was about on the same
scale at it is against Black people in
the United States) the Bolshevik
Party had long before the revolution
made the ending of Jewish oppres-
sion a central feature of its program.
In 1914, Lenin emphasized this
issue: Workers “must present their
conviction of the necessity for com-
plete equality, for complete and final
renunciation of any special privileges
for any particular nation...The [rul-
ing class] try to make Jewish people
a scapegoat for all their sins. The Bolshevik Party have therefore
rightly given first place in their bill to the position of the Jews”.

Not only did the Russian revolution outlaw discrimination against Jews
but all three of the main soviets voted in Jews as their presidents—
which is about as significant as it would be to elect a Black president
in the United States today. When Trotsky described the Russian revolu-
tion as a “festival of the oppressed,” he was not exaggerating.

But this side of Leninism usually gets ignored—this vision of social-
ism, the reality of post-revolutionary Russia in its first months—
before it was invaded by the armies of 14 countries, including this
one, to try and overthrow the new workers’ government; before the
economic blockade against against Russia (on par with today’s sanc-
tions against Iraq) that caused mass famine and epidemics throughout
Russia). In other words, before the revolution was starved and the
economy devastated by the Civil War—the counter-revolutionary war
that set into motion forces that would eventually unravel the revolu-

“Comrades, working people!
Remember that now you yourselves are
at the helm of state. No one will help
you if you yourselves do not unite and
take into your hands all affairs of
state...Get on with the job yourselves:
begin right at the bottom, do not wait
for anyone.”

tion, despite the heroic efforts of the Bolsheviks to save it.

Instead, when discussing post-Revolutionary Russia, the naysayers
focus on a series of charges—all of them leveled against the
Bolsheviks as if they were operating in a period of peace and prosper-
ity, rather than a situation in which an active counter revolutionary mili-
tary mobilization was trying to restore power to the tsar and the old
Russian capitalist class. The Bolsheviks are criticized for dispersing the
constituent assembly (the parliamentary body that was about as rep-
resentative of working-lass people as the U.S. Congress is today) as
an attack on democracy, without acknowledging that the constituent
assembly was raised as the rallying cry of the counter-revolution—not
because they believed in democracy of any kind, but only to under-
mine the soviets.

Similarly, the Bolsheviks are charged with outlawing political parties
such as the Socialist Revolutionaries and, on and off again, the
Mensheviks, after mid-1918—uwithout acknowledging that these were
outlawed because they were actively supporting the counter-revolu-
tion. The Socialist Revolutionaries (who were neither, just for the
record) stood formally in favor of
returning to a monarchy and went so
far as to try and assassinate Lenin.
He almost died after the seond
attempt on his life—a fact conve-
niently missing from most of the offi-
cial histories on this question.

And finally, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, at the end of two and a half
years of civil war—which the Red
Army won only because of the dedi-
cation of the mass of Russian work-
ers to defending the revolution—
the Bolsheviks are charged with put-
ting down a series of rebellions in the winter of 1921, in particular the
Kronstadt rebellion in March of 1921. This charge is leveled against
the Bolsheviks without the slightest regard for the context in which
these rebellions took place. Mass famine was sweeping the country
(some 7 million Russians died of starvation and diseases like typhus
during this period); industry was ground to a standstill because of the
war and the blockade; and counter-revolutionary armies (like the
Polish army) were camped right outside Russia’s borders, waiting to
seize on these rebellions as an excuse to invade Russia once again.
This is the context in which the Bolsheviks made the tortured decision
to crush the Kronstadt rebellion.

Marx had said that people make their own history, but not in conditions
of their own choosing. And you could not have picked more difficult
conditions than what existed in Russia in 1921. Russia was already a
poor country before the revolution, and Lenin understood full well that
a workers government in Russia could not survive for very long with-
out a revolution elsewhere to support it. Lenin himself said repeatedly,
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“Without a revolution in Germany, we are doomed.”

And there was a revolution in Germany—there were three revolutions
in Germany in fact, between 1918 and 1923. It was only then, after
the final defeat of the German revolution in 1923, that the hopes for
support from abroad were finally crushed. In 1921, the future was not
at all clear, and the Bolsheviks made the enormously difficult

choice to try and hold out—a choice that was made the easier
because the defeat of the Russian Revolution in that context would
have meant a return to the rule of tsarism. The counter-revolutionar-
ies staging anti-Semitic riots against Jews throughout Russia were a
constant reminder of what a return to tsarism would mean.

And there the naysayers case is complete—including the claim that
the crushing of the Kronstadt rebellion constituted the beginnings of
Stalinism in Russia—without acknowledging that both Lenin until his
death in 1924 and Trotsky throughout the 1920s, fought tooth and
nail against the bureaucratic rule that Stalin was in the process of
building.

The Russian Revolution did not survive, that is true. But the tragedy is
that, 80 years later, instead of honoring it for giving us in later genera-
tions the one glimpse we have of what a workers’ revolution might
look like—of the tremendous possibilities for a socialist society in the
future for the world—even many people on the left accept the official
histories of these right-wing ideologues and lay the blame for its fail-
ure on the Bolshevik Party and on Lenin in particular. Yet the very
essence of socialism is to share the wealth—not the poverty— in
society. If anyone is to blame for the defeat of the Russian Revolution,
it is the capitalists whose armies invaded and blockaded revolutionary
Russia, reducing its economy on a scale that was “unprecedented in
human history,” according to one economist. All the Bolsheviks were
ever allowed to share was the poverty. The revolution was never able
to operate in anything other than conditions of terrible scarcity.
Instead of viewing the Russian Revolution as a proof of what's wrong
with Leninism, it makes far more sense to appreciate the tremendous
accomplishments of the Russian revolution despite the tremendous
drawbacks of the situation.
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Nevertheless, many people on the left who embrace the ideals of
workers control and an end to oppression—the things that for a brief
period were a product of the revolution—do not at the same time
embrace the need for a revolutionary party. It is fairly common even to
hear people describe, “I'm a Marxist, but not a Leninist.” But there is
an inherent contradiction in that point of view. Building a revolutionary
party is the only way to make a reality of the self-emancipation of the
working class. There has not ever been, and | would argue, there will
never be, a single instance when a ruling class faced with a mass
strike of workers and the emergence of workers councils suddenly
develops a guilty conscience and hands over power. The reality is that
they use every means at their disposal—and they have many—
against every gain made by workers. It is saying, “I believe in the self-
emancipation of the working-class, but not for the main vehicle for win-
ning it.”

Without the Bolshevik Party, there would have been no workers control
in Russia in 1917, no emancipation of women, no liberation of the
oppressed nationalities—because there would have been no Russian
Revolution. The fact that the Bolsheviks had slogged it out over many
years—through the ups and downs, making mistakes and learning
from them—meant that they could transform themselves from what
one Bolshevik called a “despised minority” isolated from the mass of
workers, to become the party that would win the support of the major-
ity of Russian workers and the peasantry in 1917. You can't have the
Lenin of State and Revolution without the Lenin of “What is to be
Done"—one would not exist without the other. History is filled with
heroic struggles of workers and the oppressed rising up against their
oppression, only to be crushed because they had no revolutionary
party, or a party that was too new and inexperienced to be able to
lead the movement to victory—the German Revolution was one such
bloody defeat.

We are Leninists because we want to see the victory of the
working class and the victory of a future socialist society.
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Marxism and Oppression

By Paul D’Amato

Over the last few decades, left-wing activists and academics have by
and large rejected Marxism and its emphasis on class and class strug-
gle. In particular, Marxism has been attacked for ignoring or downplay-
ing questions of oppression. The idea that society consists of a series
of separate but overlapping “identities” based on things such as gen-
der, race, class, sexual orientation, national identity and cultural prac-
tices is now widespread. This view of society is akin to the liberal plu-
ralism we learn in school. Society, so the argument goes, consists of
different, sometimes competing “interest groups.” No overarching
analysis of society can take all of these

Only the working class (Black, white, Latino, gay, straight, women,
men) has both the collective power and the common interest to fight
for complete liberation.

The Marxist tradition

Capitalism is a society based on the exploitation of the many by the

few. Because it is founded on massive inequality, it requires various

means to oppress and keep down the working class and the poor. The

ruling classes of the world know the value of “divide and rule,” both
as a means to weaken any opposition

“differences” into account and unite
them into a coherent framework.
Marxism is viewed as unable to deal with
oppression because it is concerned only
with class exploitation. The views of one
feminist author writing in 1979 are still
widespread: “Marx never questioned the
hierarchical sexual ordering of society.”!

Marx is similarly attacked for his sup-
posed lack of attention to racism. To
quote one academic:

Ethnic and racial conflicts were not sub-
jects to which Marx gave much close
attention. Although Marx acknowledged
these types of division in society, he
does not appear to have been much
interested in explaining their dynamics.
Obsessed with a supposedly more fun-
damental category of socioeconomic
identity, namely class, Marx slighted race
and did not grant it a place of its own in
his historical work. In 1849, in response

NEGROES
BEWARE

DO NOT ATTEND
COMMUNIST
MEETINGS

Paid organizers for the communists are
only trying to get negroes in trouble
Alabama is a good place for good negroes
to live in, bur it is a bad place for negroes
who believe in SOCIAL E

The Ku Klux Klan

Is Watching You.
TAKE HEED

Tell the communist leaders to leave
Report all communist meetings to the

Ku Klux Klan
Pest Offlce Bax 651, Blrmingham, Alabama.

against them, and as a means to
squeeze more profits from the working
class.

The working class is not only an exploit-
ed class—it is also an oppressed class.
Workers receive worse education,
worse housing and worse job opportu-
nities than the sons and daughters of
the middle class and the rich. Workers
are constantly reminded that they do
not possess the intelligence or the
capabilities of those above them on the
social ladder. Workers are disadvan-
taged at every step, stressed under
financial and family constraints, forced
to work in dangerous jobs and, there-
fore, more likely to suffer from various
physical and mental ailments. In turn,
they are then forced to accept the
poorest quality health care—if they can
get it at all.

QUALITY.

to the query “What is a Negro slave?”
Marx wrote: “A man of the black race.
The one explanation is as good as the
other...A Negro is a Negro."?

The idea that Marx and Engels ignored or downplayed oppression
because they “privileged” class is simply wrong. What they (and
Marxists since) have argued is that 1) various oppressions cannot be
understood separately from capitalism because capitalism shapes and
depends upon oppression for its survival, and 2) the most thorough-
going struggle against oppression cannot be carried out on the basis

of separate struggles of the oppressed, each united across class lines.

Such a struggle will always be limited by the narrow interests of bour-
geois and middle-class elements within the oppressed group who will

seek to limit the scope of the struggle within the confines of capitalism.

Divide and rule: racism helps the bosses by blunting class vnity

Racial, sexual, national, linguistic and
other oppressions interact with this
basic class oppression to produce sec-
tions within the working class who are doubly or “specially”
oppressed. Marx and Engels were clear that capitalism—a system
based upon the exploitation of wage labor for profit—was founded on
enslavement and oppression from its beginnings:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslave-
ment and entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that
continent, the beginnings of the conquest and plunder of India, and
the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the commercial hunting of
black skins are all things that characterize the dawn of the era of capi-
talist production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief moments of
primitive accumulation.’
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The treasures captured outside Europe by undisquised looting,
enslavement and murder flowed back to the mother-country and were
turned into capital there.*

Direct slavery is as much the pivot upon which our present-day indus-
trialism turns as are machinery, credit, etc. Without slavery there would
be no cotton, without cotton there would be no modern industry. It is
slavery which has given value to the colonies, it is the colonies which
have created world trade, and world trade is the necessary condition
of large-scale machine industry.

In fact the veiled slavery of the wage laborers in Europe needed the
unqualified slavery of the New World as its pedestal...Capital comes
dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt.6

Everyone accepts the idea that the oppression of slaves was rooted in
the class relations of exploitation of that system. Fewer recognize that
under capitalism wage slavery is the pivot around which all other
inequalities and oppressions turn. Capitalism used racism to justify
plunder, conquest and slavery, but as Marx pointed out, it also used
racism to divide and rule—to pit one section of the working class
against another and thereby blunt class consciousness. Marx devel-
oped this idea throughout his works, including these two passages
about slavery in the U.S. and England’s oppression of Ireland:

In the United States of America, every independent workers’ movement
was paralyzed as long as slavery disfigured part of the republic. Labor
in a white skin cannot emancipate itself where it is branded in a black
skin.”

Every industrial and commercial center in England now possesses a
working class divided into two hostile camps, English proletarians and
Irish proletarians. The ordinary English worker hates the Irish worker
as a competitor who lowers his standard of life. In relation to the Irish
worker he feels himself a member of the ruling nation and so turns
himself into a tool of the aristocrats and capitalists of his country
against Ireland, thus strengthening their domination over himself. He
cherishes religious, social, and national prejudices against the Irish
worker. His attitude toward him is much the same as that of the “poor
whites” to the “niggers” in the former slave states of the U.S.A. The
Irishman pays him back with interest in his own money. He sees in the
English worker at once the accomplice and the stupid tool of the
English rule in Ireland.

This antagonism is artificially kept alive and intensified by the press,
the pulpit, the comic papers, in short, by all the means at the disposal
of the ruling classes. This antagonism is the secret of the impotence of
the English working class, despite its organization. It is the secret by
which the capitalist class maintains its power. And that class is fully
aware of it. [Marx's italics|®

Marx concluded that part of the key to building a successful workers’
movement in England was to win English workers to the idea that
Ireland had the right to separate from England.

Marx’s observations on Ireland became the foundation of Vladimir
Lenin’s position on the self-determination of oppressed nations—in
an era when the world’s biggest and most powerful capitalist states
fought to carve up the world between themselves. Lenin’s arguments
against Rosa Luxemburg over Poland’s right to self-determination in
1914 have become a cornerstone of the revolutionary Marxist
tradition:

Successtul struggle against exploitation requires that the proletariat be
free of nationalism, and be absolutely neutral, so to speak, in the fight
for supremacy that is going on among the bourgeoisie of various
nations. If the proletariat of any one nation gives the slightest support
to the privileges of “its own” national bourgeoisie, that will inevitably
rouse distrust among the proletariat of another nation; it will weaken
the international class solidarity of the workers and divide them, to the
delight of the bourgeoisie. Repudiation of the right to self-determina-
tion or to succession inevitably means, in practice, support for the
privileges of the dominant nation.?

Natonalism and combating national oppression, for Marx (and later
Lenin) were not at all the same thing. On the contrary, it was the duty
of socialists, especially those in the large oppressor nations, to combat
all forms of national oppression and inequality precisely in order to
break down national divisions in the working class and strengthen their
struggle against capitalism. Socialists are for the voluntary, free union
of peoples and are therefore in principle opposed to any forced reten-
tion of any nation within the borders of another. This is the exact
opposite of the anti-Marxist caricature that claims that Marxism
“ignores” such divisions as a “diversion” from the class struggle.

Marx and Engels on women’s oppression

Marx and Engels rejected outright the idea (up- held by conservatives,
but also by some feminists) that the low status of women was an
unchanging feature of human existence—fixed for all time by human
biology or by the ideas in people’s heads. Women'’s position in society
has been conditioned by the particular stage of development of the
productive forces of society, and, corresponding to that, the given
social relations of a particular society. Women'’s status in society has
always been related to the role they have played in— and in the dif-
ferent forms taken by—the family in history.

Women's status, for example, was very different in preclass societies.
Engels describes how in the horticultural society of the Iroquois,
women’s control over agriculture gave them a far higher status than
women in later times. Though there was a sexual division of labor, it
did not necessarily confer a dominant role to the men:

The division of labor between the two sexes is determined by causes
entirely different from those that determine the status of women in
society. Peoples whose women have to work much harder than we
would consider proper often have far more real respect for women
than our Europeans have of theirs. The social status of the lady of civi-
lization, surrounded by sham homage and estranged from all real
work, is socially infinitely lower than that of the hard-working woman of
barbarism...10
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Women'’s oppression arose and coincided with the rise of the first class
divisions in society:

The first class opposition that appears in history coincides with the
development of the antagonism between man and woman in monoga-
mous marriage, and the first class oppression coincides with that of
the female sex by the male. Monogamous marriage was a great step
forward; nevertheless, together with slavery and private wealth, it
opens the period that has lasted until today in which every step for-
ward is also relatively a step backward, in which prosperity and devel-
opment for some is won through the misery and frustration of oth-
ers.!!

Capitalism does not free women, but it creates the conditions in which
women can be liberated. Noting how modern industry in the 19th cen-
tury was drawing women out of the domestic sphere and into the paid
workforce, Marx arqued:

However terrible and disqusting the dissolution of the old family ties
within the capitalist system may appear, large-scale industry, by
assigning an important part in socially organized processes of produc-
tion, outside the sphere of the
domestic economy, to women,
young persons and children of both
sexes, does nevertheless create a
new economic foundation for a high-
er form of the family and relations
between the sexes...[T]he fact that
the collective working group is com-
posed of individuals of both sexes
and all ages must under the appro-
priate conditions turn into a source
of humane development, although in
its spontaneously developed, brutal,
capitalist form, the system works in
the opposite direction, and becomes
a pestiferous source of corruption
and slavery, since here the worker
exists for the process of production, and not the process of production
for the worker.12

Women'’s oppression cannot be seen as something separate or parallel
to capitalism—capitalism depends upon the “private” family, on
women'’s roles as housewives and mothers for its survival. As a more
contemporary Marxist analysis of women's oppression lays out:
Marxists arqgue that under capitalism, women’s oppression is rooted in
“privatized reproduction,” or, in women’s role within the nuclear family.
In the private family, birthing, child-rearing, and food preparation take
place as a “service” to capitalism.

“Privatized reproduction” within the nuclear family consists of bearing
and raising the next generation of workers for capitalism, and of
preparing present-day workers to “reproduce”

their labor each day. This function of the family has become essential
to the existence of capitalism, as a cheap means of maintaining the

The starting point for women’s
emancipation is their entry into paid
labor—a change which breaks women
out of their isolation in the home and

gives working-class women the
collective strength and confidence—
alongside the men of their class—to
fight for their rights as both women

and workers.

labor force.3

Because capitalism knows two tendencies—dependence upon
women’s unpaid labor in the home and the exploitation of women in
the paid labor force—it forces women to bear a double burden of
work at home and on the job. Nevertheless, Marx's insight remains
valid today: the starting point for women’s emancipation is their entry
into paid labor—a change which breaks women out of their isolation
in the home and gives working-class women the collective strength
and confidence—alongside the men of their class—to fight for their
rights as both women and workers.

Moreover, the wealth and means of production created by capitalism
can be used, if collectively seized and placed under workers’ control,
to socialize household functions such as cooking, cleaning and child-
care in order to liberate women completely. In his draft for the
Communist Manifesto, Engels wrote:

It [communist society] will transform the relations between the sexes
into a purely private matter which concerns only the persons involved
and into which society has no occasion to intervene. It can do this
since it does away with private prop-
erty and educates children on a
communal basis, and in this way
removes the two bases of traditional
marriage, the dependence, rooted in
private property, of the woman on
the man and of the children on the
parents. 4

Many years later, the Russian revolu-
tionary Leon Trotsky echoed a simi-
lar theme:

The problem of women’s emancipa-
tion, both material and spiritual, is
closely tied to that of the transfor-
mation of family life. It is necessary
to remove the bars from those con-
fining and suffocating cages into which the present family structure
drives women, turning her into a slave, if not a beast of burden. This
can be accomplished only through the organization of communal meth-
ods of feeding and child-rearing.’®

Who benefits from oppression?

What most theories of oppression have in common is the idea that
working-class unity is impossible because each group benefits from
the oppression of some other group. It is now unquestioningly accept-
ed among feminist academics and many activists, for example, that
women'’s oppression stems from “patriarchy,” loosely defined as a sys-
tem (more or less independent of time and place) whereby all men
benefit by keeping all women down. To cite just one recent example
from a recent anthology on feminist theory and politics: “The first
theme is that women as a social group are oppressed by men as a
social group and that this is the primary oppression for women.
Patriarchy is the oppressing structure of male domination.”1®
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Likewise, Black nationalists and academics influenced by “identity” pol-
itics tend to view racism as a system where all whites benefit from the
oppression of Blacks. The same anthology cited above quotes two
Latina feminists: “Racism is societal and institutional. It implies power
to implement racist ideology. Women of color do not have such power,
but white women are born with it and the greater their economic privi-
lege, the greater their power.”1”

If class is talked about at all, it is “classism,” that is, how the better-off
sections of the oppressed (say, middle-class and rich women) need to
learn how to be less elitist so that they can unite in solidarity with their
poorer oppressed sisters and brothers. Class is not viewed as a fun-
damental divide in society, whereby a tiny minority exploit for profit the
labor of the majority, but simply as something oppressed groups
should recognize in order to overcome any friction inside the move-
ment or organization.

But while it is true that individual workers may hold sexist or racist
ideas, it is not at all true that workers benefit from it, even if they think
that they do. In fact, when one part of
the working class is kept down, it helps
the bosses to keep the entire class
down. Rather than benefiting from
oppression, all workers are hurt by it.

Those who argue that male workers
have “power” over women, or that
white workers have “power” over Black
people, have no idea what real power
is. In their focus on some particular
group oppression, they think that
another group has “power.” That is a
moral conception of power. The ruling
class has the real power—through its
control of production, of resources, of
the means of destruction and of the means of disseminating ideas. It
uses that power to maintain its ability to exploit and make profits
unhindered. Workers’ power—that is, their ability to change their cir-
cumstances and challenge the system—comes from their collective
organization and the confidence they draw from it. Atomized and sep-
arate, encouraged to go for each other’s throats, workers are power-
less. So when a male worker abuses his wife, he is acting not out of
power, but out of powerlessness, out of weakness. And when a white
worker acts in a racist manner toward a Black worker, the white work-
er is not expressing their own power, but the power of the system over
them. In defeat, workers are most susceptible to the prevailing ruling-
class ideas—racist, anti-immigrant, anti-woman, homophobic, and so
on. In periods of large-scale collective struggle, workers find in class
solidarity and hatred of all oppression the basis of their real collective
power.

The bosses consciously foster divisions among workers in order to
weaken and defeat their struggles for better conditions. This is openly

By oppressing a section of the
working class on the ba