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Any organization which claims a revolutionary their way to the Democrancf'arty; and Eldridge Cl 

perspective for the United States must confront the has given himself over to the most repulsive S4 
special oppression of~black people-t~force(Lsesreg .. ,:~ t.born again" imperialist hucksterism •. ,The 1971 
tion of bl,cks at the ,?ottom of capitalist society and the Political Convention, much heralded by the : 
poisonous racism which divides the working class and ushered in nothing except perhaps the Demo 
cripples its struggles. There will be no social revolution Party's Black Caucus. Most of yesterday's 
in this country without the united struggle of black and cheerleaders of black nationalism are silent 0 

white workers led by their multiracial vanguard party. results of their patronizing tailism: a generation of 
Moreover, there is no other road 'to eliminating the activists demoralized and squandered or corrupte 
special oppression of black people than the victorious bought off. 
conquest of power by the U.S. proletariat. There is no more telling demonstration c 

Against the anti-Marxist theories which posit the bankruptcy of black nationalism than the utter at 
existence of a black "nation" in the U.S. to justify some of a black nationalist response to t~ recentassal) 
variant of petty-bourgeois black nationalism,.".;thc the 1partial but hard-won'gains of the civil 
Spartacist League holds that U.S. black people movement. There is no black nationalist mobili, 
constitute an oppressed race-color caste. Against black against the racist mobs that attack, black ~ 
nationalists and their vicarious supporters on the left children, or against the increasingly brazen activi 
who claim an "independent" separatist road to black fascist groups. Last year a public Nazi "bookstor4 
liberation, we hold that black liberation is'inseparable set up in the middle of Detroit, once the national, 
from the proletarian class struggle, although requiring of many black nationalist groups, and closed dow 
special modes of struggle. by a long, legalistic eviction battle. There has be 

Marxist Bulletin No. 5 (Revised) contains. selecte'dl' blac.k nationalist outcry against the intensifying pi 
documents on the black question from the perspective of 'Of the. black masses, the catastrophic deterioration 
Trotskyism,"the revolutionary Marxism of our time. "inner cities," the escalating unemployment espl 
This perspective was defined,in politicalcomblltJsgainst i: -among black youth, the growing wage diffel 
the Socialist Workers Party's conscious revision of . between black and white workers. There does nc 
Trotskyism during its centrist (and then reformist)' exist a single significant black nationalist organi 
degeneration, and against black nationalism as a petty- . which.is. not either a religious, cult or a hireling 
bourgeois radical current predominant on the left ,and domestic, analogues of the CIA, with the sole exci 
among black activists in the 1960's. "of the openly reformist PantherS. 

As originally produced in 1964, M B No. 5 consisted But if the black nationalism ofthel960's has wa 
solely of "The' Materialist -Conception of the Negro has not been politically defeated. A wideSpread 
Question" ,by R.S. Fraser Jreprinted from SWP nationalist mood continues to exist especially.~ 
Discussion Bulletin A-30, August 1955). We are now black youth. While broad sections of the 
reissuing M B No. 5 in much expanded form, including population presently retain some 1 ! loyalty' t 
articles from the Spartacist League's public'pres&as weil'. Democratic Party as the "lesser evil" (OT1 are I 

as two earlier documents from our formative period as alienated from politics), given the pervasive rac 
the· Revolutionary Tendency of the SWP. Readers of American society and the absence of a mass prol( 
this bulletin are. also referred to "Black.and.Red-Class, ; class-struggle alternative an upturn in significant 
Struggle Road to Negro Freedom." Adopted by the SL struggle among blacks will likely regenerate 
founding conference in September 1966, this document identification with black separatist ideology, esp 
is reprinted in MB No.9, "Basic Documen,ts of the , among ghettoized youth. Thus it is not only 
Spartacist League,'l Part I. . interests of the historical record tha:t we republisl 

The Bankruptcy of Black' N'atlori~llsm 

The documents of MB No. 5R span the important. 
period from the rise of the civil rights· movement' , 
through the dissipation of the black nationalist 
movement. In 1978, a decade after the height of 1960's 
black nationalism, it is obvious that what was touted as 
a "new vanguard" was an episodic petty-bourgeois
current. In its residualformsblack nationalism occupies 
the corners of a declining number of academic 
institutions or has been absorbed into urban ghetto 
"street culture." More insidiously, CORE has become a 
supporter of Idi Amin and the U.S./South Africa 
intervention in Anllola: the Black Panthers have found 

documents, but because the final reckoning witl1 
-nationalism is'still on the agenda. 

American -black nationalism was for, a till 
sharpest sectoralist challenge to the Leninist prin( 

, a· tentralized vanguard party. This series ·of doc\ 
I constitutes: a reaffirmation of the .. need for a L 

party as the "tribune of the people," the embodill 
the proletarian program which fights on behalf oj 
oppressed. 

Trotsky on U.S. Blacks 

Rivaling the cynicism of the Communist 
continued references to Lenin, the SWP has SOl 

make use of the authority of Trotsky to buttl 



,itulation to black nationalism .. 1t has collected 
,gmentary discussions with Jrotsky during ,the 1930's 
a pamphlet mistitled "Leon Trotsky on Black 

ltionalism." In these discussions, Trotsky demon
ated a ,proper concern that American revolutionists, 
th their correct concentration on building a base in the" 
S. trade-union movement, not fall victim to the 
:judices of the relatively better off white workers and 
come insensitive to black oppression. 
But the discussions indicate that Trotsky was 
mewhat ill informed about the reality of racial 
'pression in the U.S., as demonstrat~d by his/question 
out a persisting separate black language. His tentative 
Isition was that American bla4s constituted an 
lbryonic nation analogous to the more backward 
tions of tsarist Russia, and that it was therefore the 
iponsibility ofrevolutionists to struggle fOtJheir right 
self-determination. 
This analysis of the American black question had 
me validity for an earlier period, when black people 
:re overwhelmingly concentrated in the South and on 
e land. It is conceivable that sixty or seventy years ago, 
fore the great migrations of two world wars, a social 
tastrophe could have walled off black people from the 
stof American society and compacted a black nation 
the "black belt" of the South. But the mechanization 
.southern agriculture, and the labor needs of two 

Iperialist wars drove blacks into urban ghettos 
attered across tlfe U.S., thereby completely undermin
g the material foundations for black nationhood. 
Trotsky never contemplated any kind of support for 
acknationalism and would have been outraged by the 
:mdistprogrammatic conclusions (e.g., dual,vanguar
sm, "community control") the SWP pretends to draw 
om his hypothesis. To illustrate thdantastical nature 
. the "black belt" theories and the countetposition 
:tween defense of self-determination and support to 
ltionalist ideology, we have included in this volume 
rhe Secret War Between Brother Klonsky ~nd Stalin." 
Ilis polemic, originally produced for 'the June 1969 
DS convention, was directed against New Left/Maoist 
Like Klonsky's effort to, resurrect the long-discredited 
bird. Period, S~linist slogan of "self-determinati<;w, (or 
Ie black belt." .. 

WP: From Theoretical Wea,~n'ess 
II Reformism 

Trotsky'S misreading of the U.S. black question as a 
1tional question was incorporated as a theoretical 
eakness into the SWP's program. But so long as the 
WP remained a revolutionaty party, the thrust of its 
ropaganda and work was to fight to break down the 
uriers of Jim Crow and to pose revolutionary 
Itegration, the assimilation of black people into an 
~alitarian socialist society. 
Whatever its deficiencies (discussed in the original 

reface to MB No.5, reprinted here) Fraser's "The 
laterialist Conception of the Negro Question" was an 
uly attempt to correct the inconsistencies of the SWP's 
osition. It was an able theoretical defense of the view 
lat the black question was one of racial, not national, 
ppression mandating a program of revolutionary 
Itegration as the road to black liberation. 

The SWP's earlier theoretical weakness on the black 
question was.in itself not decisive so long as the party 
was imbued with a revolutionary purpose. When the 
SWP began to lose that at the end of'the 1950's, no 
theory of the black struggle, separatist orint~rationist, 

,could save it from an opportunist course. With the 
upsurge of mass civil rights struggle, the SWP's 
theoretical disorientation became a point of departure 
for opportunist accommodation, first to the liberal, 
pacifistic leadership of the civil rights movement and 
later to black nationalism and Bundist-typedual 
vanguardism. The Dobbs/Hansen majority saw the 
SWP as.a "white party" which should not seek to win 

. communist leadership within·the black struggle. Instead 
it transformed itself into a oheering squad for whatever 
black leaders were most popular at the time. 

One ,of the central issues in the formation· of the 
RevolutiQnary Tendency in the, SWP was the black 
question. The abstentionist opportunism ·of the SWP, 
refusing to intervene to challenge the dominance of 
pacifism and liberalism over the developing civil rights 
movement, helped pave the way for the more militant 
wing of the movement to make a hard turn toward black 
nationalism, falsely identifying multiracial unity with 
subservience to the liberal bourgeoisie. Included in this 
,bulletin are two documents from the Revolutionary 
Tendency's struggle to reverse the SWP's abdication of 
revolutionary leadership: "For Black· Trotskyism" 

,(reprinted from SWP Discussion Bulletin, Vol. 24, No. 
30, July 1963) and "The Negro Struggle and the Crisis of 
Leadership" (reprinted from YSA Discussion Bulletin, 
Vol. 7, No.5, August 1963). The latter document used a 
formulation on preferential hiring which did not 
anticipate government-engineered' schemes to exploit 
preferential hiring for union-busting.~To such schemes 
.we counterpose preferential recruitment of minority 
'Workers by the unions themselves within the context of 
the fight for the closed shop and the union hiring hall. 
The call for critical support to "independent Negro can
didates ... who run on principled programs of·civil 
rights" referred to candidates who ran against the 
capitalist parties. Such breakaways from the Democrat
ic Party as the Lowndes County Black Panther Party in 
1964-65 indicate the historically specific opportunities 
for the intervention of revolutionists through the tactic 
of critical support in order to present an independent 
proletarian-centered perspective. 

In the service of hardened reformist appetite, the 
SWP's earlier JIluddled theory of black separatism gave 
way to a hard anti-proletarian line pushing poisonous 
,nationalist rhetoric in place of a perspective for united 
class struggle against racial oppression. Shouting about 
"community control," the SWP played the role of 
'strikebreaker in the 1968 New'York City feachers' strike 
and adopted "affirmative action"-the capitalist gov
ernment's scheme for union-busting under the guise of 
rectifying racial discrimination-as it program. 

"Black Power" and Dual Vanguardl8m 
As the liberal-pacifist,', civil rights movement 

inevitably began to falter, m'any young activists turned 
to the ideology of black nationalism. This change was 
signaled by the adoption in 1966 of the "Black Power" 
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slogan by the Student Non-violent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), then the most militant civil rights 
organization. We have included in this bulletin two 
articles from 1966, "Black Power and the Fascists" and 
"Black Power-Class Power," which addressed the 
contradictory charactet of the slogan. "Black Power" 
expressed the desire to organize blacks independently of 
all white. political parties, based on the despairing 
assumption that most whites were racist and could play 
ino revolutionary role; at best, some. whites could be 
iorganized in support auxiliaries to the black movement. 
But by posing the question of social power in contrast to 
'the "moral witness" liberalism of King, "Black Power" 
could also be filled with a revolutionary working-class 
content. 

But due in large measure to theabstentionist'tailism 
ofthe bulk of the "old left," the "Black Power" left wing 
of the civil rights movement never found the bridge to 
the program of workers power. When the Stokely 
Carmichael ieadership of SNCC raised the "Black 
Power" slogan, ,it was used to justify the exclusion of 
whites from the then-integrated organization. 

Black separatism also entailed a subjectivist theory of 
social oppression, seen in large part as subjective 
dependence on members of the oppressor (white) 
population. The creation of exclusionist orgariizations 
'was seen as a key mechanism for overcoming oppres
sion, independent of whether the material conditions of 
oppression were altered. Black nationalist exclusionism 
became a major tenet of New Left politics,the model for' 
other radical nationalist groupings such as the Puerto 
Rican Young Lords and later for the women's liberation 
movement and its offshoot, gay liberation. . 

The Spartacist League stands on the program and 
,tactics of .Lenin/Trotsky's Comintern. Basing itself on 
the experience of the Russian Revolution and the 
Bolsheviks"struggle against the Jewish Bund and the 
Austro-Marxists, the Comintern counterposed to 
multi vanguard ism the transitional organization, a mass 
organization of a specially oppressed stratum (e.g., 
women, youth, national and racial minorities) express
ing both its special needs and its relationship to the 
broader struggle for proletarian power; Neither a 
substitute for nor an opponent ofthe vanguard party, it 
is linked to the party both . programmatically and 
through winning over its most conscious cadres to party 
membership. 

"Community Contr'ol" 

Umtble to find the road to a proletarian perspective, 
. many black militants embraced the slogan of "commu
nity control," a route to "Great Society'" poverty 
programs and Democratic Party machine politics. In 
the aftermath of the mid-1960's ghetto rebellions, black 
management of the ghetto became a pr'ofitable career 
for articulate black activists. "Black Power" became the 
rhetoric for the application to th.e ghetto of conventional 
American ethnic politics whereby the petty-b,ourgeoisie 
of an oppressed ethnic group pressures the ruling class 
to allow it greater participation in the government 

bureaucracy. "Straw 'boss" exploitation of black 
nationalism became popular arnong aspiring black 
mayors, ghetto police chiefs, welfare administrators and 
school principals. The ghetto is treated as a permanently 
depressed fiefdom of these politicos, who have a stake in 
the continued segregation of black people just as 
Zionists have always had a stake in anti-Semitism to 
justify an Israeli garrison state. 

The explicitly anti-working-class character of 
"community control" was dramatized by the 1968 New 
York teachers' strike, where almost the entire left and 

, liberal establishment lined up behind the Ford 
Foundation-financed "community control" confronta
tion with the United Federation of Teachers. The 
Spartacist League was unique in defending the UFT 
strike without blunting its denunciation of the Shanker 
bureaucracy's adaptation to racism and its appeals to 
the cops against ghetto residents. The correctness of the 
SL's principled stand was reconfirmed in the 1971 
Newark' teachers' strike, when once again a liberal 
mayor, joined by black nationalist demagogue Imamu 
Baraka (Leroi Jones), attempted to exploit "community 
control"· rhetoric to break the teachers" union. But 
unlike the predominantly white UFT, the Newark 
Teachers Union-30 percent black and with a black 
woman as' its president-could not be successfully 
baited as a "racist" union and was able to enlist broader 
support for-its class struggle. 

The Black Panthers 
During the height of black nationalism, the one 

organization which struggled, in a contradictory way, to 
remain independent of the bourgeois estdblishment was 
the Black Panther Party. The Panthers' dniqueposition 
reflected not only their militant nationalism but also 
their partial thrust toward a rudimentary class opposi
tion to racist, capitalist America. As a consequence they 
were the only organization of militant black struggle to 
acquire a national following, attracting many of the 
most serious black radicals. Their scathing attack upon 
reactionary black cultural nationalism caused the SWP 
to attack them/rom the right for not being nationalist 
enough. In contrast, the SL in its polemics with the 
Panthers sought to provide ,the bridge between the 
Panthers' indepeOdence of (and at times adventurist 
opposition to) the bourgeois state and the program of 
proletarian' revolution against that state. Because they 
were black and militant the Panthers were frequent 
victims of bourgeois repression. Where it was not 
precluded by the Panthers' simultaneously sectarian and 
opportunist defense policies, the SL sought to aggres
sively intervene in united front defense work on the 
Panthers' behalf. 
. "Rise and Fall of the Panthers: End of the Black 

Power Era" originally appeared in Workers Vanguard 
in January 1972. It analyzed the 1970-71 Panther split 
and its impact on the U.S. left. Since the article was 
written, the Cleaver wing of the split has disappeared as 
an organized gronping, though the politics associated 
with that tendency-"Third World Marxism-Leninism" 



ifying small-gro:up armed confrontation with the 
e-continued to lead a semi-underground existence 
1 period in such sects as the Black Liberation Army. 

predicted reformist degeneration of the Newton 
g occurred at an exceedingly rapid pace, highlighted -, 
Bobby Seale's May 1973 campaign for mayor of 
:land as a Democrat. The Panthers have traveled the 
~,path as their one-time opponents, the "porkchop" 
ural nationalists, demonstrating once more that 
:k nationalism leads logically to a remerger with 
lic Democratic Party machine politics or to the. self
:ating terrorism of the isolated Black Liberation 
ly. 
he Panther split, reflecting the collapse of the 
mpt to base a revolutionary struggle against black 
ression upon black nationalist and lumpenproletari
deology, signaled the end of old New Leftism among 
:k radicals. Little has emerged in its wake, although a 
11 section of the black movement, in line with a 
rkerist" turn on the part of most of the U.S. left, 
~ht to enter the working class without abandoning a 
onalist approach. "The Rise and Fall of the League 
tevolutionary Black Workers," written in January 
J, traces the impulses which led such groups as the 
Ige Revolutionary Workers Movement (DRUM) 
the Black Workers Congress to seek to develop a 
~ram based on tbe contradictory elements of trade
In struggle and }>lack nationalist ideology. 

Ick Tradition? 
n important weakness of the Fraser document, at 
ance with its main thrust, is treating blacks as an 
)nscious vanguard with a continuous p~~itical 
·ession tending toward revolutionary integration-
This analytical error is more serious in its effect 

ly than when the document was written in 1955, 
e it overlaps the black nationalist view that it is the 
lue revolutionary tradition of black people which 
rmines their present capacity to struggle. In fact, 
k history is not one of continuous revolt. As radical 
lemic Eugene Genovese has stressed, particularly in 
)olemics with Stalinist historian Herbert Aptheker 
~ in Studies on the Left, November-December 
i), the objective character of the oppressive chattel 
:m in the U.S. prevented American blacks from 
lucting the massive uprisings seen in the Caribbean 
northeast Brazil. The closure of the slave trade in 
i and the consequent Americanization of slave 
:ty, as wellas the military correlation offorces in the 
:rican South, constituted objective conditions 
ing a successful independent slave rebellion close to 
)ssible. 
Ie widespread excitement generated by the 1977 
rision production of Alex Haley's Roots demon
ed more than simply a continuing concern among 
ks for "black history." It showed that the black 
lral myth has taken its place in the service of 
alism. Therefore we are including in this bulletin 
lind the 'Roots' Craze," originally published' in 
ch 1977. 

tv 

The cultllral..nationalist concept of "black traditioo~' 
is idealist in that it is abstracted from the actual 
mechanisms and institutions which transmit knowledge 
and habits of the past to the present generation (the 
church, educational system, press, political parties, the 
labor movement). For example, as the civil rights 
movement showed, even during periods of militant 
struggle many blacks remained chained to the church, 
which was for generations the only allowed form of 
black social organization. It is' significant that. nearly 
every important black mass leader has been deeply 
religious or church-centered. But while the church 
remains among the most pervasive and effective 
organizers of the black masses" the religiosity of Nat 
Turner or Denmark Vesey is hardly comparable to the 
reactionary godliness of M.L. King. 

The Proletarian Road to Black Freedom 
Since Roosevelt's New Deal and the mass migrations 

of blacks into the cities, insofar as black people have not 
been excluded from the American political process they 
have been tied to the Democratic Party. In large part 
due to opportunist betrayal by the American Commu
nist Party, Roosevelt', was able to transform the 
Democrats into a rejuvenated "people's party" embrac
ing Stalinists at one end and Dixiecrats at the other. 
Even after decades of Democratic administrations have 
brought nothing but bloody imperialist wars and token 
amelioration of racial discrimination combined with 
real deterioration of black living standards, black 
people still vote Democratic. Their, resistance to the 
assault upon the limited gains of the civil rights 
movement is channeled into the deal end of liberal 
Democratic Party politics by black Democrats like 
Coleman Young and Ron Dellums who cohabit in the 
same party with George Wallace and "ethnic purity" 
Carter. IUs as much a sign ofthe times as ofthe SWP's 
own degeneration that this champion of black separa
tism today makes the focal point of its black work the 
liberal integrationist NAACP. 

For all its dislocation and hardships, black 
urbanization has also meant black proletarianization. 
Black people are not only segregated at the bottom of 
U.S. society; they are also integrated into strategic 
sections of the industrial proletariat in whose hands lies 
the economic power to shatter this racist, capitalist 
system. With few,exceptions, the black nationalists have 
willfully ignored this fact-indeed, they have generally 
po~ed the drive for black equality as an attack on the 
trade unions. 

In turn, black hostility to the labor movement is the 
product of a union bureaucracy which has been-at 
best-indifferent to the needs and aspirations of black 
people. With their reactionary politics and job-trusting 
policies, the labor lieutenants of capital have once again 
proven themselves the worst enemies of the workers they 
purport to lead, driving the potentially most militant 
sector of the proletariat into a posture of hostility to the 
unions which is a godsend to the union-busters. The 
labor fakers' only active interventions into the black 



v' 

struggle have been to channel struggle into Democratic 
Party liberalism, as occurred during the 1963 March on 
Washington. 

Unlike chattel slavery, wage slavery has placed inthe 
hands of black woikers the objective conditions for 
successful revolt. But this revolt will be successful only if 
it takes as its target the system of class exploitation, the 
common enemy of black and white workers. The 
struggle to win black", activists to a proletarian 
perspective is intimately linked to the fight for a new, 
multiracial class-struggle leadership of organized labor 
which can transform the trade unions into a key weapon' 

in the battle against racial oppression. Such a leadershi~ 
must break the grip of the Democratic Party upon bott 
organized labdr and the black masses through the fighl 
for working-class political independence. As blac) 
workers,'lthe most combative element within the U.S 
working class, are won to the cause and party o' 
proletarian revolution, they will be in the front ranks 0 

this class-struggle leadership. And it will be these blacl 
proletarian fighters who will write the finest pages 0 

"black history" -the struggle to smash racist, imperial 
ist America and open the road to real freedom for al 
mankind. 

-September 1971 

. f. ' 
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Ve are pleased to reprint the present article in 
)rdance 'with the Marxist Bulletin's general 
cy of publishing educational or information 
erial of interest to sections of the Marxist 
'ement in tb'eUnitedStates and internationally, 
lilitants in the Negro and working classstrqg~ 
I,and to radical,student youth-,; 
:omrade·Frasel"s "'For the Materialist Con
ion of the Negro Question" is an.-early,able, 
brief polemical product of the. Socialist Work-
Party" minority 'on the Negro Question which 
for some y'ears~ stood for the pOSition o£.Revo
mary Integration. The document .presents a 
rp refutation of the idea that Black Nationalism, 
ny of its variants, is a solution to the ,Amedcan 
ro struggle under' the specific economic 'and 
orical conditi0Wli¥1 wbichthi~ ~s:~g~le ~~ 
:e. " 
n re.centyearS the important theorEftical,diS: 
:lion among Marxian ,revolut~o~ists (see" Docu
ItS on the Negro Struggle") ol,il,thefun~e,ntal 
racter of the Negro Question has been acc,om
led.by the moreimmep1ateproblem,oi'struggle 
Lnst re~sion~sm. The.le:a~rshippftheSocial
Wor~ers Party in the course ofttsdegeper.ation 
lD to use the erroneous BlackNationalistp.os~~ 
as a way. of r~onalizing its own loss of a 

iP,ng c~ass r~vp~utionary pen,spectille and con
lent platonic "aj:titude toward ,the need. to create 
df~edLeninistvanguard party. , 
~tthe 1963 ,~hVP National Convention our cau-
expressed the opinion· of the Revolutiqtmry 

dency on .. these questions in two ways. OUt 
Igates vote<;i for tge 1963 resolutiOn, ",.,Revolu
ary Integration," springing from the same cur
t. pf opiniOn which produced the~ docull/.entwe 
now repl'inting and advanced by Richard 'Kirlt 
lnst the nationalis"tlpositionof the party leacler':' 
I. Our representatives voted in favor of the 
It resolution despite a number of important 
icisms or reservations' held, . about this' bite:r 
JPlent., . ',~" , .. 
lupplementing the vote of our tendency delega
, we ',submitted to the convention secretary ... ,a 
Ltement~n Vc;>ting,i on the Negro Question" as 
)WS: . ;' 
)ursupport to the basic line ofthe'1963.Kir~ 
Isolution, 'Revolutionary .Integration., I, is· cen
red. UpOll the fol~owing propositions; 

,I; ,r, 

"L The Negro people are not a nation, rather they 
are an oppressed race-color caste, in the main 
comprising the most exploited'layer of the 
American working class. From this condition the 
consequen¢e has c'om'e~that the Negro struggle 
for freedom·has, had, historically, the aim of 

/ ~ ",,;11 J I,:' [" 'T, ~ 

int~gration into ~, equalitarian society,. ' 
, ,~n. Our" minority is most concerned with the 

pollticai conclu~ions"',stemming"'from the'theo
retical fai~ures pf, the .Political'Com~ittee draft, 

r,;.:'Freedom'~ow ." This: conc!3in~ found expression 
, in the recent ind,ividual:l,discusSion,article, 
,'Black TrotSkyism~' 'The' systematic' absten-

I .. ,tionism and the'''accompanying attitude' of acquf
,escence whlch'ac<:eptsas 'inevitable that"ours 
is" a"' white'~party' are most' prafoWld threats to 
the, rev:olutionary, ~~p~city, 9fUle "party' on the 
Am .'. .... "" ".1"' ..... ~ . 

",0 ~rlci\9 ~~~~~. '" \";, J',': (20' July' 11963) 
~~J ' .. 'fl".'~III'~ .' (~," . ',,, , ' 

'I ,Additionally, later ~ats~mmer our supporters 
in the Young Socialist' Alliance -submitted to the 
,Labor Day ,YSA Convention a; draft resolution on 

,civil ~ights; ·The\~,~gro "$ruggle' and the C:d,~is 
of:,LeadersWp. "" ' . j,", ':,: , , 'ill' ' , 

• Possib~e, :obj,~ctiop.sto' "two points 'il;1 Comrade 
Fraser's~""l'or,':the" 'Materialist Conception ••• " 
should be considered. Oij:p.age"3 Fraser writes of 
" ••• the peculiar," phenomenon of the Jews: a nation 

, without .;3- t~rl:1~ry. " The readrr"s attention should 
be' dire,cted, ,to anothe,r view" current 'within the 
TrotskX, ist: mover.p.eI}t, :that presented by Abram 

h ~ • . , 

Leon inhispook, "The Jewish Question-A Marxist 
Interpretation: "Leon''''defines the. -Jews not' as a 
p.ation without aterritorY"b~t as a'"people class" 
-iijdis~ensibfe ' to 'feudalism "but:w1thout' a secular 
,basis within modern capitalism.'.j, .." . 
'.' ' .. Fraser states. on page ,5 thit in the United States 
',during the period .. bet1,Neen the' Revolutionary and 
.Civil wars there":was "a \ regime of dual power 
, b~tween slave. owners and capitalists." This is 
,simply a wrong formulation. Dual power in Marxist 
,usage refers to the inevitably brief' circumstance 
of two sep'arate state -powers-based t,lPQD hostile 
classe,s of the same' nation, struggling to vanquish 

.op.e another,,' not a conflic;t' extending over decades 
.. within a single state-the situation to which Fraser 
refers~ ',:", " ' ,,' , . , I 

tf'.' . . . . Spartacist Editorial Board 
, ,," Ju e 1964 U " .. , . 

. ~, .; ~ ~rr. '. l'~': \ " "It", 



2 

For the Materialist 
Conception .. 
of th~Negro Struggle 
by R. S. FraBer ,I !' 

,0 .• 

the Negro question in the United States away fro 
the national question and to establish it as I 
independent political problem, that it may I 

For a number of month8 'both, Comrade Breit- judged on its own merits, and its laws of, deve 
man and myself have been worldng toward the opment discovered • 

. opening of this' diScussion 'at the Negro, question. This process" was begun by the founding leadel 
Both, I believe, with the hope that we could enter of American Trotskyism as expressed in tI 
it on, common ground. But it.is obvious that we pOSition defended by Swatieck in 1933 in his dil 
cannot: we have a difference upon the fundamental cussions with Trotsky. It iS'this tradition whil 
question of the relationship between the Negro 1 defend rather than that: expressed by Comrac 
struggle in the ,United States and the struggle of ' Breitman. b., 1 

'. oppressed nations, .that is, the. national question. 
I cannot challenge Comrade Breitman's au-2. The.9aestion of Nationali. 

thority to represent the tradition of the 'past 
period, for he has, been, ,the spokesman .lor the 
party on this question for. most of the past fif-
teen years.' . ,,',' 

;. • "jl. ' ,,, ~ , , 

'. On the other hand ram opposed to the nation-
alist conception of the' Negro question which is 
contained not only ·in Comrade Breitman's article, 
·On the Negro struggle, etc.·. (September 1954), 
but 'is impliCit ,in·, the resolution on the Negro 
,question of the 1948 Convention. 

The Negro question in the U.S. was first lntro
duced into the radical ,'movement as a subject 
worthy of special consideration during the early 
years of the Communist ,International. But it was 
introduced as an appendage. to 'the colonial and 
national questions of Europe and Asia. 

This is not its ' proper, place. For the Negro 
question, while 'bearing the superficial similarity 
to the COlonial, and national questions is funda
mentally different 'and, reqUires an, independent 
treatment. In the early congresses of the Commu
nist ,International, American delegates presented 
pOints of view on the Negro" question. . Their 
speeches reveal the beg1nniBg of an attempt to 
differentiate this question from the main subject 
matter of the, colonial and national questions. 
., This beginning did not' realize any clear de

marcation between these questions, and the COm
intern in degeneration went backWard in this as in 
all other respects •. Under Stalin, the subordination 
of the American Negro q1iestlontotbenationaland 
colonial questions was crystallized. 

It is the historical, task of Trotskyism to tear 

The'modern nation is exclusively a product 
capitalism. It arose in Europe out of the atomiz; 
tion and diSpersal of the productive forces whil 
characterized feudalism. 

" Nations' began to emerge with the growth" I 
trade and fo~med the framework" for the produ 
tion and' distribution of commo<fities on' a cap 
tal1st basis. 

Nationalism has a contradictory historic 
development in Europe. Trotsky elaborated tll 
difference, as the' key to understanding the· ro 
of the national question in the Russian revolutio 
In the first place the nations of westernEuro: 
emerged in the unification of petty states arou 
a commercial center. The problem of the bou 
geois revolution was to achieve this natioll 
unificatiol1., .i 

In eastern Europe, Russian nationalism a 
peared on . the scene in the role of the oppress 
of many. small nations. The problem of natioll 
unification in the Russian revolution was t 
breakup of this oppressive system and to achie 
the independence of the small' nations. ' 

These were the two basic expressions Of t 
national question in Europe. But these two baJi 
phases of national development, correspond! 
to different stages in the development of caplb 
is~ each contain a multipliCity of forms and cor 

• binations of the two phases [as 1s] not uncommc 
The national question of 'Europe reveals pro 

lems such a.s the Scotch rebellions, wherein 
nation never emerged; Holland in its revolutiona 

-Reprinted from SWP Discussion Bulletin A-SO, August 1955 



against Spain; the peculiarity of the unifica
of Germany; the rise and breakup of the 
ro-Hungarian empire; the re,volutionary' 
:fQrmation of the Czarist empire into the 
,; and the many contradictory expressions of 
nal consciousness which were r.evealed in 
)ctober revolution; and lastly, the peculiar 
)menon of the Jews; a nation witho:ut a 
tory. 
It even these do not exhaust the national 
ion, for it appears as one of the fundamental 
,ems of the whole colonial revolution, .and 
Ie problems of national unification, and na
l independence, dispersal and unification, 
I centrifugal and centripetal forces unleashed 
Ie national questions, reappear in new and 
~ent forms. 
Id ,we have' by no means seen everything. The 
an struggle, as it assumes its mature form 
show us another fascinating and unique ex
lion of the national struggle. 
lat constitutes the basis for nationalism? 
)ple united 'by a system of commodity ex
:e, a language. and culture expreSSing the 
I of commOdity exchange, a territory to con
these elements: all these are elements of 
aalism. Which is fundamental to. the conc~pt 
I nation? ~ 
lllguage is important but not decisive: the 
me was so Russified and the Ukrainian lan
ISO close to extinction that Luxemburg could 

contemptuously to it as a novelty of the 
igentsia. Yet this did not prevent Ukrainian 
lalism, when ~wakened by the BolsheViks, 
iy a decisive role in the Russian revolution, 
side the other nationalities. 
would be ,.convenient to be able to .fasten 
geography as a fundamental to nationalism: 
nmon territory where in relative isolation 
Lon could develop. This has, indeed, been the 
tion for the existence of nations generally; 
it would not satisfy the Jewish nation which 
~d for centuries without a territory. 
Ie one quality which is 'common to aU and 
It be dispensed with in consideration of any 
,11 of the nations of Europe, of the colonial 
l-the one indispensable quality which they 
)ssess, and without which none, could exist; 
ling the old nations and the new ones, the 
and small, the advanced and the backward, 

:lassical" and the exceptional-is· the quality 
lir relation to a system of commodity Pro
m and circulation: its capacity to serve ,as 
: of commodity exchange. 

,tional oppression arises fundamentally out 
~ suppression of the right of a commodity to 
, its normal economic function in the process 
:hnological development and to prOduce and 
late commodities according to the normal 
of capitalist production. 
lis is at the foundation of the national op
lion of every nation in Europe and the colonial 
I. This is. the groundwork out of which na-

3 
tional aspirations develop and from which national 
revolutions eme.rge~ It IS this fUndamental eco
nomic' relation of a people' to the forces ·of pro
duction which creates the national question and 
determines' the laws of· 'motion of the national 
struggle. 'This is just ,as true of thecases'of 
obscure nationalities who only achieved· national 
consciousness after the October revolutipn as it 
was ;'for 'th.e Netherlands,' or . France, or for 
Poland. 

Comrade Breitman is thoughtful not to put 
words into my mouth. But I wish 'he were equally 
thoughtful in not attributing' to me'ideas which I 
think he has had every opportunity to know that I do 
not hold. For when he contends that I am thinking 
only of the classical' examples of the national 
question, when I deny that the Negro question isa 
national question, he is very wrong. 

The Negro question is not a national question 
because it lacks the fundamental groundwork for 
the development of nationalism; an independent 
system' of commOdity exchange, or to be more 
precise, . a mode of life which would make possible 
the emergence of such a system. 

This differentiates the Negro question from 
the most obScure of all the European national 
questions,for at the 'root of each and everyone 
of them is to be found this fundamental relation 
to the productive forceS. . : 

The Negro question is a racial question: a 
matter of discrimination be,cause of skin color, 
and that's all. ' 

Because of the fundamental econoIlJ,ic problem 
which was inherent among the oppressed nations 
of eastern Europe, Lenin foresaw the revolution
ary Significance of the idea of the right of 
self-determination. 

He ' appliedtbis to the national q:uestion and to 
it alone. Women are a 'doubly exploited group in 
all society. But Lenin never applied the slogan of 
self-determination to the woman" question. It 
would not make sense. And it doesn't make very 
much more, sense when applied to' the' Negro 
question.' 

It would if the Negroes were a nation. Or the 
embryo of a "nation within a nation" or a pre
capitalist people living in an isolated territory 
which might become the framework for anational 
system' of commodity exchange and capitalist 
production. Negroes, however, are not victims 
of national oppreSSion but of racial discrimina
tion. The right of self-determination is '"not the 
question which is at stake in their struggle. It 
is, how;ever, fundamental to the national /iltruggle. 

Despite his protestation to the contrary; Com
rade Breitman" holds to a basically nationalist 
conception of the Negro struggle. ' 

This is contrary to the fundamental course of 
the Negro struggle and a vital danger to the 
party. Comrade Breitman's conception of the 
unique quality of the Negro movement is explained 
py him on page 9. In compari/ilOn to the nationalist 
movements of Europe, Asia and Africa he says 
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"Fraser sees one similarity and many differences 
between them; we see many similarities and one 
big difference." 

Of what does this one big difference consist? 
According to Comrade Breitman, the only differ
ence between the movement of the .Polish nation
alists under Czarism and the. American Neg,ro 
today is that the Negro movement "thus far. aims 
solely, at ,acguiring enough force and momentum 
to break down the barriers that exclude Negroes 
from .American soci,ety, showing few signs of 
aiming at national separatism." 

Therefore, ,the only difference between, ,the 
Poles and the' Negroes is one of c6nsciousness. 
But this proposition makes a theoreticaI sham
bles not only of the Negro question but of the 
national question too., According to t~ analysis, 
any especially oppressed group which, expressed 
group solidarity is automatically a nation. Or an 
embryo of a nation." Or an embryo of a nation 
within a nation. This would apply equally to the 
women throughout the ,world and the untouchables 
of the caste system of India. 

If we must ignore the fundamental economic 
differences in the oppression o! the Polish nation 
and the Negro people, and conclude that the only 
difference between them is one of consciousness, 
then we have.,.not only discarded Lenin's and 
Trotsky's theses. on the national question, but·we 
have, completely departed from", the materialist 
conception of history., . 

It is one thing for Trotsky to say that the fact 
that there ,are, no cultural, barriers between the 
Negro. people and, the~ rest of the residents of the 
U.S. would not be decisive if the Negroes should 
actually develop a movement· of a separatist' 
nature. But it is an altogether different matter 
for Breitman to assume that the" fundamental 
economic, and cultural conditions whiCh form the, 
groundwork of nationalism have no significance 
whatever' in the consideration of the Negroes as 
a nation. , " ' 

The basic error in Negro nationalism in the 
U.S. is the failure to deal with the material foun
dation of nationalism in general. This results in 
the conception that nationalism ,is, only a matter 
of consciousness ~ithout material foundation. 
The other subordinate arguments which buttress 
the nationalism conception of the Negro question 
clearly demonstrate this.error. 

3. The Negro Struggle 
and, the Russian Revolution 
Comrade Breitman's point of view is most 

clearly revealed in the section of his article en
titled ·What Can Change Present Trends?" 

He proposes that we consider seriously the 
variant that upon being awakened by the beginning 
of the proletarian revolution the Negroes will de
velop a new consciousness which will (or may) 
~ .... no 1 th;:>nl l'I\on!!', the oath o! a separatist struggle. 

cific reference to this possibility in the published 
conversations, of 1939 and also by, reference to 
Trotsky's treatment of the problem of nationali
ties in the third volume of the History olthe 
Russian Revolution. 

The thesis of this trend of" thought is as fol
lows: In the Russian revolution a large number 
of important oppressed minorities were either 
so oppressed or so culturally backward that they 
had no national consciousness. Among some, the 
process of forced ,assimilation into the Great 
Russian imperial orbit was so overwhelming that 
it was inconceivable to them that they might aspire 
to be anything but servants of the Great Russian 
bureaucracy until the revolution opened their eyes 
to the possibility of self-determination. 

Other minorities, such as the Ukrainians and 
many of the eastern nations, had been overcome 
by the Great RUSSians while they were a pre
capitalist tribal community. They neve,r had be
come nations. History never afforded them the 
opportunity to develop a system, of commodit)1 
production and distribution of their own. Because 
of the uneven tempo of capitalist development ir. 
eastern Europe, they were prematurely swept inte 
the entanglements of Russ,ian imperialism beforE 
either the production, the consciousness, or thE 
apparatus of nationalism could develop. 

Nevertheless, national self-determination WaJ. 

a fundamental condition of their liberation. 11 
some cases this new-foundnationalconsciousnesl 
took form in the early stages of the revolution 
But in others, it was so submerged by the nationa 
chauvinism of Great Russia that it' was only, afte 
the revolution that a genuine natiotalism asserte 
itself. 

It is to these nations that we are referr.,ed b 
Comrade Breitman as a historical justificatio 
for his conception of the Negro question. 

Comrade Breitman'says, in effect: There i 
a, ,sufficient element' of <identity betweennthes 
peoples and the Negroes to warrant/',our usiI1 
them as examples of what the direction of motie 
of the Negro struggle might be under revolutior 
aryconditions. 

Of course, if we are even to discuss such 
possibility we would have to leave aside the fw 
damental difference between the American NI 
groes and these nations; that is, the relations 
these peoples to the production and distributi( 
of commodities, ,the type of cultural developme 
which this function reflected, and the geographic 
homeland which they occupied. 

Leaving aside these, we, have the question 
consciousness again. But in this respect, ,t 
Negroes have just as different ,a problem a 

. history from these peoples as they have in eve 
other respect. ' 

We are dealing principally with thosenatio 
alities in the Czarist Empire to whom natio! 
consciousness came late. The characteristic 
this ,group was that before the Russian revoluti 



hence no means of arriving at a fundamental 
tical tendency. That is why their desire for 
-determination did not manifest' itself in the 
,revolutionary period. In order to find out 
ultimate goals for which they are struggling, 
ppressed people must first go through a series 
lementary struggles. After that they are in a 
tion to go to another .. stage in which it is 
lible, under favorable conditions, for them ,to 
over thehis.toric road which truly corresponds 
leir economic, political, and social develop
t and their relation to the rest of society. In 
way the consciousness of the most oppressed 
malities· of Czarism seemed to all but the 
heviks to be the. consciousness of the dominant 
m: Great ;Russia.. ., 
ow badly 'they were mistaken was proved in 
)ctober revolution and afterward when each 
of the suppressed tribes and nations of the 
'ist Empire, under the stimulus of Lenin's 
ram for self':'determination fortheoppressed 
Irities, found at last a national consciousness. 
'e are asked to adopt this perspective (or to 
'Ie the door open· for it) for the Negroes' in 
I.S. The best that can be said for this request 
lat it would be unwise for us to grant it, as 
based upon superficial reasoning. The Negro 
~ment in the United States is one of the oldest, 
: continuous ~ most experienced movements 
,e entire arena of the class struggle of the 
d. 

hat labor movement has even an episodic 
ry before 1848? Practically, only the British. 
American labor movement had no real be
ng until, after the Civil War. The history of 
)vement can be somewhat measured in the 
~rs which it produces. Who among us remem" 
an ,important American labor leader. before 

.. 
William A. Sylvis? But we easily recall Vesey, 
Turner, Tubman and Douglass. 

There were, of course, labor struggles during 
the pre-Civil War period. But they were dwarfed 
in importance beside the anti-slavery struggle, 

.. because the national question for the American 
people had not yet been solved. The revolution 
against Great Britain had established the inde
pendence of the U.S., but had produced a regime 
of dual power between the slave owners and 
capitalists, with the slave owners politically 
ascendant. . 

The whole 'future of the working class depended, 
not so much upon organizational achievements 
against the capitalists, as upon' the solution to the 
question of the slave power ruling the land. 

This is the fundamental reason for the belated 
character of the development of the stable labor 
movement in the U.S. . 

,;'::'/' 

" ' . .,;''!!'!'-' .Iii.," , .. ,w., ,. 
: " ... /' . !~i""'" 

~_r~j;"'IIi!a'IIJ~Ii.i~*_lIIa_ 

Above: Ex-slave 
. Frederick . 

FINCHER'S TRADIGS' R.b:VjEW 
-~":.-.-••. Jb"d!';rQI Ii/Iii If 11"llltl"", (Iu," . 

ioouglass, co
founder and 
president of 
the Colored 
National Labor 
Union (1869). , -

~~~~~Z:;~,7~'''''''~ Left: Early 
newspapers of 
the trade-union 
movement, ap.. 
.pearlng during 
the late 1860's 
and 1870's. 
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Immediately after the question of the slave 
power was settled, the modern labor movement 
arose. Although it required a little experience 
before it could settle upon stable forms, in a 
rapid succession, the National Labor Union, the 
Knights of Labor, the AF of L, the IWW arose. 
All powerful national labor organizations. It was 
only 20 years after the Civil Warthatthe AF of L 
was founded. 

It has been different for the Negro movement 
which has been in almost continuous existence as 
a genuine movement of national scope, definite 
objectives, and at many times embracing tre
mendous masses, since the days of the Nat 
Turner rebellion. Even before this turning point 
in the Negro struggle, heroes and episodes are 
neither few nor far between. The Negro people 
are the most highly organized Section of the pop
ulation of the country. They have had an infinite 
variety of experience in struggle, and are ex
tremely conscious of their goals. These are not 
goals Which have been prescribed for them by 
the ruling class, but on the contrary, the very 
opposite of everything the ruling class has tried 
to enforce. They are moreover the most politi
cally advanced section of American society. 

, 
How in the name of common sense, much less of 

dialectical logiC, can you propose that we seriously 
compare, the Negroes to the oppressed tribes 
and obscure peasant nations of Czarist Russia, 
who never had ten years of continuous struggle, 
as compared with the centuries of continuous 
Negro struggle? Peoples who never had an op
portunity to, find out whether or not they had a 
basis for nationalism because of the overwhelming 
force of Great Russian aSSimilation, compared to 
the Negroes who have been given every oppor
tunity to discover a basis for nationalism, pre
Cisely in forced segregation? 

There are a number of historical reasons why 
the Negroes have never adopted a nationalist 

Left: The chattel 
slave system: slaves 
being branded as 
capitalist property. 

'Below: Whitney's 
cotton gin expanded 
cotton industry and 
intensified work; 
thi s was answered by 
local and regional 
slave revolts. 

'p£rrspective, and why the normal mode of strugg1 
for them has been anti-separatist. 

But first it should be understood that it is i 
keeping with the nature of the Negro movemel 
to regard its history as continuous from the da:y 
of slavery. The Negro question appeared upc 
the scene as a class question: The Negroes weI 
slaves. But alongside of this grew the race quel: 
tion: All slaves ,were Negroes and the slave Wl:1 

deSignated as inferior and subhuman. This Wl:1 

the origin of the Negro question. 
The abolition of slavery destroyed the proper1 

relations of the chattel slave system. But tt 
plantation system survived, fitting the social rE 
lations of Slavery to capitallstproperty relation: 

Because of these unsolved problems left OVE 
from the second American revolution, the N egroE 
'still struggle against the social relations whi( 
were in effect a hundred and fifty and mOl 
years ago. 

The modern Negro movement dates rough 
from the era of the cotton gin-approximate 
1800. The first answer of the Negroes to the il 



lsification of labor brought on by the extension 
the cotton acreage was a series of local and 
~ional revolts. 
The slaves learned in these struggles that 

~ slave owners were not merely individual lords 
the cotton, but were also enthroned on the high ~ 
iltS of the nation 's political capital. They had 
the laws, police forces,' and the armed might 

the country at their disposal. 
At the same time the· Northern capitalists 
~an to feel the domination of the slave power 
be too restricting upon their enterprises. The 
'mers began to feel the pressure of slave labor 
i . the .. plantation system.' These three social 
'ces, ,the Slaves, . and the capitalists and the 
'mers, had ~n their hands the key to the whole 
ureof the United States asa nation. 
Thus the Negroes were thrust into the center 
a great national .. struggle against the slave 

fier. This was the only road by which any 
;urance of victory was possible~ 
Because of their position as the most exploited 
~tion of the population,' each succeeding vital 
Ivement of the masses has found the Negroes 
a .central and advanced position in great inter
~ial struggles against capitalist explOitation. 
is was true. in the Reconstruction, the Radical'! 
pulist movem~t of the South, and finally in the 
dern labor mQvement. 

Negro Culture and Nationalism. 

The factor of segregation has had the effect of 
)viding one of the potential elements of nation
sm. The segregated life of Negro slav~s pro
:ed a Negro culture a hundred years ago. But 
.guage, custom, ideology and culture generally 
not have an inherent logic of development. They 
)ress the socio-economic forces which bring 
m into being. 
In the examination, of Negro culture we are 
ced to examine first the course of development 
Negro life in general. The decisive factor in 
. development of Negro life during the past 

ltury'derived from their class position in the 
ril"War. In the position of that class whose 
aration was at stake, as the U.S. confronted 
very,' the Negroes were thrust into a central 
I commanding position in the struggle against 

slave power which culminated in the Civil 
r and 'Reconstruction. . 
It was the slaves who built abolitionism, gave 
ideological leadership, and a mass body of 
lport. It was their" actions which broke up the 
ss peace between the privileged classes of 

North and South. It was their policy which 
1 the Civil War. 
These .fa~tors expressed the breaking out of 
Negro' question from the confining limits of 

larrow, provincial, local or regional question 
) the arena of the great national struggles of 
American people. The Negroes' culture shared 
same fate as did their political economy. 
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Instead of turning further inward upon itself until 
a completely -new and independent language and 
culture would emerge, the Negro culture assimi
lated with the national and became the greatest 
single factor in modifying the basic Anglo-Saxon 
culture' !of the United States •. 

These are expressions of the historical law 
of mutual assimilation· between Negro and white 
in the United States. The social custom and po
litical edict of segregation expresses race rela
tions in this . country. Forced aSSimilation is the 
essential expression of national. relations in east
·ernEurope. Mutual assimilation, in defiance of 
segregation expresses the Negro struggle, just as 
profoundly' as the' will to. self-determination ex
presses"the' struggle of the oppressed nati9ns of 
eastern Europe. 

It appears that the matter' of N egro'Dational 
consciousnesB,which may occur· as ¢he result 
of the revolution, is. for" Comrade Breitman ·an 
entirelY mystical ·property. It is devoid of any 
basis in either political economy, culture or his
tory and can be .proven. only by identifying the 
Negroes with the ' ~non-classical" nationalities 
of Czarist· Russia .. who were too backward, too 
oppressed, too illiterate and primitive, too lacking 
in conSCiousness, too unaccustomed to·unified 
struggle to 'be able .. : to: .realize that they were 
embryonic nations. 

5. J,he Secondary Laws of Motion 
of the Negro Struggle 

As should be plain by now, I am not so inter
ested in "closing the door" on self-determination 
as I am in . showing that the Negro struggle is not 
within the orbit'of the national struggle and that 
it is, therefore, not the que s t ion of self
d~termination which is at stake. 

The Negro people in the U.S. have established 
their fundamental goals without assistance. These 
goals were dictated to them by their peculiar 
position in ·society as the obj ects of the racial 
system in its only pure form. 

The goals which history has dictated to them 
are to achieve complete equality through the 
elimination. of racial segregation, discrimination, 
and prejudice. That is, the overthrow of the race 

. system. It is from these histOrically conditioned 
conclusions that the Negro struggle, whatever its 
forms, has taken the path of the struggle for direct 
assimilation. All that we can add to this is that 
these goals cannot be accomplished except through 
the socialist revolution. 

But there are circumstances under which this 
movement is forced to take a ~erent turn. In. 
this connection it is quite clear that Comrade 
Breitman completely. misunderstands my attitude. 
When he says that I would consider a separatist 
type of 'development of the Negro struggle to be 
a calamity,he puts the cart before the horse in 
the rather important, .matter of the relation be-
tween cause and effect. ".' 
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Negro separatism would not of itself be a ca

tastrophe, but it could only result from a tre
mendous social / catastrophe. One which would be 
of sufficient depth to alter the entire relationShip 
of . forces which has' been built up as the result of 
the development of the modern Negro movement 
and the creation of theCIO. Only once during the 
past 130 years have the Negro masses intimated in 
any way that they·m1ght take the road of separa
tism. This was the re~ult of a social catastrophe: 
the defeat of the Negroes in the Reconstruction. 
This defeat pushed. them back into such a terrible 
isolation and demoralization, that there was no 
channel for the movement to express its tradi
tional demand for equality. The result. was the 
Garvey movement.; This occurred, and could have 
occurred, only in the deepest isolation and con
fusion of the Negro masses. The'real meaning of 
the Garvey movement is that it provided a tran
sition from the abject defea~ of the Negroes to the 
renewal of their traditional struggle for direct 
equality. It did not at all signify a fundamental 
nationalism. , 

Nevertheless, it is undeniable that there were 
sufficient elements of.gemrine'separatism in the.,' 
Garvey movement to have taken .it in a different, 
direction than it actually ,went",;;under different' 
circumstances. ConsequenUy,lIitcannot be ex-~ 

,t< 

cluded, with a reappearance of similar conditions 
which brought on the Garvey movement, under 
differe~t historical Circumstances, the separatist 
tendency might become stronger and even dom
inant, and the historical tendency of the struggle 
might change its direction. I would view it as a 
potentially great revolutionary movement against 
capitalism and welcome and support it as such. 
But no more "revolutionary" than the present 
tendency toward direct assimilation. 

It is important to note here the following com
parison between the Negro movement in the United 
states and the oppressed nations of Europe. The 
Negro movement expresses separation at the time 
of its greatest backwardness, defeat and isolation. 
The oppressed nations express separatism only 
under the favorable conditions of revolution, 
solidarity and enlightenment. i' 

We must now return to the specific circum
stances which were mentioned by Trotsky as 
being conducive to the possible development 01 
Negro separatism, to my,interpr,etation,of them, 
and to Comrade Breitman's remarks about my 
interpretation. 

First in regard to the "Japanese invasion." 
Comrade Breitman, a fairly literal-minded com
rade himself, objects to my literal interpretatioll 
of Trotsky's reference to the possibility of Il 

MarCus Garvey, head 
-. of the "Back to Africa' 

movement In the early 
1900's. To transport 
blacks from the U.S. 
and West Indies, .he 
founded the B lack Star 
Line-both the ships 
and the sepa,ratist 
movement went on the 
rocks. Today's "sym
bolic ,colors" of the 
black nationalists sten 
from Garvey's bCllYler: 
"BICidc for our race, 
red for our blood and 
green tor our hope. " 



lanese invasion being a possible condition for 
emergence of Negro separatism. 

Now in the text ("a rough stenogram uncor
:ted by the participants 8

) there is no interpre
~on of this proposition. At no other place in 
ler the published discussion or in any writing 
~s Trotsky allude to it again. Weare left with 
necessity of interpreting it as is most logical 

1 most consistent with the context in which 
Lppears. 
I am firmly persuaded that it is necessary 
stick very closely to a literal construction of 
at Trotsky said here in order to retain his 
aning, or at least that meaning which appears 
me to be self-evident. 
1;rotsky . said, 8If Japan invades the ,lJ,oited 
,tes. 8 He did not say, "If the United States em
rks upon war with Japan. 8 Or, 8If the United 
,tes wars on China. 8 As a matter of fact the 
). had a long war with the ·Japanese, an im
rialist nation, and another long war with the 
rth Koreans, a revolutionary people. Neither 
these wars created any conditions which stimu
ed Negro separatism. But this· wasn't what 
otsky was talking about. He said, "If Japan in
tes the United States. 8 And he must have meant 
Jt that. He didn't mean an attack on the Ha
iian Islands, pr the occupation of the Philip
les, but an'in,vasion of the continental United 
ltes in which large or small areas of the U.S. 
luldcome under the domination of an' ASian 
lperialist power, which, however, is classified 
the United States as an "inferior race." 
Such a circumstance would cause a severe 

ock to the whole racial structure of Am.erican 
ciety" And out of this shock might conceivably 
me Negro separatism. For ''In the beginning 
a Japanese occupation,' it seems highly proba

e that the Negroes would receive preferential 
eatment by the Japanese, at least to the extent 
being granted equality. But this would be the 

,uality of subjection'to a foreign invader. The 
>ntradiction which this kind of situation would 
.t the Negro people in is the circumstance which 
~otsky saw as containing the possibility of de
iloping Negro separatism. 
Comrade Breitman's proposal that aninvasion 
China by the U.S. might bring forth similar 

iSUltS is very wrong. If the Negro people began 
develop a reluctance. to fight against China 

Lder the conditions of a protracted war against 
lina, they would not develop separatist tenden
es. They would combine with the more class 
lUscious white workers who' felt the same way 
lout it and develop a vital agitation leading the 
ass action of the workers and allthe oppressed 
~ainst the war. . 

But it is significant that Comrade Breitman 
Ilmediately postulated Negro sepax-atism l;l.S the 
.ost probable expre~sion of their opposition to 
are This derives from his nationalist conception 
, the Negro question. If we could agree that Trot
cy's analysis of the problem of nationalities in 

·the Russian revolution was the key to the under
standing of the Negro question I would be more 
sympathetic to- Comrade Breitman's tendency to 
see Negro separatism as the possible. result of 
every minor change in the objective conditions of 
the class struggle. As it is I. cannot go along 
with it." .. . 

Next comes the question of fascism. And 
again, I am inclined to rather literal construction 
of Trotsky's statement, for the reason that it.is 
the only one which corresponds to the actual 
possibilities. Trotsky said that if fascism should 
be Victorious, a new condition would be created 
which might bring about,. Negro racial separatism. 
He wasn't alluding to' the temporary victories 
which might appear during the course of a long 
struggle against it. He specifically includeda'new 
and different national 8 condition 8 in race rela
tions:' a new privileged condition for the white 
workers at the expense' of the Negroes, and the 
consequent alienation of the Negro struggle from 
that of the working class as a whole. 

I maintain that until the complete victory of 
~a:scism the 'basic relation between th.e Negro 
struggle and the working .class struggle will re
main. unaltered and even in partial and episodic 
defeats will tend to growstrongerj that there will 
be no groundwork for the erection of afundamen
tally separatist movement as long as the present 
basic relation between the Negro struggle. and the 
working class struggle' remains. as it is. 

Comrade Breitman says on page 13, 8 And in 
that. case (an extended struggle against fascism) 
may a fascist victory not be possible in the south
ern states, 'resulting in an intensification of 
racial delirium and oppression beyond anything yet 
known." And may this not bring about a separa
tist development? 

His contention obviously is that a victory of 
fascism in the South would result in something 
qualitatively different than exists there today. 
But what is at stake here is not the question .of 
self-determination, but our conception of the 
southern social system. Comrade Breitman ob
viously disagrees with my analysis of the South 
or he could not possibly make such an assertion. 

I have characterized the basic regime in the 
South sinC'e the end of Reconstruction as fascist
like; i.e., "herein is revealed the sociological and 
historical antecedent of German fascism." Fur
ther, a fascist-like regime which.hasnow degen
erated into a pOlice.dictatorship. 

The present rulers of tlie South were raised 
to power by the Klan, a middle class movement 
of racial terrorism. This movement was con-

. trolled not by the middle class, but by the, capi
talist class and the plantation owhers. It achieved 
the elimination of both the Negro movement and 
the labor movem,ent from the South for an ex
tended period of time.' It was the .result of a 
defeated and aborted revolution. It. crushed bour-

. geois democracy and eliminated the working class 
and the small farmers from any partiCipation in 
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government. It resulted in a totalitarian type re
gime. It resulted in a destruction of the living 
standards of the masses of people, both white and 
black, both workers and farmers .• 

Since the triumph ofthe Klan in the 1890's which 
signified the triumph of a fascist-type regime, 
there has been no qualitative change in political 
relations. As the mass middle class base of the 
Klan was dissipated by the evolution of capitalism, 
the regime- degenerated into a military dictator
ship, which is the condition of the South today. 

It has beEm difficult to arrive at a precise and 
scientific deSignation of the southern soci3J. 
system. When I say -fascist-like- it not only im
plies identity but. difference. There' are the 
following differences. 

First, that the southern social system' was 
established not in the period of capitalist decline 

Ku I<lux Klan cross-burning 

but in the period .of capitalist rise. The most im- un d e r conditions of large-scale commercia 
portant consequence of this difference has been agriculture. 
that the middle class base of southern fascism was This proletarian quality of the slave has re 
able to achieve substantial benefits from their sulted in the creation of movements of consider 

. servitude to the plantation owners, and .capitalists ably greater .homogeneity and vitality than wer 
in their function as agents of the oppression of possible for the peasantry of Europe. CapitalisI 
the Negroes and the workers generally. The per- was made aware of this in both Haiti and in th 
secution of the Jews by the German middle class U.S. Reconstruction. 
got them nothing but their own degradation. As The-~third difference between the souther 
capitalist decline sets in the South, the middle system in the U.S. and European fascism is tru 
class base' of the southern system begins to lose the southern system was a regional rather tha 

"its social weight and many of the benefits it a national system. It was always surrounded b 
originally derived from the system. a more or less hostile social environment withi 

Second, the southern system occurred in an the framework of asinglecountry. It did not ha, 
agrarian economy, whereas fascism in Europe national sovereignty. So even though the souther 
was a phenomenon of the advanced,.industrial bourbons have\ held control of s,Slmeof the mOl 
countries. In the more backward agrarian coun- important objects of state power in the UnitE 
tries of Europe and ASia, where the peasantry is States for many decades and have attempted 1 
the main numerical force which threatens capi-spread .their social system nationally in eve] 
talism, it has not been necessary to resort to -conceivable manner, that they have not be, 
the development of a fascist movement in order successful has been a source of constantpressu] 
to achieve, counter-revolution. In the Balkan upon the whole social structure of the South. Tl 
countries, a military counter-revolution was suf- great advances which the Negro movement of tJ 
ficient to subdue the peasantry in the revolutionary South has made of recent years occur undt 
years following the Russian revolution. conditions of the ,.degeneration of the southel 

The counter-revolution in the United States . system. The limitations of these same advanct 
agrarian South during the Reconstruction required are, however, that the basic regime establishl 
the development of a fascist-like movement long by the Klan remains intact. 
before its neceSSity· was felt elsewhere. This was A new fascist upsurge in the South wou 
because chattel slaves are more like modern worsen the conditions of the Negroes only 
proletarians than like peasants. degree, not qualitatively. Comrade Breitman 

position 'is that there would be a qualitative di 
'The weakness of the peasantry as a class has ference. It seemS to me that it is necessary 

been their petty-bourgeois character as tillers of cope with this question fundamentally, ratherth 
small plots of soil to which they are, attached. exclusively with its secondary manifestations 
This has dispersed them, and made it difficult and There is another false' conclusion inherent 
indeed impossible for the peasantry to form a Comrade Breitman's series of assumptions. 
unified and homogeneous movement. victory of neo-fascism in the South would have 

The chattel slave, the product of an ancient - fundamental effect upon the basic course of t 
mode of production, has no land, no property, no Negro movement. For although the Negromov 
nothing. He differs from the modern wage slave ment is not -national- in the sense that Comra 
only in that he does not even have, his own labor Breitman refers to it, it is certainly national 
to sell for he doesn't even own his body. In addition scope; it is a single' homogeneous movemE 
to this, unlike the peasantry, slaves are worked throughout the country. 

-- -, L_ .LL_ -_. __ ... _- "' __ ~~~h"'''''''' 'T'hil:l U7~A h"llp. in 1830 and it is true today. 



~era before the Civil War, the movement of the 
lves, could take no open or legal character in 
~ ScAlth. The northern Negro movement was the 
en expression of the slaves'struggle. But it 
;0 provided the fundamental leadership and pro- . 
am for the movement of the slaves. 
A similar relation between the various geo
aphical sections of the Negro movement exists 
lay. This relationship is modified, however, by 
~ fact that the specific weight of the Negro 
'Uggle outside the South is greater than it was 
:entury ago, by virtue of the large concentration 
Negroes in. the northern and western cities. 

. The Question of the Independent 
Organization of Negroes 

Comrade Breitman has asked me to express 
'self more clearly and fully on the vital aspect' 
the Negro question relating to the "independ
: activities" of the Negro movement. 
Very well. I advocate the unqualified support 
the independent organizational expressions of 
. Negro struggle.' I consider that the various 
nifestations of the independent character of 

Negrostrug/ile represent an absolutely es
ltial arena of pur work. This applies to the all
~ro organizations, as well as others. 
I have a different evaluation of the quality of. 
independent Negro movement than does 'Com

Ie . Breitman. I seethe independence of the 
vement as expressing the fundamental aspira-
1S of the Negro people in a contradictory 
nner; separate organization is the form in 
.ch the demand for assimilation .is found. This 
IUltS from the contradictory character of race 
ations in the U.S. White supremacy is created 
I maintained by the independent and exclusive 
;anization of whites. Negroes are, therefore, 
ced into racial organization of their own in 
ler to conduct a struggle against the race 
Item. . 
On this question of the independent character of 

Negro struggle Comrade Breitman is pre
:upied with the form of the struggle. He tends 
confuse the question of independence 'of form 
h independence as a direction of social motion. 
implies 'constantly and even states that by 

tue of independent form, . its direction of motion 
'{ become toward social independence. 
Although he has reluctantly acknOWledged that 
must also deal with somethj.ng other than 

tn., Comrade Breitman's complete preoccupa
I with it has committed him to· disregard all 
he funda~ental economic, cultural, geograph
I, and historical factors, the difference in 
~ciousness and direction of motion, the dif
:!nce in origin and development, all of which 

the Negro question apart from the national 
stion in Europe. Because of the one factor of 
~pendence of form of the struggle which bears 
ligllt Similarity to. the movemen~S of oppressed 
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nations of eastern Europe, the Negro struggle is 
to him, therefore, national in character and will 
(or may) be stimulated toward separatism by 
similar circumstances which produced the demand 
for self-determination of the national minorities 
of Europe. 

7. Self·Determination and the White Workers 

One of the signs of the vanguard character of 
the Negro struggle in its relation to the struggle 
of the working class against capitalism is the 
greater class consciousness of Negro workers as 

. compared to the white working class • 
This class consciousness derives from race 

consciousness and is rooted in the very nature of 
the Negro question. One of the mainfactorswhich 
prevents the development of class consciousness 
in the American working class is race prejudice. 
Specifically: white chauvinism. 

The division of American society into races 
cuts across the working class. The white monopo
ly in skilled crafts created an aristocracy of 
labor corresponding to the racial division of 
society in general. The working class generally 
accepted 'the idea that they secure an economic 
advantage fro m the subordinate pOSition of 
Negroes in the working class. 

But as the role of the skilled crafts diminishes 
in modern industry, the possibility of maintaining 
an aristocratic division in the'wC!rking class is., 
revealed as a weapon against' the working cla.ss· 
as a whole, dividing itandpreventingunifiedCiass 
action against capitalism. . 

Class 'consciousness and race prejudice do not 
mix. Rather one excludes the other. It is only the 
revol~tionary socialists and the Negroes who are 
the implacable and consGious foes of race. 
prejudi.ce. 

Segregation is the foundation of prejudice. The 
Negroes, i.n their struggle against segregation are 
constantly clearing the ground for' the emergence 
of class consciousness in the working class as a 
whole. 

It is the historical role of the Negro struggle to 
break down, race prejudice in the working class 
and thereby to lead white workers toward. class 
consciousness. . 

If the Negro struggle should change.its course 
and strike out for racial independence, it would 
deprive the working class ,.of its mQst class 
consciOUS, and advanced segments. Such a ·devel
opment would probably doom the American work
ing class to a long continuation of its present 
political backwardness. . 

Under these conditions, Negro' separatism 
would be reactionary and we 'Would fight it mer
cilessly along with the militant Negroes. 

The. movement for the 49th State was preci'se
ly such a reactionary movement. It was promoted 
by middle class Negroes at the very time when 
Negro workers were at last in a poSition to\see 

/ 
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Elimination of discrimination Inlndustry;s key to working-class unity. But preferential hlrlng-' 
"Affirmative Action" programs set workers 'ag,alnst each other. . .r' 

the possibility of . joint struggle with the white 
workers against the employers in the great 
struggles of the 1930's. This 'movement was right
ly condemned by the militant Negroes associated 
with the working class movement and with the 
NAACP. 

At the present moment, the rise toprominence 
of many Negro segregated educational instutions 
is calculated to be a counterweight to the strug
gle against segregation in the schools. 

As the American working class reaches the 
very threshold of class consciousness and is on 
the verge. of overcoming race prejudice suf
fiCiently to take a fundamental step in consciously 
organizing itself as a class; at this time there 
will unquestionably be a revival of' Negro sep
aratism. It will be a last-ditch attempt on the. ' 
part of the capitalist class to prevent working.': 
class solidarity and we 'will fight it. 

It is not difficult under present conditions to 
convince even backward white workers of the idea 
of the right of· Negroes to self-determination. 
This is because it corresponds to their race pre
judice. It is prec'isely the backwardness of the 
white working class and the tradition of segrega
tion which make the idea of self-determination 
for the Negroes more palatable and "realistic" 
to Drejudiced white workers than the idea of 

, ' .. " '#" . 
This factor is another reason that Negroes 

tend to be hostile to the idea of their self
determination. It also reveals another importan1 
distinction between the. national question as ex
pressed in the. RUSSian revolution and the raCE 
que.stion in. the U.S •. Inthe struggle against RussiaII 
capitalism, the. slogan of self-determination fOI 
the oppressed minorities was the key to thE 
liberation of the Russian workers from Grea1 
RUSSian chauvinism. . 

But it is different with racial chauvinism. ThE 
foundation of racial exploitation is, not forcec 
assimilation but segregation. White chauvinislI 
expresses essentially the ideology of segregation, 
By virtue of the fact that segregationls part of thE 
implied foundation of. the idea of Negro self· 
determination, it tends to confirm white workerf 
in their chauvinistic backwardness. 

8. On the' Nature of the Slogan 
of Self-Determination 

The idea of self-determination of the oppressel 
minorities of Europe has played a decisive roll 
in the unfolding of the revolution there SinCI 
1917. What is the actual content of this idea? 

First of all, of and by itself, itdecides nothinl 
for an oppressed minority except to open up th' 

'c. _ .. ". __ ~.LL _ ~ ___ ...:I_~ __ ~_ 



lestions. The economic and political develop
ent of Great Russia required,the subordination 
petty states and principalities to the national 

leds,as in the unification of France and Britain. 
It the belated and uneven development of Russia 
Imbined the development of a single nation,
reat Russia, with its imperialist oppression of 
lbject peoples. ' :, 
This expression of uneven development was 

pical of eastern Europe in general'. And in many 
,ses the pressure for': assimilation 'into the 
'minant nation was strong enough, and' the 
.tional aspirations of the oppressed' minorities 
.fficiently subdued to inject an element of doubt 
: to the fundamental historical mode of direction 
these peoples. . . .. . 
The revolutionary party. cannot appear before . 

lch oppressed minorities as dictating to them 
at they must aspire to independence. By means 
the slogan of self-determination, the Bolsheviks 
vited the oppressed minorities to undertake a 
ruggle for' national independence and promised 
em support if they should so decide. 
Therefore, the slogan for.self-determination 
a transitional slogani a transition to national 

Insciousness. 
What is to be determined? In the first place 
is not one of,. two things which are involved at 

is stage. It is ,hot a matter of determining either 
:similation or independence. For an oppressed 
.tion does not struggle for aSSimilation. It 
erely ceases to be a nationality and assimilates. 
.ch a nation does not determine that it will do 
is, but is just absorbed into the dominant nation. 
The only thing to be determined is whe~er to l 

dertake a struggle for national independence. 
The second phase of the question of self

termination occurs when national consciousness' 
already established :Uld a nation begins to 

lerge. In the Russian revolution the oppressed 
tionalities established the conditions of their 
lure asSimilation into the USSR under the 
Ilshevik prinCiple of self-determination. The 
estion to be determined at this stage was 
lether the formerly oppressed nations of Czar .. 
III should give up a portion of their national 
vereignty and federate into the USSR, or to 
sert complete independence. Either of these 
oices is, of course, merely the condition by 
lich these people will eventually assimilate into 
Irld socialism which will be without national 
undary lines. 
Among the colonial peoples the slogan of self

termination has little if any meaning or applica
In. Their struggles are from the beginning far 
vanced in comparison to the small nations of 
lrope. They have already determined not only 
It they are nations but also that they want 
d require complete independence from the 
preSSing imperialist ·country. ' 
Furthermore, the nationalism of' most colonial 

Dples is not generally questioned by the op
essor so long as it does not express the desire 

for independence. Britain never attempted to 
·'assimilate" the Indians, as Russia did the 
Ukrainians. On the contrary the strictest division 
between the'European and '''native'' cultures was 
always 'maintained as a necessary' condition, of the 
rule of the British. ' ' . \ 

The Chinese 'never felt the need for this kind; 
of transitional slogan to awaken their resentment 
of colonial . oppression or their desire to be 
independent of it. ' 

:Neither the Colonial Theses of the Second 
Congress of the Comintern, nor the theses on the 
Far East of the First Congress" of the Fourth 
International give any"indication that the question 
ofself-d,~termination plays a, role in the struggle 
of the . colonial peoples against imperialism. 
Theirs ':"'1s a" 'direct struggle for independence 
which doesn't r'equire this transitional vehicle. 
The strategiC problem for the revolution~ 
party is considered" to be to create a class 
differentiation in i the national 'struggle whereby 
the p'roletariat may be able to give leadership 
to it. ~ . , ",' 

9. The'Negroes'anc[ the Question 
of SeIf~Determination . 

I have admitted a certain limited historical 
possibility in which the Negro movementm1ght 
take a separatist' course.. Such as after the 
complete triumph of fascism in the'U.S •. , 

I believe that even under such circumstances 
the ,.separatist movement of' ,N agroes would 
probably.4ave the same function tllat the Garvey 
movement had in its day: to provide a transition 
to the open' struggle for direct assimilation. 

But even in this Circumstance, the fundamental 
difficulty reappears. For the slogan of self
determination was designed for the national 
question in Europe, and the Negro question in the 
U.S. is different in kind. 

If the necessities of the struggle against 
capitalism required the Negroes to aspire or 
strive for racial separation it would probably be 
quite as obvious as the desire for national inde
pendence of the colonial peoples. In this case the 
slogan of self-determination would be just as 
m'2aningless a~ it is today for both the colonial 
peoples and the Negroes in the U.S. 

. Negroes in the United states do not have national 
consciousness. This is not because they are 
pOlitically backward as the Stalinists claim and 
as Comrade Breitman implies, but because there 
is no economic groundwork upon which they might 
build a national consciousness. ' 

They do, however, possess rac,e consiousness 
Race consciousness' is primarily the Negroes' . 
consciousness of equality and their willingness 
to struggle for its vindication. This consciousness 
is the political equivalent of theJnational con
sciousness of oppressed nations qnd of the class 
consciousness of the working class. It is equiva
lent ,in that it provides an adequate groundwork 

• > '; j , l~ ;. r 
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for the sol u ti 0 n 0 f the question of racial 
discrimination. 

Among the oppressed nations and classes of 
the world, both national and class consciousness 
can be fulfilled in the present epoch only through 
the socialist revblution.. This is also true of 
Negro race consciousness. 

What is the problem of consciousness among 
Negroes? Some Negroes are not conscious of 
their right to equalit~. They are victims of the 
pressure of white supremacy and through the 
B. T. Washington influence accept the social status, 
of inequality as right and proper. They must 
strive to be the equivalent of whites by the 
standards of white supremacy. 

The individual, left to his or her own resources 
must work out a servile solution to his or her 
individual problem. The social objective which is 
contained in this theory is the possibility of .a 
separate bu t subordinate society for Negroes 
modeled after the social system of the South. 

This is another reason that Negroes react 
with hostility to the program of Negro separatism: 
it is very well known to them as containing 
racial subordination. 

Our strategical problem is to overcome the 
absence of race consciousness. Or, putting it 
anothe r way: to find a transition to race 
consciousness." 

To propose to the mass of workers and Negroes 
the idea of self-determination would be wrong. For 
the decisive fact in the acceptance of wbite 
supremacy is ,the acceptance of segregation. 
The .s logan of self-determination requires the 

desire for segregation as its foundation • . UPon 
this foundation national consciousness is built. 

In this manner the idea of. self-determination 
cuts across the path of our strategic problem 
because it encourages the acceptance of segrega
tion; and this is the case whether it is advanced 
as a slogan or merely held in abeyance. in our, 
theoretical analysis. 

Comrade Breitman's support of the idea of 
self-determination estranges him from the Negro 
movement on two counts. First, in relation to 
the mass of Negroes who have attained race 
consciousness. These Negroes are above the level 
of consciousness which. requires the kind of 
transition which is represented in the slogan of 
self-determination. He proposes that the revolu
tion Will (or may) return the Negroes to a stage 
of ignorance and backwardness in which this 
elementary type of tranSitional slogan will cor-' 
respond with their lack of consciousness. 

Second, this idea contributes nothing to the 

'. , . . ". .' .,.. , . 
Above: BookerT. Washington; Below: 1917 NYC march of ,15,000 blacks to protest race riot killing 
in Texas, Tennessee and Missouri .• Lead banner quotes Declaration of Independence's premise the 
- -- - • ~ -----•• _ .. _t ... L - "--_____ ._..1 w •• ,." .4 ... 1,. .... "'Ae.,..An+ tA"'" nff thi.!!:. • 



nsciousness of the more backward Negroes 
cept to confirm their backwardness. 

15 
his mystical attachment to ~eg,rp nationalism. 
For he somehow knows that the Negro people 
will ("possibly") demand a separate state, but he 

o The Question of Method ~annot g.ive ~ny reason for it. Therefore he must 
• ... lnclude In. his program, "But if the Negroes, for 

The question of method has become involved 
the discussion primarily with Comrade Breit

lIl'S preoccupation with form. 
There are several other aspects of his thinking 

Lich require scrutiny from this point' of view. 
Ie first of these is the tentative character of 
, or most of his conclusions. This is illustrated 
the astonishing circumstance that some of his 

)st important conclusioRs are contained in 
renthetical expz;essions. 
This has been a considerable irritation to me 
replying to him: how difficult it is to break 

'ough 'a parenthesis to make a polemic! But 
reality' this: does him no discredit. For this 
evidently his means of saying that' although he 
lCtS with hostility to my point of view be is 
t prepared to propose hi.s own in as categorical 
nanneras I have mine. 
He has thereby left important question marks 
er his own point of.view. 1· consider this.a 
ltribution to the tone of the . discussion which 
II help to pre~nt the crystallization of opinion 
:ore the discpssion is in a more advanced 
,gee 
Nevertheless, I must call attention to these 
~stion marks. I have advanced a fundamental 
)position of the two poles of the Negro move
nt being separatism and assimilation. There 
nothing more fundamental to the: nature .of the 
~stion than 'its internal polar opposition. Yet 
mrade Breitman, while be disagrees with my . 
tement of this polar opposition, has only this 
say: "(Such over-simplification would be un
:essary with another conception, here advanced 
tatively: ••• )." " 
On page 12. "We do not know the precise 
torical direction the Negro movement will 
e." N()w it is not up., to us to determine in 
rance all the tactical variants through which a 
vement must. go in order to fulfill its destiny. 
: " ••• the precise historical direction" is the 
~ thing that we are supposed to know. As a 
tter of fact that is the one thing which has 
en us the responsibility of the whole future of 
nkind: that we know the precise historical 
ection of every.socialmovementwhichperta,ins 
the' international social revolution' against 

,!talism, and the political revolution against 
Soviet bureaucracy. If we do not know what 
precise historical direction of motion of. the 
~ro struggle is, it is high time we found out, 
that is our fundamental concern. 

:>n page 19, he says, in the same vein, "But if 
Negro masses, for whatever reason and despite 
, advice, should determine that they can't get 
don't want equality through integration ••• " 
• This particular question mark which Comrade 
~itman puts over his own convictions is part of 

whatever reason" want to develop a separate 
society we should support them. 

Yet another characteristic of Comrade Breit
man's article is argument by implication. 

Take for instance his handling of the Garvey 
movement. I have analyzed this movement on two 
separate occasions. Comrade Breitman appar
ently disagrees with this analysis. He says that I 
dismiSS the' question too lightly and am wrong in 
identifying Garvey with Booker T. Washington. 

. He doesn't like my analysis. But what is his? 
He doesn't give any. 

Now it is just possible that he believes that 
my argument an d analysis are completely van
quished by his few reproving words. That would 
indicate that he' doesn't consider it necessary to 
restate an argument which is already conclusively 
proved. That is, he argues here by implication. 
As elsewhere in the article, he relies upon 
traditional conceptions to argue for him. But 
these are precisely the conceptions which I have 
challenged, and very speCifically, too. 

lt may be that there are .others who ,like 
Comrade Breitman con sid e r the traditional· 
conception of questions to be sufficient evidence 
of their correctness, by virtue of their traditioI;lal 
existence. But Comrade Breitman sets himself 
the task of convincing me and the whole party of 
the errors of my point ,of view. This requires 
more than an implied argument. 

11. SeJf~Oeterminationand StaliniSIR 

I believe that I have referred before to 'the' 
astonishing fact that our resolution on the Negro 
question· is probably unique in all the political 
resolutions of the party in' that it doesn't even 

'. mention Stalinism. 
The Stalinists· rank very high among our 

political enemies. They are, at least, our most, 
serious 'competitors for· the allegiance '()f the 
radical Negroe~'. Yet wehave'never published a 
criticism of their program for Negroes'. 

.The only possible inference which could be 
drawn' from this circumstance is that we have 
no . programmatic or' theoretical criticism of the 
Stalinists. Comrade BreitmaDjustifies ibis infer-, 
ence in his proposition. that our difference with 
the Stalinists' is a tactical and propaganda differ
ence: that they defend the right of . the Negroes· 
to self-determination in a wlgar ahdbureaucratic 
manner. ' " 

Comrade Breitman's frivolous description, on 
page 16, of what the Stalinist poSition on the 
Negro question is, does the Stalinists a great 
injustice., For the groundwork of ·the Stalinist 
conception of the Negro question is the nationalist 
conception of the Negro question. And this is 
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Comrade Breitman's fundamental ground. 
The main difference between the position of 

Comrade Breitman and that of the Stalinists, is 
that where he is tentative, they are sure; where 
he is vague, they are clear; where Comrade Breit
man says that the Negroes may develop separatist 
tendencies, the Stalinists say that the Negroes 
will. 

Comrade Breitman designates the Negroes as 
a nation,' not directly, bUt by his reference to 
the identity of the Negro struggle andtheproblem 
of the "non-classical" nationalities of the Russian 
revolution. The Stalinists say ,that"the Negroes 
are a nation because they fulfill a1Y of the economic 
and cultural conditions which are tlie basis of 
nationalism. 

Comrade Breitman suggests that I would be a 
poor one to clarify and explain how our defense 
of the Negroes' righttoself-determinationdifferS 
from the 'Stalinists'. And he is quite right. For I 
do not be lie ve that the question of self
determination is at stake, in the N egro struggle~ 
The concept of self-dete'rmination is a reactionary 
idea which cuts across the histo'rical line of 
development of the struggle, confusing its nature, 
its aims and objectives. 

I have upon several occasions alluded to the 
hostility witb. which many militant Negroes regard 
the theory of Negro self-determination. But it is 
quite true that the Communist Party has a con
Siderable :Negro cadre, and upon occasion this 
has been pOinted out as a contradiction to my 
contention of the attitude of Negroes toward the 
question of their self-determination. 

This is, to be sure, a militant group of Negroes, 
and if they are not devoted to the idea of self
determination, they are at least tolerant of it to 
the extent that they are willing to live in a party 
which holds this idea in theoretical abeyance. 

But the idea of self-determination for Negroes 
in the U.S. is no more fantastic than the theory of 
socialism in one country, and all the political 
fantasies which flow from it. When a person of 
any race or nationality whatever, becomes so 
corrupted in thinking as to be able to accept \the 
fundamental political line of Stalinism, it should 
not be too hard to accept the idea of self
determination, for. American Negroes, even as 
expounded by the Stalinists. 

There is another side to the problem of 
Stalinism. The Stalinist party goes through a 
regular cyclical crisis over the question of race 
prejudice. Periods of theoretical reaffirmation of 
the theory of Negro self-determination alternate 
with purges and: cam p a i g n s against white 
chauvinism. 

This hectic internal life, around the race ques
tion,is caused primarily by the fact that the 
basic theory of the Stalinists on the Negro strug
gle does nothing to liberate white workers from 
prejudice, bUt on the other hand corresponds to 
+lu>;,. hllr.kwardness and tends to confirm them' 

Our criticism of Stalinism must beafund2 
mental one. For I conceive it to be our task ~ 
far as theory is concerned to vindicate in eve] 
conceivable manner and in all phases, the Neg] 
struggle for equality. The confusion,.of the Neg] 
question with the national question in Europ~ ar 
the colonial question serves only to obscure tl 
real nature of this struggle and consti~utes 
qualification, or limitation to the validity of tl 
real Negro struggle. 

Summary 

1. The Negro question in the United States 
not a national [one], but is the question of raci 
discrimination. 

2. I disagree with the propOSition that the stu 
of the national question in the Russian revoluti 
gives specific illumination to the Negro, questi 
in the United States, except in that it reveals 
qualitative difference between them. 

3. Essentially, only the complete Victory 
fascism in the U.S. could transform the mov 
ment for direct assimilation through immedi~ 
equality into one of racial independence. 

''' ... 
4. The dual nature of the Negro struggle aris 

from the fact that a whole people regardless 
class distinction are the victims of discriminatic 
This problem of a whole people can be solv 
only through the proletarian revolution, under t 
leadership of the working cl\1:ss. The Neg 
struggle is therefore not the s~me as the cIa 
struggle, bUt in its independent character 
allied to the working class. 'Because of the ind 
pendent form of the Negro movement, it does I 

thereby become a national or separatist strugg 
but draws its laws of development from 
character as a racial struggle against segregati 
and discrimination. 

5. The question of self-determination is not 1 
question which is at stake, in the Negro struggl 

6. We have in, our resolution and in the pa 
consciousness on the Negro question, as expres~ 
by Comrade Breitman, a conception of Ne~ 
nationalism and the importance of the idea 
Negro self-determination. I believe that t 
should be ,combated and eliminated. First, 1 
cause it is dialectically incorrect. Second, 1 
cause most Negroes are hostile to it on a co 
pletely progressive basis., Third, because 
teaches white workers nothing but tends to confi 
them in their traditional race prejudice. 

In conclUSion, 1 wish to thank Comrade BrE 
man for his reply, which in its own way ... 
straight-forward and, more revealing than I J 

antiCipated. I hope that he will not consider t 
it has revealed more to me than is justified 
its content or by direct implication. 

, Los Angeles 
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be only a lie." 

"'" -by L.D. Trotsky. quoted in the
SWP 1948-50 Negro Resolution 

~ 

I. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

The Negro Question has been posed before the 
arty for exceptional consideration and with in
reasing sharpness as the gap has widened over 
tle 'past ten years between the rising"level of 
fegro struggle and the continuing qualitatively 
ess intense general ,Trade Union activity'. 

, Basic Theory: National or Race-Color Issue? 
Breitm~n ~s. Kirk, 1954-57 
To our understanding, what was involved then 

'as a shading of theoretical difference. Breitman 
aw the Negro people as the embryo of a nation 
oward whom the right of self-determination was 
,cknowledged but not' yet, at least, advocated. 
~rk interpreted the Negro question as a' race 
ssue which, under conditions of historic catas
rophe (e.g., fascism victorious) could be trans
ormed into a national question. Hence he agreed 
o the support of self-determination should it be
ome a requirement in the Negro struggle but he 
.ssumed it could conceivably arise only under 
'astly altered conditions. Both parties agreed to 
he inappropriateness of self-determination as a 
: logan of the party then. ' , 

The present writers agree essentially with 
~rk'sView of the time, in particular with the 
955 presentation, "For the MaterialiSt' Con-

:,'1 
, 

ception of the Negro Question" (SWP Discussion 
Bulletin A-30, August 1955). We concur,io noting 
the absence among the ,,Negro people,:of those 
qualities which cou~d create a separate pol~tical 
economy, however embryoni,c ,or stunted. 'rhis 
absence explains why the mass thrust for Negro 
freedom for over a hundred years has been toward 
smashing the barriers to an egalitarian and all
sided integration" But integration into what ,kind 
of social structure? Obviously only into one that 
can, sustain that integration. This is the powerful 
reciprocal contribution of the Negro struggle to 
the general clp.ss struggle. 

It is the most vulgar impresS'ionismto"see in 
Negro moods of isolationist despair over the win
ning of real pOints '-'of support from other sections 
of society today as some kind of process to trans
form the forms of oppressive segregation'into a 
protective barrier, behind which will 'occur the 
gestation 'of a new nation. Negro Nationalism in 
ideology and origins is somewhat akin to Zionism 
a~ it was from the turn of the century until the 
Second World War. The large Negro ghettos of 
the Northern cities are the breeding grounds for 
this ideology among a layer'of petit-bOurgeois or 
declassed elements 'who vicariously imagine that 
segregated reSidential areas can be the germ 
sources fpr a new state in which they will exploit 
("give jobs to") black workers; Hence'it is that 
separatist moods or currents among Negroes have 
a very different foundation and significance than 
as a., national struggle. 

-Reprinted from SWP Discussion Bulletin Vol. 24, No. 30, July 1963 
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As for the specific issue of self-determination, 
we find that the 1957 party resolution ,makes a 
good and balanced formulation: 

"Theoretically the profound growth of national 
solidarity and national consciousness among the 
Negro people might under certain future condi
tions give rise to separatist demands. Since mi
nority people have the 'democratic right to self
determination» socialists would be obliged to sup
port such demands should they reflect the mass 
will • .Yet even uader these circumstances social
ists would continue to advocate integration rather 
than separation as the best 'solution of the race 
question for Negro and white workers alike. While 
upholding the right of self-determination, they 
would continue to urge an allfance of the Negro 
people and the working class to tiring about a 
socialist solution of the civil rights problem with
in the existing national framework." 

2. From Theoretical Weakness to 
Current Revisionism 
However, it is of immediate importance to point 

out that this background dispute is far from the 
central issue in our criticism of the 1963 Political 
Committee Draft Resolution, "Freedom Now: the" 
New Stage in the Struggle for Negro Emancipa
tion and the Tasks of the SWP." Thusthe 1948-50 
party resolution, titled "Negro Liberation Through 
Revolutionary Socialism," even though it contains 
the theoretical outlook that Breitman upheld, is 
a solidly revolutionary document in its intent and 
aims. What has happened tn the interval·is simply . 
that ·the present party Majority has made the 
earlier theoretical weakness the-point of departure 

. for the profound degradation now arrived at in the 
1963' Majority document of the role of the working 
class in the United States and of its revolutionary 
Marxist party as well. With evident loss of·confi
dence in a revolutionary perspective by its au
thors, the essential revision in the 1963 draft is, 
howe:ver qualified, nothing other than the substitu
tion of the axis of struggle. as oppressed versus 
oppressor to replace class ,versus claS8' •.. 

3. The'1963 Revisionism 

The essence ofwhatis "new" is found in the fol
lowing portions· of the 1963 PC draft: 

"But here, as in Mrica, the liberation of the Negro 
'people requires that the Negroes organize them

selves independently, and controftheir own strug
gle, and not permit it to be subordinated to any 
other consideration or interest. 

"This means that the Negroes must achieve the 
maximum unity of their forces-in a strong and' 
disciplined nationwide movement or congreSs of 
organizations, and ideological unity· bas.ed on'" 
dividing, expOSing and isolating gradualism and 
other tendencies emanating from their white 'sup
pressors. This p has e of the process is now 
beginning. 

and 

"Having united their own forces, the independl 
Negro movement will then probably undertake 1 
tasks of division and .alliance. It will seek w~ 
to split the white majority so that the Negro d 
advantage of being a numerical minority can 
compensated for by division and conflict onl 
other side.· [emphasis added] 

"The general alliance between the labor movem 
I, 'and the Negro fighters for liberation can be pi 

pared for and preceded by the cementing of fi 
working unity between the vanguard of the Nel 
struggle and the socialist vanguard of the work 
class represented by the Socialist Workl 
Party." 

The lesser sin of this schema of the future 
the Negro struggle is the complete ·capitulatiol 
Negro nationalism. (For one to see this vivie 
re-read the quotations above· substituting, s 
"Algerian" for "Negro" and "French" f 
"whites. ") It is serious enough that the draft I 

visions no effort to compete with the black I 

. tionalists' understandable reaction to liber 
pacifist toadying. Certainly it is the dUty of Ma 
ists to struggle to separate militant eleme 
from a regressive ideology. To say that the Nel 
struggle must not be subordinated to any ot: 
consideration is to deny proletarian internaU< 
alism.' Every struggle, without exception, acqui 
progressive significance only in that it furth 
directly or indirectly the socialist revolution 
ternationally. Any struggle other than the worke 
class struggle itself has, at best, indirect val 
Lenin and the RUssian Bolsheviks were obliga 
to wage a two-front ideological dispute in or 
to free the revolutionary vanguard from n: 
conceptions on this score-against the pe 
bourgeois nationalist socialists who saw the 
tional struggle as having a progressive histor: 
significance in its own right; and against' 
sectarian view bf Rosa Luxemburg and the wo 
erst party in Poland which, from the corl 
premise that the nation-state had become re 
. tionary in the modern world drew the ov 
simplified and errOneous conclusion-"aga 
self-determination (for Poland). " Leninpointed 
that independent working class involvement ill 
struggle for national self -determination in seV4 
important ways furthered the class ;struggle 
thereby acquired justification. Similarly Tr01 
pointed out that defense of the Soviet Union 
subordinate to and a. part of the proletarian rE 
lution . internationally and that in the event 4 
clash of interests the .particular lesser interl 

. of the part (and a degenerate part at that) WI 

for revolutionists take second place. 
It is worthy of note that the Negro struggl 

America is more directly related to .thec: 
struggle than any essentially national ques 
could be-for the Negro struggle for freedom 
fight by a working class color caste which is 
most exploited layer in this country. Hence 
steps forward in this struggle immediately I 
the class question and the> need for, class strul 



. sharpest form. proach for Marxists.Vnderlyingthis difference in 
The graver consequence of the proposed Ma- method' of treatment is . the closely correlated 

Irity draft is its necessary corollary that the difference between viewing the developments. as 
ajority would see the revolutionary workers' an ,external observer-now given formal codifi
lrty excluded from one .more area of struggle. . cation in the PC draft. resolution-as against 
. their 1961 Cuban question documents the Ma-... conceiving developments .from the standpoint of 
Irity made it clear that for them the Cuban Revo-involvement in their fundamental. solution. For 
Hon and, by implication, in the Colonial Revolu- the Negro 'struggle to ,this solution integr.ally in
on as well, the revolutionary working class party volves ,the, revolutionary· Marxist party, which is 
:, prior to the revolution, a dispensable conven- missing in Breitman's approach to current events. 
:nce. This view has now been explicitly general- . '. ...• • . 
~ed and confirmed by the Majority, as in Section 2. Our POIiIt of Departure-The SociaUst 
J of their "For Early Reunification of the World Revolution ),,,, , ! 
rotskyist Movement": 

"13. Along the ro.ad o.f a revo.lutio.n beginning with ) 
Simple demo.cratic demands and ending in the 
rupture o.f capitalist pro.perty relatio.ns, guerilla 
warfare co.nducted by landless peasant and semi
pro.letarian forces, under a leadership that be
co.mes co.mmitted to. carrying the revo.lutio.n 
thro.ugh to. a co.nclusio.n, can playa decisive ro.le 
in undermining and preCipitating the do.wnfall of 
a co.Io.nial o.r semi-co.Io.nial Po.wer. This is o.ne of 
the main lesso.ns to. be drawn from experience 
since the Second Wo.r ld War. It must be consciously 
incorporated into. the strategy o.f building revolu
tionary Marxist parties in colonial countries." 

By their extension of this line to include the 
egro questionj.n the U.S., the'SWP Majority 'has 
Lade the most ~erious overt denial yet of 'a revo
ltionary perspective. What they have done is to 
priori exclude themselves from struggling for 

Le leadership of a most crucial section of' the 
merican working class, and instead to consign 
lat struggle to a hypothetical parallel united 
egro Peoples' Organization which woulc;l"prob
)ly" one day work with the socialist working class 
~adership in the U.S. In essence the erroneous 
)nclusions"drawn by the Majority from the Cuban 
evolution will now be incorporated into the 
uty's American perspective in the form of 
waiting for a black Castro." Thus the party's 
lpreme responsibility, the American revolu
on,: is being· vitiated! 

****** 

II. TO THE SOCIALIST REVOLUTlON
TH£ BROAD TASKS 

. Method of Objectivism versus 
Analytical Approach· 
In surveying current developments the de

::riptive articles and reports of Breitman have 
een valuable (for example, his "New Trends 
Ild New Moods in the Negro Struggle," SWP 
lscussion Bulletin, Summer 1961). However, the 
laterial is flawed and limited by its shapiIig and 
resentation through 'an approach which is "ob
~ctive, II "soc i 0 log i c·a 1," "descriptive." This 
tands in contrast to the indicated analytical ap-

Our pOint of' departure"comes 'in turn as the 
conclusion that the Negro question is so de'eply 
built into the American capitalist class-structure 
-regionally and nationally-that only A-'the de
struction of existing class relations and the change 
in class dominance-the paSSing Of power into the 
hands of the working class-will suffice to strike 
'at the heart of racism and 'bring about a solution 
both real and durable. Our approach to present 
struggles cannot be "objective.· Rather it rests 

'on nothing other than or less than the criteria of 
what promotes or opposes the socialist 
revolution. . 

Therefore . we can fbid an 'amply sufficient 
point of departure in a key statement of the 1948-
50 resolution: . 

"The primary and ultimate·necessityo.ftheNegro. 
mo.vement is its unificatio.n with the revo.lutio.nary 

'forces under the leaderShip 'of the pro.letariat. 
The guiding forces o.f this unification can o.nly be 
the revolutionary party. ,,' . 

3. Negro Mass Organizations and the· 
Revolutionary Party ,. 

It would be .fool-h~dy and presumptuous to 
seek after any pat scl)emadetailing the road to 
be travelled in going from today' s struggles to our 
,ultimate 'goals. But there are certain qualities 
and elements which, as in all such social strug
gles, do and will ,manifest. themselves along the 
way. 

One such. J;latter is that of the basic approach 
to organizations of ,Negro workers and youth. The 
generality is that ln an American society in which 
large sections of the working people are saturated 
with race hatreds and intolerance of the particu
lar needs of other parts and'strata, special or
ganizations are mandatory for various strata. This 
consideration finds its sharpest expression in the 
Negro struggle. Today in the wake of the upsurge 
in mass civil rights struggles there is a felt and 
urgent need for a broad mass organization of 
Negro struggle f;ree of the limitations, weakness
es, hesitancies, and. sometimes: downright be
trayal which afflict the currently existing major 
competitors. This need will be with us for a long 
time. PartiCipation in the work of building such a 
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movement is a major responsibility for the revo
lutionary party. Very likely along.the way acom
plex and shifting combination of work in already 

, existing . groups and, the building of new organiza
tions will be involved. But as . ..long as. we 'know 
what we are aim.,ing for we can be oriented amidst 
the complexities and vicissitudes of the process. 

At bottom what the Marxists shouldadvocate 
and aim to bring about is a transitional organiza
tion of the Negro ,struggle standing as aconnecting 
link between the party and the broader masses. 
What is involved in working from a revolution
ary standpoint is to seek neither a substitute to 
nor an opponent of the vanguard party, but 
rather a unified formation of the' largely or ex
clusively Negro members of the PartY together 
with the largest number of other militants willing 
to fight for that section of the revolutionary 
Marxist program. dealing with the Negro ques
tion. SUch a movement expresses Simultaneously 
the special needs of the Negro struggle and its 
relationShip to broader. struggles-ultin:iately for 
workers' power. i 

This approach to the special oppression of the 
Negro¥ stems from the tactics of Lenin's and 
Trotsky's Comintern. It was there that the whole 
concept was worked out for relating the' party to 
mass organizations of , special strataunder,condi
tions where t,lle need had become evident and it 
becomes important that such movements contrib
ute to the proletarian class struggle and that 
their best elements be won over to the party 
itself. The militant womens' organizations, revo
lutionary youth leagues, and radical Trade Un
ionists' associations are other examples of this 
form. 

Parenthetically, it should be noted how little 
there is in common between this outlook: and that 
of the 1963 PC draft. Thus even ,in the hypo
thetical case that a separate social and material 
base was somehow created sufficient to gene,rate 
a mass Negro national consciousness, the Bol
shevist response is not just to back away and talk 
of facilitating eventual common work between a 
"them" of that nationality and an "us" of the (white) 
socialist vanguard of the (white) working ClaSs. 
Even if a new state-a separate black Republic
were created, our, Negro ,comrades, even at ,this 
greatest conceivable remove, would become noth
ing other than a new section of; a politically .com
mon international party-the Fourth International. 
And their struggle for" socialism would continue 
to be our cause too. ' 

Viewed from this aspect the current PC draft i 
at once a rationalization and, an accommodatio 
to the weakness of our party Negro forces, ane 
moreover, will exace,rbate this weakness. Thi 
organizational abstentionism is obtrusive in th 
draft's direct implication that it doesn't reall 
matter about the SWP because the Negro movemer 
can get along well enough without the revolutionar 
working class party and one day the Negro van 
guard may turn in our direction anyway. The ke 
paragraph of the PC draft quoted in this artic] 
sums up a permeating thread of the entire resol\] 
tion, places the party's role' as one of fraterru 
relationship between two parallel structures: tl1 
(white) working class and its vanguard on the or 
Side, and the Negro people and their vanguard ( 
'the other. This conception denies . the fundament: 
necessity that the party will lead, must lead, ( 
should even try to lead the decisive section of tl 
working class in America. The resolution giVE 
credence to the concept that "we cannot lead tl 
Negro people~" This is absolutely contradictory' 
a revolutionary p e r s p e c t i v e. Our leadersh 
means the revolutionary class struggle progra 
carried· out by revolutionists in the mass mOV4 
ments, fused into, the revolutionary party • Ju 
as trade. unionists will not join the, revolutional 
party ·if they do not see it as essential to winnil 
the struggle, so Negro fighters for liberation wJ 
not join the party on any ,basis other than th 
the only road to freedom for them is the revol1 
tionary. socialist path of struggle through the con 
,bat army. Negro militants will not see any. al 
vantage in joining a party which says in effe< 
"We, cannot lead the Negro pe~le. We are t 
socialist vanguard of the white working class, a 
we think it is nice to have fraternal relatio 
with your vanguard (that of the liberati> 
movement). " 

Likewise, once we have recruited Negro mil 
tants to the party, the line expressed in the ] 
draft serves 'not to help them to develop as Trc 
skyistcadre and to recruit other black worke 
on the basis of our program, but rather WO\ 
serve to waste and mislead them. When the pal 
denies its role of leadership of the black masSE 
then for what reason do we need a black Trotsky: 
cadre? The logiC of this position' means tl 
there is no role for a Negro as a party memb 
that" differs from that he could play without ente 
ing the party, or, as' in the case of the positi 
taken on southern work, membership in the pal 
would actually isolate him .from. important are 
of work because "the party is not needed ther4 4. Toward a BlilckTrotskyist Cadre 

" Some comrades, in response to the criticisl 
:Toreturn' to the realities of the Negro strug,- made;here, will say that the party is not giyj 

gle as it is and,to the SWP as it is, there is one . up a revolutionary perspective, but is only be: 
vital element without which the basic working pro- 'realistic and facing the fact that the majority 
gram remains I a, piece of· paper as far as actual our, memberShip is white and that we have onl: 
involvement in the, struggle is concerned. That tiny and weak Negro cadre. We must seek to 1 
element is an existing section, however modest, come in reality what we are in theory, rather tl 
of Negro party members functioning actively and the reverse-i.e., adapting our program to a s~ 
... n lU4 ,...11... in th", mnvement for Nellro freedom. ious weakness in composition.. If we take this r< 
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of adaptation the party program in a process of 
gross degeneration will beco.me based on aprivi-
leged section .of . the working class. ~ 

Negroes who are activists in the movement, 
such as, for example, the full-time •. militants 
around SNCC, are ~very day formulatipg concepts 
of struggle for the movement. The. meaning of the 
line of .the PC draft is that we are not interested 
in recruiting these people to our white party be
cause we have the revolutionary socialist program 
for the section of the working class of which we 
are the vanguard, and they (Negro militants) must 
lead their own struggle, although we would like to 
have fraternal relations with them. This· is the 
meaning of the PC draft. 

To the concept .of the white party must be coun
terposed the concept of the revolutionary party. 
For if we are only the former, then black workers 
are misplaced in the SWP. There are three main 
elements which we recruit to the party: minority 
workers, white workers, and intellectuals. In the 
process of the work which brings these elements 
to the party there are special considerations,which 
must be made with reference to the suspicions of 
minority peoples ("white caution") in regard to 
personnel, etc. However, once inside the party 
w.e. are all only revolutionists. All of " these ~le
ments are fused in the struggle to achieve the 
revolutionary program into revolutionists who as a 
whole make up the revolutionary party. Thus the 
·white caution" in' Negro organizations is wrong 
inside the party. An internal policy of "white 
caution" equals paternalism, patronization, crea-

tion of "party Negroes, "etc., and has,· no place 
in a Bolshevik party. 

The statement by Trotsky, quoted at the head 
of this article, that if ,the SWP cannot find the 
road to the Negroes then it is not worthy at all, 
finds its concurrent counterpart in the choice now 
before us. Either the revolution~ perspective 
in the U.S. has become blunted and lifeless or 
else its expression today as a living aim of the 
party pivots, in the context of relative working
class passivity and active Negro struggle, upon 
the development of a black Trotskyist cadre. 

The principal aim of this article is to . show 
that this deficiency in forces is not the fault of 
objective conditions-isolation and the like-but 
is rooted in the complex of related political and 
organizational faults. stemming from a loss of 
confidence and orientation toward the proletarian 
revolution by the SWP Majority. 

* * * * * *. 
[Because of the pressures of other work upon the 
authors, the last two sections of this article have 
not been completed in time ·for the bulletin dead
line even in the rough form of the first sections. 
The sections which it had been hoped to include 
are: 

III.THE PARTY 

(1) External and inner partyaspectBofwinning 
and building a Negro cadre. ,.. 

(2) Against "ours is a.whiteparty" andagainst 
patronization. .: i 

(3) Qualitative difference of required approach 
inside and outside the party. . 

(4) Priorities in Negro work-defining the most 
recruitable layers by the party. . 

,'~ 

. ,IV. MASS WORK TODAY 

(1) Essential and common flaw in agitation 
based on either "Federal Troops to the South!" or 
"Kennedy-D e p u ti z e and Arm Birmingham 

. Negroes!" .' 
(2) Against Union decertification hearings as 

a way to fight Jim Crow; for mass picketing 
to break racial exclusion 'in unions.' 

(3) Specific aims and balance of our work
, North and South. 

(4) Appraisal of existing organizations, in
cludi.ng SNCC, the Muslims, etc. 

In lieu of these developed sections, we are 
concluding with a few fragmentary notes. It is 
our hope that the coming party Convention will 
act to continue a·literary discussion follOwing 
the Convention in the fast changing Negro Ques-
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tion. In addition, for a brief statement of views 
on mass work, attention is directed to the Minor
ity Tendency's amendment to the PC draft on 
the / American 'Question (in Discussion Bulletin 
Vol. 24, No. 23, Jun~ 1963).] 

1. The Black Muslims are, with many contra
dictions, primarily a religious organization. Their 
political activity is primarily limited to the 
propaganda sphere. They do not have a program 
for., struggl~ to meet- the demands of the black 
maSBe8' in the community today, although their 
promise of political candidates would represent . 
somewhat of a turn., We take exception to com
rade Kirk's statement that, "The. foundation of 
the Muslim movement is basically a'reflex of 
the lumpen proletariat to gradualism,. to the be
trayal of the intellectuals and the default of the 
union movement." The Muslim movement has a 
petit-bourgeois program-black business, black 
economy, separate on this basis, for this goal, 
is the answer to the oppression. Their internal 
organization is bureaucratically structured, with 
heavy financial drainage on the rank-and-file 
membership to the enrichment of "The Mes
seng,ar." On the other hand, while they call to 
all levels of black society, bUSinessmen, workers, 
even socialists and communists, as long as they're 
black" in reality the appeal is attractive mainly 
to the working"class and especially to the lumpen 
layers, but they' are no longer lump en when they 
join the movement. One tendency of the leader
ship ,represented by Malcolm X condemns Ameri
can Jcapitalist society and,' shows favor toward 
Cuba and Red China as opposed to Chiang Kai
sheko Another tendency claims that international 
affairs don't concern them and the black man's 
problems in America have no relation to the 
Cuban Revolution, etc. It is' realistic to expect 

" that we may be able to win some of its periphery 
and membership to the revolutionary program, 
but because of the religiOUS, non-action oriented, 
exacting and bureaucratic nature of the organi
zation, this can best be done through discussion 
and common action where pOSSible, rather than 
on the inside. 

2. R. Vernon as prosecuting attorney of "The 
White-Radical Left on Trial." 

In his article comrade Vernon states: "The 
absurdity of a Militant talking trade unions' and 
Negro-White unity at the same time that it 
sounds like the very voice of the depths of the 
Negro ghetto is offered with a straight face." 
This is, but one blatant indication that comrade 
Vernon is not making criticism from the point 
of view of a revolutionary and does not see the 
struggle for socialism-the class, struggle-as 
having any essential connection to the Negro 
struggle for equality. Vernon's current writings 
"Why White Radicals are Incapable of Under~ 
standing Black Nationalism" and "The White-

... Radical Left on Trial," are based on the premise, 
or" attempt to prove, that Marxism and( revolu-

UPI 

Malcolm X Elijah MUhammad, leader 
of the Black Muslims.) 

tionary socialism have no place in the struggJ 
of the most explOited section of the Americ~ 
working class, nor in the colonial revolution eitl: 
e.r. For Vernon the building of a· revolutionaI 
partyalming toward the American revolutic 
is at best irrelevant and international workir 
class solidarity meaningless. In short, there i 
little in . comrade Vernon's articles that is com 
mon to Marxism. Furthermore, his viewsaI 
saturated with the spirit of the treachero\l 
justification "that ours is a white socialist revolu 
tionary party" -the logic of which fa liquidationis' 

Lest any comrades think we are too harsh i 
criticizing Vernon as having theoretically SUI 
rendered to black Nationalism and rejected Man 
ism (with or without quote marks), letthem ponde 
such a remark as, "The problem of revolutionar 
nationalism has never been dealt with adequate] 
in any Marxist or 'Marxist' movement anywher. 
Lenin only scratched the surface .••• " Of th 
entire, penetrating, historically verified theor 
of the Permanent Revolution, Vernon says not 
word! Yet, above all, Trotsky's theory tackle 
"the problem of revolutionary nationalism" an 
lays bare its solution. 

Moreover, even if "Lenin only scratched th 
surface," our luck has finally turned. Verno 
coolly informs us that the SWP'has now prove 
its unique worth: "It is the only group whos 
internal life can, and did, produce the ww: 

'['Why White Radicals.o. '] document •.•. " Ap 
parently Vernon, the author of WWR, has capi 
tulated to his own ego even more fully than t 
nationalism!' 

We are happy to accept comrade Vernon' 
finding that the Tendency we support is the mOl 
distant from his views of any in the party. 

****** 
July 3, 19€ 



·he Negro Struggle .and 
he: Crisis of Leadership :~" 

" 

tAFT R'ESOLUTIONON CIVIL RIGHTS .. 
i, 

'l'i 

~mitted by D. Konstan, A. Nelson, 
d S. Stoute ' , 

"In the politics of Marxism the tactic$ of the day, 
as "'well as the strategy for the long run, /low 
from a theory which, in turn, is a generalization 
of previous experience in the evolution of class 
society in general and of capitalism in particular. " 
l emphasis added]" .' 

-James P. Cannon, The Road to Peace, p. 15 
1'," 

"For the proletariat, however, [national] demands 
are subordinate to the interests of the class 
str\lggle. " 
, '.:". - V.I. Lenin, The Rigfltof Nations to 

" Self-Determination, p.23 

(1) The new ltvel of militancy Teached by the 
5ro people in their struggle for equality sharp
; the: contradictions of capitalist society, high
uts the problem of the crisis of leadership, and 
nishes the; first significant breakthrough for the 
:1:icipation of revolutionary soci&.lists, espe
llyyouth, in struggle Since the :post-war reac
n. However, the peculiar racial distortibns of 
lerican proletarian consciousness, in addition 
the oppressive lag of organized labor in 'the 
'uggle, pose the special problem of tactics and 
~anizational forms which can serve to unite the 
lerican working class to overthrow capitalism. 
(2) This difficulty is, further compounded by the 
:t that the NEC Maj,ority has a basically false 
j disorienting theory on the Negro movement, 
ich essentially holds that integration is a 
lerely" bourgeois demand, far surpassed by 
lck nationalism which is profoundly revolution
'f and inevitably drives, under its own steam 
d without Marxist leadership, toward socialism; 
, thus have a reliable, though non-Marxist, ally. 
fUrther consequence of this "theory" is that the 
ruggle in the south is of, secondary importance; 
re again, moreover:, objective conditions are 
pposed to give birth to a revolutionary leader- , 
ip, and thus our presence in the south'is entirely 
necessary. It is "sUfficient," we are told, for 
a YSA to endorse SNCG without reserve, and 
th the assistance of the federal government and 
thoroughly confused misrepresentation of the 
rmanent revolution, Trotskyist leadership be
mes utterly dispens~ble. 

1'.1.1-' 

(3) The labor bureaucrats well served their 
masters-the American capitalist' class""':when 
they failed to extend the organizational drive of 
theCIO into the south, and when they divided labor 
in organized areas by permitting and encouraging 
discriminatory practices in ,the unions. The pat
tern of'struggle for the American' working class 
was in large measure determined by these de
feats. While thlHabor bureaucracy conservatively 
maintained its privileges by ignoring the needs 
of the ;most oppressed layer or caste of the work
ing class, the Negro people~lost confidence in 
their white allies an(i'grew prepared totakeinde-' 
pendent action to secure equality. 

(4) The Korean War, like all wars, speeded up 
social processes, increa.sing the militancy and 
consciousness of the Negroes and leaving in its ' 
wake the palliative Supreme Court deCision on 
segregation in 1954. Legalistic tactics were sur
passed when the Negro people in Montgomery dis
covered the weapon of the economic boycott; "they 
pushed the whole movement towards a higher 
stage of development" (The Class Struggle Road 
to Negro Equality, p. 10). Furthermore, the grow
ing independence movement in Africa increased 
the confidence and consciousness of the Negro 
masses in America. The next major tactical 
development in the Negro struggle was the sit
ins, which spread throughout the country. 

(5) However, in the bosom of this new militant 
movement there erupted the same infection which 
had corrupted labor's drive toward integration: a 
conservative bureaucracy which took root in the 
absence of revolutionary leadership. Thus the 
tactics of self-defense, against violent racist 
attack, of .Robert F. Williams, which are vitally 
necessary to furthering the struggle in the south, 
and which have been deliberately hushed up by the 
bourgeois press, were opposed and condemned by 
the conservative leaders of the Negro movement. 

(6) Mass pressures have r.esulted in !he limited 
radicalization of the older civil rightsorganiza
tions, such as the NAACP and CORE" despite the 
repressive efforts of the bureaucratic leade'r
ships" while new militant organizations have been 
formed in response to the needs1 and aspirations, 
of. sections of the Negro people (SNCC, SCLC, ' 
RAM in Philadelphia, etc.). 

(7) Moreover, the recent period has seen the 

-Reprinted from YSA Discussion Bulletin ,Vol. 7, No.5, August 1963 
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rapid growth of the.nationalist (separatist) move
ment. However, nationalism \must be seen as a 
product of the crisis of leadership in the northern 
movement. (Note: nationalism i's a popular term 
which does not lend itself to scientific or con
crete definition.' I~ may refer generally to anti
white feelings or to strong sympathies with the 
African independence movement [LCA]. In some 
circles it has been generalized to mean simply 
militancy. MQst. specifipally it refers to separatist 
movements organized along racial lines.'\This 
sense is the only one which has any meaning\for 
Marxists. The movement best representing n'a-· 
tionalism today is the Muslims.) . 

(8) Nationalism, is a bourgeois 'demand. Its 
economic base lies in the need for subject na- . 
tionalities to liberate and organize themselves in 
order that commodity exchange (capitalism) may 
develop more freely. and rapidly. It can be sup
ported, from 'an independent proletarian point of 
view which fosters no illUSions of patriotism or 
national superiority, only when the oppressed na
tion has a nascent economy which is kept from· 

. development by oppression. In the oppressor 
nation,. the right to self-determination may be 
advocated as a counter-measure to chauvinism • 

. When the problem of nationalism is posed in 
its classical Leninist form, it becomes apparent 
that separatism. is not in· itself a revolutionary 
demand, requiri~ the unconditional support ·of ' 
Marxists. 

(9) The separatist demand of the Muslims, 
their advocacy of, ,the building of a separate black 
economy, and their dangerous abstentionism with, 
respect to the mass integration struggle are 

View of the 1963 civil 
rights march on Wash •. 
IngtOn, D.C., In front 
of the Lincoln Memor • . 
lal. 

utopian" and petty-bourgeois. The class base of 
their ideology is the petty-bourgeoisie of the 
northern big-city ghettos (especially New York 
and Chicago). 

(10) The Muslim movement is fundamentally 
a religious organization. It is dominated by a tight 
bureaucratic structure. This makes it virtually 
impossible to work within the movement. Never
th~leSs, the Muslims have a broad appeal to the 
black working class, which is perhaps the domi
nant element in their composition. This is due 
ultimately to the lag in consciousness and lack 
of revolutionary leadership in the labor move
ment; to the absence of an alternative Negro 

.revolutionary leadership and organization; and to 
the . Muslims' vitriolic denunciation of "white 
SOCiety" plus their assertive self-confidence, 
which correspond to the new mood of the Negro 
people. We can best reach the working class 
elements ,in the Muslims by working with them 
when pOSSible, defending them against the at
tacks of the capitalist government; at the same 
time we must publish critical appraisals of their 
ideology' in our press., exposing its petty -bourgeois 
content. 

(11) Existing civil rights organizations are 
naturally responding to the heightened conscious
ness oftpe Negro masses. The NAACP, for ex
ample, has experienced a "revolt of the youth" 
at its. last. ,convention in Chicago, July 1-6. A 
new turn .in the northern movement has been 
marked by the fight against racism in the unions 
and the mass picketing of construction sites. 
Another example of the, turn to mass action<fS 
Philadelphia'.;CORE's' current fight against thE 

'. #-



m-lords. CORE has also made efforts to sup-
1: SNCC's work in the south, and is the pri
,ry vehicle of militancy in the "united. front" 
~anization which has continued to picket the 
wnstate Medical Center construction'site in 
w York City despite the withdrawal of support 
the"ministe rs after Rockefeller's token' 

)posals. '~ .' 
(12) The rise in militancy of the masses and> 
changes reflected in the leadership show many· 

itradictions; thus while a section ·of the leader- . 
p of Philadelphia CORE still firmly upholds the 
:trine of non-violence, and tends to eschew 
ss demonstrations, the leadership as a whole 
rertheless busily mobilizes an angry mass and 
,ds 'it in militant actions. These contradictions 
ord .an incomparable opportunity for revolu-' 
nary socialists. 
(13)IOur general task in the coming period 
,stbe to recruit a black Trotskyist youth cadre ' 
the YSA. We do this by participating in the • 
'il rights organizations openly as revolutionists ' 
nting for militant mass actions. The basic 
thod of Trotskyists working within these or
lizations is clearly to establish left-wing revo
ionary caucuses by means of a transitional 
)roach embodying a succ.ession of concrete 
)grammatic slogans. The long-range perspec-
e is of coursell,to develop an alternative leader
p based on class struggle solutions in these 
>ups; this inevitably involves a polarization 
1 confrontation of political tendencies, which 
preparatory to a split of revolutionary from 
n s e r vat i v e petty-bourgeois forces in the 
~anization. 
(14) The speclfic programmatic slogans must 
geared to the particular circumstances and 

~anization. In the north, general slogans may 

A) A pre-arranged percentage of all ne'Yly 
'ed apprentices or laborers must belong to 
norities (Negroes and Puerto Ricans or Mexi
is)-CUt the hours of work sufficiently to pro
le jobs for all, with no cut in pay. 
B) Workers themselves, throughtheirweapons 
mass action (picketing, sit-downs, demonstra
ns) must reform their class organizations; 
linst decertification suits. 
C) Demonstrations m u s t con ti n u e despite 
)mises by government officials until the specific 
'ms agreed upon by the membership have been 
~t; against Cecil B. Moore-New York ministers 
,e of sell-out. 
D} End all restrictions employed to soften 
nonstrations-against strait-jacket approach of 
, bureaucrats (the March on Washington). 
E) End support to traditional capitalist parties. 
F) SUpport independent Negro candidates and 
~ialist candidates who run on principled pro- . 
lms of civil rights. " 
G) For independent political action by minority <' 

)ples for civil rights'. 
(l5},The southern region of ~e United states 

is a doubly explOited area: the average wage is 
apprOximately half that of the northern region. 
This is made' possible by the absence or weak
ness of unions, and by widespread racial antag
onisms. It is only the super-exploitation of the 
Negroes which, in the era of imperialist deCline, 
maintains a tense stability in the south. 

(16) The. contraction of the world market, and 
increasing foreign competition are responsible 
for the drastic cuts in American steel produc
tion: steel factories are currently operating, it 
is well known, at less than 50% capacity. In 
Birmingham, primarily a, steel town with the 
highest concentration of proletarians in the United 
States, the contraction of steel output and auto
mation, have ,resulted in a major unemployment 
crisis. Negroes are the first to be laid off in
dustrial jobs, when they have them (about half 
the union locals in Birmingham have no Negro, 
members at all-a fact which is not true of in
dustrial unions in the north). Worse than this, 
Negroes now face unfair competition in local 
menial jobs from unemployed whites-whites in., 
variably get preference. There is thus an army 
of frustrated and angry unemployed Negroes in 
Birmingham. ' 

(l7) Against this background, enter the petty
bourgeois ministers, raiSing their petty
bourgeois demands (one sales clerk position, etc.). 
Committed to non-violence and fearful of prole
tar ian m 11 it a n c y, the King-Shuttleworth
Abernathy leadership have only one weapon: to 
put pressure on the big bourgeoisie-represented 
by the :,·ifederal government-to intervene on their 
behalf.Tke federal government (i.e:; Robert Kep.
nedy and Roger Blough) can act at the expense of 
the local bourgeoisie to head off future demonstra
tions by granting the mildest, most meaningless 
concessions. Nevertheless, because racism is an 
essential divisive ., factor in the working class 
which is propping up American capitalism in the 
epoch of its decay" it is impossible for the big 
bourgeoisie to grant any' significant demands. The 
only action by the Kennedys in the Birmingham 
crisis was sending troops-directed against the 
Negro community rather than to protect them. The 
latest civil rights bill is such a farce as to have 
received vehement criticism from the NAACP and 
the'l1rbanLe3.gge. . ', .. 

(18) Utterly frustrated by the suffering en
dured for the sake of King's utterly inSignificant 
demands, and enraged to see even these bargained 
away ~thout a struggle, the upemployet!- workers, 
who previously had stood on the Sidelines, took 
the inc.ident~f a bom~d motel to vent their anger 
in violent resistance. The responsibility for this 
undirected violence, and' for the subsequent cam
paign of terror against the Negroes which has 
been waged and is being waged. in Birmingham, 
must be laid to King. While it is true that King's 
leadership has been largely discredited, the price 
was very high-possibly widespread demoraliza
tion. (See statement by James Foreman. executive 
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secretary of S~G, concernirtg·· Birmingham in 
National Guardian, May 30, 1963: "The usual ef
fect of long' waiting periods after a few conces
sions is to kill the Movement~") 

(19) Even though SNCC, which is not homo
geneous, has maintained its militancy and its 
attachment to the aspirations of the masses, 
events like the Birmingham crisis are entirely 
beyond the scope of the organization because of 
its formal'commitment to non-violence and its 
self-imposed limitations on its perspectives. 

(20) SNCC is the most viable part of the south
ern civil rights movement. Its cadre continually 
come into conflict with NAACP, CORE and the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (King). 
Its statement of purpose is a credo of non;.., 
violence, but people of different ideologies are not 
excluded. SNCC does not have a worked out pro
gram but their workers condemn the "black bour
geoisie" and orient toward the poor masses. 
They have very close ties with. SOS, which is 
practically dominated by YPSL, and with SCEF. 
SNCC is the left wing of the southern civil rights 
movement, and it is a movement which we should 
be a part of. 

(21) The SNCC leadership is every day for
mulating concepts .of struggle for the movement. 
The empirical changes in orientation stem from 
their experience in the day to day struggle alone. 
While this cadre is militant and is tied, to the 
aspirations of the black masses,.it harbors many 
Ulusions as to the nature of the oppressor, the 
nature of capitalist society, and therefore the 1 

nature of the struggle itself. From this flows an 
incorrect conception of the methods necessary to. 
effectively, combat racism. 

(22) The masses of black workers and the, 
SNCG leadership and ranks will not pragmatically 
come to understand and adopt the, science of 
Marxism simply by virtue of their militancy and 
readiness to grasp any. methods within their .reach ' 
that they find may be necessary to the forward 
surge of the fight. They are groping for answers, 
and some of the more conscious of them have 
picked . up pieoes of phraseology without fully 
comprehending their significance whic.h seem on 
the surface to indicate the necessity to change 
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system; but this must not be mistaken for a A) For organized self-defense movements in 
:l revolutionary class consciousness. . southern cities-for the tactics of Robert F .• Wil-
:23) The rising upsurge' and militancy of the' liams; against federal military intervelJ-t},on, '¥,hiC;h 
:!k revolt and the contradictory and confus.ed, ' ~always supports the status quo. . 
ping nature of what is now the left wing in the . B) Against .discrimination in unions and in
lTement provide the revolutionary' vanguard '" d~stries-especially companies with government 
1 fertile soil and many >opportunities to plant contracts or subsidies~' ."W ' ':e: 

seeds of revolutionary socialism. Our task C) For drives for union organization. 
to create a Trotskyist tendency in the broad D) For independent political organization-

wing of the movement, while building that make voter registration meaningful. 
wing. Our ideas will help the movement, (26) The most oppressed stratum c,>f the work-' 

hurt it. We must consider non-intervention in ing class is in motion. It struggles bravely but 
crisis of leadership a crime of the worst sort. blindly to remove the unbearable burden of capi

(24) It is our duty to send a small fraction of talist explOitation from its shoulders. There is 
\ers to work conSistently in the south in SNCC. only one program which can point the way to the 
l task of this fraction should be to establish Negro masses north and south: Trotskyism, the 
llf as a part of the movement by proving its vanguard consciousness of the proletarians of all 
ication and devotion through hard work. We the world. The' American working class still idles 
uld seek to recruit individuals through ex- in a false and quickly dissipating security; the 
sive discussion with militants whileprojecting doubly explOited Negro caste has special demands 
the movement as a whole certain immediate corresponding to its peculiar t;1eeds and the per
'grammatic demands, as well as transitional vading crisis of leadership. These circumstances 
aands, to be adopted. We work in these move- dictate special organizational forms which reflect 
Gts because we want to fight racism in practice the independent activity of the Negroes. Ins es-, 
well as in theory, because we 'know thant sential that Trotskyists help crystallize and guide 

>DIy through the socialist revolution that racism these transitional forms, preserving the inde~ 
,be wiped out. To build the revolutionary van- pendence of the black proletariat from bourgeois 
.rd is to participate inandbuildarevolutionary influences, and preparing the Negro people for the 
dership of the~current struggles of the working task which they will share with the white sector 
ss-of the fight for Negro liberation. In the of the working 'class-the revolutionary trans'
Irse of these struggles the cadres of the world formation of society. " 
'olution will be built. " ,'. New. York 

~!Jgust 18, 1963 (25) Qeneral demands in the south must be: , l~i( I 
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The Secret War Between 
, ,I; 

Brother Klonsky and Stalin' 
(and·· who won) 

The following document was written for a Stu
dents for a Democratic Society (SDS) regional 
conference by Spartacist League comrades. in the 
Sooth; later~copies of the polemic, with an intra
ductionand entitled Mike Klonsky Versus Brother 
Stalin, were distributed at ,the June 1969 SDS 
Convention. 

Trotskyists loathe Stalin, and after his earliest 
years we do not consider his views Marxist. 
Marxism and the National Question was a viable 
referenc.e for two reasons: this was Klonsky's 
"theoretical" cover for his own separatist views, 
not corresponding to-canon text,' secondly, as the 
document makes clear, Stalin wrote this work, in 
1913 at Lenin's direction and under his editorial, 
tutelage. The work pales in significance compared 
with the subtlety and depth of Lenin's own work on 
nationalities; but if mediocre, Stalin's essay is 
still considered justifiably a theoretical contribu
tion af the Marxist movement. 

But even in terms of his own theory, Stalin 
never had an integrated and systematic view on 
the national Question. The man who shortly before 
the ,Bolshevik Revolution was capable (with aid) of 
stating the Leninist analysis on imperialism and 
the special oppression of minorities cauld, by 
1922, indulge himself in a fierce, great-power 
bureauc ra ti c suppression of Georgia and the 
GeorgianBolsheviks in so crass and ugly a man
'ner that when finally notice of this came to the 
attention of the dying Lenin his'response was to 
recommend to the Central Committee of his party 
that Stalin be removed from the office of its Gen- " 
eral Secretary. i; , 

Our document quotes Stalin to the effect that in 
contradistinction to, the baurgeoisie's attempt to 
prolong the national aspects of social struggle, 
"the class-consciaus proletariat cannot rally un
der the 'national' flag of the baurgeoisie." This . 
is Lenin's politics. Yet the same man who wrote 
that became the architec.t ,of the ,popular front 
with the "progr:essive baurgeoisie" and in China, 
Spain, France and tens of other-places wrecked 
potential communist revolutions by the self-same 
rallying under the "national" flag. Wauld-be rev .. 
olutionaries shauld understand that blind enthu
siasm for "n a t ion a 1 liberation movements" in 
preference to. class s~ggle conceptions leads 
down an old, old road .. heap,ed with the bodies of 

II 

dedicated communists -butchered by their "pro· 
gressive," "liberal" baurgeois allies. Those wh 
seek sustenance in Maothaught shauld remembe' 
that it was Mao, Stalin's greatest living acolyt 
himself, who engineered the political. technique 
that disarmed. the Indonesian working class an 
led to the mass execution of their Communist Par 
ty. Readers af this document shauld nat allow an 
admiration/or Stalin's yauthful Leninist orthodox 
here to blind them to the fact that in whateve 
contemporary guise Stalinism is the syphilis ( 
the'. workers' movement and unless mercilessl 
eradicated will destroy yet another generation c 

yaung revolutionaries. 
'i

" 
b 

Wh~t is self-determination? SOS National Sel 
retary Mike Klonsky says self-determinatil 
means the right of a graup, or apeople, to.deci, 
their own destiny. . 

According to Marxism, seU-determinaU 
means the right of a nation to ibdependence a 
equality in its dealings withothet nations. 

What's the difference? First, the Marxist b 
gins with material reality. Can.this or that gro 
really decide its own destiny? Maybe students a 
soldiers aught to be able to decide 'their 0 
destiny. It might be nice. But these groups ex 
only because they're subsidized by the rest 

'society. Their struggles for political andpersOl 
freedom are necessary and just, but we can'tt: 
about self-determination for a fragment of socic 
that can't support itself. Would a steel mill, unc 
socialism, decide its own destiny? No, the fate 
the mill and the workers would be socially c 
termined by the need for steel, the availability 
ore, the state of technology, the skill and C( 
sciousness of the workers. 

After a succeSSful revolution, does a worke: 
state "de.cide its own destiny"? No. Cuba's dE 
tiny is strongly influenced by U.S. and Sov 
foreign policy. Even if socialism were victori( 
on a world scale, the economiC development 
individual areas and industries would be socia 

. determined on an international basis. 
So, Marxists don't begin by asking whethe 

group wants complete autonomy, or is oppress 
or deserves a break, or fee Is it needs indepeJ 
ence. When a revolutionary says "SE 

-R~~~intp,d from: Snartacist·.No. 13. AU2Ust-September 1969 



:etermination" he isn't talking about abstract or 
topian independence from society by small, 
reak castes-"student power," for example. The ~ 
evolutionary uses "self-determination" to ~de
cribe the right to secede, and the cap:ability to 
)rm a nation, when that struggle for secession 
dvances the revolution-the whole class struggle. 

A ~lack Nation? 

Klonsky says American Blacks are a nation, 
nd· that self-determination,. in the Marxist sense, 
pplies· to their, struggle. In his recent·New Left 
Totes article on SSOC, he says: 

"While I disagree with SSOC's notion of the South 
as a colony, I do believe that the nature of the 
struggle in the South is going to take on special 
characteristics. This is due primarily to the 
historic role of the Black liberation movement in 
the· South and to' the fact that the historical basis 
.tor\·as~parate Black nation lies in the South." [em-
phasis added J . '!. . . 

Of course the South will exhibit special char
cteristics.The revolution in Brooklyn will be 
ery different from the struggle in Queens, for 
lat matter. But is there actually a historical basis 
)r a separatEf. Black nation? Is there now, ''Or' 
1 the future, a'material basis for separatism? 

Brother Klonsky seem's10assume-correctly
.lat most radicals are unaware of just what Marx\;. 
,ts consider constitutes a "nation." At the recent 
soc High School. Conference in Atlanta, he rec
mmended as an authority on the national ques
lon-J. V. Stalin. Lenin, too, considered Stalin an 
uthority on the national question for the Party; 
lat is, until. Stalin's brutal' treatment of the 
reorgian communists, along with other offenses 
gainst the' Bolshevik principle led Lenin to de
lare that Stalin's tenure as General Secretary 
osed grave dangers for the Party. 

StaUn's. Contribution 

A standard work on the national question and 
elf-determination is Stalin's Marxism and the 
rational Question. We reread it. after the con
JSing experience of listening too' Klonsky in At- . 
anta. The National Secretary kept referring to 
self-determination" to support his points. For 
xample, he said that American radicals have no 
ight to criticize the pOlicies of the NLF. That 
rould be imperialism, since their revolution was 
leir own bUSiness.. We were wondering whether 
7e had the right to criticize counter-revolutionary 
oviet policy when he dropped another one
riticism of the Black Panthers indicated a racist 
lentality, since whites had no right to tell the 
nack liberation fighters what to do. 

That sounded consistent, anyway. But the next 
loment Klonsky had nominated the Panthers for 
anguard not only of the Black liberation struggle, 

but the whole American revolution. Now if the 
National Secretary really thought he had no busi
ness critiCizing the Blacks he wouldn't be putting 
the Panthers on a ped,estal at the expens'e of SNCC, 
ELRUM, and many others. He would take his 
own advice, and keep his mouth shut. However, 
no such deviation from character occurred. 

By and by, Klonsky was asked where his theory 
came from. He referred us to Stalin. We had read 
the pamphlet. Someone had a very bad memory. 
Checking the pamphlet would tell us which. When 
we reread Uncle Joe's work, we found that Stalin 
contradicted Klonsky on every pOint. The dif
ferences can't be accounted for by lapse of 
memory. 

Let~s summarize just what Stalin" said about 
the national question in 1913, when his view was 
close to Lenin's. Onc'e people get this straight 
in their minds, Klonsky can ~come forward and 
take credit for developing a new theory of na
tionalism that has nothing to do with the Bolshe
vik crew of amateurs. 

Leninist Criteria 

What constitutes a nation, and once we know 
that, what should we do about it? In Marxism and 
the National Question (Stalin" Works, vol. ii, 
pp. 300-381) Stalin declares that: 

"·A natipn is a historically constituted, stable com
munity of people, formed on the basis of a com
mon language, territory, economic life, and 
psychological make-up manifested in a common 
culture." 

He goes further: 
"It must be emphasized that none of the above 
characteristics taken separately is sufficient to 
define a nation. More than that, it is sufficient 
for a single one of these characteristics to be 
lacking and the nation ceases to be a nation." 

The Bolsheviks thought it was pointless to spend 
a lot of blood trying to get political independence 
for groups which would fall, quickly and totally, 

Mike K lonsky 

i 
~ 
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under the economic domination of some other 
power •. So they defined a nation in such a way as 
to exclude religions, cliques, castes, and any' 
other groups which COUldn't make a go of it inde
pendently. Stalin set down four characteristics, 
and specified that a "nation" must have all of 
them. .' . 

1) Common language 
2) Common territory 
3) Common economic life (with independent 

class structure and means of production organized 
along capitalist lines) 

4) Common psychological make-up; common 
culture 

Now which of these features of I1ationalism is 
shared by Blacks in the U.S.? Do they have a 
common language?' Well, yes: English, like most 

other Americans. Common territory? While the 
South retains a large. Black population, the popu
lation shift of Blacks in the last fifty years has 
been from the rural South into all parts of the 
country, especially into the big Cities,'. many of 
which nOw have Black majorities or near
majorities. The geographical distribution of 
Blacks is increasingly the same as that of the 
U.S. working class as a whole. Psychological 
make-up manifested in a common culture? This 
question lends itself more than the others to sub
jective interpretation; but it seems that what 
common, distinctive culture exists is that of the 
lower, most oppressed stratum of the American 
working class and that section squeezed into the 
ranks of the chronically unemployed. Blacks may 
give the appearance of possessing some degree 
of special, national culture, becauseunlikewhites 
almost all Blacks are working-class; this is a 
class difference in culture, not a • national one. 
Appalachian white workers, or m:igrant agricul
turallaborers, for example, possess a somewhat 
distinct culture as a result of their special niches 

in capitalism's division of labor., 
The forced segregation ·of Blacks in the U.S. 

is another factor lending them the appearance of, 
nationhood. But this. forced segregation from the' 
bulk of the working class, of which they, are 
economically . a part, stands in direct contrast 
to the usual pattern of national oppression: forced 
assimilation. The forced segregation imposed on 
Blacks by a ruling class . seeking to prevent 
working-class unity has impelled Blacks' to ·seek 
integration and equality with the rest of the work
ing class. Separatism is an accommodation to the 
ruling class' tactic of working-Class division 
along racial lines, and' most Blacks know it. 
When they unite in separate Black organizations 
it has usually been to. fight the separatism, the 
appearance of separate nationality, imposed upon 

COMMUNIST LEAGUE 

1930's CommLl1lst, Party map 
of the -Southorn Black: Belt, -
an attempt to prove that 
blacks constitute 0 -natlon.-

I The CP '5 bastardization of 
the Leninist criteria for a 
nation continued In their 
1930 resolution calling for 
self-determl·nation for black's 
in the Black Belt of the South 
This false call for separatlsr 
Is a capitulation to the bour
geoisie's conscious tactic of 
dividing thewo.rking class 
along racial IIpes, and Is a, 
cheap side-stepping of the ' 
tasks necessary to fight dls.
crimination and oppression. 

them by the (white) bourgeoisie. A separatil 
ideology, in its very nature, cannot direct a stru~ 
gle against the segregation which keeps Blacks: 
their doubly oppressed condition. And it's 01 
viously dangerous to imply to racist white workel 
that since Blacks are a separate nation and dE 
serve a separate state, the whites can have 
segregated socialism. This is not different 
principle from SSOC' s organizing workers ; 
Southerners. 

Utopian CultUral Nationalism .' 

People trying to m:ake a case for Black Cultu 
usuany'tell only half, or less than half, of the StOl 
They emphasize escape, insurrection, sabotaj! 

. protest-the whole spectrum of Black resistall 
to oppression. 

. In fact, these traditions are largely absE 
from the Black community.' They are smotheI 
by the culture of humility and submission prom01 
by the preachers and' Uncle Toms. The dem~ 



Uack studies is an attempt by the militants 
tack the dominant ghetto culture, the culture 
lbmission. This situation duplicates that of 
rorking class as a whole: a dominaJ!,t ideology 
ligion and patriotism, promoted by the rulers 
ill their media, and an insurgent culture of 
i struggle preserved by the left and part of 
ibor movement. 
their book B,lack Power, Stokely Carmichael 

;harlesV. }iamilton state: 
'Under classic colOnialism, the colony is a source 
)f cheaply produced raw materials ..... which the 
'Mothe,r ,Country' then processes into finished 
~oods and sells at a high profit-sometimes ba,ck 
:0 the colony itself. The black communities in 
the United States do not export anything except 
f,uman labor." [p.' 6, emphasis added] . : . 

that is a respectable Marxist definition ,not 
nation~colony or otherwise-but of the 

tion of the proletariat under capitalism. 
r of the special features of Black life and 
ciousness . in the U.S. ,follow from the fact 
Blacks' are proletarians like most other 

ricans, only more so; that is, the Black 
bourgeoisie is "extremely small, and the 

[{ big bourgeoisie non-existent. In the epoch 
~caying capitalism there simply iBn't, room 
lew Black Rockefellers. .,. . 
Separate Organization 

re 'Black people simply, working-class, in 
. vas t majority? No. They represent a 
ial'y oppressed color caste within the U.S. 
~ing class. There are other such specially 
essed strata, or "castes,". within tbe work
class, and within the petty bourgeoisie as 
. The special oppression of Blacks is qual
vely similar to that endured by women, 
il, many American Indians (some of whom 
dqualify for a national status 1n the Marxist 
e), and white ethnic minority groups. These 
lples, too, are predominantly working-class 
:omposition, though sometimes less over
minglysothan Blacks. Each of these groups 
lrs special oppression in addition to the 
amental oppression, of the working class 
r' capitalism. 
lodern Bolsheviks, like Lenin's party, do not 
Ise but rather encourage' these groups to form 
:ial organizations to fight their special op
Ision. These organizations and movements do : 
compete with the vanguard party of the whole 
s, but rather are linked to it through their 
t conscious cadre.' What we must oppose is 
dual vanguard concept; the U.S. has a single
'geois state and ruling class, and unifying 
struggles of all capitalism's separate op
Ised groups must be a' single Marxist party. 
{ith Lenin looking over his shoulder, Stalin 
ld probably say that Blacks no longer have a 
mon territory, that language barriers don't 

separate them from most other workers,' that 
their culture is not wiciely divergent either, and 
that, they own nothing but their bodies. He would 
conclude from this that it would be extremely dif
ficult to unite the Blacks around a demand for 
secession. And if secession were accomplished, 
Black workers would stUI be working for white 
capitalists since there is no Black big bourgeoisie, 

. no Black capital. Similarly, Lenin's party opposed 
self-determination for the Jewish ghetto because 
it provide~ no avenue of struggle against the domi
nant institutions of oppression. For this reason 
the Party opposed· the slogan despite the recog
nized special oppreSSion of the Jews underTsar~ 
ism, and despite the existenceofwidespreadanti
Semitism among the less conscious Russian 
workers.' , 

So the Bolshevik'Stalin might say: "Throw in 
with the white workers, struggle against the bosses 
and against the specifiC forms of oppression that 
isolate you and weaken you." ' 

Klonsky cuts through all this nit-picking. He 
states, boldly and clearly, "If you want to secede, 
go ahead. It's your blood, and anyway it's not my 
business to tell you' What to dO." ' 

Let's put another question to Klonskyand Sta
lin: Assuming an oppressed and oppressor nation, 
how should the vanguard party organize? 

Klonsky thinks in terms of two vanguards-one 
Black, one white-with unity at some future date • 

Stalin's views on the vanguard are sort of 
old-fashioned: 

"We know where the demarcation of workers ac-
, cording to nationalities leads to. The disintegra

tion of a united workers'; party, the" splitting of 
trade unions, aggravation of national friction, na
tional strike-breaking, complete' demoralization 
within the ranks of Social-Democracy." 

Simple, isn't it? One ruling class, one vanguard. 
One boss, one union. One bureaucracy ,one caucus 
to fight it. Stalin wouldn't think much of ELRUM, 
with its demands for Black foremen. That would 
seem to him only one step from the demand for' 
Black cops. ' , 

Klonsky is more open-minded and l1beral in his 
approach. He's more modest and diplomatic. He' 
knows his place. 

No Liberal Blank' Checks 

Let's assume Klonsky can persuade us that 
the situation of the American Blacks isanational
liberation question, and furthermore, that it re
quires a separate vanguard.' Would that mean that 
revolutionaries shouldn't criticize the Blackvan
guard? ,The Bolsheviks were notoriqus for fierce 
and uncompromising criticism offoreign vanguard 
parties. Left Wing Communism, An Infantile Dis-" 
order is mostly criticism of the mistakes of 
other vanguards. Lenin considered this interna
tional criticism and debate to be a vital part of 
internationalism. 
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Marxists emphatically do' not support all na
tional demands. They proclaim the right of nations 
to wage their own class struggles, to decide their 
own historic destinies, even to move backward to 
an outmoded social order. But Marxists don't 
abdicate their responsibility to their class, the 
proletariat. They don 't tail-end the self
determination struggle •. They try to direct it po
litically, to lead the national struggle in a direc
tion favorable to the international proletariat and 
the establishment o~ its dictatorship. They don't 
act as yes-men for national movements, ,which 
usually suffer from bourgeois and petty-bourgeois 
leadership. Honest revolutionaries don't issue 
blank checks' of support to anybody~' 

The Bolsheviks adopted an extremely critical 
attitude toward national movements and their 
demands. In the' first section, of the pamphlet 
cited Stalin 0 b s e r.ve s that. nationalism was 
flourishing in 1913;'to the weakening and defeat 
of the proletarian movement internationally. As 
to the Marxist approach, he says: 

"Social-Democracy {will not] support every de
mand of a nation. A nation has the right even to 
return to the old order of things; but this does 
not mean that Social-Democracy will' subscribe 
to such a decision if taken by some institution 
of a particular nation. 'The obligations of Social-

"Democra.cy, which defends the interests of the 
proletariat, ,and the rights 'Of a nation, are two 
different things. 
"This is what essentially distinguishes the policy 
of the class-conscious proletariat from the policy 
of the bourgeOiSie, which attempts to aggravate 
and fan the national struggle and to prolong the 
national movement. , 

" "And that is why the class":conscious proletariat 
cannot, rally under the 'national' flag, of the 
bourgeoisie. " 

Stalinist enthusiaSts for non-proletarian 
"movements of, national liberation around the 
world" (Arab naUonalism,Ben Bella and Bou
medienne, ; Sukarno, Chiang Kai-shekin the 1920's, 
etc.) should note that Stalin, too, be for e he 
liquidated" the Old Bolsheviks Left, Right, and 
Ceinter, spoke for the critical, proletarian, Lenin
ist approach to the national question. 

Stalin makes ,another . important observation 
about nationalism which is very difficult to square 
with the "historical basis"" which Klonsky says 
exists for a separate Black nation in,the U.S. 

," A nation is not merely a historical category but 
a historical category., belonging to a definite epoch~ 
the epoch .of. rising capitalism., The process of 
elimination of, feudalism' and development of capi
talism is at the same time aprocess of the consti
tution of people into nations. " 

Does; Klonskybelieve that the twentieth century
is one of, "rising capitalism" in the U.S.? Or that . 
the U.S., even .the South, " was "feudal" in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the his
torical basis for a separate BlaCk. nation was 
presumably being laid? 

Ersatz Orthodoxy . 
Summing up: Klonsky and the National Cc 

lective have' been using Stalin's name-onlyl 
name-to justify their attitude,i'toward the Bla 
liberation struggle and their overall perSpecti 
for SDS. Even a hasty reading of Marxism and t 
National Question leaves us with this choice 
conclusiOns: 

1) Klonsky can't read. 
. 2) Klonsky is lying. 
Ever since the 'National Collective made 

first aborti1re power,;"play it. has been desperab 
searching for a national perspective for SDS tl 
would justify g,reater centralism. It,was unablE 
develop a program of class struggle, because ml 
of the National'Collective doesn't believe in' 
working class as a revolutionary force, much IE 
the primary force for change. But it could and, 
unite around the romantic appeal of the Panthe 
By making the victory of' the Black movemer 
precondition for the de1relopment of the Ameri4 
revolution (Klonsky, "The White Question," N 
20 Mar. '69) it has dumped the difficult jot 
teaching class consciousnes8 and promoting 
class struggle. What remains is simple agitat 
agains.t white supremacy, which quite afew Ube 
and reformist groups have been doing for yea 
In effect, the National Collective. is "with" 
Panthers the same way a. tape worm is 1Iwith" 
host. If the Panthers pressure the National C 
lective to adopt a..genuine revolutionary strat 
of class struggle, we. can depend on the parru 
to leave. by the traditional route: 

#-

PL vs. Marxisttlarity 
. The chief opposition to the National Collecti' 

line on nationalism has come from Progres: 
Labor. Observers of this batUe should know 
until . its drastic left turn on nationalism ,a 
months ago, P.L endorsed the same ,kind of pe 
bourgeois nationalist movements here and abl 
which the National Collective enthuses over I 
PL . condemned· the Trotskyist Spartacist LeI 
for its critical approach to national moveme 
an approach now adopted by them. PL \\ 
admit .just. whose analysis they have borre 
from, anymore than Stalin admitted ado}: 
aspects of the Left Opposition's program (l 

pur,ging ,the,m. from the Party ~ '. They admit 
were wrong on ,the Black liberation moven: 
Algeria, the NLF, etc., (see the article on B 
.Liberation in PL, Feb. '69), but they, .can't 
who. was right :on these questions or what po 
cal method led them!to av:oid PL's errors. M: 
they feel that all that's lost is Marxist cIa 
and they're right. Keeping silent means fE 
questions when a •. new zig-zag is called. 

PL has notlrevised its method of anal~ 
problems like the national question. That \\ 
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luire the repudiation of all the characteristic geois forces~ PL's dependence on the ideology .. 
lory and practice of Communist Parties . since ". and leadership. emanating from China (read Pe
Llin's break with Lenin, Trotsky, andMarxism, king Review, if you can) will bring their national 
:i his dictatorship over the Party. Socialism in position right back to where it was should Mao's 
e Country, the Bloc of Four Classes, the Theory .. bureaucracy reprimand PL for its recent di
Social FaSCism, the liberal Pop Fronts-iililthis h, vergence,f rom P e ki ng' s ultra-opportunistic 
:tory of the Third International parties would stance on the national question. The old Moscow
fe to be condemned, and that would be getting oriented Communist Parties followed every twist 
Illgerously" close to-Trotskyism. PL belongs and turn of the Soviet bureaucracy as it sought to 
a tradi,tion of degenerate Bolshevism -Stalinism avoid the twin., dangers' of imperialist invasion 
1 Maoism. Both look to Bocial formations other and workers' political control from below-in the 
n the working class for support of paraSitic period which PL considers Ihealthy and' re'Volu
:eaucracies ruling in place,of the pr.oletariat.. tionary. Radicals leaning toward PLshould'keep 
is is the basis, in political method, of the their political spines flexible, and keep close 
ty-year pattern of betrayal of the proletariat, watch, on Peking Review. 
letrayal proceeding from the bureaucracy's -Nick.Dicken-SDS atlarge, Spartaclst League 
~d to obtain support or neutrality from bour- -Leon Day-SDSat large, Spartacist League 
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RISE AND FALL OF THE PANTHERS 

End of the Black ··PowerEra 
The· spectacular and violent split in the Black 

Panther party can b~ viewed as the symbolic end 
toaperiod in American radical politics. The im
pact of the Panthers, in vast disproportion,to 
their actual size and strength, indicated the per
vasive black nationalist mood of which they were 
the most militant.expression. Followihg.the col
lapse of the liberal-oriented civil rights move
ment, virtually all U.S. radicals saw the struggle 
of black people against racial oppression as the 
central and overriding con t r ad i c t ion within 

poet, who became aide to His Honor Mayor Gi 
son and prominently ass is ted in his attempt 
destroy the Newark Teachers Union. The Pa 
there were thus defined negatively, in reacti 
against the dYing civil rights movement on the 0 
hand and the rise of "pork chop" nationalism· 
the other. ", 

Ghetto Uprisings and the Myth of 
Urban Guerrilla Warfare 

American capitalism. The Panthers' popularity, It was clear to all that the ghetto uprisin~ 
enhanced by the vicarious black nationalism of which began in Harlem in 1964 and continued wi 
white-guilt liberal Circles, coincided with the re- un dim in ish e d intensity until Newark in 19E 
jection by impatient petty-bourgeois radical stu- marked the end of the old civil rights movemel 
dents of a perspective based on the revolutionary Whatwasinotclear was how the uprisings affect 
role of the working class, black and white. The the future of the black movement. Rather th 
current split, with tragic implications tor the de- recognizing the ghetto outbursts for what they 
fense of jailed Panthers, certainly gladdens the fact were-the final spasm of frustration and fu 
hearts of ra~ists and cops, but has far-reaching in the wake of a movement that had raised grE 
implications for the left as well. No longer can hopes and activated enormous energy only toa 
the Panther leadership use unquestioned moral complish nothing-the left wishful-thinking s: 
authority to claim automatic allegiance from in the ghetto-police battles the beginning ofma 
militant black youth and uncritical support from revolutionary violence which pre sum a b I Y II 
radical whites regardless of their particular ex- merely to be organized in orde,r to be made 4 

periences and views. fective. The notion that the ghetto was a base j 

It is important to recognize that the Panthers urban gu err i 11 a warfare was common not OJ 

came into being at the ebb of the mass black civil among black nationaliSts, but was accepted 
rights movement, as a selection of the best black most of the left, from serious Maoists like PI 
militants in the battles waged over the corpse of gressive Labor to the pundits of Monthly ~ 
the movement. The particular character of the The Panthers -Were outstanding in their willir 
Panthers was shaped by two interrelated devel- ness to face jail and even de.ath for their theor 
opments which marked the death of the respect- The ghetto uprisings did notgi\Te the bIE 
able civil rights movement of-King, Farmer and masses a sense of their own,power. They did j1 
the earlySNCC. Onewas the movement's obvious the opposite. During the rioting, it was blac 
failure to change the living conditions of the black own homes that were burned down and the C( 

masses-inparticular, its inability to do anything who went on a killing rampage. The riots pr01 
about the terrorization of the ghetto population by that police brutality was not an isolated injust 
the cops, the armed force o(the bourgeois state. that could be eliminated through militant acti 
This point was driven home by the anti-cop "riots" The cops are an essential part of the arn 
that swept the ghettos from 1964 to 1967, which force of the state; if defeated locally, they ca 
proved that mil ita n t blacks were through with back with the National Guard or Army. To dr 
the·non-violentreformismioftheSCLC and CORE. the cops out of the ghetto and keep them out,. 
The other major de vel 0 p men t was wholesale equivalent to overthrowing the American su 
ruling-class purchase of black leaders-not only thus as long as the majority of white workers: 
moderates like Farmer but also self-styled black mainedloyalor only passively hostile to the gl 
power advocates. T.he s 0 r did fate of the black ernment, b I a c k activism could not liberate 
power movement was personified in individuals ghetto. It was not their lack of formal organi: 
like Roy Innis, who drove the whites out of CORE - tion but a sense that they really could not win t 
and later hustled tickets for the Frazier-Ali fight gave the ghetto uprisings their spontaneous, CI 

in partnership with General Electric. Another scious1y self-sacrificing character. 
example is LeRoi Jones, black· power ex-beat The Panthers chose to make. a stand on tll 

-Reprinted from Workers. Vanguard No.4, January 1972 



ability to purge the ghetto of police brutality when 
experience had shown the black masses that this 
could npt be done given the existing over-all bal
ance of political forces. The Panthers, realizing 
that the masses could not be organized to aggres
sively confront the police, developed a conscious 
policy of substituting their own militants for the 
organized power" of the masses. In so dOing, they 
developed a self-image of a band of warrior-heroes 
avenging the historic injustices I visited upon the 
downtrodden black population. Adventurous black 
youth joining the Panthers did not see themselves 
as ."building a successful SOCial revolution, but 
antiCipated "leaving the Party in a pine box" with 
a dead cop to their credit, having done their share 
to avenge the centuries-old oppression of their 
people. 

The Panther leadership knew they were stand
ing up to the. cops in· is 01 a t ion from the black 
masses. In his essay, "The Correct Handling of 
a Revolution," Huey Newton contended that armed 
Panthers would set an example which the rest of 
the black people would follow. W r itt en after 
thousands· of blacks had battled the cops and lost 
in Harlem, Watts and Chicago, Newton's argu
ment had a forced and unreal quality. History was 
about to give Newton a swift and deadly counter
argument.· ., . 
The Panthers Pick Up the Gun 
and Are Defeated 

"."; 

Taking advantage of California's liberal gun 
Laws, the Panthers applied their theory. Atfirst 
their tactics appeared sue c e s s fu 1. ·Newton's 
armed patrols in Oakland went unmolested. The 
Panthers held an armed rally in Richmond com
memorating the m u r de r of ,Denzil Dowell by a 
deputy sheriff, and faced the cops down. Most 
spectacularly, Bobby DAILY WORLD 

Seale led a group of armed 
Panthers· to the State Cap
itol during a.debate 011 gun 
control, and.receivedonly 
a light prison sentence. . 
Taken aback by the Pan
ther flamboyance, and un
certain how much support 
they had in the ghetto, the 
authorities at first de
murred. But beginning 
with the wounding and 
j ailing of Newton in Octo
ber 1967, and gaining Bobby Seale. 
steam with the killing of Bobby Hutton and the 
arrest of Cleaver in April 1968, a coordinated 
national campaign to wipe out the Panthers was 
launched·· by local police and the FBI operating in 
many cases with the assistance of cultural nation
alist groups (the murder of Los Angeles Panthers 
by members of Ron Karenga's US). Over the past 
few years, the murders of Panthers have con
tinued and virtually the entire leadership has 

"'0 

been imprisoned on capital charges. 
Contrary .to Panther theorizing, the crackdown 

on them did not provoke mass ghetto rebellions. 
In fact, the Panther's real weakness can be seen 
by comparing the response to their persecution 
wi.th the spontaneous eruptions of ghetto rage at 
the assassination of Martin Luther King. 

The Panthers' feeling of desperate isolation 
as the police rifle sight zeroed in on them is ex
pressed in a moving account by Earl Anthony, a 
former Deputy Minister of Information who later 
split from the Party in the dir ec,tion of main
stream nationalism. Writing after the Battle of 
Montclaire, where three Panthers were killed by 
the cops in Los Angeles, Anthony reflects: 

"I kept thinking to m,~self ••. about t.he e~s,~, ~ith 
which the Pantbers. were being 'kUled," and I 
couldn't do anything about it, and nobody ~ knew 
could do anything about it. And I' thought. about 
the thousands upon thousands ••• of black people 
who have been murdered, . and nobody .could do 
anything about it •••• What really burned me in-

.. side was that I was forced to realize the untenable 
position the Party and other blackS who dare to 
put their toe to the . line are' in. 'I knew that white 
people didn't re.ally care. that Little Tommy, 
Captain. Steve, and Robert were gone,or that the 
pigs were scheming the murder of .the. 1!est.1 of 
us •••• I had learned to accept that attitude from 
whites. . Bu~ the painful reality was that many 
blacks had it too. When you got down to it,' we 
were pretty much alone. 'Not m;:my people really 
cared •••• " . 
-Earl Anthony, ~g DR . .iM .Gun, pp. 138-39. 

, 

The Panth~rs Defend'Themselves 
and Move Right . 

Isolated, with rep res s ion bearing down on 
them, the Panthers shifted the focus of their ,ac
tivities to legal defense work in an effort to, gain 
the broadest possible support. The Panther alli
ances with white radicals we~e not motivated by 
any realization that American society could only 
be revolutionized by an integrated working-class 
movement, but by the material needs of their de
fense campaign. As Seale openly admitted, the 
Panthers' support for the ill-fated Peace and 
Freedom' Party was not based on adesire to es
tablish an integrated radical third party, but by 
3; belief that the 'PFP was a convenient vehicle .in 
gaining left liberal support for <;iefense of Newton. 
The other widely divergent ,groups supporting the 
PFP, s:uch as Progressive Labor and the Inde
pendent Socialist Clubs (now the International So
Cialists) were no less opportunistic, although in 
their case the motivation was chiefly a desire for 
a recruiting vehicle. ' 

The Panthers' tendency to move closer to lib
eralism, implicit in their support of the liberal 
program. of the PFP, was made expUcit in the 
equally abortive United Front Against, FasCism, 
launched in 1969. Guided by the Communist Par
ty's legal apparatus, the UFAF was an attempt to 
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B,lack ,Panthers, outside' A lameda County Court 
House, during August 1968 trial of Huey Newton. 

create an alliance, of everyone to the left of Nix
on-Agnew.onan essentially civil libertarian basis. 
,The UFAF's main programmatic demand-com-
munity control of the police-combined liberal il
lusions over the nature olthe bourgeois state with 

" black nationalist illusions that the oppression of 
black people can be ended through "control" of 
ghetto institutions. 

The Panthers' overtures to the liberals were 
not very '''successful since the Panthers were too 
notorious for defense by bourgeois politicians. A 
few We s t Co a s t black Democrats" like Willy 
Brown and Ronald Dellums, protected, their left 
flank by coming out for the Panthers. Some .pol
iticians like Cleveland's Carl Stokes~ questioned 
whether the police might not have actually violated 
the Panthers' rights! The Panthers were some
what more successful' in garnering support and 
money from the cultural wing of the liberal es
tablishment, as indicated by Leonard Bernstein's 
famous party where the "beautiful people" met the 
Panthers and paid handsomely for the titillation 
of exposing . their bourgeois sensibilities to the 
black· revolution in safety, an expensive delight 
somewhat recalling the Roman arenas. But de
spite their efforts-to pre,sent themselves as sim
ple anti-fascists, the heat continued to come down 
on the Panthers. " 

Although the Panthers since 1969''have clearly 
given up street patrols in favor of defense rallies 
and soirees, they have not officially abandoned 
their claim to be the vanguard of urban guerrilla 
warfare. In the current split, the Cleaver wing 
points to this' contradiction and claims with some 
truth that Newton's Oakland group has deserted 

, the original Panther banner. 
Along with their turn toward the ,liberals, the 

Panthers launched a series of ghetto' social work 
pro g ra m s,exemplifiedin their "breakfast for 
children" drive. The new activities were designed 

. to gain support from the black masses who had 
, not 'rallied to the confrontationist image, as well 
as 'give the Panthers a more humanitarian image 
_ .. - -~ ft ... 4 .. n m h ; t ~ 1'l'l; Ii Ii 1 p. _ C I ass iuries. 

Thus,Panther attorney Lefcourt forced the ur 
cover agent in the New York 21 case to admi1 
the defendents spent most of their time doing 
wor~ in the community and not plotting to 
up buildings. 

The ''breakfast for children" program is 
a rather ridiculous attempt to apply literal1 
standard Maoist "serve the people" str~ 
While Mao's Red Army could give some rea: 
terial aid to the Chinese peasants in prot~ 
them from rapacious landlords, helping wi' 
harvest and the like, the notion that the Pan 
could compete with the Welfare Departme 
the Baptist Church in feeding the ghetto pc 
simply ludicrous. But the fundamental flaw 
"serve the people" line is 'not that it doesn't 
but that it strengthens the paternalistic chaI 
the Panthers already present in their self-: 
as avenging angels of the black masses s~ 
grateful clients of a revolutionary' organiz 
not as potential conscious revolutionists in 
own right. 

The Panthers' need for act i vtt i e s lil 
"breakfast for children" progr am to 1m 
their image' in the, ghetto destroys the myt 

. they are a spontaneous expression of black 
tancy. Some radical groups-notably the 
national Socialists, who followed the Pal 
right up to the gates of Peking Stalinism:'-col 
ed that one should support the Panthers r4 
less of their polities because they were the 11 
organic expression of ghetto political cons 
ness. In contrast, the Panthers havealwa 
garded thems,elves as a lfighly self-con 
vanguard tendency. On the cine hand, they 
to win the loyalty of the ghetto youth fron: 
peting groups, mainly the cultural nation 
On the other, they beat the ghetto life style 
their new recruits (while glorifying it il 
press), recognizing that a lumpenized lif 
is incompatible with serious and SUStainE 
olutionary activity. The contention that 1 
litical standards should be employed in : 
the Panthers because they are an authen 
from the soul of the black masses is not on 
tually fals e but reflects a patronizing ~ 
toward blacks that borders on racism. 

Glamor and Terror 

The Panthers's er ious internal dUfiI 
manifested not' only in the present decisi' 
but also in the endless series ofexpulsiol 
fleets the impossibility of building a revolu 
organization with street gang methods. I 
the Panthers recruited adventurous youth 
a stable axis, they could only preV'ent the c 
gration of their organization into competil 
lordisms through the imposition of a kind j 

,- tary terror. New ·recruits were assign 
push-upsfoI" ~ failing to me m 0 r iz e the: 
program, and pressure was put on them t< 



ursof reading a day. It is,argued that such 
erced internal political life, is necessary in any 
dical organization- not composed primarily of 
.ddle-class intellectuals. > But the history of the 
oletarian socialist movement' in the U. S. and 
Jewhere yields many examples of organizations -0 

which articulate andpoliticlillly able industrial 
,rkers though often lacking formal education, 
aped policy, and did not merely, memorize a 
ogram'byrote, like a prayer. This was possible 
cause the socialist movement recruited workers 
a comprehensive program for long-term po
ical goa I s. T~e Panthers, on the' contrary, 

~!~JtllKlW~I!,~III_jJ,U."'.II",j'IilI!ll_,tldll~~'''''' 
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cruited on" the basis of a radical street 'gang 
mtality, with its attendant personal, ethnic and 
ographical loyalties. The P anther program did 
t shape 'their organization and its activities, but 
s treated as a decoration like icing' on a cake. . , ", 

The Panthers' concept of rulEl through terror, 
d its application to internal ,factional struggles 
,well as relations with other radical groups, 
rl no 101)ger be ignored by the. opportunists who 
led after the Panthers and their popularity, 
ping it would rub off. In discussing theiactional 
~ggle with Cleaver, Newton simply said "We'll 
tUe it out" and " ••• 1 have the guns," to which 
eaver repl~ed, "I got some guns. too, brother" 
~ht On!, 3 April 1970). In a like manner, the 
nthers responded to criticisms of their "United 
ont" \Vith the CP and liberals. by physically 
~Qwing the critics, out of the UF"AF conference, 
Ie .6partacist Yl,W, No. 18) and making repeated 
Jlic threats against all left critics. At no time 
iJ the Panther leaderShip reacted to criticism 
seeking to politically discredit their opponents 
;bin the radical constituency. At no time have 
~y recognized that' building a revolutionary 
rty requires methods in any way differentfrom 
lducting a street gang rivalry. 

Apart from terror, the main element holding a 
street gang together is a power mystique, mani
fest in the warrior-hero cult of the Panthers • 
Seale testified to the importance of glamor to the 
Panthers in noting that a number of members left 
the Party when ordered not to wear their uniforms 
except on Party assignment. The best expression 
of Panther glamor-mongering is the ascending 
order of hero worship, culminating in the cult of 
Huey Newton which appears even more absurd 
'than the Stalin and Mao cults because of its imita
tive character. 

The disastrous effect of building an organiza
tion through hero worship is appar.ent in the split, 
which has been dominated by personal rivalries 
and clique politics. The split originated not' in 
clear political differences, but in accusations' that 
;Chief of Staff David Hilliard was playing favorites 
in allocating defense funds and expelling out-of
favor Panthers, like, "Geronimo" Pratt, to avoid 
the responsibility ,for their. defense. ' But there 
are poli ti cal differences implicit in, the split. 
Each faction occupies' one of the two poles, around 
which Panther politics have reVOlved. The Cleaver 
group _ represents, the anti-cop' confrontationism, 
characteristic of th~ early Panthers while New
ton's group reflects the liberalism and social-work 
do-goodism of the defense campaigns. In. terms of 
inurrnaldynamics, the Algiers group tends toward 
reconciliation with mainstream Black National
t.~m, while the, Oakland group has gr a v ita't e d 
.toward liberalrefor.mism sometimes more naked 
.than that of the Communist Party. 'The actual fac,.. 
tionfight has touched these differenC'es only mar
ginally, andhas been conducte~ almost entirely 
in terms, of competing heroes, character assas
sination and counter-retailing of atrocity s.tories 
(e. g., the claim that Cleaver is keeping his'wife 
prisoner, the accusation that Hilliard is doping 
Newton). The main!, pr,ogrammatic demand of the 
Algiers group is. a call for collective leadership 
and an attack on the personality cult, while the 
Newton group has defended itself by asserting the 
personality cult, namely Newton's own. . to:: 

Sections of the left have of course attempted 
to find a qualitative political superiority' of.one 
wing over the other, as a rationale for drawing 
close to it.' Pe~haps the crudest attempt to paint 
one of the wings as "Marxist" or close to it was 
tha:t of the assertedly Trotskyist ''Workers 
League" of Tim Wohlforth. Wohlforthhailed New
ton's proclaim~ embracing. of the dialectic in a 
fit of organizational 'appetite early last year. 
Newton very soon thereafter annoUnced his' peace 
with black capitalism and the Church, teaching 
Wohlforth again that "dialectic'~ is a word of four 
syllables and "method" of two, aild, that it takes 
much more than the mouthing ,of' the two words to 
make a MarXist, or even a potential Marxist. To 
make his short-lived praise' of Newton moregro
tesque, Wohlforth pr inted fulsome praise and 
carefully selected revolutionary proletarian 
quotes from Newton in the same article in which 
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he defended, against SWP-YSA criticism, his view 
of the New York police "strike" as "a reflection 
of a very general, deep and profound movement 
of the working class"f (15 February Bulletin) 
"Only the Workers League" •• ~ dares to suck up 
to the Panthers and de fen d the "job action" of 
their mortal enemies, the cops, in the same issue 
of the same publication. . 

Hero worship is one of the ways bourgeois 
ideology- enters the revolutionary movement and 
destroys it. Its corrupting nature is evident in 
Huey Newton's $650 a month penthouse paid for 
out of Party funds raised in defense c~mpaigns, 
while rank-and-file Panthers hid,e from the police 
in rat-infested hovels. The Panther. paper justi
fies Newton by noting that he had "stood up and 
faced the pigs (from which he was wounded and 
spent two years in prison)" and that he had "put 
his life on the. line in the fight to end this racist 
exploitative system." The paper went on to state; 
"Huey and his generals of staff should have the 
best as they plan their party's strategy." (The 
Black Panther, 27 February 1971) The belief fiit 
the past sufferings of militants entitle them to the 
good life atrank-and-file expense is an important 
subjective justification for bureaucracy in the 
labor and radical movement. Moreover left
wing leaders can continue to enjoy the go'od life 
only with rtlling-class cooperation, obtainable by 
holding back the organizations they are supposed 
to lead against it. Manypresent leadingAFL-CIO 
bureaucrats were beaten, shot at and jailed in 
their youth. . Newton's penthouse and the Party's 
defense of it indicate a deeply anti-socialist at
titude. The revolutionary movement is not like a 
me die val joust where the best lmight gets the 
castle. Its purpose is to destroy the castle. 

lum,.ns, Hippies and New. Left Ideologyi 

An analysis qualitatively superior to the Work
ers League's general pattern of alternating de-

/ nunciation and grovelling before the Panthers was 
written by, "L'il Joe" for the 15 March 1971 Bul
letin. The' author, no longer with the WorkerS 
League, well analyzed the tension between the 
"national' and "class" orientation of the Panthers: 

"The Black Panther Party was organized as a 
. nationalist organization. Unlike the other na
tionalist groups, however, it was organized for 
the most part, by ghetto .Blacks-the mostop.
pressed sections of the ghetto youth-the unem
ployed and if employed, employed in low paying 
industry. As nationalism is a middle class ideol
ogy of 'unity of race or nation' rather than 'unity 
of class,' the. Black Panther Party, organize,d 
by and for Black working,class youth necessarily 
took on a class character. 
"Hence in its earliest. development the Black 
Panther Party was thrown into conflict with na
tionalism itself. The Black Panther Party, how
ever, externalized this struggle by declaring 
U~~,... 'D"" .. nl .. tinn",1'V Nationalist' as in primary 

opposition to that which they described 
'Cultural Nationalism.' , 
"What the Panthers would not do was confronl 

'fact that 'cultural nationalism' and ultima 
'Black Zionism' under the guise of 'Pan Airic 
ism' was the logical conclusion of Black nat 
alism by virtue of the fact that Black peopJ 
America share not a national, but a cult 
or racial identity. 
"By externalizing their' struggle against 'B 
nationalism' or 'cultural' nationalism,the B 
Panther Party was able to prolong, to 'put off. 
inevitable explosion within the Black' Pall 
Party itself. While denouncing 'Cultural' nat 
alism and maintaining itself as a raCial ra 
than a class organization-' Revolutionary Nat 
alist'-the Black Panther Party was able to r 
criticisms of sorts, while at the same 
bowing to the pressures of the Black middle ( 
'nationalists' themselves." 

To avoid the Marxist contention that the or 
ized working class is the key revolutionary 
ment, the Panthers came up with the theory 
black lumpens are the revolutionary vangt: 
and that all employed workers, black and w 
have been bought off by the ruling class. The : 
thers' "theory" oflumpenism is a mixture of I 
aggrandizement and impressionism. Its ro 
similar to the theories of "student power" an 
"new working class" that were popular in E 
few yea r s ago: our revolutionary organiz 
consists largely of lumpens (or students); tt 
fore lumpens (or students) must be the van€ 
of the revolution. This kind of "theorizing' 
fortunately does not merit ser~ous consider~ 

A lumpen life style has very different s 
roots among ghetto black youth and middle-
whites; but in both cases youth rebel againl 
prospect of holding down a meaningless job, 
ing a family and suffering,a deadly "respect 
life .. , Such rebellious attitudes are not merel~ 
tified, but are the subjective raw material ~ 
which revolutionary consciousness is madl 
one will be a revolutionist who does not hate 
ciety that makes life for working people b( 
trivial, deadening and often heartbreaking. 
political movement which isolates itself in 
cial milieu hOstile to normal work-a-day se 
must become irresponsible; individualisti 
ultimately cynical and contemptuous of the 
of, working people. It is precisely that hi 
revolutionaries . to penetrate the mainstre: 
social' and. economic life and explode· "nl 
work-a-day" society on the basis of its te: 
-oppressiveness- the very oppressiveness· 
drove individuals to become revolutionar 
the first place. 

The'Left's Panther CuR 

The Panther split is another nail in' the 
of the New Left. For years, the U.S. left hl 



led it s e If 'in terms of supporting this or that 
llitant action or opposing particular acts of op- . 
ession and injustice. Within the issue-oriented 
)Vement, support for the Panthers has been one 

,,1:1 

the few common elements that prevented the oJ 

:t from fragmenting completely through "doing-: 
e's own thing.," The net effect of the Panther ~ 
luence on the left was negative, not only be
~sethePanthers' own politics never transcend
black nationalism and crude Stalinism, but be
~se Panther-worship and uncritical concentra-
n on their defense campaigns prevented the 
litical interaction essential to revolutionary 
>gram and strategy. It was Cleaver's pres
:!eatthehead of the ticket that enabled the PFP 
bring together a collection of left' McCarthy-
s, Yippies, orthodox Maoists (Progressive 
bor) and "third campers" (IS) 'into an unprin
lIed, liberal-program "unity" for a time. Ina 
e manner, ,uncritical support for and from the 
nthers was one of the few concrete issues the 
'erse anti-labor elements in the old SDS could 
.tearound,in expelling the "Worker-Student 
.lance" tendency. The Pa nth e r split proved 
:e again that hero worship and tail-ending are 
substitute for· the struggle for Marxist clarity 
a foundation of a revolutionary party. 
Since their in~.eption, the Panthers have been 
est for the predominently white American left 
a whole-a test of its ability to apply MarxiSt 
lysis, and a test of its consistency and cour
'. The absence of a Leninist vanguard party 
de the ruin of the'Panthers likely if not strict
lnevitable. Lacking a link to the revolutionary 
ty of the working class, organizations,tight
~,special oppression stand isolated from the 
t of the working class and endanger'ed by the 
blems and' backwardness of their particular, 
lated areas of struggle. The extreme result of 
h a situation is "self-determination for every
'1'~ with every organization and particular 
1991ecompeting for a larger share of the cap
Lat pie. 
:t is important to note the significance of how 
Panthers' were defeated. T.hat the Panthers 
e defeated physically by the state rather than 
tically t hr 01\1 g h the intervention oUhe van
rd party means, in effect, that many of the 
sons of their demise will surely be lost. It 
~that more despair and less consciousness 
~hat went wrong has been created in many of 
best subjectively revolutionary elements. On 
naller scale, the difference is not unlike that 
reen the destruction of a bureaucracy like, 

the North Vietna:Qlese by American tanks 
bombers instea.d of by the North Vietnamese 
lters in politfcal revolution. 
Sut did any of the various left organizations 
~ by their attitude toward the Panthers the ftt-
I, the right (or for that matter even any'in
lon) to construct the vanguard party which was 
ing? Nearly all self-proclaimed Marxist or
zations failed the test, most of them repeat-

Eldridge Cleaver greeted by Wanti-imperialist 
Prlncew Sihanouk • 

edIy on a variety of issues and occasions. The 
gutless IS, loudly pro c lai m ing' their anti
Stalinism, tailed the Panthers throughout the pro
cess leading to their embrace with the Stalinists 
and their liberal allies in the United Front Against 
Fa sci s Ill. The SWP-YSA, the most vociferous 
"Marxist'~ proponent of black nationalism, con
sistently ignored th.e Panthers' systematic errors 
and violations of proletarian ethic~, until, we pre
sume, they became scared. They reJused to<sign 
a protest issued by the Spartacist League against 
the beating and exclusion· by the Panthers of rad
ical tendencies selling their literature outside a 
Panther "Birthday Party" celebration in Berke
ley, California" in ,February 1970. Their pro
claimed reason for refusal was their unwilling
ness to intervene in Panther internal affairs-as 
if physical attacks on competing radical tenden
cies we r e an "internal affair"! But they were 
shortly to repudiate the Panthers as part of their 
general "orthodox" shying away from the guerril
la warfare line they had preached-for others-for 
years. (See Spartacist No. 20,.April-May 19,70, 
"World Trotskyism Rearms" for an analysis of 
the i r newly -di$covered Leninist opposition to 
guerrilla warfare strategy when their European 
co-thinkers proposed that the U. Sec. implement 
its pro-guerrilla stance.) The SWP's,newcriti
cism of the Panthers whom thElY supported for so 
long, is fundamentally criticism from the right, 
expressed CP-fashion in orthodox-sounding rhet
oric about the need to rely on the movement of 
the masses. The SWP criticized the Panthers al
so for not being nationalist enough;l the scattered 
references in Panther leaders' speeches to class 
s t rug g I e (of which the Workers League briefly 
made so much) were too much for, the thoroughly 
reformist SWP to swallow. In an article 'Which 
Way for Black Liberation" in the .December 1969 
Young SOCialist, the, YSA leadership condemned 
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the B 1 a c k Panthers for "waving the little .. red 
book, or calling this the year of the gun" instead 
of "reaching out to the broadest masses of the 
community" around "the questions of black con
trol of the schools, ending police brutality, bet
ter jobs"-precisely the issues the liberals can 
campaign 011. The YSA's critique is thus not a 
critique of the crude Panther brand of Maoism, 
but an attack on their attempt to popularize their 
conception 0 f communist consciousness a s op
posed to the SWP~s .classless community reform 
line. 

From Black Power to Communism 

If the Panther split is dis 0 r i e nti n g for the 
"white" radical movement, it is devastating for 
the black radical movement. With the demise of 
the Panthers as a united organization, no national 
black organization exists which can claim the al,
legiance of large numbers of radical blacks. The 
civil rig h t s movement, which attracted young 
militants through its social activism and a sense 
that it was engaging in decisive political battles, 
is .long dead and buried. The mainstream black 
nationalists are openly and unashamedly.' on the 
payroll of "the ,man. "Localized and ad hoc groups 
like black student unions or tenants' unions can
not have set-ious revolutionary pretensions, what
ever their members might think. The Panthers 
were the only organization which could seriously 
claim to be both black and subjectively revolu
tionary. And now the Panthers are no mare. Two 
competing apparatuses exist in disarray, stripped 
of moral author'ity. Tlie only black organization 
now ex is tin g which can claim both a degree of 
militancy and rudiments 'of national structure is 
the BlackWorkers' Congress. BWC leader James 
Forman, .assertedly converted to anti-imperialism 
from his SNCC liberalism, expounds a policy of 
separate organizations of black workers and a 
view of Marxism as handbook of how-to-run-an
organization-and-be-serious. The BWe appears 
at this time to be capable of sowing considerable 
revisionist confusion especially among uniOnists, 
but not likely to acquire the .widespread moral 
authority enjoyed by the old Panthers. There is 
now no place for . a black revolutionist' to go ••• 
except the integrated proletarian socialist move
ment. 

The shrivelling of the Civil rights movement 
.~ 

1 ... 

i ,'. (. 
: James Forman,' 
I leader of the 

, ; . Black Workers 
i .,-Congress 

... """', .. ___ ",, ____ ._ .. _ .. .:111 

THE BLACK PAN 

in the fires of Watts and Detroit, the rise of pc 
chop nationalism and the external and inte 
destruction of the Panthers cannot be' explainE 
·termsof the problems ,.of particular organizat 
and the defections of particular leaders. Rat 
these developments pro v e the impossibilit 
building a' black ··liberation struggle· indepell 
of the rest of :American society. The civil ri 
movement failed because the oppression and I 

radation of black people is deeply rooted ir 
American e con 0 m y and society and cann( 
eliminated through legalistic reformS. Only a 
cialist economic system can lift the ghetto m: 
es off the bottom of the economic order. Tha 
black power protests of H. Rap Brown and Stc 
Carmichael produced a movement of Uncle T 
in dashikis andp;rofessional strike-breakers 
not because the movement was always comp 
of corrupt opportunists. .The black power a 
cates" realized the ghetto was, not economi~ 
viable. If black power meant ¥lore black prj 
pals,welfare department heads and police ch 
then. only the ruling class could finance a 
stanfial increase in the black bureaucracy. 
the ruling class always demands a return 0 

money. The Panthers could not defeat the 
because the cops. are an e sse n t i a 1 part 0 

capitalist state and the Panthers ccmld not dl 
that state. Given that fact, the Panthers ( 
only alternate between the bitter, consequenc1 

heroic .adventurism or, appeal,ing to the lil 
establishment. . ';1. 

The oppression of the. black people cannc 
ended by black activists alone, but only b~ 
w,orking class· as a whole~ The breakup 0 

Panthers' 0 r g a.n i z at ion and authority crE 
greater opportunity -but only opportunity-fo: 
struggle for an integrated proletariansoci 
vanguard,. party. The process I is .in no sensl 
evitable; there will always be plenty of hus' 
and romantic -rebels to. attempt endless repet 
of the old mistakes and betrayals .. But the il 
vention of Leninists am 0 n g radical black! 
stimulate the understanding that the liberati 
blaek people will be both a. great driving for 
the American proletarian revolution, and a I 
achievementof·the revolution in power. That 
olution wul be made, not in the name of 1 
power, but of working-class power-commur 
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Soul Power or Workers 
Power? 
THE RISE AND FALL OF THE"lEAGUE 
OF REVO.LUTIONARY BLACK WORKERS 

r ' ., I 

~~ippling t h r e e major Chrysler 
facilities in this past summer's wave 
of wildcats (including the first auto 
plant takeovers since the historic sit
downs of the, late thirties), the Detroit 
working, class has once again demon
strated its capacity for, militant action. 
It was among the largely black, work 
force of these same inner-city plants 
that the League of Revolutionary Black 
Workers was born in the ~ate 1960's. 

Unlike other b~ack nat ion a 1i s t 
groups, ~he League insisted on the cen
trality of the working class and, in the 
beginning, seriously oriented toward 
organizing at "the point of production. " 
The LRBW and its various auto factory 
groups (DRUM,' FRUM,ELRUM) have 
since disappeared, inevitable victims" 
of their own internal contradictions. But 
it is important for working-class mili
tants to examine the League and its 
evolution, which clearly reveal the in
compatibility of nationalist and pro
letarian politics. 

Reuther Betrayals Pave tile Way 

It was no accident that such a group 
developed in Detroit, where blacks have 
long been an important element in the 
auto plants. At first courted by, Henry 
Ford as a counter-force to unionism" 
the vast majority nevertheless refused\ 
to sel)ve as Ford's scabs i1;1, the crucial 
1940 River Rouge organizing strike, 

The increasing population of blacks 
in the city and the plants after World 
War n contributed to the pressure on 
the Reuther bureaucracy to support the 
early civil rights movement-a move
ment characterized by the non-violent 
protest politics of Martin Luther King 

and wen within: the framework of 
R e'ut h e r's"labor-Democratic alli
ance." But despite Reuther's social
democratic past and demagogic "pro
gressive" image, the "red~haired' 
wonder" fafledto'apply even these 
minimal liberal' ciapitalist policies' to 
the widespread ;racism permeating the 
lower levels of his own bureaucracy • 

This'situation lIed 'aspiring black" 
bureaucrats to set up such opportunist 
formations as the! Trade Union Leader
ship' Council~ The TULC was founded 
in 1957 by a group of lower-level blacks 
in the UA W apparatus (like Buddy Battle 
of Ford's River Rouge Local 600) and 
black labor diplomats like yenerable 
SOCial democrat A. Philip Ra,pdolph, 
whose main concern was simply to 
garner a bit of face-saving indepen
dence from the Reuther machlne, while' 
maintaining its liberal 'politics. ' 

At the same time, the combination of 
Reuther's hypocritical liberalism and 
the impotent pressure-group politics of 
King and' the "black bureaucrats pro
vided fertile ground for the spawning of 
more militant black' nationalist poli
tical' currents and organizations. De
troit is the home of Elijah Muhammad's 
Nation oj Islam, the Republic of New 
Africa (RNA~ and the Pan-African Con~ 
gress; scene of the Black Economic 
Development Conference and the "Black 
Manifesto" (April 1969); and battle
ground for the race riot- of 1943 -and 
the ghetto rebellion of 1967. 

The 1943 riot was a result of the 
mass migration of southern wPltes and' 
blacks into Detroit during the 'war. Ex
tremely pvercrowded housing and the 
hostility with which the southern poor 
whites viewed the relative equality 
which black workers enjoyed in the war-

-Reprinted from Workers Van~ard No. 36, 18 January 1974 
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production plants turned the city into 
a bloody no-man' s land for several 
days. Yet the mass lynchings elicited 
little more from the UA W than a pious 
call to ~nd racial discrimination and 
to appoint a black assistant prose
cutor in the investigation and a self
congratulatory pat on the back that the 
bl09dshed ha,d not entered the plants! 

The conflagration of July 1967 was 
the bloodiest, and one of the last, of 
a series of anti-cop ghetto riots that 
buried the liberal illusiol)s of the civil 
rights movement. This uprising was 
the product of a combination of cir
cumstances. On the one hand, the 
"progressive" Reuther UAW bureauc
racy and its lib er a I Democratic 
"friends in the White House" had done . 
nothing to stem Detroit's recurring 
massive auto-related unemployment, 
which during the 1957-58 recession 
reached 19.5 percent, and topped 15.2 
percent at the. height of the next re
cession in March 1961. More damning 
still was the unemployment figure for 
Detroit blacks in the same 1961 
period-39 percent, and a phenomenal. 
78 percent for black youth as com
pared to 33 percent for youth overall! 

On the other hand, for the first 
time in almost. two decades large num
bers of young blacks we.re being hired 
into the auto. ,plants. to replace older 
white workers. Seniority lists at De
troit's Chrysler plants invariably show 
a gap for the period 1953-1965 or so. 
Thus, the upsurge in militancy coin
cided, as in 1943, with rising expecta
tions on the. part of the oppressed 
black minority (now a .majority). 

As in 1943., the UAW response was 
hypocritical do-nothingism.. After 43 
blacks .had been killed by .. cops and 
National Guardsmen, Reuther offer,ed a 
union volunteer crew for cleaning up 
debris on bloody 12th Street-an offer 
he never fulfilled. 

The ,Black Panthers' acclaim of 
black lumpen street youth as the so
cialist vanguard was made ludicrous 
by the reality in Detroit of 60,000 
militant blacks working in the strate
gic center of American industry. The ~ 

real social power of blacks rests not 
with the lump en street gang that occa
sionally guns down an isolated "cop in 
the ghetto, but with the worker who 
can s top the lifeblood of Am e ric an 

Recognizing this reality in reaction 
to the Panther approach, a, group of 
radical nationalists centered around 
the Wayne State campus and including 

Ken Cockrel, John Watson, Mike Ham
lin, General Baker and John Williams 
(among others) coalesced shortly after 
the rebellion around a community
oriented paper, the Inner City Voice. 
Some among the original Inner City 
Voice group, such as John Watson,had 
earlier been around the ex-Trotskyist 
Socialist Workers Party, While others 
came from a Maoist background. They 
were held together by a vague, but 
militant, determination to create a 
"black Marxist-Leninist party." Main
taining their adherence to nationalist 
ideology, . they nonetheless saw that 
black workers' occupied a key role in 
the American economy and the working 
class. AsWatsonpointedoutinhis pam
phlet, To the Point of Production: 

"Our analysis tells us that the basic 
power of black people lies at the point 



have is our power as workers. As 
workers, as black workers, Wee. have 

,historically been, and are now, essen
. tial elements in the American economic 

sense •••• This' is probably different 
from these kinds of analysis which say 
where it's at is to go out and organ
ize the so-called 'brother on the street. ' 
It's .not that we.'reopposed to this 
type of orga.¢zation, but without a more 
solid base .such as that. which the work
ing class repres.ents, this, type of or
ganization, that is, community based 
organization, is generally a pretty long, 
stretched-out, and futile development. " 

DRUM. ELIUM Lead Wildcats, 
As a result of its orientation, the 

Inner City Voice group reportedly soon 
attracted;. a group of young:black work
ers from the Chrysler Hamtramck As
sembly plant-Dodge Main. 'Disgusted 

'with the bureaucratic union"politics 
they had, experienced,' these workers 
crystallized around an ICV member in 
the plant to"form the Dodge Revolu
tionary ~Union Movement (DRUM). A 
wildcat over line speed-up in May 1968, 
involving both black and white workers, 
resulted in racist diSCiplinary actions 
being applied overwhelmingly to the 

"black militants.,· 
1". The high level ofnationalist~senti
ment among the recently hired young 
black workers, the isolation' of the 
largely"older, Polish bureaucracy and 
the 'absence of any other alternative 
leaderShip opened the way for a spec
tacular and rapid success by DRUM in 
establishing itself as the le,adership of 
the 60 percent~black work force at 
Dodge. Within: six vieeksof its first 
newsletter distribution, DRUM organ
ized a highly~ffective boycott by, the 
black workers of two nearby bars that 
·refused to hire blacks. Three weeks 
later, .in the crucial pre-changeover 
period, they led a three-day wildcat 
which shut ,down the plant, and ,held 
a rally of 3,000 workers in the.' plant 
parking lot. 

Besides -calling for reinstatement of 
seven workers fired in the May" walk
out, DRUM demanded an . end to union 

"'and company discrimination, and de'
manded/in particular, more upgrading 
and apprenticeship openings for blacks. 
It also called, however, for more 
black foremen and other supervisory 

personnel and launched an attack on the 
"raci.st" seniority system. 

SUch demands can hardly be ex
pected to lead to united working-class 
struggle against capitalism. Demanas 
to change the skin color of, the com
panies' disciplinary personnel implic
itly assume that the brutal realities 
of capitalist ~xploitation can be changed 
by ,a few reforms. Instead, revolu
tionaries who seek to take toe struggle 
beyond such pitiful reforms would vig
oro~sly protest cases of racial dis.
crimination, while calling for the elim
ination 0 f company sup e rv i s 0 r y 
personnel from the shop floor and for 
workers control of production. (Inci
dentally, the auto companies have since 
hired large numbers of black foremen 
without changing one iota the oppres
siveness of the plants.) . 
. Similarly, while militants must op
pose racially and sexually discrimi
natory aspects of existing seniority 
systems, and call for a sliding scale 
of wages and hours· to provide jobs 
for all, they must also recognize that 
seniority systems are aprimitiveform 
'of job security that must be defended~ 
And although class-conscious workers 
must pay special attention to. the needs 
of the more oppressed sectioQ.s of the 
proletariat, they would' seek to unite 
blacks and whites by simultaneously 
raiSing demands which directly benefit 
all workers. 

Despite the demands' nationalist 
inspiration, a number of white workers 
did support the walkout. But the DRUM 
leadership consciously avoided organ
izing them. "No attempt was made to 
interfere with white wpr.kers ••• , .Most 
of the white workers repo'rtedto work 
after they saw that it was safe for them 
to' go . through the ,·gate. Those who 
stayed out did so for various reasons. 
Some believed in honoring picket lines, 
Md a few were sympathetic" (The South 
Erui, 23 January 1969). . i· 

Though the UA W responded ~with 
heavy red-baiting (which led DRUM to 
deny that it was indeed communist!), 
the wildcat resulted in the reinstate
ment' of five of the' ftred seven (an 
open'DRUM supporter andfoundingICV 
member was not rehired). In addi
tion, DRUM's reputation was firmlyes
tablished; it continued publication of 
a . weekly newsletter, went on to con'
solidate its support into an organiza-
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tionalstructure in September and 
shortly decided to run a candidate for 
union office. 

Taking advantage of a specialelec
tion for trustee of Dodge.Local3~ DRUM 
ran Ron March in a campaign designed 
to dem6nstrate ",DRUM power and black 
solidarity," on such demands as: 

"1. The complete accountability to 
the black majority of the en t ire 

• membership.... ' 

"3. Advocating a revolutionary change 
in the UA W (including a referendum 
vote and rev i v e the g r i e van c e 
procedure). • • • ' . 

"5. A refusal to be dictated to by the 
International staff of the UA W •••• " 

, -:.DRUM Newsletter No. 13 

March barely' lost in a runoff election 
to the candidate of a temporarily uni
fied bureaucracy, after initially beating 

ouia field of ,21. candidates. In a. ,later 
'election for vice-president, the in,-and 
out-bureaucrats again blocked to sup
port. Andy Hardy., (current Local 3 
pre.sldent), who. defeated the DRUM 
candidate by 2,600 to 1,600. 

Word of DRUM's audacity spread to 
other plants and even outside the in
dustry. ELRUM was formed at Chrys
ler's Eldon Avenue Gear and Axle plant 
in· late, 1968, and·less important groups 
arose at DetrOit Forge (FORUM); Jef
ferson Assembly (JARUM), MackAv
enue Stamping (MARUM), .,Ford River 
Rouge (FRUM)" C adivllac Fleet
wood (CADRUM), the Detroit News 

(NEWRUM), ·United Parcel warehouse 
(UPRUM) artdother places. 

The Eldon plant~ :I,n particular, 
is crucial to Chrysler's entire op,era
tion, supplying parts to all of its as
sembly plants,' and. is part of the vital 
Lynch Road complex which includes 
the Detroit Forge i .and Plymouth As
sembly. ELRUM launched itself by or
ganizing a mass rally in front of the 
Local 961 union hall in January 1969, 
demanding that the union act on the 
many unresolved health, and safety 
grievances., , 

The firing of two militants whopar
ticipated in the rally, and the local 
president's agnostic response, led to 
a: wildcat the follOwing week with an 

"expanded 'list of demands, similar to 
those raiSed by DRUM, including '''the 
removal' of the non-English speaking 
witch doctor we have at present and 
replaced with a Black doctor" (The 
Sooth End, 10 February 1969)! This 
se'cond action resulted in the firing of 
a large number of workers, of whom 
25 were not reinstated. 

By May, Eldon was again shutdown 
in a tWO-day wildcat organized by the 

. Eldon Safety Committee, "a loose. co
alition composed by ELRUM, Eldon 
Wildcat (a small syndicalist group)'and 
s eve r a 1 discharged unio~. officials" 
(Radical America, March-April 1971). 
The wildcat, which resulted in the 
firing of three ELRUM mil~tants,wasa 
response to the death of a ,younglt, black 
forklift driver and the mountingplle-up 

,I , 

of safety violations:- . 
Thoug',h ,)the ELRUM., newsletter 

pOinted out, that it was.' betrayed by 
those "Uncle Tom "union officials and 
tgnoredlby "Our Uncle·Tom President 
and' N ••••• Exec'utive Boa~rd," 
ELRUM's solutfon "to', break' up this 
union-m'anagement partnership" ,was 
"to obtain BLACK representation," as 
though the . problem were the lack of 
"blackness" (i.e., nationalism) of the 
sellout 'bureaucrats. I 

Concretely, this meant running a 
slate which, included. oJ. ordan,Sims(now 
Local,., 961 president and co-chairman 

,of the reformist ,United NaU 0 n,al 
.Caucus) for committeeman, and later 
. supporting the opportunist Sims (though 
he ,cautiously refus·ed to 'accept their 
support) in. his bid for local president 
.in 19.70. This turn of. events came:from 



DRUM's (and ELRUM's) admitted em
phasis on: 

"electing an all Black slate ••• we have 
always been handed this slate or that 
slate none of which represents the best 
interest of Black Workers. We all .~ 

remember how we used to go to the 
polls with a hand full of slates trying 
to pick out all of the black candidates ••. 
We were forced in many instances to 
vote for stone cut throat pollacks, 
known white racist, and head scratching 
Uncle Toms because we had no alter
native candidates." 

-DRUM leaflet, February 1970 

From the Plants to the "Community" 

Based on the apparent strength of 
DRUM and ELRUM after the initial 
wildcats and the 'obvious attractiveness 
of the DRUM concept. to other black 
workers, yet seeing the need to trans
cend the isolation of individual plant 
caucuses1 the ICV cadre moved to or
ganize the League of Revolutionary 
Black Workers in early 1969. The im
petus behind the League's formation led 
to conflicting notions within the lead
ership: whether to expand into the com
munity or orient toward a pan-plant, 
pan-industry workers' organizat:i.on. 

Reflecting its success and bas~in the 
plants, the League introduced itself 
as follows: 

"DRUM, FRUM, and ELRUM are or
ganizations of and for the· super
exploited, o· v e r-worked, last-hired, 
first-fired, sick and tired Black work
ersof Detroit. These organizations 
are dedicated to the development of 
unified, disciplined, and effective action 
by Blacks acting in their own interests. 
We believe that this can best be accom
plished through a League of Revolu-

. tionary Black Workers. 

" ••• Those Brothers and Sisters who 
are interested in a truly militant or
ganization that is dedicated to the 
cause of Black labor and Black liber
ation should contact the League of 

. Revolutionary Black Workers now. " 

-Spear, Vol. 1, No.1 

But the inability to square a national
ist orientation with the realities of 
class struggle in the plants and the de
cline of plant-related activity, plus 
pressure in that direction from a sec
tion of the leadership, led to an in-

'10 

creasing emphasis on the black work:
er's role in the community: I 

"Black workers have the ability to deal 
with the overall problems that exist' 
within the black community •••• CHRY -
RUM will be concerned not only with 
problems that exist inside the plants 
but problems that exist inside. our 
community-the Black Community. The 
first two projects that CHRY -RUM has 
undertaken are the International Black 
Appeal and Parents and Students for 
Community Control' (control of our 
school system)." " 

-CHRY-RUM, Vol. 1, No.1 

The abortive IBA was conceived of as 
a black alternative to the United
Foundation-a charity fund to be sup
ported by "communities of the black 
and poor." This is the logic of commu
nity control: the poor supporting the 
poo~ . ,; 

Detroit had recently passed a school 
decentr.alization . measure setting up 
regional school boards (which were to 
become centers of strike-breaking ac
tivity in the' recent DFT strike). In 
response, the League's front group, 
Parents and Students for Community 
Control (P ASCC), demanded that re
gional boundaries' be redrawn so that 
blacks would' ex~rcise a, majo'l"ity in 
most districts.' Black worker-student
faculty committees would then be elec
ted to ensure such things as community 
kitchens and the "teaching of skills that 
have longevity and are marketable. "'./\ 
PASCC slafe was run in the ' regional 
school board elections based on that 
program. 

The League simultaneously devel
oped a base' in several ghetto· high 
schools. Its Black Students United Front 
apparently had no working-class orien
tation whatsoever. In 'an illustrative 
campaign against the suspensions of . 
s~veral students disciplined for taking' 
part in a "revolt" at militant Northern 
High School in September ~969, it ca~led 
for a total amnesty for all disciplined 
students and the removal of cops from -! 

the school, but also demanded "that all 
pictures of whites be remo~ed from 
Northern High School and be replaced 
with pictures of our own heroes. ' •• [and] 
the Nationalist Flag of Unity (Red, 
Green, Black) be 'raised each morning" 
(Inner City Voice,' February 19'70). 
While the League 'gave its community
control campaign some "w 0 r kin g-
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class" rhetorical flourishes, its basic 
appeal was to black nationalism. And, 
like the nationalist demand for black 
foremen, it simply, oriented to cha.nging 
the trappings (the flag!), without attack
ing thee~sence of the racist, anti
working class educational system. 

Defense of Black Militants 

'The othe r major arena of the' 
League's non-plant work, and the most 
successful, was a series otmajor legal 
defense campaigns. The campaigns, 
conducted in a highly political manner 
and propagandized in the plant news
letters, were largely under the control 
of Ken Cockrel, whose extensive use 
of white radical legal assistance was 
vi~wed wit h disdain by the more 
"honky"-baiting elements in the 
organization. 

The first major case was the New 
Bethel incident: several members of 
the black separatist Republic of New 
Africa.:l1were indicted for allegedly mur
dering, two, cops during a police attack on 
a RNA meeting at the New Bethel church 
in March 1969. Cockrel mobilized ,a 
large staff of sympathetic liberallaw-· 
yers and supplemented the successful 
courtroom defense with massive dem
onstrations in the black community and 
open-air "People's Courts" staged. in 
downtown Detroit.. Later that year, 
LRBW also led the campaign against 
the attempted extradition of .RNA head, 
Robert F. Williams to North Carolina. 

James Johnson, an Eldon worker 
who killed two white foremen and a 
co-worker, was successfully defended 
by Cockrel on, the grounds that the 
pressure of the i assembly line and the 
continual racial ha,rassment had driven 
Johnson temporarily insane. The La
bor Defense Coalition, a Lea,gue front, 
was able to mobiliz·e. Coleman Yo.ung, 
John Conyers and o.ther, black liberals 
(no.t to. mentio.n the Guardians, a black 
policemen's asso.ciation) a,gainst police 
harassment and U.S. Senate surveil
lance of. the League. In ,a fine example 
o.fadaptation, the League demanded not 
the dismantling o.f the po.lice, but rather 
its reo.rganizatio.n to. "co.ncentrate its 
effortsio.n o.rganized ,crime and the 
hero.iIrtrafficinDetro.it" (Detroit News, . 
4 May 1971)":"a demand. ev:en the black 
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"White-Skin Privilege" and 
AII .. Black Unions 

It was the key pro.grammatic po.ints 
o.f "white-skin privilege" and separa
tist dual-unio.nism which. were the fo.cal 
po. i n t s o.f DRUM's appro.ach to. the 
plants. The stro.ng suppo.rt they eliCited 
resulted in large part fro.m the co.nditio.n 
facing the newly hired black yo.uth. Be
sides 'the gro.ss negligence o.f safety 
standards and the massive speed-up, 
they were co.nfronted by o.lder, co.n
servatized racist white wo.rkers, an 
all-White management, and a po.nder
o.llS, is 0. I ate d, heavily white bure'8uc
racy do. min ate dby co.ld-war anti
co.mmunism. The "pro.gressive" Reu
ther bureaucracy had no. respo.nse to. the 
dralllatic increase in speed-up which 
greet'ed the black neW-hires and was o.f 
co.urse ho.stile to. the natio.nalist cur
rents circulating in the ghetto.. Being 
unfamiliar with the UAW's relatively 
more -radical and demDcratic past, new 
black wDrkers were presented with /a 
view Df the uniDn as a hDstile, white
cDritrOlled apparatus allied' With ,the 
cDmpany. The respDnse was a wide
spread natiDnalist hDStility to. the uniDn 
itself rather than class-struggle DppD
sitiDn to. the sellDut bureauoraty. 

Fo. rt h e unco.nscio.usly natio.nalist 
League I e:ad e r S hip and th e guilt
tripping white New Left, which also. 
embraced the, theo.ry, "white-skinpriv
ilege" was no.thing but a co.ver fo.r 
evading the difficult task o.f uniting the 
entire pro.letariat aro.und a revDlutio.n
ary program. Rather than seeing the 
struggle against the rampant chau
vinism amo.ng white wo.rkers as an in
tegral part of the strategy fDr sDcialist 
revo.lutio.n, they wrDte o.ff that sectiDn 
o.f the wo.rking class as an "aristo.cracy 
o.f white labo.r which gives white labDr 
a huge stake in the imperialist sys
tem, and renders white labo.runable 
and unfit to lead the wo.rking class in 
the U.S." (LRBW General Pro.gram). 

Co.nsequently, DRUM and ELRUM 
actively discouraged mil ita n t white 
workers from fo.llowing their leader
Ship, and, at times, lapsed into the 
crudest race-baiting and ethnic slurs. 
The DRUM constitutio.n explicitly "de
nied [membership] to all honkies due 
to. the fa,ct that said ho.nkey has been 
LL_ L':_.l. __ ':' ___ ..... _ .... hL"t. ... _n.'1"'O ... .r::Itonn av_ 



ploiter of black people." It went on to 
state its main task as : 

"Getting rid of the racist, tyrannical, 
and unrepresentative UAW as repre
sentation for Black workers, so that 
with this enemy out of the way we can 
deal directly with our main adversary, 
the white racist, owners of the means 
of production." 

DRUM forsook a serious struggle for 
'leadership in the UA Wand attempted 
• instead, to substitute itself for the 
existing organizations of. the, class 
w h i c h encompassed the masses 0 f 
black, as well as white, workers. By 
offering itself as a revolutionary alter
native to the UA W it was caught, as well, 
in the oJ;ganizational bind of attempting 

'tbsatis'fy the needs of a conscious 
revolutionary vanguard. and those of a 
broadly based trade union. Thus, while 
the DRUM constitution demanded a 
membership based on programmatic 
agreement, it was forced to set 
up v a rio u s makeshift I eve I s ,of 
"affiliation. " 

Dual~nionistin p r i n ci pie, the 
League eaucusesnonetheless vacillated 
in their conceptions concerning the de
gree to which it was permissible to 
work within the UAW.,< At times, they 
emphasized the similar positions of 
black and white workers under capital
ism, or claimed interest in "a pe'aceful 
change in'our Local 3. DRUM has always 
represented all elements of Hamtramck 

'Assembly" (DRUM Newsletter, un
dated). In a march on a UA W SpeCial 
Convention (November 1969), they de
manded "50% representation for black 
workers on the international executive 
board~ and Reuther's replacement by a 
'black president, yet maintained the 
need for autonomous League control 

, over the black membership. 
Their program raised a number of 

transitional demands, indicating a cer
tain familiarity with Trotskyism and 
the Transitional Program. These de
mands included an end to unemploy
ment through a shortened workweek, 
organizing the unorganized and unem
ployed" organization of workers mili
tias for self-defense and the call for a 
general strike against the Indochina 
war. However, their work in the plants 
was characterized by simple shop
floor economism coupled with exposes 
of company and union racism. The 
plant newsletters would describe the 
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raCist, shoddy' medical care provided 
by the clinic or the racism of an 
individual foreman or union official. 
Having rejected the perspective of a 
long, but necessary struggle to replace' 
the International bureaucracy, with a 
revolutionary leadership, the League 
rationalized 'its impotence with an em
phasiS on local issues: "We must keep 
our 'eyes open and see through the 
elaborate smoke screen of the National 
contracts and focus on our local sup
plement which is the point at which 
we lose or gain" (ELRUM' leaflet, 
1970). 

This parochial outlook resulting 
from the absence of a program tounite 
the entire class eventually facilitated 
a motion away from the auto plants 
as well as the UAW and led the League to 
seek support from non-working-class 
elements, in the black community. In 
Our Thing is DRUM, LRBW leader 
Hamlin said: 

I 

"We always bad an impulse tc:> stay 
with the plants and organize the plants 
because that's where the power was. 
,That's where blacks have, ,Power, they 
are the producers, they' can close 
down the economy. But after we rec
ognized that we had' to involve : all our, 
people in supporting those struggles 
in the plants, we began to look beyond 
factories ••.• What had happened was 
that the League represents a merger of 
a, n u m b e r of various elements in 
the black com m un i t Y and' includes 
students ...... 

That these "various elements,"'es
sentially hostile, class forces, could not 
be coheSively unified into a single po
Utical formation became evident with 
the later factional split in the LRBW. 
The logical conclusion of their nation
alism, in a country where no' material 
basis for a black nation exists, was to 
tail after the petty-bourgeois elements 
(and Cockrel's personal ambitions) in 
openly reformist community-control 
struggles, abandoning the*struggle for a 
militant opposition in the plants. Thus, 
the caucuses became tools ,in the strug
gle for community control,and the 
League went full circle froin, seeing 
the black community as a supportive 
mechanism behind the vanguard strug
gle of the black proletariat, to. assign
ing the black worker a supportive role 
in the community struggle. 

The factors leading to the League's 
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rightward shift in emphasis were nQt 
accidental, Qf cQurse, since its dual
uniQnism, anti-white-wQrker apprQach 
did nQt accept the reality Qf American 
sQciety which the League itself put 
fQrwarp.~ that black wQrkers are an 
essential sectQr Qf the American prQ
letariat. And while an QrganizatiQn Qf 
Illack wQrkers CQuld play an impQrtant 
role in class struggle if linked to' a 
united prQletarian vanguard party, the 
League's natiQnalist QrientatiQn led it 
to' Qrient black wQrkers against white, 
thus cQndemning itself to impQtence in 
the face Qf the cQmpany· and UAW 
bureaucracy. 

The League Splits 
ThQugh the split Qf the League Qf 

RevQlutiQnary Black WQrkers in June 
1971 CQncerned the questiQn Qf merging 
with the newly-fQrmed Black WQrkers 
CQngress, it was a result Qf the lQng
standing ten s i 0. n inherent in th e 
League's cQntradictQry "prQ-wQrking
class" natiQnalism. The League had nQt 
effectively struggled fQrprQgrammatic 
clarity to' begin with, and the factiQnal 
lineups clearly reflected the different 
sectiQns and appetites in the heterQ
geneQus QrganizatiQn. The factiQn fav
Qring the maintenance Qf a separate 
identity fQr the League cQnsisted Qf the 
wQrker cadre and thQse leadership 
elements invQlved in the early plant 
activities-Baker, WQQten,' Williams, 
Luke-Tripp. RQQted in the day-tQ-day 
reality Qf the assembly· line, their 
driving CQncern was, a struggle to' 
change the cQnditiQns Qn the shQP flQQr. 
On the Qther side were the petty
bQurgeQis types like CQckrel, Hamlin 
and WatsQn in theprQ-BWC factiQn, who. 
saw black· wQrkers as a tQQl to. enable 
the "black peQple" to. get a piece Qf 
the actiQn. 

Ostensibly, the majQr factiQnal is
sue in v 0.1 v e din the split was natiQnal
ism. In fact, bQth sides were strQngly 
natiQnalist. The prQ-LRB W he 1 d a 
third-periQd Stalinist PQsitiQn calling 
fQr. the creatiQn,Qf a black natiQn after 
a suc.cessful prQletarian revQlutiQn, 
whereas the Qstensiblyanti-natiQnalist' 
CQckrel wing had an Qpenly refQrmist, 
PQPular-frQnt cO. n c e p t i 0. n Qf invQlve
ment "in .mass struggles in the CQmmu
nity as well as the plant" (LRBW split 
r1nf'lIl'Yu>nh;~ )_ 

Socialism in One City 
. The cQmmunity-cQntrQl natiQnalism 

Qf the prQ-BWC wing was a theQretical 
mask fQr its QPPQrtunistic appetite fQr 
PQlitical PQwer in DetrQit. Thus, it was 
CQckrel and Hamlin who. served as the 
League's sPQkesmen to. the white radi
cal cQmmunity, and it was WatsQn who. 
achieved nQtQriety as editQr Qf. The 
SouthEnd, when he turned that campus 
newspaper into. an unQfficial Qrgan Qf 
the League and an aVQwedly revQlutiQn
ary daily paper. WatsQn's rQle in the 
West Central OrganizatiQn and the 
PASCC, and Hamlin's in the BlackStu
dent United FrQnt, were the main ele
ments in. the League's cQmmunity
cQntrQl wQrk. 

They, alQng with'ex-SNCC leader, 
and sQmetime LRBW leader, James 
FQr were the Qrganizers Qf the 
Black ECQnQmic DevelQpment CQnfer
ence, a scheme to. finance black chari
ties and small businesses thrQugh ex
tQrtiQn frQm white churches. CQckrel's 
majQr wQrk was in the flashy legal 
defense cases, and all three were ·in
.strumental in setting up the MQtQr· 
City LabQr League and CQntrQl, ,CQn
flict, and Change BQQk Club, a white 
supPQrt grQup. CQckrel ,and Hamlin 
vi·ewed the League's' iSQl~tiQn,in De
trQit as a strength and foresaw the 
PQssibility Qf winning electQral cQntrQl 

fQf the city~ "the reSQurces we wanttQ 
acquire in DetrQit is, yQU knQW, mQ
nQpolistic cQntrQl Qf the use Qf fQrce ••• 
cQntrQl Qver the apparatus Qf state 
PQwer" (Our Thing is DRUM). 

If Stalin's theQry Qf "sQcialism in 
Qne cQuntry" was a criminal apQlQgy 
fQr SQviet Russia's iSQlatiQn, -CQckrel' s 
"sQcialism in ,one city" is a CQver fQr 
appetites to. win, a place in respect
able bQurgeQis PQlitics. CQckrel's di
rectiQn is straight tQward the DemQ
cratic Par t y as a newer m 0. del 
CQleman Young. 

This QrientatiQn is as far remQved 
frQm the mQtivatiQn which initially 
attracted black wQrkers to. DRUM as is 
the MaYQr's desk in DetrQit City Hall 
frQm the assembly lines at DQdge Main. 
Thei.r natiQnalism was a raging reactiQn 
to. the racism Qf the bureaucrats and 
the bQss'es and a viQlent disapPQintment 
in the apparent apathy Qf their white 
class brQthers. The prQ-BWC factiQn 



somewha~accurately accused the other 
wing of ~contending that .in essence: 
all League activity: should be focused 
upon .,!Dodge Main, and Eldon plants,. 
[and posing] a reformist, economist 
program that.,·opposed the,; anti
imperialist line of the BWC with a 
mass lille of 'Black Wo,rkersUnite'." 

Though it" still called. for- commu
nitycont11'ol, the pro-LRBW wing was 
motivated by a workerist impulse which 
nonetheless: recognized the B we' a..anti
imperialistiemphasis . as a liquidation 
of class interests into a classless front: 

II A calling' for everyone to struggle 
.. against imperialism subsumes I one's 

.own struggle ,to the majority to the 
extent that.! the specific form of our 
struggle is overlooked and we end up 
for example with aQti-war demonstra-

'. tions as' the prime' 'form as opposed to 
organizing Black people around COn-
crete conditions. II . . 

" nO_Split documents, 
pro-LRBW position 

The')rO-LRBW wing alternative' was 
"zeroing in~nthe plant settings with 
the approp);late' use of the Marxist
Leninist ; method- and "building the 
mass base of Black workers around 
proletarian consciousness." Its nation
alist line ,was' that "the: rell;loval Of 
capitalism does' not stamp out racists," 
and thus, blacks must have "the revo
lutionary right to self-determination 
and secession' aft e r capitalism is 
smashed. ",ThiS pOSition, 'and the gen
eral ,'indentification of these 'elements 
with MaOism, ,led a number of them 
to join' the latter-day third-perioc:j. 
Stalinists of,the Communist League.'. 
Of the other faction, only Mike ". 
Hamlin was' to remain active ~n the 
BWC, now closely connected with the 
right-Maoist Revolutionary U:nion~ 

The splintered League left behind 
a two fold legacy in Detroit: on the 
one hand" a nationalist-tinged social
democracy-in-embryo (manifested ·in 
the complementary appetites of Ken 
Cockrel and Jordan Sims), and, on the 
other, a hard n;itionalist semi
syndicalist cad re . embed.ded in the . 
inner-city auto plants. . 

Cockrel's pro-BWC position in the 
split was designed to propel him into 
a more acceptable milieu for his polit-, 
ical , appetites.' Already ,through the 
Labor Defeljlse Coalition (which he took 
with him out of the Le3.€Jle) and his 
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earlier legal defense work, Cockrel had 
established ties with white radicals 
like "Marxist" Judge Justin Ravitz and 
black liberals like Coleman Young. 
After his brief stay in the BWC, Cock-

, rei's LDC initiated the anti-STRESS 
campaign, with its watered-down ver
sion of community control of the police. 

Cockrel 's changing rhetoriC is a 
barometer of his adaptability in pur
suit of personal ambitions: his earlier 
black workerese ("Dig the whole char-' 
acterization that black people give jobs 
man: it's a 'yoke,' it's a 'hang,' it's 
a 'slave' ••• " [Our Thing is DRUM]) 
g a v e way to "responsible radical"
sounding declarations of the need "to 
use the 1973 municipal elections to 
take power and use that power in the 
interests of the people." This in turn 
gave way to a diplomatically neutral, 
back-handed support for Democrat 
Coleman Young when Cockrel realized 
he personally had no chance of winning 
a mayoral election at this time: "of 
all the individuals being talked about 
as being 'electable,' Coleman Young 
comes closest to an individual with 
whom we could work" (Groundwork, 
July 1973). 

At a time when both bourgeois 
parties stand increaSingly exposed as 
being unable to satisfy the most min
imal nee d s of, the working class, 
Cockrel is grooming his base in prep
aration for dive\1Jting, the ·dissatisfac-.' 
tion of Detroit's largely black prole
tariat into the snare of a homegrown 
social democracy. 

The logical complement to Cockrel 's 
city-hall so ci a I democracy is, of" 
course, a slicker, blacker, morepalat- I 

able bureaucracy in the UAW.,·The 
fragile position of the. present bureau
crats was .revealedby the fear with 
which they viewed the relatively small 
LRBW caucuses, as well as theirpanic . 
during the recent Mack Avenue Stamp
ing Plant sitdown, the River Rouge 
shootout and the UAW's ""desperate 
maneuvering to.' shove the 197'3 con·.,.. 
tract down auto.workers" throats. 

The League's failure tobuildaprin
cipled opposition to that bureaucracy, 
not to abandon the existing mass work
ers organizations but to struggle within 
the UA W for a united movement of 
class-conscious black and white work
ers, opened the way for demagogic 
reformists like Jordan Siins. Sims, 

• 
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JordanSfms of UnitedJ..Iational Caucus 

now president of .. Eldon Local 961, saw 
the futility of the League 's separatist 
line, and then opted for joining the 
bureaucracy rather than fighting it.:' 
In the recent Chrysler negotiations last 
September, Sims voted for the grossly 
sell-out contract before claiming he had~ , 
been "duped" into'it."( 

Neither th e minimally economist, 
demands that Sims' United National 
Caucus, puts forward in its role as the 
respectable "left", opposition to the 
Woodcock leadership, nor' the shop
floor economism of DRUM's earlier 
"mass line," can advance by one iota 
the political consciousness of workers 
-black or White! This is not to deny 
that there are differences;' Whe'reas 
many of the original LRB W cadre were 
apparently driven bv a revolutionarv) 

impulse, Sims is driven by something 
much more mundane-a thirst to re
place the presently isolated, ineffective 
WoOdCOCk I bureaucracy with a more 
streamlined machine, better capable of 
serving as the "labor lieutenants of 
capital. " 

The other 'legacy,' the League's 
s em i-syndicalist, "third-world" na
tionalism; as expressed by the pro
LRBW faction, now finds itself 
supporting the Communist League while 
clandestinely buried in the inner-city 
auto plants. Subj ecti vely revolutiOnary , 
instincts notwithstanding, its members 
will find no revolutionary solution with
in the framework of the CL's reformist 
stalinism. Once more, they will be 
confronted with many of the contra
dictions t hat wracked DRUM and 
ELRUM early on. 

There may be a ·militant impulse 
behind rejection of the Moscow-line 
stalinists' pipedreams of a "peaceful 
road to socialism" and Martin Luther 
King-style pleas for interracial har~ 
mony ~. But the CL' s Peking-brand of 
peaceful coexistence and crackpot
nationalist theory of a "negro nation" 
in the Deep South (with a majority 
of ~white negroes"!) are no better. 

Only by breaking sharply with the 
petty-bourgeois politics of traae-union . 
reformism and stalinism and adopting 
the proletarian program of Trotskyism 
can subjectively revolutionary black 
worker militants contribute. to over
coming the crisis of proletarian lead":" 
ership . which is' today the decisive 
roadblock "to socialist re,volution. In 
struggling' to build a unified, Leninist 
vanguard party based on the Transi
tional Program and to. rebuild the, 
Fourth International destroyed by Pab-,' 
loist revisionism, it is now possible 
to layi the bases to replace the sym
biotic duo of petty-bourgeois' black 
nationalism and reactionary white rac
ism" with vroletarian internat1onalism~ 

For a United Vanguard Party and 
Class-Struggle Union Caucuses 

The memberShip of the League was ' 
certainly motivated in good part by' 
militant opposition to the pro-company 
bureaucracy of the UA W and by a 
desire for a proletarian strategy fOr 
black liberation. as onnosed to the 
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Panthers' idolization of "brother-on-
the-block" lumpen elements. But this 
is not to ignore the pernicioushonky
baiting and' anti-white pseudo-nation
alism which were also an integral part 
of the' LRB W -and to' which so much' 
of the left accommodated or pros
trated itself in a pathetic attempt to 
tail after the. popular petty-bourgeois 
. current of the moment. As Lenin re
marked repeatedly, it is the task of 
the proletariat "to combat nationalism 
of every kind" ("Tbe Right of Nations 
to Self-Determination," 1914). 

Unprincipled tailism is not the way 
to win . and educate solid communist 
cadre, capable of leading,the. masses 
to victory over capitalism by success
rfully combatting all forms. of reformist 
false cons~iousness,:·J among them na
tionalism. Among the tasks 'of the 
Trotskyist vanguard, rather, "is to state 
clearly the responsibilities of socialist 
militants who claim to s tan d . for 
Marxism-Leninism and the historic 
interests of the proletariat. 

Thef'''black question" is one of the 
most· difficult, and at the same time 
strategically most important, problems 
for U.S. communists. Its solution re
quires ·an uncompromising fight against 
white, chauvinism and the mvriadforms 

of special oppression of minority work
ers and an equally consistent struggle 
against tlie bourgeois ideology of na
tionalism, even in the most "prole
.tarian" guise. The latter is no academic 
question. 

Black workers are a doubly!op
pressed section of the U.S. proletariat, 
forcibly segregated at the lowest levels • 
Consequently, the i r liberation will 
come about only through soCialist revo
lution and common struggle with white 
workers under the 'leadership of a 
unified vanguard party. The concept of 
a separate black nation in the U.S. 
not only lacks anobjective~asis in the 
class struggle and political economy 
of the country, but, actually plays into 
the hands 'of those whose answer to 
social' conflicts, is race war-the inevi
table result of which would be the mas
sacre of thousands of blacks and the 
triumph of white racism. More than 
any other social group, minority work
ing people have a direct interest in 
working-class unity. 

In the factories, even with the pres
ent level of widespread racial discrim
ination, separate organizations of black 
workers would be a hindrance rather 
than an aid to class unity. Instead, .the 
best' guarantee for a struggl.e against 

t 

In the words of Imamu 
Baraka (LeRoi Jones, 
left), the aim of the 1971 
B lack Convention was 
the "unification of black 
people. " Instead, such 
cross-class "unity". be
comes a vote-gathering 
vehicle for black Demo
crats, breeding illusions 
in the working class . 
about reformi sm and 
bourgeois parties. Also 
pictured: Rev. Jesse ' 
Jackson, director of 
People United1to Save 
Humanity (center) and 
Mayor Richard G. Hatch
er of Gary, Indiana 
(speaking). 
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Jordan Sims of Unitec:LNational Caucus 

now president. oLEldon Local 961, saw 
the futility of the League 's separatist 
line, and then opted for joining the 
bureaucracy rather than fighting it. ,: 
In the recent Chrysler negotiations last 
September, Sims voted for the grossly 
sell-out contract before claiming he had 
been "duped" into it. " 

Neither th e minimally economist, 
demands that Sims' United National 
Caucus puts .forward in its role as the 
respectable "left" opposition to the 
Woodcock leadership, nor the shop
floor economism of DRUM's earlier 
"mass line," can advance by one iota 
the political consciousness of workers 
-black or white! This is ,not to deny 
that there are differences. Whe'reas 
many of the original LRB W cadre were 
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impulse, Sims is driven by something 
much more mundane-~ thirst to re
pla~e the presently isolated, ineffective 
Woodcock' bureaucracy with a more 
streamlined machine, better capable of 
serving as the "labor lieutenants of 
capital. " 

The 0 the r -legacy ~ the League's 
s e m i-syndicalist, "third-world" na
tionalism; as expressed by the pro
LRBW fa c tio n, now fi n d s itself 
supporting the Communist League while 
clandestinely buried in the inner-city 
auto plants. Subjectively revolutionary 
instincts notwithstanding, its members 
will find no revolutionary solution with
in the framework of the CL's reformist 
Stalinism. Once' more, they will be 
confronted with many, of the contra
dictions t hat wracked DRUM and 
ELRUM early on. 

There may be a militant. impulse 
behind rejection of the Moscow-line 
Stalinist.s' pipe dreams of a "peaceful 
road t.o socialism" and Martin Luther 
King-style pleas for interracial har
mony: But the CL's Peking-brand of 
peaceful coexist.ence and crackpot
nationalist theory of a "negro nation" 
in the Deep South (with a majority 
of "white negroes"!) are no better. 

Only by breaking sharply . with the 
petty-bourgeois politics of trade-union, 
reformism and Stalinism and adopting 
the proletarian program of Trotskyism 
can subj ectively revolutionary black 
worker militants contribute, to over
coming the crisis of proletarian lead- ' 
ership ,', which is today the' deCisive 
roadblock ,,' to . socialist revolution. In 
struggling' to build a unified. Leninist 
vanguard party based on the Transi
tional Program and to. rebuild the. 
Fourth International destroyed by Pab-, , \ 
loist revisionism, it is now possible 
to layt'the bases to replace the sym
biotic duo of petty-bourgeois' black 
nationalism and reactionary white raC
ism' with proletarian internationalism. 

For a United Vanguard Party and 
Class-Struggle Union Caucuses . 

The membership of the League was 
certainly motivated in good part by 
militant opposition to the pro-company 
bureaucracy of the UA W and by a 
desire for a proletarian strategy for 
hl", ... 1r Hh .... "'tinn "'1:1 nnnnl:l .. rt tn thp 
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racial discrimination is uncompromis
ing hositility to any form' of labor 
reformism. Thus the SL' s call for 
trade-union caucuses based on the 
full transitional program, rather than 
opportunist lowest-common denomina
.;tor ttmilitant" formations. pushed by 
various fake· lefts, is of particular 
importance for black worker militants. 

Though their concerns are not 
limited to 'the fight against racial dis
crimination, such caucuses are a much 
more effective weapon in securing even 
i m m e d i ate" gains jor specially
oppressed minority workers than re

. formist formations organized around 
the single issue of racial oppression
which is what the League's caucuses 
(DRUM, ELRUM, etc.) effectively:,be
came .. On.the other hand, to the extent 
that DRUM demands such as ending 
unemployment t h r 0 ugh a shortened 
workweek, organization of workers mi
'litiasfor self-defense and ,a general 
strike against the Indochina war were 
intended seriously to pose a revolu
tionary . alternative to the, bureaucracy 
(and,. not some reformist mishmash), 
then clearly it can. only be harmful to 
divide supporters of such a program 
on racial lines. 

The'struggle against white racism 
and special oppression of minority 
workers will depend on wInning the 
working masses to understand the need 
for a class-struggle program on all 
questions faCing the labor movement, 
and· .... ,onposing the struggle against, 
special oppression in, a manner that 
strengthens class unity instead of set
ting' one part of the class against 
another. Thus' a class-struggle trade
union caucus would call for ending 
unemployment through a sliding scale 
of ' 'wages and hours and for an end to . 
all discriminatory practices in hiring 
and upgrading. 

On the other hand, while struggling . 
within the unions for the elimination 
of all raCial, national and sexual dis
crimination, such a caucus would vig
orously oppose taking the union to 

',t 

court, i.e., calling on the bourgeois 
state to arbitrate disputes within the 
workers. movement. 'It would raise de
mands, which emphasize the interna
tional character of labor's struggle 
for emancipation (labor strikes against 
imperialist wars, against protection
ism, full citizenship. rights for foreign 
workers, for international strike ac
tion) and fight for its program on an 
explicitly political baSis. Thus in op
position to the bureaucracy's policies 
of begging for crumbs from the capi
talist parties (Democratic and Repub
lican) and petty-bourgeois nationalist 
calls for a black party (which-witness 
the 1971 Gary convention-end up tailing 
after black Democrats), we call for a 
workers party, based on: the unions to 
fight for a worl~ersgovernment. 

While the Stalinists occasionally pay 
grudging lip service to Marxistprinci
pIes when it does not interfere with 
their ref 0 r m i s t maneuvers., their 
,trade-union work is uniformly char
acterized by simple union militancy. 

'As Trotsky ,correctly remarked, the 
purpose of raising transitional de
mands is to make a bridge ,between 
the present consciousness and needs 
of the masses and the socialist pro
gram of the revolution. In the epoch 
of decaying capitalism, w~en success
ful reformism is impossiole, the trade 
'unions will either be won to revolu
tionary leadership standing for the 
'Transitional Program or .. they will 
serve as instruments of the bourgeoisie 

I ,in crushing the workers,movement and 
, obliterating those gains 'already won by 

labor through bitter struggle. Just as 
worker -militants must transcend nar
row trade unionism, so must revolu
tionists among the specially oppressed 
social strata transcend the ,special
interest pressure group strategy
which offers no real solution to their 
felt oppre,ssion-and embrace a:social
ist world view, which alone provides 
a consistent strategy for a unified fight 
a g a ins t capitalist exploitation and 
oppression. 
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ilack,) Power and t'he:Fascists 
Until just a few months ago, it seemed as if the Civil • 
ghts.Movement had almost come to a stand-still. It 
:med to have failed to achieve any of its goal~ or 
eviateto any degree the special oppression suffered by 
: masses of Negroel!! in this country. Politically, it had 
tten nowhere. The Mississippi Freedom Democratic 
rty had failed to jar the racist white Democratic Party 
1m power in Mississippi or to achieve recognition 
1m the national Democratic Party. The Movement 
d failed to alter the police brutality in the ghettos, or 
)vide a meaningful aJlSwer to the police-instigated 
ughters in the so-called "riots" in Harlem, Watts,etc. 
ld most important, conditions for the bulk of Negroes 
ve actually gotten worse, not better; their income 
:reases in recent years had been substantially less than 
It of the population as a whole. Unemployment was 
Ilfour times as great among Negroes, and urban 
lewal still means moving the poor out, not ending 
m housing. 
[hen came the rapid popularity of the slogan "Black 
wer," coined by SNCC charrman Stokely Carmichael 
the Meredith march in Mississippi, and raised by the 
lck Panther Party (Lowndes County Freedom 
ganization) in Lf>wndes County, Alabama. There has 
m an infinite vgriety of definitions of Black Power, 
t we think the following points contain its real 
:aning: (I) organization and struggle independent of 
: Democratic Party, the white liberals and their 
mey, (2) black contr:ol of the black struggle and black 
.ghborhoods, (3) an end to the special oppression of 
Icks, rather than integration into white society"(which 
plies that somehow "white is better"), and (4) self
fense of the struggle against racist attack and police 
Itality. These are the elements being adopted by the 
uggle itself, of which the Black Panther Party and the 
mmunity Alert Patrol in Watts are good examples. 
Independent politics, neighborhood patrols, and 
.inly an awareness on the part of blacks that they must 
it themselves; this is why Black Power hasrapidly 
:ome the new slogan of the Negro sltruggle. But Black: 
wer itself is insufficient. as 'a slogan or as a program: 
. struggle. We must not merely praise a good new 
relopment in the movememt, but carefully·scrutinize if' . 
m the point of view oft he struggle,: past, present and' 
ure. " " , ,< .~ \ 

rhe fact is that Black Power is incapable of delivering 
its promise of a new road to black liberation. All of its 
ments which we have mentioned above are essential if 
s liberation is ever to be achieved, but by themselves, 
:y cannot overcome the,crippling isolation of the 
gro movement in society. This isolation of the Negro 
i always been and is now the chief cause of the special 
e>ression of blacks. Black Power, as an interview in a 
ent issue of Flatlands pointed"out, implies black 
ty. Thus Stokely Carmichael, when asked if he was 
,et by the Reverend Martin Luther King's non-

violent prattlings and attacks on Black Power iJl a recent 
TV interview , replied, "Nothing another blackman says 
ever upsets me." But the King s and the Roy Wilkins are 
more than just black; they are the deadly enemies not 
only of Black Power but of the very struggle for 
liberation itself.,They are the agents of the white power 
structure within the black community. King, we must 
recall, sided with the cops in the ,police invasion of 
Watts. ' 

Ironically it is King:and his ilk who point out that the 
Negro'is only 15 % of the population, that he needs allies, 
etc. This much is for certain; the movement does not 
need the kind of allies King is talking about, namely, 
white liberals, white moral sympathy, the federal 
government, etc. But it does need allies; it needs allies 
who can fight with it as equals out of similar interests, 
allies who instead of crippling the movement and 
making it dependent can reinforce its self-reliance and. 
strengthen its independence. There is only one direction 
the movement can turn to find these allies: towards the 
working class, black, white, brown and yellow. 

It. must be made clear that this is an urgent problem. 
The vicious racism ofthe Nazis and the National States 
Rights Party-fascists-has rallied the racism of 
thousands of whites in reaction to Black Power. In 
Baltimore and Chicago there have been violent attacks 
on the movement of unparalleled size and intensity.The 
black movement must launch a . counter-attack to 
fascism; it must take the lead. in the anti-fascist struggle 
at once. Self-defense, of course, is the most immediate 
need; the fascists must not be allowed to spill the blood 
of black workers without fear of retribution, and King 
must not be allowed to lead the movement with prayers 
in the face of bricks and bottles. But just as urgent is the 
need to begin actively seeking allies in the working class. 

We make no denial that the prospectdor this, are not 
immediately hopeful. The white working-class has, on 
the whole, been indifferent and even hostile to the black 
struggle. As it stands, many white workers, seeking 

: outlets for the!ir own dissatisfactions and frustrations, 
may follow the fascists in. attacking the black struggle. 
This is not because fascism offers any solution to their 

':;,I"problems, but because they'see 'no way to "get even," to 
strike back at the real cause' of their problems. Indeed it 
is the b'osses' land the corrupt' union leaders who 
tmcourage racism among white workers for this very 
reason: so the white workers will take out their 
aggressions on their fellow bla!ik workers instead of on . 
the bosses and corru'pt union leaders, where it belongs. 
We must remember, however, that white workers too 
are oppressed; they have no more interest in maintaining 
the "white power structure" -capitalism-than do the 
blacks. And their oppressors are the same as the blacks': 
the ruling class that owns and controls this society, and 
that sets black against white in order to stay in power. 
White workers have no more interest in fighting the 

"'7"Reprinted from Spartacist West, Volume, 1, No.7, 29 August 1966 
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bosses' war in Vietnam than do black workers;" and 
inflation-especially in food prices-caused by the war 
boom hurts them as'much as blacks. Furthermore, the 
traitorous union bureaucrats who say "don't let those 
_____ ~ _' in ,because they want your job" are also the ones 
WhO maKe deals with the capitalists to prevent strikes, 
reduce de,mands, and in general keep the workers under 
control. , 

The black,workers Plust seek allies among the rest of 
the working class. To do this, they must drop the slogan 
Black Power, not because the elements of struggle that 
we mentioned above are bad (as King would have' us 
believe), but because as a slogan for stn~ggle it says 
nothing, to workers of other races. about the 
oppression-and the interests-that black and white 
have in common. What does Black Power say to the 
striking Delano farm workers, for instance? or to the 

airline machinists who voted 'against the contract ur; 
on them by the government and then raised the can.r4 
labor party? ",' 

The black workers are in the vanguard o( the work 
class struggle; they must take into their own hands 
merely their own struggle, as oppressed blacks, but 
struggle of the whole working class as oppre! 
workers. They must sound the warning to the wi 
working class of the danger of fascism by calling fo' 
anti-fascist workers' united front. They must raise 
kinds of demands that rep,resent the interests of 
workers, .as, for example. those listed in the conclU( 
paragraph of the other article in this issue. Above 
they must raise the call for a Freedom-Labor Party 
an end to all foreign intervention by u.s. troops. 1 
Black Power into Workers' Power! 

.' i.. 
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~Iack Power Class-Power 
)NCE AGAIN ON BLACK POWER 

Until fairly recently the dominant tone"'of the black 
lovement in this country,' 'in its image if not its reality, 
'as that $et by the liberal integrationists, the Martin 
uther Kings and the Bayard Rustins. Theirs was the 
olitics of black liberalism. The goal was fDrmal, legal, 
quality; civil rights; or the northemizing of the south. 
be beneficiaries of this campaign were to 'be that 
am~w seg~ent.of the black population which is middle 
lass or close to it and is,copimonly called "the black 
ourge.oisie." The politica(strategy was to seek the 
upport of, and to avoid antagonizing, the liberal 
stablishment, and, 199ically enough"to seek to bring ,to 
lear the powers of the federal government which is 
ontrolled by this establishment. The tactics to be used 
verecharacterized by a heavy.reliance on non-viole,nce 
,ad moral confrontation. 

The civil rights movement was thus ,a coherent whole, 
,ne ,whose ,politics, tactics, and ideology were well 
~dapt,ed to the social stratum which led itandbenefited 
,y it. The hitch, of course, was that this movement 
neant very littleSor the overwhelming mass of the black 
,eople in Amegca, who are either working class or 
:conomically and sQCially marginal and hence even 
nore deprived. The black. troops of the bourgeois 
lenerals "eganto demand that the movement turn its 
lttention to their needs. This pressure was able to throw 
lp a militant left wing, mainly but not exclusively within 
)N~C. At the same ti~e, the locus,ofthe struggle began 
lO' shift to include the northern ghettos, the bastions, as 
w,ell as· the· prisons of the. black masses. ' 

In contrast to, the reform program of the civil rights 
movement, the demands of the black. masses are 
necessarily and inherently class demands, and demands 
which the ruling class cannot meet. The callforjobs, for 
tiousing, and for emancipation from police brutaliza
tion (attacking the very basisofthestate)-lhese cannot 
be answered by another civil rights bill from Washing
ton. Their pursuit leads inevitably to a sharper and 
sharper confrontation with the ruling class. It is this 
transition which is represented by the black power 

i \". 

'. ' 1 

,,'I'l,.; 

,. ~ 

slogan. Its popularization re.presents the repudiation..of 
tokenism, liberal tutelage, reliance on the federal 
government, and the non-violent philosophy of moral 
suasion. In this sense, therefore, black power is class 
power, and should be supported byaU socialist forces. 

However, this development occurs at a time when the 
working class as a, whole, except for its black contingent 
and isolated cases here and'there, is quiescent, and in a 
mood to go along with the status quo. This contradic
tion between the black vanguard'and ~herestoftheclass 
distorts the b)ack movement, and this 'distortion; 'is 
reflected in the "black power" slogan. "Black power" ,has 
class content only conditionally, that is, the slogan in the 
abstract is classless, and takes on class content only from 
the, specific historical context from which it emerges. 
This weakens the slogan profoundly, and opens it up to 
various' kinds of abuse. It can be used by petty bourgeois 
black nationalist elements who 'want:' to slice the social 
cake along color rather than class lines and to promote 
reactionary color mysticism. More seriously, it can be 
degraded to mean mere support for black politicians 
operating within the system. To Adam Clayton Powell 
the slogan means, or he hopes it will mean, just himself 
and, a bunch of black aldermen. " ,,', 

, Fpr these reasons, the support that Marxists give to 
; this slogan must be critical, seeking always to deepen its 
class content. To say that the slogan now has nothipgto 
offer the white wor~ers, has no appeal to them, istrue, 

. but irrelevant. Tnisis an error into which I feel C.K.'s 
article in ou'r previous issue Jalls. The black movement 
today sees the white 'working class mainly in the form of 
the ~icero rioters, to whose,sensibilities no concessions 
are due. When, the class as a whole, including its 
b~kward white section, emerges as a self-conscious and 
active force, then it will be possible realistically to raise 
the que~tion of ,transcending the old slogan.' "Black 
power" will become "workers' power." In the meantime, 
black power represents a new and more advanced"stage 
of the social confrontation in America. 

-G.W. 
, . 

' . 
. ', 

jC' 

- Reprin~d from SpartacistWest, Volume 1, No.8, 30 Septemb~r1966 
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A Black Horatio Al9!r StO~ 

'r 

Behind the "RootS"· Craze" 
"r, 

One hundrCd thirty minion viewers, coursesin,alm08t 
3OO,colleges. 1,400,000 copies in print, crowed a recent 
Doubleday"ad. They were talking, of course" about 
Roots. Twelve years ago, professionaljoumalist Alex 
Haley iet out to create ,a novel based on his research into 
the oral, and written histories of his own family. By the 
time the saga was dramatized and transmitted to the 
largest television audience in U.S. history. it had become 
more than jusuhe popularization ofsomeinteresting (if 
not ,wholly accurate) research. Roots' had become 
something of a ,social phenomenon. , 

The, furor over Roots was not Just the usual 'public 
relations hoopla, though there is plenty, of that (New 
York's Mayo~ Beame, and no less than twenty mayors in 
the South proclaimed "Roots Week" and the texas 
legislature voted Haley an "honorary Texan"). Nor was 
it simply that. ,Roots made effective use of the tested 
clich6s, of popular culture: a heady mixture of violence 
and suggestedsex'focused through the lens ofthe best
lknown, melodramatic techniques of soap opera. No, 
Roots struck a nerve. ' , 

The current intensity of the Roots. craze;Will~be shor't-
lived, but, the television series and book have tapped an 

',authentic, widespread and seething reservoir of soCial 
'passion." The passion is in the first instance, over the 
SUbject: 'the brutal history of chattel slavery in America, 

,the resurrection of an ancient form of labor for the 
'enrichment 'o{,the commercial capiialists and textile 
lords of Europe and, the" masters of New World 
plantations. There, is no ,more explosive $ubjeet in, the 
U.S. than this. ,Only, Gone With the Wind with'its 
"magnolia, ,moonlight and banjos~ version of ',the 
antebellum South has come close'to equalling the 
audience which sat riveted before TV sets to follow the 
generational saga of a black family from West Africa to 
Tennessee. " " , 
'f U,nlike Gone With the Wind, Roots is sympathetic to 

the victims of slavery, and seeks to view through their 
eyes the anguish of human beings who have become 
property. Even the sentimentalized, one-dimensional 
characterizations of Roots challenge the racist ideology 
of slavery: that blacks are subhuman and therefore do 
not feel as deeply or with as much complexity as their 
white masters. By presenting slave characters of obvious 
human worth and dignity uprooted, degraded, punished 
beyond human endurance, Roots breaks with the 
debasing "Sambo" traditions of ignorant but happy 
"darkies" stumbling into paint buckets and singing in 
the rain. 

It is this psychological identification with the slaves 
which in part explains the impact of Roots. For over 100 

pages '(or two and a half hours onscreeil) the Iludien 
has followed the story'of the hero, Kunta Kinte, as 
grewto young manhood in his idyllic African homelal1 
It would be ail unusually callous viewer or reader wl 
could thrusl. aside the vivid image of young Kinte am 
the blood, vomit, fcecs of'the sick, starving, terrifi 
blacks who1lie shackled on the slave ship. Itis one thi 
to know that it was far froni uncommon for a third of t 
kidnapped Africans to (tie 'on board the ships carryi 
them to captivity;' It is another"to see it happen; 

"There is no arguing with pictures," said Hatr 
Beecher Stowe, the author of.Uncle Tom's Cabin, whi 
is certainly the moral preCursor of Roots. Published 
1851, Uncle Tom's Cabin made an equally sensatiol 
entrance into public life. And like Roots, it '\1 

passionate in its partisanship of the slaves. 'It presen1 
an up'side-down moral universe in which the vied 
were infinitely good 'Hod the slaveholders the person 
, cation· of evil." It was a weapon in the service of " 
abolitionist movement. ·.v 

Bur that was 1851. The book's political purpose .. 
clear, its political imperatives unmistakable to its fricl 
and foes." Moved by the personalized indictment 
slavery as:an institution, the reader'was meant to W4 
for its abdlition. But what is the political point ofRo 
in t917?''ls it intendea as a model fOP-struggle against 
continuing oppression of black people 'in the U.S.?] 
Roots is a testament to'liberal accommodationism all 
declaration of personal . escapism. It" is . a; 'sentimel 
American success story and. a celebration of· 
usefulness' of the themes of black nationalism to 
racist status quo. I ~ 

~;, , " I 

"Consciousness-Raising"?, 

The m~dia respo~ded to thi~.~edia ev~ntwith w 
guilt and "black pridc,"1 while: the fake-radica1s .. scur 
along behind. The SWP's Militant, for instance, d.ub 
Roots "one big consciousness raiser" and thinks I 

perhaps its creators ,fooled themselves: "Certainl 
wasn't in the minds of[ABC's] board of director 
encourage black pride or militancy. But I'm afraid' 
they may have succeeded in doing exactly that." An~ 
Militant recounts this anecdote to illustrate what 
SWP means by"consciousness": 

"A young brother stopping in a coffee shop before, 
said, 'I tell you one thing, those white folks better not 
with me today. I just might have to stomp one'." 

The Militant approvingly reports a racial incident 
mostly black high school in which black youth, chal1 
"Roots, Roots, Roots," scuffled with whites. The S 
looks hopefully to Roots to "increase Black pride 

-Reprinl~drrom Workilrs Vanguard'No. 1~7, 4 MKich 1977 '. 



But the clue to the political meaning of Roots is 
:cisely the incorporation of themes generally associat- . 
with cultural nationalism into the liberal melting pot 
cultural pluralism. That is' what the fuss is all about. 
lat is why Haley "dedicated Roots as a birthday 
:ering to my country.~ . 
The New York Times (February 2) showed that it 
derstood the real political thrust of Roots better than' 
: Milita"t when it tried to pass Roots off as perhaps 
Ie most,significant civil rights event since the Selma
.Montgomery march of 1965." But Roots is not a 
[vii rights event." It poses no perspective for social 
tiono! ~ny sort. It ,prescribes the search for ~!~ck 
Dots" as a substitute for struggle. 
Roots flows directly from the failure of the liberal civil 
~hts movement to provide anything more than the , 
ken gains which are coming under increasing attack 
lder'the pressure of a worsening economic situation. 
DW more than ever black people are being told that 
)thing. can be done to' alleviate their miserable 
)pression. Carter's government is not even making , 
'oll)ises about the amelioration of the actual condi
ms 'of ghe~to life. Instead ,of jobs, housing and social 
rvices, the blacks are, being offered "black pride." This 
Jimmy Carter's formula for a successful election and a 
oral America, applied to blacks. ' 
The "black pride" which is being cynically pushed as 
I ersatz pro gram is a diversion from struggle. Marxists' 
larrel with the idea of "black pride" is not with the 
Idividual's feelings o,f dignity and self-worth that come 
om understanding. The internalization by blacks as 
elias whites of the racist stereotypes is a most 
ernicious effect of' racism; Marxists solidarize with 
{ery genuine effort to expose the racist id~ology which 
resents oppression as "natural" and even just. But it is 
trough participation and leadership in social struggle 
gainst that oppression-not in nostalgic individual 
,cap ism-that black people 'will find their source of 
ri~. 

:ultural Nationalism In the Service of 
,Iberalism. . 

Roots was hailed by black capitalist politician 
:arbara Jordan: 

"Everything co.nverged-the right time, the right sto.ry 
and the right fo.rm. Theco.untry, I feel, was ready fo.r it. At 
.so.me o.ther time I do.n't feel it wo.uld have had that kind o.f 
widespread acceptan~ and attentio.n-specifically in the 
60s. Then it might' have spawned resentments and 
apprehensio.ns the co.untry couldn't have taken. But with 
things quiet, and with ra(:e relatio.ns mo.ving alo.ng at a 
rate that's acceptable to. most Americans, we were ready 

" to. take in the full sto.ry o.f who. we are and ho.w we go.t that 
, way." 

'. - Time, '14 February" 

~he contrast with the 1960's-a period of significant 
'lack militancy- is important. For Jordan, the Roots 
,henomenon heralds not only a general acceptance of 
hat liberal capitalism which she represents in Congress, 
IUt the opportunity for black liberalism and cultural 
lationalism to get baCi:k together on the terrain of 
lemoralization. 

In the 1960's it was not so easy to see that liberal 
ntegrationists and black nationalists were offering only 

" 
different varieties of bourgeois ideology. 'The wide
spread black nationalist mood of a decade ago was a 
respon~e to the manifest failure of the liberal-pacifist 
civil rights movement. Many young blacks, recoiling 
from the blatant accommodationism of liberal gradual-' 
ism~ identified militancy with separatism and racial 
solidarity. Black nationalist and vicarious "back to' 
Africa" sentiment was an illusory "solution" born of 
hopelessness in the face of the evident bankruptcy of 
integration struggles. But what was once a kind of 
political statement soon became simply a matter of style. 

At the outset, ~ainstream liberals . accepted , the . 
nationalists' identification of dashikis and African. 
names with ghetto revolts and quivered with apprehen
sions that blacks in 'their mass might break from the 
traditional liberal organiZations. But the ' usual 
techniques-tokenistic" handouts combined with' a 
virtual cop manhunt against black militants like the 
Panthers-prevailed. Soon it was not unusual to see the • 
head of a government poverty program dressed like an 
African, administering the crumbs of capitalism 'to the 
impoverished ghetto popUlation. 

Roots closes the book on the apparent war between 
black nationalism and liberalism. Cultural nationalism, 
in its most vicarious and backward-looking form, has 
been rendered not only manageable but fully respec
table. Roots is the pop-culture counterpart of cultural 
nationalism's'smooth slide from radical rhetoric to'tool' 
of the poverty pimps and black 'elected officials. 

, "':L" 

The' Romance. of African Heritage 
Roots "treats the elements' of "African identity" 

formerly associated with .radical nationalism and black 
separatism as a sort of romantic genesis myth. The: 
political and imaginative core of both the book and the 
TV series is the life and legacy of Kunta Kinte, the 
African warrior who represents resistance to slavery and 
whose memory s1,Jstains his descendants. ' , 

Kunta Kinte's "black pride" is based on the sense of 
tribal identity and "manhood" instilled in the ordered , 
and idyllic world of his native Africa. He refuses to", 
abandon his heritage: the Mandinka language, the' 
Muslim religion, the customs he learned in Africa.' The 
American-born blacks who are his fellow slaves are 
rootless and broken; he despairs of teaching them "why 
he refused to surrender his mime or his heritage." When 
his daughter is born, he insists that she, be given the 
Mandinka name Kizzy rather than "bear' some toubob' 
[white man's] name, which would be nothing but the I 

'first step toward a lifetime of self-contempt." " , 
The proud African warrior refusell to accommodate ... 

Confronted with the hideous ,reality' of enslavement, he 
tries four times to escape. When he is recaptured the 
fourth time, the whites '. take horrible 'revenge. by 
chopping off half his foot with an axe. Now crippled, he 
will never be able 10 escape. From t4is point on in Roots, 
resistance to the slave regime becomes symbolic, rather 
than a matter of organized rebellion or even overt acts of 
individual resistance. It is the symbol of resistance, 
captured in a few African words and transmitted from 
generation to generation, wnich becomes .. the subject of 
Roots. 

After the failure of his last attempt to esCape, Kunta 
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Kinte determines to pass on his heritage. He marries and 
has a child. He teaches her some Mandinka words and 
tells her stories of her ancestors. Kizzy in turn, as mother 
and grandmother, retells these bits and pieces of Africa 
to her family. > ' , , 

The TV script even invents some scenes ,to highlight 
the importance of the African tradition in resisting the 
degrading effects of slavery. A character who was not in 
the book, Kizzy's suitor Sam, is refused because "Sam 
wasn't like us,. Nobody'ever told him"where he come 
from. So he didn't have a dream of where he ought 
to be goin'." 

Haley has become' the target of several black 
historians (notably Willie Lee Rose, NeW York Review 
of Books, 11 November. 1976) for inaccuracies and 
anachronisms in his portrayal of the Mandinka village 
of Juffure (as well as of the antebellum South). But it is 
the ideal which is intended-a Garden of Eden world 
ritualized around the cult of manhood. Roots is not even 
myth, but romance: a deliberate idealization of the past 
to escape an unbearable present. 

The Legacy of Slavery 

There is some truth in the image of a rebellious 
African taken into slavery. Compared to blacks born 
into slavery in the U.S., those slaves transported directly 
from Africa prior to ·1808 (when the slave trafftc to the 
U.S. was officially closed) were quite "troublesome." 
They spearheaded' the earliest slave revolts; the 
significant uprisings': ()f the nineteenth century (led by 
Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, Nat Turner) were 
organized by freedmen or skilled craftsmen whose daily 
work brought them int() contact with free laborers. 
Haley's acceptance of the centrality of the African 
heritage engages. the old debate over the effects of 
slavery on the cdnsciousness of blacks. 

The relative absence of organized large-scale slave 
revolts in the U.S.-compared for instance with the 
massive 1791 rebCllion which' overthrew slavery in 
Haiti-precipitated a heated controversy among radical ' 
academics in the 1960's. The CP's Herbert Aptheker 
sought-mainly by redefining the category of "revolt"
to demonstrate a presumably "hidden history" of black 
resistance. Aptheker's antagonists, spearheaded by 
Eugene, Genovese, advanced a plethora of factors to 
account for American slaves' relative quiescence -
among them the overwhelming military superiority of 
the white American state power, the small size of most 
American plantations, the ethnic and linguistic diversity 
of the Africans who became the slave population and 
their systematic deculturalization, etc., 

Underlying the 1960's heat over a historical dispute 
was.the closer-to-home ideological battle over.resistance 
vs. accommodation, posed in terms of separatism vs. 
integration. The black nationalists saw the pacifist' 
liberalism they hated as a carryover from slavery. They 
argued that it was in giving up their African heritage and 
aspiring to equality in white-ruled America that blacks 
had gone wrong. Dumping their "slave names," they 
accused the black liberals of accommodation to white 
"Eurocentric" culture and' demanded "black history." 
This debate ended as liberals and ex-militants clasped 

hands over the academic tokenism of Black Studi, 
departments. ' , 

The radical nationalists who rejected "Uncle Ton 
and proclaimed an unbroken tradition of blac 
resistance reaching back to slave times were, making 
fundamental mistake. The line between accommodati( 
and survival in a militarily .hopeless situation is not I 
easy to draw. If, faced by,overwhelming odds again 

, them, most blacks could express their seething hatred 
slavery only by sabotage, malingering,petty the: 
attempted escape, etc., this is a historical fact of previo' 
centuries and not a prescription for the future. 

Roots does more than, acknowledge the blacks' nel 
to accommodate to surVive. It embraces it. Followil 
the slave,.revolt led by Nat Turner, Kunta Kintt 
grandson "Chicken George" and his master "both hopl 
fervently that there would be no more black uprising! 
But the real highpoint of black resistance to. slavery 
the one which is left out of Roots almost entirely: t 
civil war, in which 200,000 blacks joined the Unit 
army, despite its vicious racism" and took up an 
against the slave South. 

An. Ali-American Success Story 

R~ots incorporates cultural nationalism into t 
"American dream." In the old Horatio Alger storit 
even the poorest among the downtrodden canbecor 
rich through the work ethic and the benefice 
workings of divine providence arid capitalism .. It is 
old theme: the good are rewarded and the evil punishc 
In Alger stories the moral differential can be eas 
measured by an accountant. The moral implication 0 

fair market is clear enough: if you work hard, keep y<l 
wits about you and are decent yo~. will succeed. : 
people who have prospered are obviously good foIl 
and there are some obvious, implications about the pOI 

Roots is a Horatio Alger myth on two levels. Fir 
there is the token-Alex Haley, the former marine co' 
and struggling writer who is making a fortune. But t 
example of an individuaLblack.who goes from rags 
riches is not likely to have much social impact among t 
black masses of Harlem and Watts. The myth of upwa 
mobility has little credibility among the black mass 
and Haley's life story is an obvious exception to t 
general rule. . 

But as a family saga, Roots can make a similar pil 
and get away with it. Hiiley wants Roots to become .. 
of our stories." He himself says he.identifies most.w 
"Chicken George"-after his grandfather, Kunta Kin 
the most important character in the book. "Chic. 
George" becomes a trainer 'of gamecocks, a sporti 
man and entrepreneur. He conceives of the project 
accumulating-through the crumbs which trickle do' 
to him from his master's, high-stakes cockfighti 
ventures-enough money to buy himself and his fam 
out of slavery. ." ' 

Still a slave, "Chicken George" is sent to England 
train birds for a lord. When he arrives back at his 0 
plantation with money in his pocket, he finds tha~ 
family has been sold. His son Tom takes over aS I 

patriarch, struggling to reunite the family. TI 
manages to get his master to apprentice him tc 



,lack smith and uses the proceeds from his tireless 
killed work to reunite the partially scattered family. 

After emancipation, "Chicken George" and Tom 
nove the family to Tennessee. When T9m finds that he 
~ill not be permitted .to own, a . shop, he sets up as a, 
.raveling blacksmith and he prospers. His daughter 
narries a hard-working manager of a lumber company 
)wned by an incomp~tent drunk. His probity and 
;obriety are rewarded; he eventually takes over the 
:ompany. The final link in the chain is this man's 
~randson, Alex Haley. 

The route to success in Roots is entirely personal and 
familial. This presumably inspirational saga is an almost . 
perfect . contrast 'to the real life of a real black hero, 
Frederick Douglass, as he describes it in his autobiogra-' 
phy. The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Doug/ass is 
the story of the development of social consciousness. 
Douglass'learned to read by applying a simple rule of 
survival: the slave and the master had opposite social 
interests. So when Douglass heard his master give . 
instructions that under no 'conditions' must a slave be ' 
taught to read, Douglass set out to learn to read. 

And when he learned to read, Douglass began to ' 
teach other slaves to read. He was committed not only to 
free himself, but to a social movement against the system 
of slavery. After escaping to the North, Douglass 
became a leader of the abolition movement. Rather dian 
seeking to reco-..er a lost African heritage, he learnedto" 
absorb the master's culture in order to change society. 
For him, historical identity meant not an inquiry into his 
geneological . antecedents but social struggle in the. 
present and for the future. . , 

It is ironic that Haley's real literary achievement is not 
the maudlin if sometimes powerful Roots but" his 
collaboration on the gripping and socially .important 
Autobiography of Malcolm X-a work which, like that 
of Frederick Douglass, starts from personal experience 
as the raW material from which to generalize a social . . ., ." 
VISIon. 

Malcolm X Was a contradictory figure who personi
fied the break with Martin Luther King-style liberalism, 
arguing for an African-separatist ideology and black 
self-defense. When he was gunned down on 20 February 
1965 as he addressed a public meeting, he had broken 
from the religious . obscurantism of the Black Muslims 
and was moving away from black separatist ideology. 
Had he lived, Malcolm X might have had enormous 
impact on the development of political consciousness 
among blacks. But for Haley, "Malcolm died tragically, 
but perhaps if there was a right time to go, for him, that 
was probably it" (Penthouse, December 1976). Haley's 
spitting on the example of Malcolm X is of a piece with 
Roots. 

Rootlessness and Roots 

For all its promises, Roots provides no real historic 
identification for American blacks. White and black 

liberals are saying to ghetto blacks that the rediscovery 
of an African heritage can make them "real Americans." 
The trouble, they presumably believe, is that blacks have 
had no Mayflower. But a "Mayflower tradition" is of 
use perhaps only to that tiny minority of blacks who, 
like Alex Haley, "make it" as individuals. 

This is why the Roots-fed interest in genealogy is 
primarily a fad. It is no more helpful in the fight against 
racial oppression than the dashikis were in the 1960's. 
Lineage is important in feudal societies in defining an 
individual's position in the society. For the,owner:s of 
private property in bourgeois society, ge,neologyis a 
matter of some legal as well as ideological importance. 
But for the virtually propertyless black masses, it has no 
point and is certainly not a form of struggle against the 
white-dominated 'status quo. At best it is a hobby, 
bearing approximately the same relation to'the'flght for 
black freedom a~ ,stamp, collecting does to 
internationalism. 

The longing for an African heritage in Roots is 
artificial but the nostalgia for rural Tennessee rings 
truer. Near the end ofthebook, "Chicken George" tells 
his family: 

"De lan' where we goin' so black an' rich, you plant a pig's 
tail an' a hog'n grow ... you can't hardlx sleep nights for de 
watermelons 'grown' so las' dey cracks open like 
flfecrackers!: I'm tellin' you it's possums layin' under 
'simmon trees too fat to move, wid ,de 'simmon sugar 
drippin' down on 'em thick as 'lasses ... ! .~ , . 

" More than any other group in the U.S. the black masses 
have indeed been uprooted-not only from Africa,'but 
from their roots in the rural South. But this same 
rootless'ness has made them . potentially a. vanguard 
element of the future American socialist revolut~on. 
Twice severed from his roots, the urban black worker is 
a motor force of an integrated proletarian revolution. 

Certainly the Roots phenomenon shows a longing for 
. historic identification. But' that identification cannot 

center on nostalgia for the past. It may well be that for 
the Haley family, the mythologized memory of their 
African warrior ancestor and a few words of his 
language were a consolation in time of deep trouble and 
an effective source of "black pride" as' a 'survival 
mechanism against the internalization of racist'ideolo
gy. But what was perhaps a source of resistance in 1850 
becomes a buttress for reaction in 1977. With the 
economic integration of the blacks into capitalism's 
factories, their,future is bound up decisively with their 
white class brothers'. U.S. blacks, more than,any other 
group in this country, have truly "nothing to lose but 
their chains,.". 

.~ 
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FREDERICK' DOUGLASS AND MALCOLM X: 
, Developing a Social Conscience' 

, I begl}.n, with th,e CQmmencement Qf the year, to. prepare myself fQr a final struggle, which shQuld 
decide my fate Qne way Qr the Qther. My tendency was upward. I was fast apprQaching manhQQd~ and 
year after year had passed, and 1 was still a slave. These thQughts rQused me-I must do. sQmething. I 
therefore,resQlved that 1835 shQuld nQt pass withQut witnessing an attempt; Qn my part, to. secure my 
liberty. But I was'nQt willing to~herish this determinatiQn alQne. My fellQw-slaves were dear to. me. I 
was anxiQus to. have them participate with me in this, my life-giving determinatiQn. I therefQre, thQugh 
with great prudence, cQmmenced early to ascertain their views and feelings in regard to. their condition, 
and to. imbue their minds with thQughts Qf freedom. I bent myself to devising ways and means for our 
escape, and meanwhile strQve, Qn all fitting occasiQns; to impress them with thegrQss fraud and 
inhumanity Qf slavery. I went first to Henry, next to John, then to the others. I found,in them all, warm 
hearts and noble spirits. They were ready to hear, and ready to act when 'a"feasible plan should be 
proPQsed. This was what I wanted. I talked to. them of Qur want of manhood,' if we submitted to our 
enslavement without at least Qne noble effort to be free. 'We met often, and consulted freqUently, and 

, told our hopes and fears, recQunted the difficulties, real and imagined, which we shQuld be called on ttl 
meet. At times we were almost disposed t,o give up, and try to content Qurselves with our wretched lot: 
at Qthers, we were firm and unbending in our determination to', go .. ':;',,' 'r: ,,' 

We'rlbw began to feel a degree of safety, and to prepare6urselves for the duties and responsibilitie! 
Qf a life o(freedom. On the morning after our arrival at New Bedford, while at the breakfast-table, tht 
question arQSe as to what name I should be called by. The Dame given me by my mother was 
"Frederick Augustus WashingtQn Bailey." I, however, had dispensed with the tWQmiddle names lQn~ 

.. before I left: Maryland so. that I was generally known by the name of "Frederick Bailey." I startedfron 
'BaltimQre bearing the name Qf "Stanley." When 1 got to New York; 1 again, chan~d my name t( 
"Frederick Johnson," and thought that would be the last change. But whenl gQt t~New Bedford, 
found it necessary again,tQ change my name. The reason ofthisnecessity was, that there were so man: 
JQhnsQris in New Bedford, it was already quite difficult to. distinguish between them. I gave MI 
JQhnson the privilege of choQsing me a name, but told him he must not take frQm me the name (J 

, "Frederick." 1 must hQld on to. that, to preserve a sense of my identity. Mr. Johnson had just bee 
. reading the, "Lady of the Lake," and at once suggested th'at my name be "Douglass." From that tim 

until nQW I have bee~ called "Frederick Douglass"; and as 1 am more widely known by that name tha 
by either Qf .the 'others, I shall cQntinue to. use it as my own. 

-Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass [autobiographica 

I think that an objective reader may see how in the society to which 1 was eXPQsed as a black yQU 
here in America, for me to wind up in a prison was really just abQut inevitable. It happens to so rna' 
thousands of black youth .... 

I think, 1 hope, that the objective reader, in follQwing my life-the life of only one ghetto-creat 
Negro-may gain a better picture and understanding than he has previously had of the black ghettc 
which are shaping the lives and the thinking of almost all of the 22 million Negroes who live 
America. 

, -The Autobiography of Malcolm 

-Rpnrinted from Workers Vanguard No. 148, 11 March 1977 
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Then, under the moon and lhe, stars, Kunta raised the baby upward, turning the blank~ted 
bundle in ,his"himds so that the baby's right ear touched against his lips. And then slowly and 
distinctly, in Mandinka, he whispered three times into the tiny ~ai,"Your name, is,Kizzy. Your 
name is Kizzy. Your name is Kizzy." It was done, as it had been done ~j,th all ,of the,Kinte 
ancestors, as it had been done with himself, as it would have been done with this infant had she 
been born in her ancestral homeland. She had become the first person to know who"she was .... 

Even beyond what she had ho'ped, George seemed to be building up his own image of his gran' 
pappy, and-to the limits ,of her end urance-Kizzy tried to help it along with tales. from her own 
rich store of memories. "Bpy, 1 Wish you could:o' heared 'im singin' some'o' dem African songs to 
me when we be'ridin'in de massa's buggy, an'I was,a l'il gal, right roun' de ageyou is now." ... She 
said to George, "Yo' gran' pappy like to tell me things in de African tongue. Like he call a fiddle a 
ko, or he call a river Kamby Bolongo, whole lotsa different, funny~soundin' word1s lik,e dat'." She 
thought how much it would please her pappy, wherever he was, for his grandson alsp,Jo know the 
Africat;l words .. " ,.,' -

'-.. 

-N~ :l;Ialey, Roots: The Saga of an American Family 
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