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Preface to the Third Edition

The new edition of this book, proposed by Verso editor Andy
Hsiao, seems to have come at a propitious historical moment not
only for global society but also for phenomena that can still, with
many reservations, be called Marxism, Marxist ideas, Marxist-
based projects. The particular crises at hand—economic, social,
political, and ecological—are so numerous and fast-breaking that
headlines will overtake any specifics mentioned here. But crises
they are. Hence the renewal of a subject that appeared, according
to dominant liberal and conservative narratives since the 1991
edition, to have been dead and gone, following the collapse of the
East Bloc. To return to the disappearing century’s most ringing
cliché, history seemed to end, and then did not end after all.

The ‘rediscovery ofi.Marx’, not only in the us but in many
corners of the world, is bound to be the most intriguing develop-
ment for new, especially young, readers of Marxism in the United
States. Whether this rediscovery is rooted only in the spreading
catastrophes, often more acute for the young than the old, or
in the perception that hardly any place remains on the planet
unconquered by capitalism, may not matter much for our pur-
poses here. Nor do we know very well, at this writing, what the
future, near as well as far, will do with the rediscovery. The main
point in the entire book below is to make some rapidly disap-
pearing history available to the reader, but also to point out that
large chunks of this extended history keep happening, and that
they count. It was my own intent, in the launching of the New
Left magazine Radical America in 1967, to foster a Marxism
worthy of the challenge of us society, neither dogmatic (we used
to say ‘mechanistic’) nor sour, but exuberant, creative and linked
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directly to social movements and activists themselves. Things
never work out simply and sometimes they seem not to work out
at all. Still, here we are in an explosive new decade yearning for
radical, useful interpretations.

All this is so obvious that, at first glance, the absence of a
Marxist revival would be more mysterious. The Marxism of today
is overwhelmingly a critique of an uncertain, often staggering
economic and social system, a central but no longer an altogether
self-confident, dominating force within a severely troubled global
system. The anti-Hegelians who long ago argued for a Marxism
without teleology seemed to have hagd their point made for them.
Except that without teleology, Marxism tends to flatten into a
lukewarm social democracy surviving as a political force only by
giving up the goal of transcending the system and with it, the
social relations of the work that, so far, goes on through one tech-
nological development after another, alienated as ever.

The premise of Marxism in the United States, as | began to
pore though old newspaper files during the New Left years of the
later 1960s—turning, a decade later, to interviewing octogenar-
ian survivors—was the role of Marxist thinkers in relationship
with actual mass movements. The political place where I started,
struggling to answer or at least reframe questions bearing imme-
diately upon the creation of a campus anti-war movement, led
me slightly beyond straight intellectual or political history, where
theorists have always had difficulty finding their way or at least
their audience. A laconic left-winger of the 1910s quipped that
writing books had ruined more socialists than had drink, though
each had taken its share. The usa has produced few great Marxist
theorists but many effective organizers, popularizers, and strat-
egists of the kind who formulated and developed the unique
vision of the Industrial Workers of the World (ww). Stumbling
forward myself from a collapsed New Left, trying to understand
the deeper histories of the Left in immigrant communities that
continued speaking their native tongue, I discovered a creativity
of adaptation, from the earliest days in blue-collar neighborhoods
to the civil rights era and beyond.

In part, I had been conducting a study all along, often unbe-
knownst to myself, of what we might call cultural sediments that
made the Left real within sections of working-class life. German
blue-collar neighborhoods of the 1860s-70s, as well as workplaces,
had been the source of a briefly powerful socialist and anarchist
(or rather, ‘Social Revolutionary”®) movement, as had the emerg-
ing Jewish, Sldvic and other newer immigrant neighborhoods
at the end of the century. The Popular Front, thirty or so years
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later, depended upon these neighborhoods and their children, as
well as upon kinds of culture already different from the cultures
of the ethnic clubhouse and union headquarters. To the fgmlhar
charge that these groups held ‘foreign’ ideas, they were mc!eed
‘foreign’ to much of mainstream American.culture and society,
but responding very much to the conditions in front of the.m.

I was keenly aware of time running out on my reaching the
remnants of historic left-wing movements. The day of the old-
time editor and of mostly self-taught Marxist inte!lectuals was
passing, although it had not quite yet passed. I gmckly learned
that even the works written within private libraries (more often,
in public libraries or the back rooms of left-wing newspapers) apd
cramped apartments had once carried the prospect of reaching
thousands of activists in organized branches of parties or at least
those sympathetic to them. The writers of these wog'ks ventured
on speaking tours among fellow old-timers, meepng devotees
until the end. By the early 1990s, the memory of this kind of. rple
had faded badly, even while the histories and legends of left-wing
thinker-activists in other parts of the world became more thor-
oughly documented by new generations at home and abroad. To
say that these assorted developments have offe_rgd me concgptu?xl
as well as research problems for the current edition of Marxism in
the United States would be a considerable understatemeqt.

Still, there are many items of new as well as renewed interest.
When a twenty-something activist—returning to graduate school
when a phase of well-paid, unionized blue-collar work ended
with the job—emailed me somewhat sheepishly that only. attrac-
tive left-wing websites held his attention, he captured a b§t of the
persistent reality. Behind the paucity of grand theory written on
these shores has been a rank-and-file reality. Tomes and theoreti-
cal journals, from the early years of the century onward to the

1960s, mostly went unread even by Party members loyal enough
or ambitious enough to buy them. .

True to the left-wing past, activists of Students for.a ]?emocrat}c
Society, including those avowing their Marxism within the doc-
trinaire circlés of assorted Leninist factions, were rarely. deep
readers, nor were the successor cadre-style activists of the 1970s,
before that movement faded. Socialist conferences such as.the
annual events in New York and Chicago up to the present time
offer bite-sized theory to good effect, but may po§s1bly measure
the depth of understanding for most listeners. An impressive raft
of books has indeed appeared since the New Left was created
by and for scholars, with a smallish audience beyond—at least
until now.
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Then again, thére is the question of how even the most influ-
ential efforts of the American Left have been understood by
the outside world. Radical journalist John Nichols performed
a remarkable turnabout of the current right-wing slogans with
The ‘S’ Word: A Short History of an American Tradition . . .
Socialism (2011). Nichols did not wish to claim that Marxist or
Socialist doctrines had ever taken much hold in national poli-
cies in their own name, but rather that,-at least from Marx’s
little-understood (until recent work, that is) correspondence
with Lincoln, and arguably earlier, reform notions owed much
to the socialist tradition. It would be difficult, indeed, to parse
the egalitarian triumphs, separating out the imperial projects
abroad that accompanied them, from Andrew J ackson’s war on
Indians (simultaneously on the Bank of the United States) to
Harry Truman’s 61 Bill and onward through the last great burst of
reform, during Lyndon Johnson’s tenure, not to mention gay mar-
riage and drones, policies twinned under Barack Obama. Nichols’
point was made for him (and all of us) when the use of ‘Socialism’
as a hate word prompted large numbers of Americans, in recent

opinion polls, to say that they would probably like socialism -

better than capitalism! Not likely, however, the socialism of any
older version.

The giant change from the Marxist past, clearly, is that a now
largely absent, bemuscled industrial proletariat, long considered
destined to seize the factories, is obviously not going to Make
The Revolution. At least, not in the usa. Technological workers
in every sector, likewise health workers, certainly can shut down
the system,.but that is something different. The backup to the
often defeated and disappointing domestic class struggle has
forever been the struggle far away. Today, the renewed presence
of a global conflict along class (as well as other) lines, is often
marked by tactical innovation, but also by the current absence of
some vast and connected international movement for socialism
along with a credible ‘socialist homeland’, notwithstanding Cuba,
Venezuela, etc.

Snapshot of a moment: At the Left Forum in New York, April
2012, the crowd is more young than old (a distinct change from
a decade earlier), the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek has
something like the cult-prestige accorded to Jean Paul Sartre a
half-century earlier (with perhaps a similar degree of mystifica-
tion), and while ‘Marx’ and ‘Marxism’ are not heard in every
panel and workshop, their presence is undeniable. Indeed, the
workshops outflank the panels (with its famous members) by
sheer numbers of participants, overall. People wish to learn what
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to do, how to do it, quite as much as they are looking for deep,

ical meanings. )
the\(?)&fl?ngt could Marmg ism look like, in only a few years, amid
occupations, the global struggle for an end to wars and towarg
a radical democratization and ecologica_lly sustainable economy?
That is a query worth posing, even if its answers must remain
largely beyond the scale of the present edition. Perhaps, howeYer,
this book and its new final chapter will help frame that question
for worthwhile answers.

® % %

avenues were not followed in the first and second editions
g? l:ll;s work. Much effort since 1990 has been de.vot?d, as.the
careful reader will note, to the extension of Marx1st. ideas into
various areas as history, literature, ecology, economics, and so
on, as more books (and journals) on these subjec.ts have included
Marxists and related left-wingers as subjects. I w.xll rehearse some
of these advances below, but to take a case in point from my own
subsequent work: I could not, before my extended re.search and
interviewing on the subject of the Ho]lyxjvoo.d Blackl;stees:», h.ave
appreciated the Hollywood Quarter{y in its reddlsh-pmklsllll-
golden years (1945—49). The dive into hlm history atlarge, and :h e
television history to follow, was not mine alone, of course. But the
idea that screenwriting and other work on ﬁhn§—p1arkmg areal
struggle over the content of the single most s1-gm.ﬁcant cultux:al
or artistic media of the day—actually had a significant Marxist
history in the usa, with left-wing writers, d1rect9rs, actors, and
technicians of all kinds in dialogue, was a revelation.

Now that I look back from a further distance upon the 1960s
and *70s, I see better what I had only begun to gllmgs_e: the power
of the trailing penumbra from the Popular Front milieu, as a key
trend within popular culture and its study, even as the counter-
culture seemed to pose a wholly different kind o_f _challenge to
the reigning system. The Popular Front"s severe critics, when not
vulgar red-baiters, have mostly been, hlstonc.ally, aesthetes W!lO
view themselves as radical avant-gardes, treating film as a species
of literature and convinced of the corrupt.ing power of popular
culture. They naturally would not see hhn:makmg from the
inside, as a set of socialized work relations with the struggles of
a variegated, partially radicalized workforc:e. The later develop-
ment of auteur criticism pointed up the artistry of film but often
removed the context and history, with similarly stifling results.
More recent studies in folk music, modern dance and theater
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have produced a sjmilar scholarship of nuance, highlighting the
accomplishments along with the limitations of the Popular Front
impulse.

There are other areas in which the two earlier editions of
Marxism in the United States also came up significantly short.
The exploration and also the popularization of the criticism of
Soviet Communism’s degeneration and the resulting effects
upon the global Left fell, at least in a Marxist sense, mainly if
by no means only to the Trotskyist movement and its leading
intellectuals during the 1930s and ’40s. Socialist and liberal anti-
communists for their part largely abandoned Marxist critique
wholly and often explicitly. Defense of liberal capitalism and the
Us role in the world had become their destiny and, for a large
number, their occupation as well.

During those two crucial decades, making Trotsky’s own texts

available and glossing them could be described as the real con-
tribution of such an indefatigable intellectual and agitator as
Max Shachtman, translator and popularist, group leader, stirring
orator, and inveterate factional in-fighter. In several important
ways, Shachtman followed a favorite of mine, Louis C. Fraina,
first us publicist of the Russian Revolution by way of a documen-
tary classic, in 1918. Trapped within the factional brawl of the
day, Fraina never reached readers the way John Reed’s Ten Days
That Shook the World did, and as noted below, his pioneering
work sank quickly into obscurity. Shachtman for his part wrote,
translated, and edited even further against the grain: most left-
wingers did not want to hear what he had to say or judged it to be
the self-serving invention (a criticism at times painfully accurate)
of those whose wild imaginations projected their small factions to
replace the Communist Party and lead the proletariat to victory.
Meanwhile, the intense followers of Trotsky notoriously fell out
among themselves on a regular basis.

The tragedy of a Max Shachtman was more than personal,
and concerned more than Trotsky or Trotskyism alone: by the
time his own creative intellectual work had consolidated, he
had slipped so far rightward that ‘Communism’ had become a
great bogeyman to be fought with the help of any allies avail-
able. His theories of ‘Bureaucratic Collectivism’, a crude version
of the critiques of the Soviet degeneration posed by C.L.R. James
and others, suited his own career advance into a collaborator
with George Meany, the most conservative leader in American
labor history, and sadly mirrored the devolution of so many
other anti-communist radicals. An oft-heard crack about ‘ex-
Trotskyite neocons’ scheming within the distant right wing of the
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i licy establishment, from Iran Contra to the fa?ted
mlsglgenmzoforythe invasion of Iraq to hig.hl.y placed operatlzﬁs
urging new wars in 2012, indeed has its origins here,.amc‘mg. : e
former radical manqué’s final protégés..(Other.el"stwhlle dlsl;:::ptt;s
headed several socialist movements st{ll surviving and robustly
left-wing.) Shachtman and his ilk qbkusly outlived 'ﬂ.ﬁlr 0\:‘1
time, a thought that weighed heavxl)f upon me, a m;d el-abg d
radical penning Taking Care of Bu;mess, a study of us labo
bureaucratic history with a continuing back’story as strange as
that of the deeply conservative Sam Gompers youthful Manilsglc

Within this general milieu, but hanging on to socialis A
ideals, Michael Harrington, whose oratory prompted me ildo
join Democratic Socialists of America in 1984 (seeking to b]u
a branch in Providence, Rhode Island f.or some years folozg-
ing), was described below, but his larger influence was partially
neglected. Harrington gave his best .eﬂ.orts to the .g]obal.n.]o.ve-
ment of a temporarily revived Soc1?hst .Ix!ternatlonal, li|om.1ng
hands with Scandinavians and othersin a vision of an ega tan%r;,
global social democracy. His work supporting Jamaican soctlt -
ists alone would have been a worthy accomplishment, no n;a ; ltlar
that Michael Manley’s best efforts were tlp'own offiand out by the
power of the us State Department and its pawn, {he J abn;alcan
Labor Party. This moment is remarkable .ma!mly c?luse
European social democracy happened to be in 1tsallasl: a]ll) as:
before going down and out as a threat or even a moral ¢ (;I;gt
to capitalism. A moment frozen in time, bar.ely remembe:reh u

worthy of recollection, this prospect of a .dlfferent l?enu%p eric
Left, a different view of life, remains alive in the music of Jimmy
i ob Marley. )
ChIfIfa?:i?lgton’s boolZs, with the exception of .The Othgr .Amefncl?,
had a short life. Yet he was the last Al.nerlcan socialist of the
century to have the degree of respectabll'lty to be Ereated Syml[i)l?-
thetically in the pages of the New York Times. Rgdlcal ﬁgutc'::ss .de
Noam Chomsky and Howard Zinn, not to mention E_dwar.  Said,
outside but not too far outside the realm pf Marx1§t Cl‘ltIICISl‘Il,
remained beyond the pale, perennial!y cqrmcted of dls]%a Ity )
On another site of the small left-wing 1{1teﬂectual worl I\;I m!s;
takenly neglected one Jack O’Dell, Afncan-Amenca;Il. khilar)l(’l:l
and appropriate symbol of the late Popular Front. , i a
Singh’s 2010 collection of O’Dell’s essays h?s restored a cn;uc A
figure connecting the Left with the civil rights m9vemf31: an
its successors, all the way to the Jesse J ack§on pre§1dentxa lgzslz)n-
paign of 1988. A leading Black Communist during -the : S,
when the cpusa was effectively underground, and briefly a key
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strategist and aide to Martin Luther King, Jr. (until pressured out
by the FBI's squeeze on King), O’Dell went on to work and write
unsigned -editorials for Freedomways (1963-87) during most of
the journal’s existence. Odell’s keen analyses, Marxist in quality
without any doctrinal claims, pointed to the building of coalitions,
seizing historical opportunities, and working simultaneously
inside and outside the Democratic Party, inside-and outside Pan-
African movements. O’Dell’s insights cannot be reduced to a
proper summary, and indeed scarcely reference Marx, but they
are part of a legacy that has remained understated, almost under-
ground, and that bears more examination today.

This edition of Marxism in the United States was, it may
be noted, prepared against the background of the Wisconsin
Uprising, a massive movement during February-April, 2011,
and the long months beyond. For perhaps ten weeks, near-daily
demonstrations occasionally growing to more than a hundred
thousand featured large American lags side by side with ‘General
Strike!’ banners and hilarious satirical posters, pro-union chants,
tractors and at other times motorcycles circling the capitol in
protest, and of course the weeks-long occupation of the capitol
building itself. The crowd fused a ‘union’ message with defense of
the social state. ‘Marxism’ was invisible, but what to make of the
surge of class consciousness posed within social consciousness, on
a scale not seen in generations?

What avowed Marxists in groups did make of it was, in large
part, overly familiar: Left-wing groups from New York, Chicago,
and Detroit came to explain to Wisconsinites what should happen
now,.and how they were letting down the cause by being duped
into supporting a gubernatorial Recall campaign, likewise by
yielding to the de facto decisions of a regional labor federation
that discussed a General Strike in its press, but lacked the means
or will to carry it out.

Behind these deeply sincere complaints, aimed at least in part
as a kind of vindication after decades of disappointments, lay the
difficulty of outsiders seeking to grasp the unique traditions of the
state (beginning with the traditions of Robert M. La Follette, who
had established the Recall provisions now deployed) but also the
changed nature of the workforce, by this time state government
employees, disproportionately women in teaching and health-
care. The horny-handed proletarians on hand, adding an old-time
flavor to the struggle, were very often union retirees of industries
now gone forever. The Iabor chorus that sprang up in and around
the Wisconsin State House—and became a key force continu-
ing the public spirit of the struggle across the long months from
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August 2011 to the June 2012 election (and defeat)—recallec_l a
Pete Seeger or Henry Wallace view of American democracy, with
civil rights and feminist updates.

The Progressive Party’s failed 1948 challenge to the Cold
War briefly revived LaFollettism and prefigured our own move-
ment subtly, in both its slogans and tactics. We were minus fhe
Soviet Union and other such illusions, but plus a populathn
more determined than ever to fight for the real gains made in
social welfare, education, and the environment. ‘Solidarity’ was
sounded in a new key, the enemy attacked and ridiculed with
new means and a new sense of humor. The nation-wide ‘Occul?y’
movement, inspired by and following the events in Wisconsin,
seemed to create a new and different constituency for change,
and for an extended moment actually shifted the national debate
from Democrat versus Republican to the one percent versus the
ninety-nine percent. Under police attack and unable to go further,
Occupy also faded. In the election season to follow, the n?ajor-part):
politicians buried ‘the working class’ and even ‘working people
in favor of ‘the middle class’. Labor leaders making appeals fqr
votes followed their lead. The working class has, at least in this
rhetoric, evidently ceased to exist! Yet the overwhelming class-
versus-class character of the strnggle against austerity, across
wide parts of the world, has been clear, with every age, every race
and gender represented. How Marxist? The future will tell.

* % %

Perhaps readers will not mind if I add a word more to the story of
the personal pre-origins of this study, before my engagement with
the local civil rights movement and that living museum known as
the Socialist Labor Party. After the age of sixty, as is well known,
childhood memories tend to grow closer. The first hardback book
(not comic book) bought for me, at my own request, pappened to
be a pictorial history of the Civil War, almost‘ ce{tamly because
my mother’s great grandfather was an Abolitionist .farmer w:ho
marched with Sherman through Georgia, a strategic campaign
dooming the Southern cause and slave system. In her childhood,
he lived for a time with the family and with his nephew, an erst-
while drummer boy for the Union troops, and the two reminisged
by the hour. Similarly, my only (and deeply beloved) mus!cal
‘album’ (literally, four 78s) was a Johnny Appleseed musical
drama, all parts sung by radio personality and Insh tenor Dennis
Day, treasured in part because a great aunt of mine cla.lmed to
have on her farm an apple tree ‘planted by Johnny’ (in rural
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Hlinois, this farm might actually have received apple seeds from
John Chapman, in Ohio or Indiana, although admittedly many
such claims have been made). I wanted a past different from the
one presented in movies, magazines, and radio programs. Perhaps
1 was already destined to publish, one day, a journal titled Radical
America—although I suspect that an African-American, eighth-
grade teacher of mine named Wilborne Bowles also planted the
specific love of us history into my head.

One more point in memory, this one largely borrowed. After
I joined the small congregation of social historians seeking to
tackle the working-class and radical story in more than one
culture and, if possible, more than one language, I had another
experience or two plunging me in the direction of this book. By
marriage, I had come into contact with, and in a removed sense
joined, a mostly Slavic, blue-collar community at the northern tip
of Illinois, near the Wisconsin border. Here, most amazingly, the
remnants of ‘Cooperative City’—as Waukegan, a home of Little
Steel, had been known by its activists since the 1910s—still existed
in recent memory. By the end of the Second World War, nearly
half its residents were in one kind of co-op or another, from milk
to banking. The Slovene Hall, less than a block from the Slovene
Church but with little overlap of membership, contained a library
with portraits of Marx and Ivan Molek. Interviewing old-tim-
ers while visiting in-laws in 1981, I found the aging leader, who
entrusted me with the printed history of this socialistic institution
(he had been waiting, he told me, for someone to ask). My wife,
in her childhood, had performed her piano recitals there. Like
the nearby Croatian Hall whose leaders had leaned more toward
Communism than Slovene-style social democracy, but shared the
Slovene enthusiasm for Tito, they were part of a left-leaning blue-
collar scene that slipped out of existence within decades after the
war. As of 2012, the very setting is largely abandoned, surrounded
by neighborhoods of houses with doors boarded.

It did not last very long, this world, but it had been a real world
of labor activities and secular radical education for several gen-
erations. With as good a claim on “American Marxism’ as any
other, it has remained, for me, an imperishable memory. As with
the erstwhile Jews, Hungarians, Italians, Poles, and other immi-
grants, and the equally aged African-Americans, hayseed rural
radicals and others who were kind enough to spend time with
me, they were my windows into the lost age. Their lifetime dedi-
cations (in Yiddish a ‘shayner, besere velt’, a more beautiful and
better world) have become mine.

e G ae s
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Preface

As I sit down with the ninety-four-year-old editor of a Yiddish-
language radical weekly in New York, I have the impression of
whole eras passing before me. I'm his confidant—mayne touere
(‘my dear one’ or ‘dear son’)—not really Yiddish-speaking, not
even Jewish, but close enough to the old man’s sympathies in a
world that has outlived his time and his milieu. We talk about
his problems of the day: raising huge sums from retired garment
workers, living on Social Security in order to keep the paper
going; and his preparing himself, through reading and medita-
tion, for the upcoming Rosh Hashona issue. He’s preoccupied
as always with questions of international peace, class struggle,
and the unending contest for the Jewish soul (although he is too
secular to putit that way). I ask him to analyze the accomplish-
ments of the paper he hds worked on since its founding in 1922.
He says honestly that it has not been a success, despite its
contributions to all those causes. He concludes that the paper
discovered its own unique identity and mission within the Left
too late. I see his point. I've read the old files and winced at the
illusions, the hyperbole, the meanness toward competing radic-
al entities and personalities—all seem so tragically mistaken.

But they are mistakes as historically inevitable, in one form
or another, as the sectarian blunders Socialists made in 1871 or
we New Leftists made in 1971. In the face of the errors (what
my old friend would call, including his own mistaken actions,
‘crimes against socialism’), there remains something of overrid-
ing importance: the life of radicalism itself, the survival of the
movement through all its tragedies.

From a historian’s viewpoint, his paper looks and feels like

1
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the last of an amazing tradition. The editor’s own column is
spiced with literary and biblical allusions straight out of the
Russian nineteenth century where the critic, briefly but glor-
iously, became the great political voice of a generation. He
takes his readers seriously—he knows enough of them personal-
ly from his endless lecture tours over the years—but he also
cracks jokes of a typically ironic Jewish character. He demands
attention and political response from eighty-year-olds barely
mobile. He writes beautiful Yiddish in his weekly essay, the
prose flowing and crackling over the issues at hand. The rest of
the paper divides neatly into politics and culture, with a
generous section devoted to death-and-remembrance notices.
Like the papers of an older era it has few photographs, but it is
animated by vivid prose portraits. Its other surviving writers—
arthritic, deaf, straining visibly to complete daily tasks—have
never stopped working at their craft.

Through him and through them, their collective memory of
the OIld World and their struggle as outsiders (even after
seventy years!) to understand America, I seem to see a radical
German-American editor-at his desk in 1875 New York, or
Chicago or St. Louis. Himself a capable literary critic, poet or
feuilleton writer, this predecessor brings to the political tasks at
hand his love of German literature and his understanding of
Germanic working-class culture. Equally, I can imagine Italian,
Slavic, Hungarian, Finnish or Japanese immigrant editors of
whatever era in similar political and cultural situations, with
analogous joys and sorrows. The newspapers I can actually read
have a common flavor whether they are Anarchist, Socialist or
Communist. This is far from the whole world of the American
radical. But it has been a real world, larger in its collectivity and
deeper in its intellectual character than all the Left political
leaders and all the notable historians of the Left have thus far
been willing to recognize. It has survived, and with different
cultures and changing styles it continues to develop through the
endless diaspora of immigrants from impoverished and war-
torn societies into a chaotic and ethnocentric American order.

Another friend is my window on a different kind of radical-
ism. Former longshoreman and sailor who figures as the
Trotskyist-syndicalist hero of Harvey Swados’ novel, Standing
Fast, he tells of a hundred incidents in his own life from the
early 1940s to the present where the struggle for dignity
assumed no overt political form, even found itself at odds with
the existing ‘progressive’ (Communist or liberal) trade-union
bureaucracies and public opinion. He helps me to understand
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those periodic uprisings and organizational innovations that
seem to come from nowhere and disappear again. When I hear
him talk, I can envision the unbroken Wobblies in their time,
and before them the proud Knights of Labor. In this America,
among a persistent rebel stratum of the working class, the
wage-system remains unacceptable, economically or morally.
Like my immigrant friends, he has seen other eras of accom-
mo@ation and has learnt to tap the secrets of unobserved
restiveness.

My other personal witnesses of the variety of American
radicalism include: A retired coal miner from Elvira (he calls it
‘Elvirey’), Indiana, a town that elected Socialist mayors in the
pre-1920 days and kept a local of homegrown Marxists going
through the Second World War. A Black activist since the
thirties in Missouri, converted from the Bible to the Communis¢
Manifesto, who recently joined a Sanctuary church and thereby
reconciled the Revolution with the faith of his childhood. A
retired garment worker, instinctive feminist with a sharp class
edge who honors me with the love and serious criticism she gave
her comrades in the shop. All three speak of universals in the
history of the American Left.

None of my friends are famous people. They will not be
found in the history books. But they and several hundred others
have reached directly across the generations to me in inter-
views, across the lines dividing all sorts of radicals from one
another. They helped bring me through the dark, suicidal
moments of history when all the dreams of an age seem lost
beyond redemption. They were there before, in 1920 and 1950;
they have seen thé betrayals and the disillusionment. And at
thegr best moments, they know that endurance is not the only
saving grace; every age speaks new truths and those who stop
listening get old before their time. I like to think that they have
made me wise enough to recognize that I belong to the same
family as my radical antecedents, all of them.

In illuminating experiences of other generations of the Left,
they have helped me understand my own generation. Like so
many others in the New Left of the 1960s, I had sought in
history what I couldn’t find immediately around me: a Socialist
tradition and hard analytical thought. These I had pursued for
years, chiefly through mountains of old newspapers, while
scarcely making conscious sense of the personal impulses and
political tendencies that had brought me into radicalism at the
close of the 1950s. In return for relating their lives, my
Interviewees wanted to know about mine, and they forced me
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to confront the significance of my own repressed family tradi-
tion from the Revolutionary War, to Abolitionism, Spiritual-
ism, Woman’s Rights—and the Ku Klux Klan.

Today, when the excitement of the radical movement of my
own youth has receded into the past, replaced (as far as those
things can ever be replaced) with the usual variety of quasi-
political activities from classrooms to picket lines to journalism,
I find myself more like the old-timers than I ever imagined. This
book, over the twenty years in which it has evolved, has become
more than a reassessment of US Marxism from the wealth of
new historical evidence available. It is by now, inevitably, an
installment in collective autobiography, a family history of the
left that has come to include my own generation.

The-few years since the original publication of Marxism in the
United States seem to have been centuries in the confirmation of
longstanding, world-wide trends. The full effects upon US Marx-
ism as theory or as practical guide to action will not be clear for
some time to come. But, negatively speaking, certain tenden-
cies can now be safely ruled out. Others—in the view of this
book the deepest in American radicalism—will find new forms
of expression.

For the moment, the familiar ‘American Assumption’, end-
less frontiers of individual opportunity, seems to rule all—
including the former holdouts. The collapse of East European
communism and the deep erosion of mainstream American
trade unionism together end the era of ‘productivism’, with all
its visions of industrial-proletarian batallions marching in lock-
step toward the promised land. The restructuring of the world
economy (its effects too little treated in Marxism in the United
States) confounded the last illusions of ‘really existing social-
ism’. It also sealed top officials of American union into their
Iuxury bunkers, safe from their putative constituency of work-
ing people and the impoverished underemployed.

Pax Americana. in a world of depleting rainforests and
accumulating toxins is a nightmare, one of the worst which the
human brain has ever concocted. The potential {by no means
yet real) winding-down of the Cold War arms race comes
almost as a distraction to other, ongoing catastrophes. No
wonder, then, that US hegemonism (now aided by Soviet
compliance) in Africa, Latin America, and even the Middle
East creates a feeling of helplessness before the apparently
unrestrained aggressions of the us military and the market.

The current demonization of Marxism in the commercial
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press rightly presumes, however, the impending return of
serious threats to imperial security. As I hope this book
illustrates, it is precisely the combination of the familiar and the
unfamiliar, the long repressed and the utterly original, which
should catch our attention in any glimpse at the prospects of
radicalism today. With recession in the air, the moment for the
radicals’ reorganization along new lines may come sooner
rather than later. If American history serves as any example at
all, a new unrest will sooner or later break out with a sudden-
ness and in forms that will surprise everyone. Some kind of
internal coordination will again surely be assembled. Marxist
ideas will return, as they have regularly, for use or abuse by
people aiming at personal and political clarity.

It would be foolish, indeed, to predict the precise impact of
world and national developments on the American Left. But
one can say with confidence that the subtraction of ‘commun-
ism’ as the antithesis to ‘capitalism’ has brought not the ‘end of
history’, but rather history in another key.

The utopian edge of American radicalism comes alive again
in the simple notion of protecting the earth and its inhabitants
from complete environmental devastation. In the narrow,
‘realistic’ sense of small-scale reform, this goal is unattainable.
Reaching out for alternatives, we are not so far from the old
spiritual and socialist vision of a ‘Golden Age’ when all lived at
peace with nature. Half-measures—such as public-relations
programs for preserving tracts amid massive deforestation—will
no more satisfy future radicals than territorial compromises
satisfied the Abolitionists.

The next ‘new’ Left will have to adapt itself to the novel
realities of our time. The worldwide electronic mass culture,
incorporating illiterate peasants as well as college intellectuals,
is the unavoidable terrain upon which any new movement will
fashion crucial elements of its particular consciousness and
identity. The Frankenstein’s monster of bourgeois sales techni-
ques and totalitarian control mechanisms evidently has its own
life; its own ‘signs’ and meanings. Readers will appreciate, 1
hope, how grudgingly American Marxists have moved toward
interpreting the media world around them. The insularity has
nearly passed, and the interpretation of cultural symbols has
become a potentially subversive and unifying global project.
Only the division of theory from practice (not merely ‘theoretic-
al practice’), and the want of fresh political excitement, delay
the interlinking and the drawing of the largest implications.

All this seems to take us rather far from the traditional
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domain of Marxism: class and class struggle. Or does it?
Cultural theory and the constituencies it seeks to understand
can no more eradicate concepts of class, and class organizations
in some form, than traditionalist Marxisms can impose rigid
class determinisms on race or gender. The sixteen-year-old
hamburger slinger, the Black or Latin female keypuncher, need
to understand the logic of commodity production and its famous
‘mystery’, as much as did Marx’s nineteenth-century factory
hands. The pyschic escape from work, now more prevalent than
ever before, cannot evade the tyranny of the alarm clock and
the paycheck. What will not remain the same, because it has
never remained the same, is the self-defense and aggressive
recuperation of surplus value. As the following pages show, the
‘labor movement’ has been not one but a thousand things, many
quasi-political and quasi-cultural. Capitalism only guarantees
the constancy of the alienated labor amid its ever-changing,
ephemeral forms. ‘Class’ as a category will not become obso-
lete. The abstraction of class, in the old mechanical sense, has
come to an end with the decline of the production-line worker.
New definitions, more in tune with the reality of American
social conditions and of the world labor-market, will un-
doubtedly follow.

A paradox—the vibrant prospects for change within a civi-
lization on the edge of oblivion—has been the destiny of
American socialism from its utopian and class-conscious begin-
nings. Imperial crisis is the source of this civilization’s origins
and of its continual unrest. America, the attempted escape from
the European past and simultaneously the apotheosis of West-
ern values, refused lesser solutions on the model of European
social democracies, the doctrinaire answers for questions of
class, nation, culture, individual and collective self-conscious-
ness. Marxism in its original forms has been tested here, and the
old universals proven insufficient. The history of American
socialism, and Marxism, as a creative intellectual form epito-
mizes the fumbling search for new universals.

Three searchers who figured heavily in the first edition of
Marxism in the United States have since passed away. Paul
Novick, the aged but faithful Yiddish editor described in the
opening paragraphs of the Preface, died at age 97 in 1988, just a
year after his historic Morgen Freiheit had folded. C.L.R.
James, whose ideas have proved my own greatest inspiration,
expired at age 88 in 1989. William Appleman Williams,
historian-formulator—-popularist of the New Left critique of the
Empire and ‘Corporate Liberalism’, died at 67 in 1990. With
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these three gone, whole eras of immigrant radicalism, Pan
Africanism and anti-imperialism have vanished. Each project is
now in ruins; each remains to be renewed, and will be renewed
in the course of Marxist interpretation.

The heretic is finally the one true disciple of the Cause,
insisted Gottfried Arnold in his multi-volume Ketzerhistorie
(1697-1700). Arnold, whose history, philosophy and poetry
connected mystic-perfectionist Jakob Bohme with Hegel and
with Marx, knew wherefrom he spoke. That maxim applies to
every revolutionary doctrine. The task of Marxists is to meet
the impending crisis by seizing back the trne ground of revolu-
tionary possibility. As they begin in earnest, they will find
comrades surviving from every corner of the collapsed older
movements and from every sector of a crumbling world order.
And they will find in this new edition of Marxism in the United
States, 1 hope, some food for thought.

From my initiation into the study of American Marxism more
than a quarter-century ago, I have seen the task of understand-
ing as a collective endeavour. I wish first to credit the elderly
comrades of the Socialist Labor Party, now long gone, for
initiating me into the surviving rituals of the nineteenth-century
movement, and into the quasi-syndicalism of Daniel Del.eon’s
thought. Next come the Students for a Democratic Society and
my fellow activists on three campuses, who called me into
action but also gave me the space (and the contemporary
reasons) for scholarship. Monthly Review filled a crucial intel-
lectual gap, and New Left Review inspired me to launch my own
journal. My editofial collaborators at Radical America and
Cultural Correspondence, from the late 1960s to the early 1980s,
provided a sense of shared political—intellectual effort through
good and bad times. The social, cultural and labor movements
of Providence, Rhode Island, have now sustained me in like
fashion for over fifteen years. Most of all, however, the Oral
History of the American Left at Tamiment Library has, since
the middle 1970s, given me the incentive and institutional
backing for the necessary field work on the rank-and-file Left.

Sustenance of a more material kind—in the form of grants
and fellowships—has been provided, along the way, by the
Ford Foundation, the Rabinowitz Foundation, the New Jersey
Historical Commission, the American Council of learned
Societies, the Immigration History Research Center, the
National Endowment for the Humanities, and the Rhode Island
Committee for the Humanities. I am deeply grateful to the
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program officers in particular, for recognizing and encouraging
my work.

I would like to pay tribute to some of the individuals who
have helped me, and helped others, in trying to reconceptualize
the history of Ainerican socialism: Rudolph Vecoli, A. William
Hoglund, David Montgomery, the late Herbert Gutman, James
R. Green, Frank Brodhead, Marty Glaberman, Dave Wagner,
Mark Naison, Paul Berman, Linda Gordon, the late George
Rawick, the late Harvey O’Connor, Itche Goldberg, Morris U.
Schappes, Dan Georgakas, Gil Green, Ruth Prago, Dorothy
Swanson, Danny Czitrom, Jon Bloom, Jim Murray, George
Lipsitz, Franklin Rosemont, Scott Molloy, Annette Rubinstein
and E.P. Thompson. Special thanks are due to friends who read
draft chapters of this work: Jim O’Brien, Alan Wald, Ron
Grele, and above all to my comrade and companion, Mari Jo
Buhle.

In setting out the second edition of this work, I understand
better what a change the appearance of a single volume can

bring to a writer’s' life. Credit is due my Verso editors—Mike -

Davis, Michael Sprinker, and more recently, Colin Robinson—
for the confidence in me which' made possible this book, but
also helped me bring into being three subsequent others. The
biographical C.L.R. James: The Artist as Revolutionary, the
expansive Encyclopedia of the American Left (co-edited with
Mari Jo Buhle and Dan Georgakas), and the geopolitical
anthology, History and the New Left: Madison, Wisconsin,
1950—1970 all develop themes whose outlines can be found
here.

Introduction

What has been the role of Marxism in American history? How has
it been appropriated, construed (or misconstrued), even home-
grown by previous'generations of American radicals? What has
happened to its latest major incarnation, the 1960s New Left, as
political veterans entered middle age amid the Reagan Era? And
what does the future hold? Can a theoretical system historically
rooted in response to Victorian capitalism hope to come to grips
with the challenges of the year 2000?

This book .suggests broad answers to such questions while
remaining self-conscious of their difficulty. The problem of
American Marxism is irreducibly complex, and not only because
the richness and diversity of the ‘radical experience’ defy simpli-
fication. Variously native-born and immigrant, male and female,
Black and white, rural and industrial, the disciples of Marxian
doctrine deserve many volumes of description. Happily, that
detailed work has become a long-range collective effort. My own
contribution to that effort includes a more thorough documenta-
tion of subjects discussed here, in forthcoming monographs on
immigrant radicalism and reform literature, and in selected tran-
scriptions from the Oral History of the American Left. Marxism
in the U.S. seeks to synthesize preliminary findings of the com-
bined research and to provide an advance look at interpretations
to come.

The stock-taking of radical historiography coincides, not acci-
dentally, with the New Left scholars’ coming-of-age and with a
generational crisis of sorts in left politics. Younger activists fre-
Quently express practical questions about the 1960s, especially
‘how was it done?” and ‘why did it fail?’. All the scholarly

9
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ruminations, all the warm personal reminiscences do not neces-
sarily satisfy the questioner. The New Left’s own meaning
demands a systematic reconceptualization in the light of a deeper
historical tradition. If I call this book a ‘remapping’, it is not
because radical scholarship can claim to plot a recent genera-
tion’s exact historic location but because some sense of the
coordinates has become both necessary and possible.

The starting-point is to discard the old saws found in the
Marxist lumber-room and its anti-Marxist academic equivalent.
According to ‘orthodox’, traditional Marxism, the history of
American radicalism can be divided neatly into the world of
honest ignorance before the classic Socialist writings became
available, and deep scientific wisdom (or willful ignorance) after-
ward. The descriptive category of ‘pre-Marxist’ has required,
since 1960, equally artificial categories of neo- and post-
Marxism. Unfortunately for this schema, pre- and post- bear a
striking resemblance to each other, from their emphasis upon
Black rights to gender questions, peace and universal citizen-
ship. The distinctions collapse. The arrival of Marxism on
American shores turns out not to be such a singular event, but
part of a larger and more complex flow.

Likewise, the mirror-opposite notion of an untainted radical
radicalism (or innocent democratic impulse) enslaved by a
foreign ideology will not stand serious scrutiny. No such creature
can be discovered after the 1860s. Amid even the most idealist,
indigenous non-class-oriented radicals, Marxist ideas spread
widely to and through those who found them useful. ‘Open your
eyes and dethrone your rulers’, the most famous Socialist editor
of his age, ‘One Hoss Philosopher’ J. A. Wayland, wrote to the
vast restless readership of the Appeal to Reason. Wayland,
admittedly no sophisticate, challenged anyone to disprove the
Labor Theory of Value and the inevitable crisis of capitalism
which flowed therefrom. For him, as for so many others, Marxist
ideas removed the scales from the eyes, supplied the why and
how for the disestablishment of the wicked. To immigrants be-
coming Americans, Marxism offered more direct services: a
strategic means to formulate demands for inclusion and a con-
ceptual key to the vision of a truly democratic America.

Scholarship has taken care of the grotesque misconception
(developed during the first Cold War) that Americans have
shared a consensual view, in Richard Hofstadter’s words, of ‘the
economic virtues of capitalist culture as necessary qualities of
man.’! No such consensus has existed, not even in the most
placid times, least of all in restless eras and turbulent districts.
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The role subsequently discovered of radical influences across
the pattern of immigrant or Black life, of the labor movement
and a variety of other social and cultural arenas, shows that the
supposed marginality of dissenters is only wishful thinking,
bourgeois hubris. The deeper problem which Hofstadter uncon-
sciously addressed, the absence of sustained, popular articula-
tion of Socialist ideas in the English language, remains the great
question for scholars of the field to resolve.

Radical history has dealt a less lethal blow to Daniel Bell’s
familiar contention that Socialists and other dissidents ‘lived in,
but not of, the world,’ i.e., proferred a moral standard too high
for mass acceptance. 2 The Puritan or perfectionist streak in the
historical American left matches Bell’s description, but it testi-
fies more than anything to a solid grounding in national moral
traditions. Even without sinking to the depths of the normal
political corruptions, however, radicals have had a significant
presence. Indeed, scholars are discovering them historically en-
sconsed in a great variety of blue-collar, minority and middle
class communities, considerably less aberrant to their actual
neighbors and workmates than to outsiders.

I am simply astonished that most American historians and
social scientists continue to consider the immigrant community
fundamentally conservative. As scholarship on the Atlantic
diaspora has begun to demonstrate so clearly, radicalism found a
stronger base in the late nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Immigrant community than anywhere else in the United States, a
fact well known before the Second World War but subsequently
discarded. Conservatism existed also, of course. To an extent
rarely appreciated Yy the surrounding society, the two lived side
by side, sometimes but not always demarcated between the
secular and religious functions. Not always, because class con-
flict and national sentiments frequently moved ostensibly con-
servative elements, including the clergy, to bloc with Socialists or
Communists for such specific goals as unionization and home-
land reconstruction. Readership levels of Socialist and Com-
munist papers often reached fifteen to fifty percent of foreign-
language groups, constituting a reading public we have only
begun to understand. At important turning points like the mass
strike wave of 1909-12, even such reputedly conservative com-
Mmunities as the Italian-Americans revealed a militancy and an
affinity for radicalism that shocked native-born observers.

Other myths likewise remain to be discarded. Histories of
American Socialism which typically begin in 1900 and treat only
English-language intellectuals as worthy of consideration are
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guilty of subtler sins of omission. Such book-centered and
ethnocentric views, often the innocent productions of disserta-
tions based on single-language and secondary sources, reinforce
a traditional bias that mistakes the intellectual stratum at the tip
of the radical iceberg for its ethnic bulk, submerged in a different
cultural universe.

This is not to claim that Marxism in the United States became
the ideology of large-scale, stable political parties in the Euro-
pean fashion. Or to claim that Marxist ideas became in any
significant way hegemonic. But we need to explain why Marxists
operating in the bastion of world capitalism could exert such
widespread influence at times of national crisis and such sus-
tained impact upon particular elements of society. We need to
understand why ideas generally considered so marginal have
recurrently had a powerful effect upon democracy itself.

A better grasp of the complex relation between Marxism and
America should serve as antidote to the despair of those who
bewail the ‘backwardness’ of the American left. European
radicals have since the nineteenth century professed bafflement
at the failure of the world’s largest industrial working class to
develop ‘normal’ modes of mobilization and representation via
class parties. Yet as Eurosocialism and Eurocommunism have
come to the watershed of late capitalism they encounter
problems long familiar to the American Marxist: racial divisions,
the impact of female labor and of feminism, the historic reality of
blue-collar consumerism, and the steady erosion of industrial-
extractive occupations. What European theorists excitedly cele-
brate as the ‘new social movements’ — including feminist critique
and action, religious opposition to war, cultural movements to
combat racism and so on—all have a reminiscent feel to
American radicals.

One possible conclusion, and thesis for further development,
would be that while European Marxism served as a force to
eradicate pre-capitalist remnants, American radicalism has long
faced the future that lay beyond. Perry Anderson’s In the Tracks
of Historical Materialism has indeed hinted at this possibility in
his discussion of current intellectual trends.* I will not try tostake
out such a broad claim here, or to elaborate its corollary: that in
the contemporary Third World, Leninism as the final secular
historical-materialist tendency is being steadily displaced by
post-secular, post-Western chiliasms, heir to the same Radical
Reform and Counter-Reformation, the same imperial intrusion
into older societies and civilizations, that set the historic Marxist
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spiral into motion. Such argumentation must await another
occasion.®

I seek to make some of the same points on a smaller canvas
here. In its most organized, coherent dimension, Marxism in the
United States has been a class manifestation of the National
Question. Contrary to the apologists and to the hopes of many
generations of immigrants, America has not been the Zion of
world democracy. It has been the place where all worlds meet,
but not on anything like equal terms. Marxist doctrine in its
internationalist abstraction has run up against a vast tide of
complex group loyalties and vernaculars; resolving at different
tides to swim with the tide or against it, the radicals have sought
to make the most of the possibilities.

Marxist movements have not necessarily coincided with the
American working class trajectory as a whole. From the first
days of the colonies, the American workforce has possessed, atits
vital bottom-most layers, a pre-proletarian character. This has
been the case from the Jack Tar anti-British rebels before the
Anmerican Revolution to the slave and free-Black population of
the Civil War and Reconstruction, to the European immigrants
pf peasant background, to more recent waves of Southern
immigrants, white and Black, to most recently, the Latin and
Asian populations accelerating their entry during the 1960s—80s.
These tidal pulses of cultural and social recomposition have not
generally flooded radical movements as such with new recruits.
On the contrary, the most loyal followings have been drawn to an
alternative Socialist autodidact culture which few bottom-most
groups have possessed. Marxist political presence has therefore
tended to concentrate in specific immigrant communities and
native-born sectors with special needs and special cultural
resources. But Marxist leadership of mass mobilizations, from
time to time, has extended much further.

Marxists have strained against the limits of their constituencies
to precipitate and to guide a comprehensive movement at once
national and international. To fifty years of unremitting struggle
with a successive series of nationalities, Leninism added the
theoretical conceptualization of the National Question. How-
ever loaded down with dogmatic assumptions and with credulous
attachment to Communist world politics, that conceptualization
encouraged the formulation of self-understanding. As Germans
and other nationalities organized themselves under Socialist
auspices during the nineteenth century, a welter of successive
groups—European, Afro-American, Latino and Asian—have
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struggled to grasp the nexus of national-class relation. Marxist
ideas have fortified the sense of self-identity and dignity in an
alien, exploitative America. Through a paradox more apparent
than real, Marxism has simultaneously helped free individuals
from constraints of their particular birth-right for a broader
vision of Socialism in America and in the world.

Marxism has also been allied, in unorthodox ways, with
typically American currents of democratic aspiration: radical,
universalist, utopian. The same conditions which encouraged the
bourgeois rapacity of the ‘Robber Barons—vast natural
resources, swift technological development, a demographically
sparse indigenous population, virtually limitless reserves of
immigrant labor, and so on—also catalysed Arcadian counter-
responses. Early nineteenth century communitarians, Aboli-
tionists, supporters of Indian rights and labor reform, feminists
and spiritualists had all seen the face of the devil long before he
gained atomic technology; all had lived with exterminist Calvi-
nism long before the world reckoned the full consequences.

In the mathematics of radical democracy, the enlargement of
citizenship rights to include the most oppressed groups signalled
a challenge to the system’s ideological claims as well as to its
brutal practice. At the same time, homegrown radicalism pre-
sented a practical challenge to orthodox Marxism, a sympathetic
alternative which sought to avoid the modern class struggle by
reaffirming and extending the ambit of republican ‘citizenship’.
Such ideologies often seemed crankish, outmoded, irrational, at
times hostile to class forces or even xenophobic, but they could
appeal beyond the limits of class and ethnicity-bound Marxism,
beyond homo economus, to a recurrently troubled national con-
science and democratic discourse that Marxist theoreticians
failed to comprehend. Indeed on occasion radical democracy
could also draw upon Marxist ideas to weave new and un-
expected patterns: on the one hand, the continually revived
chiliastic tradition; on the other, the critique of popular culture
as embraced earliest and most relentlessly by the polyglot
American masses.

Immigrant Marxism and utopian radicalism thus came to share
a common ground neither could have anticipated. The pace of
American development, the devastation of pre-modern ways of
life and of understanding life, have left behind an often extreme
sense of loss. Jews, with their ancient history of exile, have (at
least until the founding of Israel, and arguably after as well)
perhaps best articulated their feeling for America as diaspora
where the worker is doubly exiled; but the sentiment is not
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unique. ‘Homesick for the home I have never seen’, wrote an
anonymous poet in the grassroots Communist weekly Truth, of
Duluth, Minnesota in 1920, ‘. . . I am here by some sad cosmic
mistake’. That exilic sense has provided much food for melan-
choly. But it has also inspired a fresh will to redefine homeland as
a multicultural Socialist paradise never seen upon the earth.
American radicalism, via this National Question, has often
been a force in world history. Immigrant Marxists have funded
their homeland revolutions and assorted democratic stroggles
since the 1850s, often supplying both propaganda and a return-
emigrant cadre. They have also sent back the adve.moed tactics
and organizational forms pioneered in poly-ethnic American
mines and mills. The Irish case is striking. Outside the famous
General Post Office in Dublin—where former rww organizer
and sLP member James Connolly organized the 1916 Easter
Rebellion—there is a statue of a major founder of American
Communism (and onetime inmate of Sing Sing): James Larkin,
father of the modern Irish labor movement. Likewise there has
scarcely been a national liberation movement or struggle against
racism that has not been profoundly influenced by the history of
the Black liberation struggle in the United States. Marcus
Garvey and W. E. B. DuBois helped galvanize a generation of
nationalist militants across Africa and the Caribbean in the
1920s. The 1960s civil rights and Black Power movements had
even broader international resonances, inspiring young activists
and freedom-fighters from Derry to Soweto. .
But the National Question in American history is two-sided. If
on the one hand the dominant role of ‘new immigrants’ from
Eastern and Southern Europe in the heavy industrial labor of the
early twentieth century made Marxist internationalism a natural
expression of discontent, then, on the other hand, no clz.\ss move-
ment, no set of Marxist ideas, could possibly gttain mgmficant
continuity under such volatile conditions. American capitalism’s
unprecedented resources and its under-rated willingness to
repress dangerous opponents, ensured that the cumulative force
of radical tendencies could only be a sporadic threat to the home
system. Between outbursts, they have been (which is to say, at
least until recently, the prestige of Marxism has been) driven
underground or absorbed. So much so, especially in the domi-
nant discourse of the middle classes, that an argument for their
non-existence, their unimportance, has been made continuously
from earliest days to the present. Radicals have faced an endless
‘end of ideology’, with a secondary impact upon the undeve-
loped, recent character of Marxist scholarship in particular.
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Yet Marxist and radical ideas remain alive, rooted in one
milieu or another, a maddening discrepancy for bourgeois self-
congratulation. At each objective juncture—the transformation
of the workforce by composition or technology, the eclipse of
some working-class culture, the bourgeois acceptance of struc-
tural economic reforms, the obsolescence of an ethnic press or
specific types of cultural and self-help organizations—radicalism
has been declared dead, sometimes by the older radicals them-
selves. At a later point it springs up again, with the new con-
ditions assumed, the old ideologies tardily changed or discarded.

At the crisis moment—a strike wave, Black uprising, anti-war
resistance—the apparently sudden influence of radicals seems to
the same bourgeois observers quite beyond belief. The mechan-
isms for retrenchment, persecution, denial of fact and of inter-
pretation, have already been set into motion; in the lull to come
they are activated, and collective amnesia again ensues. The
cycle is very old now,-but by no means exhausted.

I have sought, more than anything else in this book, to cut
through the web of forgetfulness. In doing so, Marxist critics in
particular may complain, I have deserted the fundamentals of
Marxism for some freakish conglomerates. That criticism
depends upon a fixed view of Marxism rooted in Marx’s later
writings (excepting, perhaps, Civil War in France) and in the
practice of the three Internationals. To my way of thinking,
Marxism is as Marxism does, and the Latin American revolu-
tionary who takes inspiration from Liberation Theology and
economics from Marx and Lenin has as much claim to the mantle
as Trotsky, Mao Zedong or Marx himself. Any other definition is
the claim of an ideological holding-company.

If not, the title of the book may be a misnomer. But we
American Marxists have lived with that contradiction a long
time, and we shall presumably continue to do so. And we have a
fine precedent. Wrestling with the contradictions of the
American economy and its economists shortly before the Civil
War, Marx wrote in his Grundrisse that they naturally belonged
to a nation where: . . . bourgeois society did not develop on the
foundation of the feudal system, but developed rather from
itself; where this society appears not as the surviving result of a
centuries-old movement, but rather as the starting point of anew
movement; where the state, in contrast to all eatlier national
formations, was from the beginning subordinate to bourgeois
sovereignity, to its production, and never could make the
pretence of being an end-in-itself; where, finally, bourgeois
society itself, linking up the productive forces of an old world
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with the enormous natural terrain of a new one, has developed to
hitherto unheard-of dimensions and with unheard-of freedom of
movement, has far outstripped all previous work in the conquest
of the forces of nature, and where, finally, even the antitheses of
bourgeois society appear only as vanishing moments.** .

No one could have put the contradiction better. In looking
backward to a time apparently disappearing from sight, Marx
captured the nub of ‘American Exceptionalism’ that turns out to
be not so exceptional at all. In the short run, Marx’s own insight
unwontedly laid out an objective and subjective reality which no
amount of Marxist study, good will or political acumen could
overcome. American capitalism’s conquest of nature, its
freedom from the restraints of the European past, have allowed
recovery from every challenge. Radical movements expressed
themselves as ‘vanishing moments’, one and all. In the long run,
those moments predicted, perhaps, a universal process beyond
the sight of the older Marx (and by now, the old Marxism) but
not beyond the dreams of the philosophers and activists who
have never ceased to feel Marxism’s inspiration.




1
Immigrant Socialism, 1865—-1900

Marxists, and those influenced by Marx, filled a yawning gap in
immigrant life of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century
America. They spoke forcefully to the emergence of industrial
society, the hardening of class lines and the importance of a
collective labor response. Other reformers and radicals pres-
cribed social remedies more familiar to American traditions.
Marxists had a unique dual contribution outside the body of
those traditions. Meaningful transformation, they argued, and
actually showed in certain limited but irnportant ways, had to be
based on the changing nature of production and the ways in
which it prepared workers to seize their own destiny. Secondly,
any strategy of transformation had to be rooted in the real lives of
the workers, their cultural inheritance as well as their strategic
industrial position.

Only the first of these two observations could be accurately
described as part of Marx’s, or the First International’s, own
programmatic insights. Immigrant socialists struggled to re-
define the social relations of production in the American
economy, their major contribution to nineteenth-century
Socialist thought. However, the linking of social relations to
culture, and specifically to national identity, constituted the most
controversial, and in some ways the most important, problem for
twentieth-century Marxism. The illusions of abstract, universal
class consciousness and labor brotherhood to be achieved by
imposing a dominant culture upon subordinate cultures had to be
overcome before this question could begin to be appreciated.
The central significance of Blacks to American civilization, for
generations recognized more clearly by native-born radicals than
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immigrants, had, paradoxically, to be integrated into an
immigrant-based Marxism before it could be fully assimilated
into revolutionary thought.

The immigrant Socialists did not succeed to the degree, or
even along the same lines, that Marxism’s European guides
predicted. Nor did they impress the specifics of their Socialism
very deeply upon assimilated America, prosperous or poor,
white or Black, urban or rural. But they successfully promul-
gated the Socialist ideal and the methods of achieving effective
organization among a scattering of indigenous labor activists and
among large numbers of Germans, Czechs, Finns, Poles,
Italians, Hungarians, Ukrainians, Slovenes, Lithuanians and
other immigrant nationalities. They ‘also impressed upon sym-
pathetic observers from all quarters the certainty of industrial
conflict and the zeal of idealistic activists pursuing the improve-
ment of immediate conditions. Their successes did not come
cheaply to themselves or to their theories.

North America, after all, played a strange and remarkable role
in the fantasy lives of nineteenth-century Europeans, including
those two very European intellectuals, Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels. Many working people, especially those with relatives
already in the United States, knew the ‘Golden Land’ to be
tarnished by reality. But the promise of a better life upon emigra-
tion nevertheless played an analogous role to Socialistic visions
of reform or revolution. (Famed German Socialist leader,
Wilhelm Lijebknecht, put it best when he promised German
workers staying at home, ‘Our America is in Germany’.) Each
entailed social dislocation, uncertainty and risks; and each
offered a fresh beginning at the end of a long road.

Marx and Engels, for all their erudition, battled phantoms in
their efforts to understand the complex meanings of the relation.
They saw in the widely disseminated image of pre-Civil War
America, land of easy mobility and endless expanse, a potent
ideological enemy. Socialists removed from Europe apparently
abandoned the class struggle and ordinary working people
seemed likely to do so as well. Emigration to the New World
served as a safety-valve for releasing the pressures of working-
class discontent and preserving capitalism in its European heart-
lands. From the end of the Civil War onward, the fathers of
scientific Socialism sought to reverse the image. They drank in
each tale of American poverty and economic-social unrest as
proof of the opposite proposition: America would precipitate
European Socialism, perhaps even arrive at the true Golden
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Land first. Capitalistic expansion, from this perspective, had
created the weakest link in the system. The absence of custom
and tradition, which yesterday restrained class consciousness,
today would plunge the society irresistibly toward the Socialist
uture. )
f The immigrants themselves, even those with a.Socighst back-
ground in the Old World, inevitably saw the situation dfffere:ntly.
They had entered, not an America which existed primarily as
denial or fulfillment of European Socialist (or any other) ideas,
but a vastly contradictory reality. It bore disillusioning simi-
larities to the societies that they had left, and which Marxist
descriptions fit with considerable accuracy; but the dlfferex_wes
also loomed large, and did not grow smaller even when versions
of the predicted social unrest raged around them. )
Reality often had a bitter flavor. Immigrant Socialists, like
immigrant Communists later on, tended naturally to grasp at
European ties for a sense of security and self-'dcﬁmtlo.n. The
weaker and more isolated their own movement in Amel:lca, the
more important those ties became, emotionally and intellec-
tually. Attempts to groom English-language spokesmen not in-
frequently produced Frankenstein monsters, figures more
doctrinaire and seif-defeating than the immigrants themselves.
Efforts to correct the misunderstandings of native-born re-
formers likewise seemed too often condescending and alienat-
ing. American disciples who took their own initiatxyes, on the
other hand, strayed far from orthodox inten't. Syn}hetnc effor§ to
close the gap spoke imprecisely to the overriding issue. Mamst§,
even while adjusting in practice to their inmigrant constituency’s
particular needs, conceptually tended to reduce social variables
to class, while their native-born counterparts reduced class to an
element of social variables. ]
The reasons for this difference went to the core of Marxist
difficulties with American reality. Economistically telescoping
the processes of industrial development and consciousness,
Marxists anticipated in every ciass conflict the postponed arrival
of class consciousness. The patterns of American ra_dlcahsm
would prove too complex for such conceptual reductionism.
Modern Socialism, it is important to remember, had arisen
from a venerable utopian Socialism, and from a recent rise in
class conflict on the European industrial scene. The conquest of
Nature, the Communist Manifesto argued in 1848, had subjected
the countryside to the city and the non-industrial world to the
industrial world, effectively centralizing property, production
and population. The unification of the bourgeoisie impelled the
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collateral unification, despite all internal divisions and backward
steps, of the one revolutionary and universal class, the prole-
tariat. By those criteria, American workers should one day soon
compose the foremost battalion in the army of the international
proletariat.

The adherents of the Communist Manifesto had distinguished
themselves from previous Socialists, in particular the utopians,
quite simply. Utopianism looked backward to a lost world of
exploded property relations, or sought for the same idealistic
reasons to impose a blueprint upon the emerging order. Com-
munists perceived the new society already developing itself,
objectively, within the old. The socialization of production con-
tained the germ of that society. Workers® social relations, the
understanding of collective labor required for their tasks, trans-
lated into political action.!

Karl Kautsky, Marx’s and Engels’ most prominent heir appa-
rent, broadened this proposition into an economic-political
determinism of means and ends. Socialists would work to eradi-
cate the constraining remnants of the ancien regime holding back
progress. The building of a ciass-democratic movement guaran-
teed the future. Kautsky’s fatalism about America followed
directly from this view. The rise of immense trusts, he wrote
shortly after the turn of the century, had brought the American
proletarians closer to power.?

European Socialism, as it developed out of the earlier
struggles for democratic rights, did indeed register a certain
political progress, if not at the level Socialists anticipated. Such
successes had only an oblique relation to the prospects for
Socialism in the United States. The American working class had
arguably played a significant role in the completion of the bour-
geois revolution, but in very different ways from their European
brethren. Most obviously, and for the best of material and ideo-
logical reasons, American workers’ early spokesmen and leaders
historically demanded not only full male enfranchisement and
comprehensive public schooling, but also free land in the West,
i.e., an economic citizenship in the bourgeois republic. The
Jacksonian Democracy of the 1820s-30s encompassed and was
largely exhausted by this issue. The Civil War was fought as
much over free land as slavery. When the United States emerged
from the military conflict that Marx considered a central event of
the nineteenth century, labor’s numerous middle ranks had not

yet fully suffered the blow being prepared for them: a decisive
class differentiation.

Artisanal republicanism overlapped the ideologies of other
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‘producing’ classes, farmers and small businessmen, because of
tllaleir shalg'ed real interests and historical experiences. The
common democratic sensibility validated political and cultural
challenges to the existing order and made possible the steady
reformulation of citizenship. Against the interests of nascent
monopoly and its palpable economic restraints upon individual
initiative, a class coalition against class formulated early versions
of Socialism. Europeans saw democracy in class and Socialist,
terms; Americans saw ciass and Socialism in democratic terms.
The legacy of American reform, even more thaq tht? unusual
traits of the American working class, guaranteed this dichotomy
a long life. The confrontation between nature and the forces of
an unrestrained capitalism produced both monsters and
utopians, Ahabs and Whitmans, Poes z}nd Ishmaels,' across the
social spectrum. The conservative version of republican demo-
cracy, the joint-stock company theory of society derived from
Locke and embodied in the Constitution, re.s!sted thorough
democratization with limited success. The political system ex-
cluded Native Americans, Blacks and women from participa-
tion, redoubled its defenses against potential ‘mob rule’ through
the division of powers, geographical and judicial restraints upon
the popular will. Yet the reform agenda advanced. A radical
coalition of free Blacks, women, reformers and land-hungry
farmers succeeded in rendering the Civil War a crusade. Labor
reformers and women’s rights reformers made smaller but not
insignificant dents in the public consciousness. Roughly Socialist
ideas, mostly but not entirely utopian in character, grew out of
these efforts and out of resilient faith in America as salvation
from a chaotic, brutal world.? o
Marxism, as an alternative explanation of social ills and as a
description of the future good life, offered only a proximate
vision of US social realities to these radicals. Lacking the literal
sort of class culture and class traditions which reproduced Euro-
pean-style (or better, German-style) social relations, American
workers and middle-class reformers of various types interpreted
industrial degradation and centralized financial power asrents in
the social fabric, proof of the need for still further democrati-
zation. By contrast, immigrants who experienced the grinding
poverty, exploitation and discrimination of the American qrc_ier
found Marxian Socialist ideas authentically helpful in explaining
their lives and the world. The presence of age-old class traditions
in their own culture, of militants armed with the skills for success-
ful economic and social mobilization, held out to many of thqm a
Socialist pole star as bright and meaningful as that northern light
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which guided the runaway slaves to freedom.

The problems looming before the Socialist faithful were, by
any calculation, monumental. The power of expansive American
capitalism, its apologists’ head-start over any immigrants in
defining class ideologies (except its own) as ‘alien’ and undesir-
able, made Socialist politics a difficult proposition. The system’s
ability to reinforce divisions among the underprivileged by mar-
ginally rewarding one group over another—organized craft
workers against the unskilied and unorganized, or white over
Black, men against women—often co-opted Socialists seeking
advantages for their constituencies. Limited victory became the
basis of long-run defeat. Impossible dliemmas produced pseudo-
solutions, proud ideologues in splendid isolation, or adapta-
tionists shorn of their ideals.

Faced by such overarching constraints, immigrant Sociallsts
and indigenous American radicals could scarcely afford the
luxury of sectarian isolation. Despite their differences, they
struggled towards a mutual understanding. European-inspired
Marxism and its native bed-partners, at the most conjugal
moments, came together more splendidly and more peculiarly
than any savant could have anticlpated. Each side had something

substantial to give; together, and alerted by intermittant social
uprisings, they grasped at ideas still too advanced for the larger
and more stable European movements. They effected very real
changes in American society, not only in the labor movement but
in many institutions touching the lives of the foreign born, They
struggled mightily to break through the insularity of native-born
Americans towards a class-conscious radicalism more feared
than understood.

The American Soclalist trigedy in the nineteenth century was
that in seeking to cut through the webs of non-class reform and
radicalism, the Socialists created impossible expectations for
their own small movement. Unwittingly, they encouraged
among their disciples an impatient class view of America still
more reductive than their own. In so doing, they bore respon-
sibility for the organizational debacle at the end of the nineteenth
century. Their political descendants would have to begin again
after 1900, in the construction of a Socialist movement and the
recuperation of a legacy larger than themselves.

The Immigrant Origins of Socialism

We find our principal actors in the immigrant ghettoes which
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wled across the post-Civil War United States. Historians
;gl& only begun to agpreciate how greatly these immigrants gf
all (but mostly lower) classes brought their customs and uzelci
tions to bear upon their new and unsettled situation. They fa d
a society nominally committed to absorbing their energies an
talent, but more directly committed to turning them from human
beings into factory ‘hands’—and soon into consumers for over-
priced, shoddy wares. Against this transformation into the
‘trained apes’ of capitalist machino-facture, the radicals among
them threw the whole weight of their coliective being.

The history of Black radicalism offers a comparable instance
that will allow us to better grasp the specificity of the immigrant
left in the UsA. Cedric Robinson properly says in his BIac{c
Marxism: The Making of a Black Radical Tradition: ‘Black radi-
calism cannot be seen as a variant of Western radicalism whose
proponents happen to be black’.* Rather,_ he. argues, it consti-
tutes an autonomous response to exploitation by European
societies, shaped by the interaction but bent essentially u];;%n
recuperating its own identity. The case is somewhat oversta;!t.l 1.
But the terms apply to European .workers as well, to euf'
families and their small business allies caught in the nexus o
industrial transformation. Impelled by economic factors to relo-
cate, they sought to regain a sense of self-identity in the new land
amid a maddeningly chaotic cultural scene. No more than
African culture could German, Bohemian or Ital‘lan qultu{es
simply be transplanted to American shores. But survwa;sj —
language, idiom, food, music and sometimes religion—helped to
maintain resilience against economic and social adversity among
those who lacked other resources. Abstractly, assimilation was
available to every ‘white’ immigrant. Some upward mpblhq ?:l
be found in virtually every such population. But especially in the
first generation, neither the opportunity nor the expectation was

verwhelming majority. . )

oplt;la:'?dtslzzzalysis admirgbly lﬁtted .the economic reality of these
groups. Broadly speaking, the immiseration of the working class
assumed real form here in two distinct, albeit related, ways. f‘ocx;
groups from Northern Europe generally, the level of acquire

skills allowed entry into the US labor market on relatively favor-
able terms—but only to a degree, and at a heavy cost for many
workers. The pace of work, by all reports, provgd more taxing
than in Europe, the intensity becoming increasingly seyeriiéas
progressive mechanization anq primitive forms of scientific
management blossomed. More important, the same mechamzla-
tion pressed upon the skills themselves. To take one example,
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German-American woodworkers, the most revolutionary seg-
ment, saw their way of life undermined and finally devastated.
The recurrent economic crises in the last third of the nineteenth
century plunged skilled alongside unskilled into the ranks of the
unemployed. In short, the expansion of the economy which drew
immigrant workers to American shores more than any appeal to
democratic participation, also periodically worsened the condi-
tion of those who had the highest expectation of gain.®

For the unskilled, especially those Eastern Europeans already
familiar with factory life prior to immigration, Socialism spoke
directly to a sense of class and national oppression. The immigra-
tion process severely damaged cultures already in shock from
recent change. Radicals promised to restore a community élan, a
self-confidence and creative adaptation, while bringing critical
aid to the struggles for change in the homeland. They offered an
alternative pole of attraction to the church or synagogue which
(with some notable exceptions) preached social passivity in
America and, for Christians, blind loyalty to the old country’s
government. And they offered an alternative to the rule of ethnic
middlemen who enriched themselves by providing cheap labor
for American business, while declaring their patriotic attach-
ment to the new land.

Radicals at times seized and at times failed to grasp the initia-
tive on the particular ‘national question’, or on the immigrants’
immediate economic-social problems. But in many communities
they established important beachheads from almost the first day
of immigration, through sickness-and-death benefit societies,
unions, and anti-clerical, ‘free thought’ associations. From these
bases they developed and proclaimed their versions of Marxism.,
No stronger, more popular and long-lasting constituency for
Socialism could be found anywhere in the United States,
Radicals thereby helped to construct a sense of pride in immi-
grant self-identity while supplying leadership for an otherwise
unorganized mass of workers. Their associations also provided a
safe haven for the soul-weary, tired of adaptation. They helped
to transform, but they also reinforced, immigrant Socialism’s
limiting features.

This pattern had come into existence before the Civil War,
among the German refugees of the failed 1848 Revolution. Their
‘free thought’ opposition to conservative clerical influence, their
exercise societies, and their pursuit of an independent, progres-
sive school system for German-American children made them a
rallying center within many immigrant German communities.
Predominantly artisans by origin, they found labor in the bur-
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geoning industrial towns and cities at a time of shifting produc-
tion when only their keen sense of orgaplzanon—and at last, not
even that—could halt the downward slide of many crafts. They
instinctively opposed slavery and also the apportionment of the
war’s burdens to the working classes. Led in many plaoe§ by that
nineteenth-century rarity, the college-trained dissident intellec-
tual, these circles espoused a genterous, eclecnp radxca}hsm.

War sapped their ranks and the post-war industrial concen-
tration fractured the artisanal faith. Veterans of twenty years or
more struggle in the UsA and abroad had become suddenly older,
generationally exhausted, eager to accept the promises of the
emerging prosperity and to settle for well-earned laurels. The,y
had little interest in the emerging issue, American women’s
political emancipation, conflating suffrage agitation with tem-
perance campaigns which they viewed as nativist madness. They
were saved from nostalgic marginality by the onrush of new
German immigration following the War and again in the early
1880s. Immigrants mostly from industrial districts who had seen
considerable changes since the departure pf their predecessors,
young men and women with often sophisticated political unc‘ler-
standing, they were not alien to the now Alte Genossen (‘old
he?-IcLsrze, more than in the formal traditions of proto-Marxist and
Marxist organizations in the USA, can be found the origins of an
immigrant Socialism. Printing and building trades, furniture
workers and scattered others already organized in the 1850s were
joined by a host of trades including f:igarrnakers, brewery a_nd
metal-workers struggling to mobilize in the face of deteriorating
economic conditions. Building upon such 'foundanqns, linking
together unions and community organizations, the immigrants
combined the lessons from the old country with the demands
imposed by the new. Their ambiguous Soc:}ah,st doctrine did not
make many of them self-conscious ‘Marxists’ until at least the

1870s. But it made them aware of Karl Marx, and even more
aware of the eclectic Socialist m(;vengent then sweeping across
ions of the German working class. )
secTt;leir experience varied greatly with location. New York and
Chicago can be seen then and for a half-century or more later as
polar opposites. New York, ideologically closer to European
trends and the natural intellectual center of any national move-
ment, fostered a version of European Socialism. Its small indus-
tries, combined with the demography of dense and relatively
stable neighborhoods, reproduced as far as possible a simul-
acrum of the Old World conditions. Chicago, dominated by
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large-scale industry spread outward across the urban area, en-
couraged a transformation of doctrine and of practice beyond the
familiar European model. The small industrial towns stood
curiously in between these extremes, both laboratories for pre-
serving msular Germanic culture and alternatively places where
Socialists had to blend in politically and to accept the leadership
of Americans by sheer weight of numbers. *

.Immigrant workers, their familles and small property allies
were held together politically through speakers and the press,
often by the same individual leaders renowned for oratory and
editorializing. What a remarkable crew these first Marxist intel-
lectuals were! They had usually distinguished themselves on the
other side of the ocean as editors, authors or lecturers, members
of a cultural avant-garde. Leading lights of a political émigré
wave whose farewel graced the pages of Germany’s Socialist
newspapers, and whose geographical abandonment of the Cause
brought curses from Karl Marx, they left behind the relative
certainties of European intellectual life for an existence poli-
tically and personally adventurous. Their genius lay in adap-
tating to immediate tasks, local crowds, sudden crises and long-
term insularity. The largest group, around the editorial rooms of
the New York and Chicago German Socialist newspapers, spoke
for and to an organized constituency. Others, in smaller cities
like Philadelphia, St. Louis, Cincinnati, Milwaukee and San
Francisco, were forced to shift their tactics and models still more
to meet local conditions. A handful toured regularly, because of
the political or economic needs of their institutions but also from
a prudent desire to see their constituents up close. Their tour
diaries show a little universe with its planets pulled at once by the
particular problems of the district and by loyalties to national and
international movements.

Theoreticians with a background in free thought, the editors
were often older men among a youngish constituency. Some
represented the last of the radical-bourgeois traditions of 1848
updated to contemporary conditions, with a broader under-
standing of America than their constituent artisans and unskilled
factory workers. Others represented an international Socialist
intelligentsia which stopped over, usually for a limited time, in
the United States. In either case, they linked the wide world of
tradition and complex developments with the conditions at hand.

Adolf Douai was representative of the first type. A ‘Forty-
Eighter’, he had written travel books for a German audience
about American customs, edited an Abolitionist newspaper in
Texas, penned a political novel, and earned his salary as a
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distinguished progressive pedagogue. He remained at the
editorial post of a German-language Socialist daily until his
death in 1888. Alexander Jonas, an example of the second type,
returned from America to Europe in the 1870s to edit the
German Social Democratic press, only to re-emigrate in 1879,
remaining active in the German-American press well into the
twentieth century. A German Jew (like a number of the *48er
intellectuals), Jonas especially helped the first generation of East
European Jewish radicals to get their bearings. These were
steady hands. Other editors had more extreme and romantic
reputations. Serge Schevitsch, journalist-agitator and a minor
Russian noble, brought with him to America the countess (later a
New York actress) over whom one-time German Socialist leader
Ferdinand Lassalle had fought his fatal duel. A favorite during
the 1880s, he was known to ‘think American’, to translate intgr-
national ideas into the adopted vernacular so that friendly Irish
and American-born workers could understand them. That
Douai, Jonas and Schevitsch worked on the same New Yorker
Volkszeitung suggests both the cosmopolitan nature of the effort,
and the level of talent available. .
Like other immigrant Socialist inteliectuals, they admired
Marx’s theoretical contribution, which they sought to apply to
the local situation confronting them. But the influence of Marx
had distinct limits. They had other, sometimes competing loyal-
ties and many non-theoretical obligations. Like their flocks, they
felt the personal influence of Marx’s bete noire, Lassalle
(statuettes of whose countenance graced the Socialist locals and
often served as raffle prizes). Until his romantic demise, Lassalle
had overshadowed Marx in the German Socialist movement, and
a curious death-cult around his memory had great staying power.
The poetic spirits of Goethe, Heine and Freiligrath, along with
contemporary German playwrights whose works were per-
formed on the German-American stage and were reviewed for
their papers, greatly influenced the émigré inteIligex}t.sm.‘ They
had little time to go far beyond theoretical generalities in any
case. Not one of them could be considered a scholar-ideologue
such as the later American Socialist and Communist movements
would produce in fair numbers, and European movements
would create by the hundreds. They lacked the opportunity to
write more than an occasional exegesis, and they lacked the
conceptual distance to serve as sustained chroniclers of their own
times. They trusted their power of generalization and the keen-
ness of their penetration into the pressing problems of the day.’
Consider August Otto-Walster. Son of a leathersmith, early
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editor and playwright in German Social Democratic circles, he
traveled to America in the mid-1870s to take on the new weekly
national paper, Arbeiter Stimme. Filling his columns with
buoyant editorials on arts and life, serializing his own numerous
historical romances, Otto-Walster moved from New York to St.
Louis, and finally to Cincinnati, where Edward Aveling and
Eleanor Marx Aveling found him in 1886, and recorded their
vivid impressions: ‘Poet, dramatist, an artist to his soul’s core, he
descends into the common ways of men so that he may help lead
men from them. He makes the path out of the desert at once
plainer and more smooth. He goes along it apparently carelessly,
with a sort of devil-may-care swing; but he misses no flowers that
may be noted by the way; nay, he plants many himself, and for
the less favored souls gladdens all the journey with an external
geniality and with flashes of an exquisite and pathetic humor.’®

This is not, of course, a particularly Marxist description.
Neither could Otto-Walster’s deepest thoughts be considered
definitively so. His flashes of insight had other sources. He
waxed especially eloquent on the subject of national identity.
Cursed was the nationalism of the ruling classes, making dif-
ferences into hatred for the sake of commercial wars; laughable if
not so cruel was the American rulers’ concept of a single,
English-speaking nation with but one mind and one tongue.
Democratic Americanism, Otto-Walster may have been the first
Socialist theoretician to suggest, meant the freedom and strength
of a voluntary diversity. This was an idea that it would take
Marxists generations to absorb and refine.®

Another leading representative, now long forgotten, of this
generation was George Stiebeling, perhaps the closest reader of
Capital among the editors. He assayed in 1877 that the increasing
concentration of American wealth had virtually eclipsed the
unique features of the American republic, separating the demo-
cratic shell from the bourguois kernel. Socialism might be seer in
contemporary European terms, the struggle of a working class
against arrogant capital. It was simultaneously, in American
terms, the ‘negation of the negation’, i.e., ofa capitalism that had
abandoned its origins. Here, too, as with Otto-Walster’s obser-
vation, Socialists would require several generations to flesh out
the implicit argument. *°

These were the kind of perspectives and the necessary en-
couragement the ordinary immigrant Socialist craved. No
wonder the editors could wield such influence over their flocks.
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who regarded the intellectuals as a cross between great mentors
and writ-large versions of themselves. The editors’ patient insis-
tence upon emancipation of the working class by the working
class made sense, especially within the immigrant environment
where few American reformers strayed. Socialist political move-
ments (Communist Clubs, First International, Social Revolu-
tionaries, Socialist Labor Party, then Socialist Party) made some
sense, and between waves of political energy the presénce of
local branch activity kept alive the collective commitment and
the inevitability of final vindication. Party intellectuals exhorted
the ranks, reported results, and directed the patient task of
education. Patience itself became after a time one of their chief
virtues and simultaneously a serious fault; they had seen too
many hopes smashed by precipitous and sectarian Socialist
efforts to risk all their accomplishments in a single thrust.

They hardly needed to stress the importance of international-
ism for their constituency. Understandably, Socialist progress in
Germany loomed ever larger when disappointments in the USA
recurred. Column inches of reports or editorials in the press, and
no doubt discussions in the branches as well, devoted as much
time and space to Europe as to America. German papers circu-
lated freely, retailed by immigrant agents. Intellectuals had the
special functions of coordinating Party fund-raising (important
source for the German Social Democrats until the 1890s) and
relief efforts for new—especialiy important political—arrivals.
Notoriously, political exiles had to be pried loose from their Old
World fixations and, where possible, given tasks outside their
narrow milieux to help (or force) an acclimation.

The editors judged themselves by their steadfastness in a
troubled pioneer era and by their more tangible accomplish-
ments, such as aid to particular unions. All too typically, they
neglected thereby one side of their contribution, especially the
role of their own ideas in the monumental tasks of political
adaptation. The interpretations of Marxism such activity pro-
duced were not considered, even perhaps by the intellectuals
themselves, as particularly memorable. They were forgotten so
quickly that not even the numerous celebrations of institutional
birthdays, in their publications decades later, could produce
recollections of strategic or theoretical innovations. And yet
these now almost entirely forgotten immigrant intellectuals had
forged an adaptation of Marxist theory that, in light of sub-
sequent struggles and often tragic denouéments, can lay claim to
a wisdom and prescience about the role of Marxism in the USA.
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The disuse into which their legacy fell remains poignant evidence
for the host of lost resources in American working-class
struggles.!!

Strategic Beginnings

Broadly speaking, we may divide nineteenth-century immigrant
Socialist efforts into two periods. During the first, from the
beginning of Radical Reconstruction to the Great Railroad
Rebellion of 1877, a primitive Socialist movement struggled
toward institutional existence. The second reaches from the
aftermath of the same strike to the Socialist Labor Party in the
1890s, when the foreign-based activists, bolstered by immigrant
Jews, attempted unsuccessfully to turn their greater resources
into a mass revolutionary agency.

Deeply involved at its inception with the International Work-
ingmen’s Association (or First International) personally led by
Marx, the movement gradually emerged under its own steam,
mostly at the local level. By that time the pioneer generation of
Socialist thinkers had grown up, suffered their share of dis-
appointments, and learned to service their immigrant consti-
tuencies with ideas and deeds. Immigrant Marxism had made its
definitive appearance.

The episode of the First International in America, the first of
many catastrophic divisions between immigrant Socialists and
their potential native allies, exemplified the fundamental
problems of European Socialism in America. Marx’s own role
dramatized the impossibility of effective guidance from abroad;
the more urgent the appeal for international guidance, the
greater the miscalculation of American specifics. On the other
hand, the success of the First International in small ways showed
that Socialists had a place, or rather a number of related places,
in American labor and reform, so long as they correctly under-
stood their own limitations,

Native-born reformers emerged from the Civil War exhausted
by their tireless efforts, still credulous at the Lincolnian hope for
classless, egalitarian government, but also armed with new
crusades and new constituencies located in wartime activity.
Nowhere did their peculiarities, from a European worldview,
stand out clearer than in the ‘woman question’, fulcrum upon
which much antebellum reform rested. The increasing number of
women in industrial or commercial occupations, and the terrible
suffering of technologically obsolete seamstresses, dramatized
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the question of class while militant women and their allies
brought forward suffrage as a decisive step to gender emancipa-
tion. The potential alliance of ‘woman and the worker’ raised
expectations of a Radical Reconstmction South and North—and
an opportune moment for the aroused German immigrants old
and new to join the alliance.

In retrospect, such radicalism could not survive the coming
defeat of Southem Reconstruction and its crushing blow to
Blacks, both result and secondary cause of the consolidation of
robust capital into a cohesive national, self-conscious body. The
disintegration of wartime alliances between radical reformers
and business, however, thrust the most militant sectors of reform
into sympathy for Marxism (among other causes and ideologies),
and produced an astonishing if shortlived experiment in radical
politics.

Immigrant Socialists coalesced from post-war currents and
sought to establish an authoritative international connection.
Craft workers with a European Socialist background gathered
themselves around the upswing of German-American labor
organizations in Chicago and a number of other heavily German-
immigrant cities, but above all New York. They sought to
establish contact, on the one hand, with American labor organi-
zations, and on the other, with the European movement’s
intellectual center, the trade-union based International Work-
ingman’s Association. '?

It was a realistic aspiration. The National Labor Union, a
loose federation of American unions under the leadership of
William Sylvis, had sent representatives to the rwa’s Congress,
and showed signs of support for a potential labor political move-
ment in the United States. The WA, until the Paris Commune
gave it an incendiary reputation and deprived it of its mostly
British union supporters, appeared to be a modest and somewhat
successful movement for coordination of solidarity across
national lines.

The German-Americans immediately. ran into their first for-
midable problem with the International itself. When various
immigrant sections applied to establish a central committee
among American comrades, Marx resisted, objecting to the
foreign character of the operation. To the refusal of the Inter-
national to grant full recognition, music teacher and emerging
German-American leader, Frederich Sorge, responded sharply
that American immigrants were not “foreigners’ in the usual
European sense, but citizens speaking a non-English language—
citizens, moreover, who dominated the progressive wing of the
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labor movement. In this exchange of views, European Marxists
demanded an Americanization that the immigrant radicals felt
they could not, and perhaps did not immediately need to,
achieve as a basis for serious effort. One of the main bases for
the misunderstanding of Marxism’s American mission and
American meaning had already been established. "

Another, apparently opposite source of misapprehension
emerged immediately in the unease with which Sorge and his
followers viewed their American-born comrades, a loose
amalgam of workers and reformers. The Germans intuitively
distrusted reformers for demoting the class issue to one among
several, or even viewing it as a symptom of evil rather than
containing a constructive solution to poverty and unrest. They
thereby denied in their own minds the understandable sym-
pathies of radical-inclined workers toward reformers and toward
reformist electoral politics. Such an attitude, akin to Sorge’s
compulsive atheistic objection to spiritual ceremonies at the
opening of each National Labor Union convention, bespoke an
inability to understand the basic mentality of American radicals.
The Americans, for their part, could not comprehend the com-
plaints and ill feeling that the Germans seemed constantly to
harbor against their predilections. Marx, the immigrants and the
native-born radicals all held oversimplified views of strategic
unity and, beyond that, of the process of transformation ahead.
Neither immigrants nor native radicals could be other than what
they were. No ideological alchemy would alter the material
human equation.

The First International sections in the United States, number-
ing several hundred members in all, prospered for a few years
precisely because of their heterogeneity. Various elements, as so
often later in American Socialism, had tasks so different that
their activities did not necessarily overlap. In this case, unfor-
tunately, geographic proximity to New York City made a clash of
styles and of power finally inevitable.

The American sections, a mixture of reformers, Irish and
American-born workers, made splendid progress with the publi-
cation of Woodhull & Claflin’s, a weekly with wide circulation in
reform circles, especially among supporters of female suffrage.
They led a dramatic and overwhelmingly successful march in
memory of the Paris Commune in 1871, one of the great political
events of the day in New York City. Their members also particl-
pated in a number of unions, particularly the painters, and they
had some special influence among the radical Irish Nationalists.
Taken as a whole, they believed in an advanced democracy, with
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liberty for the individual and government reorganization of
monopolies. A national labor-reform party, they hoped, would
supply a bridge to the ultimate goal. The Germans around Sorge
contrasted vividly with this tendency. They exerted their
energies directly in the unions, influencing the organization or
reorganization of several important crafts, leading a near city-
wide General Strike in New York and educating German-born
workers with Socialist ideas.

The two sides might have achieved a modus vivendi if not for
the international situation. As so often, the quarrels in European
capitals found their echoes in American radical circles. We have
the German-Americans’ correspondence to Marx (with his
replies) and the complaints of the Americans to help us under-
stand the split which shattered the organization’s efforts inside
and out, and which left local Socialists to their own devices in the
severe economic crisis to follow. Clearly, the division figured as a
footnote to the IwA’s internal troubles. Marx, pestered by Euro-
pean anarchist challenges, had determined to rid the movement
of interference regardless of the consequences. Sorge and his
craft unionist friends saw their troubles mirrored in the larger
scheme, despite the scarcity of anarchists in the United States
and in the American First International.

The ‘American Sections’ (which phrase, for the next twenty
years or so, would connote the American-born or assimilated -
branches) offered the real challenge, not anarchist at all but
republican: that the International, and specifically the American
wing, recognize not only working-class elements but also other
citizens (in this case, women deprived of the opportunity of wage
labor_) as co-equals, including them as members by change of
constitution (hitherto membership had been restricted to wage-
earners). Sorge foresaw the organization of branch after branch
built around middle-class reformers. He determined to make an
end to the threat. With Marx’s expressed approval, he resolved
the difficulty through a bureaucratic purge, thereby accomplish-
Ing two ends. He cleared out the entirety of middle-class
reformers, and he also proved his own Us faction so loyal
(i.e., insular) that it could tend the affairs of a dying home office
of an International which Marx removed to New York for safe
keeping. Correspondence and other forms of paper-shuffling
filled the political lives of the survivors, no longer disturbed by
women fanatics.**

The Sorge faction’s manoeuver rested upon two theoretical
and strategic propositions set out by Marx, both with special
meaning for the American scene. ‘The International’, Marx



36

reminded his US correspondent in 1871, ‘was founded in order to
replace the socialist or semisocialist sects with a real organization
of the working class for struggle’. Internationalists regardless of
location and immediate situation had foreclosed utopianism and
had no need to compromise, least of all on the question of who
represented the proletariat; that had been settled. Secondly, the
Internationalists had no immediate requirement to undertake, to
support, or even to tolerate any radical action outside trade-
union work since (as Marx said in the same letter) ‘every move-
ment in which the working class as a class confronts the ruling
classes and tries to vanquish them by pressure from without, is a
political movement’, destined to become overtly political with
the passage of time and the progress of events. '*

The logic of this decision needs to be examined more closely
for clues to the fate of Marxism in the UsA during the nineteenth
century. However right or wrong Marx may have been about the
pre-Marxist ‘sectarian’ groups in Europe (and anarchism con-
tinued to operate as a very lively ghost, especially in cultural
matters), the case differed totally in America. Tradition, ethni-
city, and the strength of American capital among many other
factors precluded the hegemony of Marxists in radical circles for
decades to come. Second the presumption that trade unions
represented the general interest of the working class, most
especially in the United States, left an enormous hole in the
entire logic. Craft unions had long held the door closed to work-
ing women. Sometimes these practices began or continued in
trades with Socialist influence and notably without Socialist
objection. The virtue of native-born Socialists in class terms,
apart from the educational materials they offered self-motivated
workers, was precisely their avid promotion of women’s (and
Black’s) radical activity. Their effort was no mere pursuit of
petty-bourgeois privilege. Marxist disdain for the women re-
formers who labored mightily in the slums to aid young women
workers was condescending and badly mistaken. Their error
postponed wider Socialist awareness by the reform activists and
their following.

The same problem applied with equal force to Black workers
South and North: failing trade-union organization, they had no
place in the Marxist strategic scheme. The historical experience
of Black activity in the Civil War and Radical Reconstruction left
no trace in the Marxist sensibility. Other (i.e., non-German)
immigrant groups, prone less to organization than direct mass
activity, likewise fell under this ban. Sorge and his friends sus-
pected a mobilization of impoverished New York Irish, led by
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the most prominent working-ciass figure in the expelled Inter-
national sections, because the unemployed and their represent-
atives could not be disciplined like trade unionists. A hundred
years later, Old Left labor leaders would cite the same reason for
their distrust of the Black radicals whom they viewed as mere
lumpen-proletarians. In the interim, similar doubts would be
raised about the poorest European ‘new immigrant’ groups
because of their purported incapacity to understand class issues.

Marx’s injunctions unquestionably touched a major chord in
the American experience, but not necessarily a Socialist one.
Ironically, as French historian Hubert Perrier has noted, both
Marxist historians of the American left and anti-Marxist labor
historians have certified Sorge’s putsch as necessary and proper:
Marxists because Sorge cieaned out the bourgeois reformers,
and anti-Marxists because Sorge set the pace for later conser-
vative labor leaders’ attacks upon ‘impractical’ Socialists. Both
views ignore the depth of labor involvement with reform, and
reformers’ involvement with labor, in this period. Both also
contain a grain of truth. In a society with few other unifying
elements, the marketplace in general and, for workers, the work-
shop, seemed to many the single point of common ground. Some
of the most important social movements in the next century
would begin in the economic centers and move outward, at first
heedless of or indifferent to electoral schemes. They could be
revolutionary, conservative, or an ambiguous reform mixture. In
a number of all three types, Socialist activists and Marxist ideas
played an initial, crystalizing role.'¢

By Sorge’s own later account, the German-Americans con-
stituted an extraordinarily well educated and disciplined band,
able to quote chapter and verse from Capital or to direct a
trade-union struggle.'” Critics regarded them as a quarrelsome
bunch capable at labor affairs but given to hair-splitting on
theoretical matters and organization-splitting on practical ones.
Their surviving publications have a grey tone underwritten with
defensiveness and a certain misogyny (after the expulsions, they
nearly enacted an amendment to their program opposing woman
suffrage as detrimental to workers’ interests!). By contrast,
Woodhull & Claflin’s, full of every radical interest from free love
to spiritualism, had the zest of discovering Marxism for a whole
nation (here, The Communist Manifesto appeared for the first
time in the USA in English), and the superficiality of placing
every idea at the same level.

When the few thousand remaining socialists around the
country reunified in 1876 (the year of German Social Demo-
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cracy’s unification) and reorganized the next year into the
Socialist Labor Party, Sorge’s intimates had hardened their posi-
tion still further. Their Marxism could be summarized by cigar
unionist Adolph Strasser in 1876: all failed utopias had in
common an indifference to unions, in nucleus the true parties of
labor and thus parents to the future social transformation. All
else was folly. Their fellow union officials would soon conclude,
in large numbers, that Socialism itself was the chief folly. Most of
the Marxists’ erstwhile reform opponents had also vanished from
Socialist ranks, part of the downward wave of Radical Recon-
struction. The first great ideological confrontation in American
Marxism had imploded. Only the issues it had confronted, how-
ever indirectly, remained alive.'®

Meanwhile, outside the pressures of New York, a more
eclectic, less contentious Socialism emerged. The possibility of
grand reform combinations had never been great elsewhere, and
the immigrant Socialists felt no need for ideological claims. The
Chicago Vorbote, by its length of service and political impact a
stormy petral of immigrant radicalism, ran the gamut of immi-
grant Socialist enthusiasms, from electoral politics to anarchistic
social revolutionism, with the same essential class-ethnic follow-
ing. Never did its editors lose their admiration for Marx, nor
confidence in their own ability to define a Marxism appropriate
to the time and place.

Chicago had seen German-American workers’ movements
since the 1850s, but the post-Civil War immigration brought the
first wide-scale movement and workers’ press. The outbreak of
Depression in 1873 drew German-language workers by the thou-
sands into mass meetings to debate ‘Labor’s next step’. The
Workers’ Party of Illinois, as they constituted themselves, spon-
sored the Vorbote as their representative, responsible for
protest, clarification of issues, agitation for their new movement
and development of adequate strategies. The political party
would not last. But the Vorbote’s strength resided deeper, in the
German social clubs that dotted working-class neighborhoods, in
the German craft unions, and in the sympathies of a wide-
ranging radical constituency independent of any permanent
Socialist affiliation. More than fifty per cent of the paper’s
columns would be devoted to serving this local constituency with
information about the city, and above all about their own acti-
vities. The paper, like the audience, represented a distinctive
Chicago German-American Socialism successful in its own
terms.

Capitalism, Vorbote argued in its opening issue, caused the

-
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misery which readers themselves felt so keenly after the 1873
panic. Following Goethe’s imperative, it called for more light
on the darkness of social relations. The anclent struggle for
justice, the cry for freedom on the lips of martyrs from Socrates
to the Parisian Communards, sounded the tocsin again. The
conditions that were necessary to spawn Socialism came, as Marx
had predicted, through capitalism, an unwilling parent to the
nearly-born child. Unions—the most discussed issue in Vor-
bote—offered a good opportunity for explaining simple social
facts, while providing a first line of defense for wages and work-
ing conditions. Their faults notwithstanding, they were the avail-
able means of education and action.'®

Here the future of the German-American Socialist movement
lay, far more than in resolutions and national organizations. Its
political efforts would wax and wane, b!.lt the local bases, sup-
porting newspapers as symbols for Socialist presence and organi-
zing tools for social struggle, survived. So solidly did Chicago
Socialists build their larger apparatus that even when faced with
mass unemployment in the trades, they held on through the§r
own mutual benefit societies, their social clubs and their
organized Sunday picnics in the country. Free to drink beer away
from American blue laws and to engage in comradely conversa-
tion, they resisted for decades the loss of their radical identity.
As a recent scholar of German Socialism observes, cultural
practice became a political practice, and organization of various
kinds was itself a culture.?®

Eclectic Socialism faced its great test with the outbreak of class
violence on a wide scale. Through most of the 1870s, the question
of what Socialists might do in such a situation had been mostly of
local concern. Very suddenly, in July 1877, strik_e:s broke out
along the railroad lines, turning into urban uprisings against
grinding poverty and against the class privilege epxtom'lzeti inthe
monopolistic railroad system. Accosted as ‘Communists in the
press, foreign subverters who conspired to l?ad -mobs, Socialists
in most places remained distinctly on the sidelines of the mass
action. Where well organized, as in Chicago, they su_pphed
Speakers and literature to the crowds. In an extreme situation, as
in St. Louis where city government fell to the crowd, they
became in effect the Executive Committee of a short-lived Com-
mune. In general, Socialists could but point to th.e s1gmﬁcance of
the government’s repressive response. Thq illusions of the
republic had fallen, as Marx and the Socialists had long pre-
dicted; the day of reckoning now seemingly approached.

The strike and the organization of the SLP may properly be
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considered the closing dramas of the first act. The encounter
between Marxism and American life had been less spectacular
than Socialists themselves often imagined, and certainly very
different, but vital nevertheless. They had lost, arguably thrown
away, their earliest contacts with an American-born population
in search of the specific constituency they desired. They would

have more opportunities but also more complex troubles in the
future.

The Political and the Economic

At the time of the 1877 strike, the Socialists bitterly regretted
their inability to intervene more decisively, with greater numbers
and influence. Decades later, they recalled with amazement how
much energy they had managed to mobilize. Organization raced
ahead; Socialist literature experienced its first brief golden age as
a dozen newspapers came into existence and pamphleteering
flourished. A new group of American reformers, no longer
dominated by the Civil War experience, came into the move-
ment. Some, particularly women reformers, were middle-class.
But even most of these had been drawn toward labor reform
issues. Self-educated American workers, including a few pro-
minent Blacks, also joined or supported Socialist candidates. For
a moment the fires of optimism burned bright. A handful of party
members gained elective office at the local and state level.

Meanwhile, a group of unionists around Sorge had effected an
important coalition with native-born and Irish-American labor
reformers. From the ‘Little Lancashire’ of Fall River, Massa-
chusetts, they published a widely read Socialistic labor weekly
and launched the International Labor Union to organize the
unorganized, especially the textile workers along the East
Coast. An experienced, talented cadre, they made contacts
quickly and encouraged hopes for massive unionization.

The political bubble predictably burst, and the support fiom
the native-born dwindled almost before the German faithful
could congratulate themselves upon their success. As would
occur many times subsequently, the urban machines stole elec-
tions, recuperated their losses, and turned voters back toward
the major parties or political apathy. Furthermore, American
recruits often did not feel comfortable among the Germans, once
the excitement had ebbed. The local meetings in the smoky
tap-rooms of sympathetic barkeeps offended American women
in particular, and the Socialists’ apathy towards the suffrage
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question did the cause no good. The short-lived English-

language press, divided between pure devotion to t'h'e lab?r
movement and equally pure devotion to electoral politics, wit-
nessed the unresolved contradictions in Socialist thought :md
organization in this period. The Germans showed too little
concern for alternatives. They had understandably gained the
reputation of believing they had an intellectual monopoly on
Socialism, which they had equated with themselves. And they
soon found themselves, much as before, with only their local
sources of support.

The Intengional Labor Union failed shortly after. Unskilled
workers could not hold on against the power of the textile
barons, who forbade even the distribution of ILU materials in tpc
mill valleys. Labor reformers tended to go their own way, »\:hl!e
the Germans drifted into the craft unionism they knew best. >

These latter could turn inward with good conscience because
the work at hand among their own people became so promising
through the modest, patient organization that Chicago Socialists
had pioneered. New York became, in that sense, more hlge
Chicago. The daily New Yorker Volkszeitung took the field in
1879, after a prodigious fund-raising campaign among union
members and German neighborhood residents all the way to
New Jersey. From its beginning, the paper became deeply in-
volved in the type of labor struggles that showed the heart of
Socialist efforts. The Brewery Workers Union, a truly inter-
national organization whose members brought their union cards
with them from the old country, relied upon a combination of
egalitarian industrial unionism, Socialist leadership, and mass-
based boycotts against offending brewers. Within a decade it had
won substantial improvements, and (along with coal miners) set
an example for future industrial unionism. Around the same
Volkszeitung sprang up labor lyceums in German neighbor-
hoods, Socialistic German-language schools for children, and a
multitude of cultural activities. In Philadelphia, Cincmn'fm, St.
Louis and elsewhere similar stories could be told. If an insular
existence was the fate of Marxism in America, these Germans
had made the best of a difficult situation. .

A newer German immigration simultaneously reinforced and
challenged the level of self-identity achieved. Peaking at a half
million in 1882, the new entrants were far more urban than their
predecessors, mare concentrated as skilled anfi unskillgd labor in
trades such as fumiture, cigarmaking, tailoring, baking, meat-
cutting, metalworking and construction. Thousands of them had
already participated in the labor and Socialist movements in
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Germany, a number (like the brewery workers) simply carried
their credentials along, as did a handful of famous leaders. These
new entrants found a place for themselves around comfortable
institutions. They also saw more acutely than the veteran immi-
grants how inadequate such arrangements remained for influen-
cing the larger scene.?

The unrest took its sharpest form in Chicago, where the whole
swath of institutions underwent a subtle ideological shift. Embit-
tered at the electoral duplicity that had cheated local Socialists of
their political influence after 1878, and enraged at the brutal and
chaotic conditions with fewer social amenities than ethnic New
York, the Chicago movement drifted toward Social Revolu-
tionism, a tertium quid between Marxism and the anarchism that
Marx believed he and the International had killed off.

Chicago revolutionaries, editor August Spies argued in Vor-
bote, essentially adapted to changed conditions. Unlike the New
York Socialists who kept their heads in Europe, Chicagoans had
observed in experience with their fellow American workers both
the necessity and the character of direct action. They reasoned
that their own contribution was not to ‘Americanize’ by pretend-
ing to have cast off their origins, but rather to relate the under-
standings of their solid immigrant ranks to the tasks of the more
practical-minded American labor radical.”

The historical evidence supports the accuracy of their assess-
ment. Europeans of all classes would find the levels of industrial
violence, especially in the West where miners and private armies
faced each other with rifles over breastworks, simply incredible.
American labor radicals of a new kind appeared at this moment
in the Western states, publishing their own revolutionary
Socialist papers, gathering real community support behind their
labor agitation, and distributing quantities of imported British
Marxist propaganda. These American revolutionaries did not
have to learn German to understand their immigrant Chicago
brethren. Vorbote did not have to stray as far as might be ex-
pected from the doctrines and ideals it had set out in the 1870s to
meet them half way. The ‘anarchist’ propaganda of the day
resounded, at one level, with natural rights doctrines of freedom,
equality and fraternity. On another level, the Social Revolu-
tionaries encompassed as much Marxian economics as
European-style Socialists. ‘We anarchists . . . remain socialists’,
proclaimed old Josef Dietzgen, ‘philosopher of the proletariat’
(in Marx’s generous phrase) and fierce partisan of the Chicago
niovemcnt.” They did not believe in waiting for change to take
place.

o e —
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When the opportunity for intensified labor agitation presented
itself, the Chicago movement leapt to support the most practical
of American labor aims: the eight-hour day for all workers. By
May Day, 1886, Chicago had become the center of the struggle,
not only for America, but for industrial workers across the
world. That Marxists (or those influenced by Marx) could
assume such leadership demonstrated their capacity to galvanize
the deep needs of the working class for a real social citizenship.
The famed ideological debates between Rosa Luxemburg and
Kautsky or, later, between Trotsky and his critics over the mean-
ing of mass strikes for socialism had already been argued out
preliminarily, if not resolved, in Chicago of the 1880s. Mobili-
zation, not the parliamentary vote or even the organization of
stable unions and fraternal societies, brought the mass pro-
letariat onto the field in its own name. Vorbote lacked the
ideological finery to make this argument full-scale, but it set the
problem of working-class revolution on the agenda for American
Socialists.

Bohemian-Americans, the second most significant immigrant
constituency of the 1870s—80s, recognized the importance of this
perspective with special poignancy. Generally less skilled than
the Germans, concentrated in trades such as cigarmaking and
lumberyard work, they had their own traditions of free thought
(dating back to Jan Hus and the resistance against the reim-
position of Catholicism) and their own notable immigrant
Socialist editors. Concentrated in Chicago, they followed the
German lead in union organizing, electoral politics and revolu-
tionary Socialism.

Socialists in other cities experienced diluted versions of the
same sensations in the mid-1880s. As they wrote in their regular
reports to the national papers, they worked hand-in-hand with
unionists who established local labor federations, and made
initial contacts with the Knights of Labor which grew to upwards
of a half-million members by 1886. As they revealed in moments
of candor the Socialists did not quite know how to deal with
Americans who could not grasp the inevitability of the class
struggle or the need for tightly-organized unions, who inclined
toward temperance and electoral schemes even as they went on
strike. At their best, the Socialists approached their new allies
Sympathetically, willing to learn as well as teach. At their worst,
unfamiliar with the language and style around them, they played
a badly mistimed waiting game, confident that the future would
bring the Americans to their positions. At the local level, labor
made a surprising splash in the fall, 1886 elections, not electing
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many candidates but surprising the two major parties with the
protest vote. Then the curtain really fell. In the face of repression
and renewed nativism, reform allies drifted away. Except in the
craft unions, Socialists were left alone and isolated again.*

In the Neue Zeit, the prestigious German Socialist theoretical
journal, old Sorge railed, blaming the immigrant Socialists for
being at once too American (i.e. insufficiently German in their
tactics and understanding) and not American enough. Engels
concluded bitterly that German-American Socialists could do
American Socialism the greatest favor by disappearing alto-
gether, so inadequate had they seemed before the task that had
faced them.?® Neither Sorge nor Engels acknowledged how the
First International, and Marx himself, had prepared the dilemma
by blessing German insularity from the reformers.who could
teach them something about American radical democracy.
Social reality had again been reduced conceptually to class, and
class to a caricature of the cultural mix in America.

Nor could Sorge or Engels fully appreciate the situation of the
exposed ‘foreign’ revolutionary in the community when the tide
turned against the Left. As so many radicals would discover in
later periods of American history, local German-Americans
found themselves after May Day, 1886, surrounded by a wave of
nativist hysteria whipped up by the government and the press.
Although not yet the foreign fifth column that Socialists would
be branded as during World War I, or Communists during the
Cold War era, they felt the sting of public hostility, and not only
from the upper and middle classes. Activists also faced blacklist-
ing in the workplace. No wonder they tended to stop talking
politics openly and to withdraw to their bases.

By 1887 or so, the era of German hegemony over the Socialist
movement had ended. Socialists fell upon each other in self-
lacerating factional brawls. Some veteran intellectuals ended
their careers tragically. Otto-Walster returned to Germany a
broken man, forgotten in his homeland, lost in his cups, and soon
an obscure fatality. Schewitsch returned home later to eventual
suicide with his wife. Men and women in their mid-thirties
viewed themselves as past their prime, more active in trade-
union and, most especially, fraternal affairs than in politics here-
after. In many places, they still constituted a membership
majority in Socialist organizations; and in almost every
Germanic metropolitan area their language press remained both
functional and cosmopolitan. They talked frequently afterward
about the approaching moment when a genuinely Americanized
Socialism would supplement and ultimately displace them from
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the center of Socialist practice. They were the first generation to
age into an oldtimers’ social club, with -all the lost hopes and
surviving stigma to Socialism of an insular culture that logically
followed.*’

In short, the German-Americans had never transcended their
own success: the local movement based in specifically German
cultural life and in heavily German trades. Marxism had aided
them to understand the positive sources of their institution-
building; it did very little to explain the limits of their project, or
the political prospects ahead.

They had not, we should hasten to add, wholly failed to spread
the light outside their own immigrant milieux. In slow, unsteady
but definite and measurable ways, Socialist ideas had been trans-
mitted to a growing number of Americans. These ideas were
disseminated and gained a stable following with the formation of
successful, local labor-Socialist newspapers. Historian David
Montgomery has pointed to the underlying strategic struggle
among native-born and English or Irish skilled workers which
gave the Socialists a modicum of influence even under difficult
conditions. American-born workers often felt the same pressure
upon their position as immigrant artisans. Each decade in the
later nineteenth century saw the further erosion of craft workers’
treasured ‘rules’, the long-standing legislation between em-
ployer and employees governing procedures for the shop.

The de-skilling process had far to go, and indeed is not finished
today; but the carpenters, machinists, wire-rollers, iron molders
and others correctly recognized the early phases of a long road
downward, even if they did not usually draw Socialist conclu-
sions from their experience. As skilled workers organized suc-
cessfully from the early 1880s, strikes to enforce work rules and
sympathy strikes of one trade in support of another increased.
Here, naturally, Socialists preached and practiced solidarity—
that is, among craft workers. Newly-organized central labor
federations offered Socialists 2 broad forum to state their case,
gnd the local Socialist papers often found their financial backing

ere.

No one could call the Marxian analysis in the Cleveland
Citizen, St. Louis Labor, or Providence, Rhode Island Justice
either deep or consistent. Sometimes, as critics later charged, the
unions were envisioned as the foremost agents of change and
sometimes as mere defensive forces holding the line until a
political Socialism could run large-scale industry as the govern-
ment did the post office. Frequently, the unskilled and foreign-
born were depicted as one pitiful, hopeless mass dumped upon
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American shores for the purpose of lowering native wages. Yet,
for all their faults, these papers carefully observed and reported
the life of the crafts themselves—the first time Socialists had
consistently done so in an English-language press—and spoke
about the common interests of all labor, The papers succeeded
on a modest scale, not enough to seriously threaten the AFL
conservatism which they shared to a certain degree themselves
but sufficient to make the Socialist movement respected. They
were a viable although hardly (except to individual employers) a
threatemng presence. Tragically, for the crisis in American
society and in Socialism of the 1890s, that would not be enough.*

Jewish Radicalism During the 1890s

The German demoralization and sense of spiritual exile pro-
pelled a newer group, the Jews, toward the center of American
radicalism. Just when the German decline had become decisive
at the close of the 1880s and early 1890s, Jewish Socialism offered
new comrades for old. The massive immigration surge of the
1890s made them especially numerous in New York’s Lower
East Side, but also in many districts across the Eastern seaboard
and the industrial Middle West. By the latter 1890s, the number
and range of publications, of self-styled revolutionary activists.if
not necessarily union or party members, gave them an impor-
tance in the Socialist movement out of all proportion to their
modest size in American society. It was a pattern other, smaller
immigrant groups drawn to radicalism would repeat in following
years,

No less millenarian-minded, no less gifted with autodidact
workers hungry for Socialist ideas and arguments, they pos-
sessed many traits that distinguished them from the Germans.
From their organized beginnings, Jewish Socialists had a radical
self-awareness as spokesmen of an oppressed people and not
merely, as the Germans, as spokesmen of an oppressed class.
Jews’ status as a nationality exiled into the galut, and the racist
reception they received in America, made that response inevit-
able and, in many ways, potentially more volatile than the
abstract internationalism of the Germans. Secondly, the
material conditions of their arrival left the immigrants far more
disoriented, in need of a unifying ideal. They had no prosperous
Republican farmers, no Civil War laurels to rest upon, no easy
assimilation into the American order awaiting them even in the
second generation. The center of community gravity and
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especially intellectual and cultural energy leaned toward the left,
almost from the first days of debarkation at Ellis Island.

Jewish radicalism had two distinct if related origins. In the
sweatshops of the garment and cigarmaking industries, in suffer-
ing from seasonal labor and execrable housing, the need for
organization was readily apparent. The intellectuals who re-
sponded to these conditions could trace their origins to the
Russian literary revolt of the 1860s and to the political awakening
many of them had personally experienced in Eastern Europe or
London, surrounded by uprooted Jewish proletarians. Unlike
the German ‘forty-eighters who played such a large role in the
German-American Socialist press, these mtellectualg were still
young themselves and capable of immense effort-s_thh meager
resources. Unlike the Germans, they had no polx_tlc_al model to
unlearn on American shores. They also had an existing Socialist”
presence with impressive labor institutions to teach them the
nuts and bolts of organizing.

They also had to contend with, to oppose and to learn from,
anarchism of a rather more doctrinaire character than the
German Social Revolutionism—and not after a generation of
experience but at the very beginning of thel{ efforts. This was a
Russian legacy reborn in the widespread Jewish sympathy for the
Haymarket Martyrs and fueled by the sense of desperation at
Jewish slum conditions. Anarchists had attempted with consider-
able success to join with Socialists in Jewish London during the
1880s, and they attempted to do likewise among the Jewish
intellectual-political circles in New York. They boasted some of
the most talented poets, most learped editors, qu energetic
organizers of the day. Unity soon failed, and fratricidal warfare
briefly spread from the unions to propaganda societies. But this
conflict took place so early, among a field of enthusiasts so young
and so relatively small, that it practicglly burned out before the
end of the century. Victorious Socialism absorbed an aspect of
anarchism, as it did a hint of Zionism. Jewish Socialism, captur-
ing more sides of community life, had more faces than its
German equivalent.

Jewish Socialists learned from the Germans how to create
newspapers, unions and fraternal educational-recreational-
benefit societies, as they learned for themselves what ghetto
Socialism meant. Organizationally, they hit the ground running.
By 1886, a Yiddisher Folkstseitung appeared, an amateurish copy
of the German-American original. By 1890, the Yiddish Socialist
movement had its very first journal alongside a new and different
kind of Socialist press, already staffed by some of the most
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cla;pable journeymen intellectuals to have yet reached American
shores.

Theoretical flagship, the monthly Tsukunft, might well be
compared to the Sunday literary sections of the German-
American dailies. It explored the wide vistas of modemn life,
science, and culture, aiming at the simplest levels of explanation.
But by its very format, Tsukunft appealed not to a mass or
working-class audience as such, but rather to a thin stratum of
intellectuals, formally or self-educated. It also had a fresh
literary tone, with its apotheosis of a William Morris, or even
Shakespeare, rather than the Germans’ classics and Vormidrz
heroes. (By the end of the century, Jewish Socialists even had a
creative literary and critical journal, Di Naie Geist, ‘the New
Spirit’, shortlived but likewise the first of its kind for any lan-
guage in the American Socialist movement. )*

Tsukunft's editors included the most colorful intellectuals of
the ghetto. Popular short-story writer Leon Kobrin remembered
Philip Krantz, already a veteran of London Socialist journalism,
as a hero from a Turgenev novel. His colleague, B. Feigenbaum
(known as the ‘Melammzd’, Hebrew-style pedagogue), special-
ized in anti-clericalism, both as a memory of the tyrannical power
of the European village rabbi and as a response to American
rabbinical hostility to the threat of Socialism. Abe Cahan, later
editor of the Jewish Daily Forward, probably exceeded them all
in energy and in his keen sense for adaption of Socialist ideas to
Jewish consciousness.

The weekly Arbeter Tseitung, appearing from 1890, had a
uniquely crafted message alongside and within the Socialist
propaganda. Like the German papers, it argued forcefully for
unions, and like the Yiddish anarchist Freie Arbeter Shtimme
launched the same year, it carried poets’ appeals in its first
columns, a true Jewish emotional touch. But among its features,
Cahan’s own ‘Proletarisher Magid’, the Socialist preacher, leaps
out from the page. Explaining Socialism with weekly quotations
from the Talmud, Cahan made Socialist ideas accessible to those
who had not broken and might never break with their own
religious yearnings. It was an important point. Contemporary
Jewish anarchists believed that once religion fell away, revolu-
tionary identity would swiftly be realized. Cahan saw the tran-
sition better. Likewise, the Arbeter Tseitung quickly gathered a
literary section surpassing the genial commentary-and-reprint
format of the German papers. Young artists, playwrights,
novelists, and poets considered it as their natural duty to work
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" with the Socialist publications and their privilege to gain a sense

of style and of audience for the Yiddish printed word through the
ialist columns.* .
So’?:king nothing away from the German-American paners,l
they had not (except, perhaps, the weekly anarchist Arme exffe'
from Detroit) become the site of an avowed §earch for 1d<?lx1nty,
Socialism and their homeland traditions p.rovxded that easi y&no
doubt too easily. The editorials, the headlines, the formg}ﬂ 1]1n ;1;
standing of the Jewish press do not seem so superficially ttll -
ferent. But to the close observer, Tsukunft and even molric_ e
Arbeter Tseitung made that search the focus for Socialist politics.
This renaissance of Marxist revolutionary discussion, g%:_r_
fully realized in the heated days of German-American 1 .
80s, is a marvel to re-read. Not bpcapse the Marxist interpreta:
tions possessed any vast sophistication, but because the very
effort, the paper trail and the lecture circuit, meant the creation
of a Marxist intelligensia on a scale, even within the mxcrocos;g
of Jewish life, hitherto unknown in the U‘SA..SI.ICI"I a task aclaou
not be carried out overnight, or by Jewish immigrants alone.
They knew they required an interchange with a oonsntueml:z
outside the ghetto, through the one cause to which they cou
give themselves fully, the multi-ethnic Socialist movement.

Socialism in Crisis: The 1890s

their new-found energies and almost Faustian will,
ll:g\rv:\llle:’,fthe younger generation qf Socialists were in most cases
disoriented and swept to the sidelines during the epochal s?i:s :
revolts of the 1890s. At the beginning of the decade the Soc!tical
Labor Party retained a few thousand members, thtlx a a?ts <l
mass only in New York and Chicago, and sgattered oyhi S
smaller industrial cities and in the increasingly hard-hit AFL
unions. The foreign-born parochialism of the move{xnentl\‘;as
$uch, as one member of the National Executive Con_lm_ltte;:l a:l tt:r
recalled, that correspondence from native-born Socialists 2 o
be translated for the benefit of non-English speaking Party
officials. Virtually overnight this small Socialist nu.cleusl ;;gs
faced with a spectre of class war on a scale unknown smgtt;1 877:
hunger marches on Washington by the unemployed, wi .
Socialists sometimes in the lead; bloody conflict in I-Iom«:ste;an(i
Pennyslvania where ironworkers bgttled the Pinkertons a
militia; the Pullman Strike with its national confrontation
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between the railroad unions and the Cleveland Administration;
and, not least, the Populist threat to disrupt the two-party
system.

This new class war also coincided with profound changesin the
configuration of working-class culture. A revolution in printing
methods made possible the publication of popular mainstream
newspapers and magazines, with some element of sympathy for
working-class suffering. Other mass entertainments, music,
stage and sports, reached through and across class lines. The
older ethnic political set-up, Socialist historian Morris Hillquit
later charitably commented, could not withstand the changes.
Weak as they were, Socialists felt themselves threatened with a
kind of dissolution into the broader society. This posed problems
the European Socialists still in Europe would not have to face for
some time, or with the same paucity of resources. !

In response to these complex challenges, the fundamentalism
of American Socialism doomed it to marginality at the richest
moment of political opportunity in the nineteenth century.
German-American Socialists and their younger Yiddish brothers
(with a handful of sisters) had so long and so thoroughly expected
a European-style class awakening and an American Socialist
upsurge that they created a golem, a clay figure, into which
Marxist ideas breathed life. As he waxed strong, the golem,
smiting Socialism’s enemies, seemingly represented the incar-
nation of science and enlightenment. Only gradually did they
begin to notice that he smashed everything in his way, including
the little temples of understanding they had devoted their consi-
derable energies to erect. Daniel DeLeon, the golem, might
rightly be called the first American Marxist with renowned
theoretical credentials if by no means the first of real theoretical

skill and dexterity. He entered a Socialist Labor Party in 1890
ripe for a takeover.

The movement had seen educated men (and women), but
none like DeLeon. Latin-American born, a former professor of
international law at Columbia University, he had an apparent
genius for adaptation to the native terrain, a universal mind, and
a talent for the sweeping generalization. Self-taught workers
idolized his breadth of knowledge and the intensity of his devo-
tion, while oldtime German intellectuals put their reservations
below their hopes for such fresh energies. Jewish Socialists above
all were known to worship at his feet. Leon Kobrin recalls
DeLeon as a fighting rabbi carried triumphantly through the
streets by young Socialist Chassidim shouting his praises.
Exuding sacred energy, he promised them and their faithful
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ing a redemption in America.* )
sug?Legon becam% editor of the new weekly English-language
The People in 1891, and swiftly put his stamp upon it. English-
language Socialist papers had never, with the exception of
Woodhull & Claflin’s, been much more than labor reform sheets.
The People had a different tone. Editorials by DeLeon created
the sustained intellectual monologue tha} German-American
editors had provided but no previous American felt competent to
deliver. Without much need, or possibility, qf the fraternal acti-
vities reports and homeland news that dominated the German
and Jewish sheets, DeLeon subordinated reportage and inci-
dentals to his ideological claims. This, he argued incessantly, was
no paper for mere trade unionism or reform appeg{s; it offered
the reader pure Scientific Socialism and a definitive political
osition from its principles. .
P DeLeon explo?ted nll)any contemporary enthusiasms, synthe-
sizing them into a single, apparently seamless doctrine. One
ingredient was evolutionary theory, already bastardized by
Spencer into the petty-bourgeois mania of Social Darwinism.
DeLeon, in turn, adapted Darwinism to the vogue of Amsencan
anthropologist, Lewis Henry Morgan, who had fascinated
Engels with his hypotheses about universal laws of social deve-
lopment.
O%H;Leon also responded to the longstanding restlessness of
rank-and-file Socialists, weary of Sisyphian attempts to convert
the native craft aristocracy through patient education and
organization. The depression of 1893 rnged millenarian
visions. No one could predict if the American Federation of
Labor would be able to survive the slump and accompanying
employers’ offensive. Meanwhile its rightward-moving leader-
ship under Gompers turned sharply against former Socialist
allies as well as against the new immigration. Foreign-born,
especially Jewish, Socialists railed against collaboration with
double-dealing and often nativist craft leaders. '

At the same time, DeLeon captivated many American-born
Socialists, still small in number but increasing with the reform
agitation of the early 1890s, who had never lost the old dreaa:n of
independent political action. The formation of the Republican
Party only two generations earlier had led to the f1:ee.mg of Black
slaves. Might not the reconstitution of a Socialist electoral
machine lead to the freeing of wage sl{wes? The . European
example seemed to promise as much, while th‘e contemporary
depression, together with the widely le'lmented. end 9f the fron-
tier’, suggested a radical turning point in American history.
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‘Science’ to DeLeon thus signified clarity, which in turn
demanded exaltation of the Socialist movement as the single,
revolutionary beacon destined to survive the coming crisis and to
transform American society. “The question’, he wrote in 1891, of
‘whether society will emerge on the upward or the downward
grade of evolution, depends upon the degree of clearness among
the masses as to the road on which they are traveling, This
clearness can only be effected by holding forth in all its [sic]
purity the principles that guide onward and upward.’”** Socialists
heretofore had not quite imagined themselves capable of
approaching power so rapidly without (as in the Social Revolu-
tionaries’ fantasies) a mass, spontaneous armed uprising.
DeLeon and his coterie of mostly self-taught immigrant intellec-
tuals believed Americans would vote by the thousands and then
the millions for the one political party which knew its future. Ina
series of public addresses printed as mass-circulation pamphlets
(and reprinted ad infinitum by the Socialist Labor Party as fun-
damental Marxist doctrine), DeLeon elaborated scientistic dis-
tinctions between reform and revolution, between revolutionary
unions (those that preached Socialist politics) and mere
economic efforts doomed to failure. Abstractly, as a complete
system for the self-educated worker or neophyte convert from a
disappointing reform movement, his conceptions had an admir-
able symmetry.

DeLeon’s memorable Two Pages From Roman History (1903)
later argued that the proletariat, unlike all previous rising
classes, lacked the material power to establish its own infra-
structure, and therefore needed political defenses built up
against the lures of reform. This was a theory of working-class
backwardness, disguised as an argument for pure revolutionary
strategy. The argument had some historic basis in the capacity of
the Democratic Party to absorb labor reform impulses, and in the
eagerness of craft union organizations to make arrangements
with politicians and industrialists at the expense of the unskilled,
female, Black and more recently immigrant working class. But
his solution went no further than attempting to regiment the
same craft workers into a reliable Socialist formation, >*

Even if the economic and political crisis of American society
had been total, DeLeon failed to grasp the lineaments of a
credible alternative. He treated the multiplicity of working-class
internal divisions, the complexity of social unrest among wide
classes of Americans, by levelling Marxist theory down to an
impossibly narrow concept of class, He saw no class worth consi-
dering but the abstract working ciass. Its failure to heed his words
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med to him a certain indication that false prophets were
iijeping the flocks ignorant and confused. These charges in-
creased his appeal, by providing simple arguments and effecgve
leverage against internal critics. The more DeLeon showed him-
self intransigent and the more he was attacked by moderates
within the labor and Socialist movements, the more his re\"olu-
tionary integrity and scientific predictions seemed the issue
rather than the prospects for proletarian uprising in the real
w d. » -

0113 short, DeLeon replicated and unwittingly caricatured the
gravest errors German-American Socialists hqd made toward
American social life. They had arrived at a cautious labor refor-
mism by discarding the peculiar history and social arrangements
of the nation they set out to revolutionize; DelLeon rqversed.the
image and made that very reformism the result of insufficient
determination. They had invested their strategic hopes in the
unions, too little crediting their ownﬂcultura(i apparatui'! l'_:ltaglct?lg

isr ded that apparatus as pointless and conservatizing,
gﬁi:r%:le; vessel forl::gllecting Socialist ballots. The alte Genossen
had failed for twenty years or more. He believed that he would
succeed overnight.

ch:Leon brigﬂy sustained confidence with a grand plan to
unite all revolutionary unionists, from the faltering Knights of
Labor and the American Federation of Labor, into a smgle.nqw
union that would organize the unorgz_mi.zed and preach Socialist
doctrine. The plan failed because Socialists possessed impossibly
slender resources, and because of the political demands DeLeon
placed upon even the most loyal union chiefs. As happened often
during bad times fot the Communist Party in this century, trade-
union activity collapsed into building the Party, and Party acti-
vity collapsed into support of the press. Non-English language
groups, pressured for the same reasons as they would be by
Communist leaders thirty years later, either lost their supporters
or departed with their institutions. In 18?9, DeLeon ‘ehmx‘nated
all the planks in the Party platform calling for amelioration of
con s. o

Ol-?ét::?)?ﬂd maintain leadership over the movement, amid this
failure, only with a political bludgeon and the support of a loyal
cadre. DeLeon moved, with the savagery ‘attnbuted to later
Leninist rule-or-ruin internal wrangling, to ciose down ali otl}er
avenues of Socialist approacii. On the one side, he would finish
off the pesky American utopianism; on the other, he would cure
immigrant Socialism of its institutional conservatism. With the

" same logic and almost the same wording as Marx and Sorge had
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used to expunge the critics from American First International
ranks, DeLeon proposed to banish from the party once and for
all the ‘freelovers and such like riffraff unfit for Socialist partici-
pation.* Laying down this law, he attracted the sort of fanaticism
for political bloodbath familiar in subsequent sectarianism, in-
cluding no few American-born radicals too young or too insular
to understand the value of the native tradition. Reformers and
cranks remained, of course, but only by quieting their criticism of
DeLeon, who worked out a philosophy that would have done
Sorge credit.

The petty-bourgeoisie, he increasingly argued, bore the
blame. It monopolized radical ideas in America and confused the
proletariat. Later, avowed Marxist critics of reform Socialism
would repeat this charge, with the same grain of truth and the
same incapacity to explain how and why that class succeeded.
Internal life in American Marxist politics became- a burlesque
reign of terror, as petty-bourgeois opponents turned upandwere
dismissed from party ranks.

By the same standard, DeLeon increasingly decided, the older
and established immigrant Socialists represented a petty-
bourgeoisie in themselves. He treated as de facto proof of institu-
tional conservatism their suspicions of his political demands
upon unions and his imperious leadership style. DeLeon chal-
lenged the fundamental basis of ethnic Socialist localism, the
publication of Socialist newspapers by private associations based
in the ethnic community rather than by the Socialist movement
as a whole. Much like the Communists thirty years later, he
demanded Party control over their columns. Unlike the Com-
munists, he had no mandate from a Socialist country to hold over
their heads.

Inevitably, secessions began to take place on all sides. Local
Socialist groups with their own newspapers had to depart or shut
down their papers. Jewish anarchists joined trade-union conser-
vatives in defending the AFL from devastation and in appealing
for defections. The Germans, and a group of dedicated Marxist
Jews, were the last to leave in 1899. A few years later, DeLeon
would comment that he had to look in the office mirror to see if
he himself had departed, so many loyalists had gone through the
doors.

It is tempting to see the DeLeon episode merely as a false start
(or false renewal) of American Socialism, a blind alley where
Marxists unnecessarily hammered their heads against a wall. The
episode reflected too many deep trends in the history of
American Marxism for that comforting conclusion. Both the
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problem of the Marxist intelligentsia and the larger dilemma of
Marxist politics found their reflections in Deleon’s sec-
tarianism. . o
DeLeon had been converted to Socialism by reading in
tandem Engels’ Anti-Diihring and Lewis Henry Morgan’s an-
thropology. Only later, and out of a distant sympathy, did the
working class fit into his Marxism. He developed his hyper-
proletarian strategy by choosing his enemies and identifying the
obstacles to Socialism within the Socialist and labor movements
themselves. The working class was the deus ex machina for his
science of society. In this, DeLeon was far fror.n exceptional.
Remote as they usually were from the daily experiences of immi-
grants, Americans with education had scarce opportunities to
live the lives of the German-American or Yiddish intellectuals,
to mix with the basic human element of the Socialist movement
and understand its compromises with reality. The immigrants
could be fanatical themselves, especially when European events
and the absence of meaningful American-alternatives made them
despair. They could also unconsciously negate their own best
insights by blandly accepting the mainstream American view of
reality, the marginalization of the foreign-born. But their con-
cepts of Marxism had nevertheless an organic basis; the
Americans who could make the same claim, a Soclalls} Eugene
Debs or Industrial Workers of the World leader William D.
Haywood, never aspired to similar intellectual status. They
worked on instinct. Their practical prowess and intellectual Limi-
tations left the question unresolved: who would the American
Marxist be, and how would he (or she) treat the fundamental
problem of class? ° . )

The Left’s isolation found its perversely logical conclusion
here, in the fin de siecle. Trade unionism and reform politics had
failed. The Social Revolutionaries of the 1§80s, circling aroupd
against European parliamentary tactics dlsplgoed to America
and craft unionist conservatism born in America (or England),
asserted that Marxism was possible only with an insurrection
around the corner. When that had failed, when the mass did not
spontaneously rise and smite the enemy, a.vanguard force in an
un-class-conscious society seemed steadily more appealing.
(Next time, that prospect would have a world revolution and a
credulous ethnic movement in enthusiastic support.)

Socialists had paid an especially heavy price in the 1890s apc! SO
had the credibility of Marxist ideas. Contrary to what Socialists
liked to tell themselves, then and later, DeLeon had not been an
aberration. He spoke directly to the sense of disappointment the
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immigrants felt at their slow progress, to the despair at impo-
tence in the face of mass suffering, and to the eagerness of
American Socialists to field a political force beyond the ghettoes.
The People, widely considered the first ‘scientific’ newspaper on
the left, gave a badly distorted image of what Socialism meant to
American practice. It made Socialists into know-it-all fanatics
rather than community members one step ahead of their neigh-
bors; and it made them agents of an organization that separated
itself from their struggles in order to proclaim the absolute truth
they would have to follow for their salvation.

* * *

Looking back from the next decade, Socialist intellectual
luminary Robert Rivers LaMonte recalled he had known two
totally different types of Socialist intellectuals in the ‘nineties:
the ‘Americanizers’, whose interest in Marx and in the class
struggle had barely developed, and who were only a half-step
away from naive utopias; and the ‘textualists’, who carried
around Capital like a free thinkers’ bible and who remained
within the immigrant ghettoes, ignorant to the larger develop-
ments of American social life. Those were, he recalled, the ill
days when ‘the clearness of a comrade could be gauged invari-
ably from the number of ear-marks on his [Communist] ‘Mani-
festo’ and when ‘the mental equipment of a Socialist of the rank
and file consisted in a few ill (if at all) digested and parrot-like
shibboleths and maxims borrowed on credit from some of the
fathers and prominent leaders of the movement.** Both contri-
buted their share to the confused merger of evolutionism and
class primitivism.

For those most heavily involved with DeLeon’s party and
union efforts, the generation of young Jews above all, the falli-
bility of prognostication along with the failure of politics left
ineradicable scars. They, like the earlier Germans, became ‘old’,
not by any means inactive but endemically suspicious of revolu-
tionary slogans and revolutionary unions. Their Marxism
became conservative, a waiting game. They, like craft union
leaders disillusioned with DeLeonism , would for years afterward
evoke the sectarian disasters of the 1890s as a defense against
left-wing criticism of exclusionary, timid or plainly conservative
unions.

What alternatives had been realistically offered? Numerous
American Marxist writers later suggested that, had only Marx
and Engels’ advice been heeded, nineteenth-century Socialism
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- ve been so insular and the American working class so
' gg;(tllg;)l:;l :;ackward.’7 This kind of argument raised the shadow
' of Marxist omniscience over the reality of political practice, and
¥ scarcely aided the successors to the German-American Sogdah&ts
' in figuring out their own way. More importantly, it 1gnord e
* real course of events. Marx and Engels‘unceaqng.ly, an o&r-
3 rectly, stressed the importance of drawing Socialism into f e
. class struggle. But they could scarcely appreciate the peculiar

circumstances in which the immigrant radicals found themselves.
America with its diverse labor force, its deep republican tradi-
tions, its overpowering bourgeoisie and its sporadically {es.tlve
masses, would not readily yield to a literal class solution.
Socialism’s future rested in some(hmg more complex, and some-
thing deeper in the American grain.
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American Socialism, American
Culture

The migration of Marxism from its European homeland to the
United States produced, as we have seen, results sometimes
exciting bu( also deeply troubling to the Marxists. To succeed,
any revolutionary movement needed to come to grips with the
pervasive religious and cultural values, to understand and appre-
clate as well as to attempt to transform them. Homegrown
radnca[s and class-conscious workers, for all their weaknesses,
potentially provided Marxists access into the American main-
stream. The process of discovery had to be mutual, a complex
and protracted probing from both sides. The critical question
was, what did each bring to the conversation? Marxism supplied
a definite class view and a strategic instrument, the union, which
could serve as means of transition to a new order. Indigenous
;adlpal}sm stood for the most part outside these traditions. But
its dlsclpl.es held for that very reason a more sophisticated view of
the multi-cultural, factory and non-factory, character of the
American lower classes, Black and white, male and female. They
also had a better subjective sense of the meaning, for Americans,
of t‘he‘ old Republic’s decline and debauch at the hands of mono-
polistic capitalisin. At their best they understood the traumatic
awakening into history which alone could bring a serious accep-
tance of Socialist ideas, and the moral or spiritual vacuum which
only an expanded faith in democracy could fill.

The pre-industrial religion of a redemptive, benevolent deity
watching over the republic fitted the needs of American radicals
and reformers well into the late-nineteenth century. More than
that, it placed the palpable deterioration of democracy in a great
field of hope. America had failed the trust given its founders with

58

———

American Socialism, American Culture 59

the virgin continent. But that trust might yet be redeemed. The
blasphemer, agent of Indian genocide, slaver, merchant-
aristocrat, could not rule on. The shadow of his antithesis, the
redeemer-woman, hovered in the background ready to bring
salvation to a society that recognized its own heart of darkness
and willingly marched toward the light.

No wonder Marxists found themselves strangers in a strange
land. The sweeping bourgeois triumph Marx depicted did not, in
America, consolidate an ideological victory over the past but
rather ensured an endless revenge against the hubris of material
progress. The Radical Reformation, where so much of the inner
life of Protestantism first evolved (and devolved), had held as its
foremost goal an escape from the history of kingdoms and slave
classes to the pre-Mosaic paradise before the Fall. Jakob Bhme,
mystic philosopher whose recuperation of the dialectic from the
Ancients grew out of the challenge and out of the failure of that
Reformation to create a heaven on earth, attributed the original
Fall to the merchant who sold the fruit from the tree of life.
Inspiration to William Blake and the German Romantics,
Bohme envisioned a return, guided by Sophia the female deity,
to an earthly paradise where androgyny replaced sexual polariza-
tion and where the new species lived in perfect peace with
animals.

Crankish as this sounds, it combined the abandonment of a
defeated armed struggle with the undiminished hope of over-
coming mankind’s sorrows. It promised a peaceful path to
utopia, an altemative to Calvinism and the logic of the merchant.
Utopianism and proto-bourgeois possessive individualism
entered the New Word together. Despite its disproportionate
influence, despite the particularistic and economic appeal sum-
moned by post-Mosaic doctrine of the dark world touched by the
light of the pre-destined alone, Calvinism could not uproot its
ideological ‘other’. Indeed, the rampant (and well-founded)
sense of guilt in American religion has evoked persistent com-
munitarian yearnings. Guilty Calvinism and innocent utopian-
ism mixed strangely together in virtuaily every American radical
reform movement from the seventeenth century. Perhaps they
still do.

The terrors of.colonists cut off from the collective European
past prompted an apocalyptic doubt Harry Levin would describe
as a special American ‘blackness’ at the soul’s center. Hysterical
forebodings must be accounted the proper precursors to radical
criticism of the nineteenth century. The Rev. William Wiggles-
worth’s Day of Doom remained for generations after its
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seventeenth-century appearance the best-selling colonial work,
second only to the Bible in popular influence. Charles Brockden
Brown’s Wieland, the new nation’s first major novel, provided a
suitably gloomy national character study of fanaticism and mad-
ness at the edge of the frontier. That these took literary form
more than political-philosophical analysis suggested that the
official optimism could be penetrated only in the flight of fancy
where reason no longer held sway.

Because secularism, fruit of the European bourgeois revolu-
tions, here remained largely a genteel (and, despite the un-
churched nature of large population sectors, gerierally marginal)
phenomenon, political dialogue filtered through Biblical voices.
John Locke’s philosophy appealed to intellectuals, but Revela-
tions possessed greater force to congregations who roused them-
selves against the British. Even Philip Freneau, premier radical
pamphleteer of the 1790s, had written melancholy poetry be-
moaning the despoliation of the New World. He ended his career
writing under the pseudonym of a vanquished Amerindian chief
watching the shadows fall upon the once-peaceful kingdom.'

Social alternatives had, from the beginning, posed themselves
in utopian forms. ‘West’ signified the mystic locus of the new
holy land on the compass of the Radical Reformation, final
chance for heaven on earth lost in corrupted Europe. The
‘Woman of the Wilderness’, popular name for one prominent
Bohmist colony, would there meet the outstretched arms of the
pilgrim and bring everlasting joy. For many generations, the
radical here seems both marginal and bizarre by contemporary
European standards. What to make of the most productive press
(and prestigious elementary school) of the early eighteenth-
century colonies, the pietist hymnals and illuminated texts—all
from the celibate Ephrata colony which brought B6hme's teach-
ings to Pennsylvania? Or of the ministerial origins of American
Revolutionary passions? Or of the Black and white churches

which fed the radical reformism of the 1830s-50s, counterposing
an anti-Calvinist Christianity of gentle feminine ‘Jesus to the
white man’s rapacities? Or of the swift fanning out from Aboli-
tionism into woman’s rights, peace, dress reform and tem-
perance? The horrific and utopian often stood side-by-side or
combined in a single body like Edgar Allan Poe, who was
reputed to be at ease only when surrounded by his soul-mates,
radical women intellectuals after whom he shaped his unattain-
able heroines.?

In practice, bourgeois goals and methods easily triumphed
over the communal, frequently celibate settlements that spread

TR
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across the frontiers. But the raging violence of the dominant
order against the natural environment, aga!inst the spb]ect
peoples and seemingly against the very Edenic anticipation of
the New World, made inevitable the patterns of a radical alter-
native. Not surprisingly then, race, gender and religion at once
constrained and accelerated any American Socialism, making it
both apparently archaic and simultaneously ‘advanced’ in ways
that would take secular radicals long to appreciate. o
Whereas to immigrant Socialists, Marxism offered a beginning
point to assess their situation, indigenous reformc_:rs, intellec-
tuals, and self-educated workers who started in a different con-
ceptual place came to Marxism for confirmation and practical
application of their ideas. Important immigrant groups with their
own histories of quasi-religious radicalism also felt a certain
kinship and instinctive understanding. In the broad sense,
Marxist ideas have always and everywhere assimilated to in-
digenous cultures and politics. But among these old and new
Americans, Marxism evolved towards something it. had not pre-
viously been: an articulation of unanswered questions for class
theory; and the germ of insight for a cosmology in which
Socialism returned from its own insular development to the
age-old traditions of millenialism. . .
The self-made Marxists, if they can be called thag, naturally
responded differently from European-style Marxists to the
changes in American society. The grand transformation sweep-
ing aside the pre-industrial society with its moral economy of
relatively autonomous craft labor, subsistence (more properly
labor exchange) farming and close family units, impelled them to
broaden the terms of individual freedom while restraining the
advance of monopoly controls. They sought to ﬁ_nd in production
something similar to the Marxists’ notion of unionism but more
clearly linked to a renewed civil society of virtuous producers.
And they sought, in civil society, to reformulate the basis for
order by adjusting existing institutions to self-evident' moral
laws. . . n . .
From the factory and the farm, the decisive issue for redefini-
tion was not, as the German-Americans and their Marxist suc-
cessors believed, the purported ‘backwardness’ of the working
class. The cohesion of the proletariat as a class did not figure as
an assumed category in the first place. The remarkable (from an
international standpoint, possibly unprecedented) steps taken
during the 1877 strikes, Eight-Hour movement and Knights of
Labor, demonstrated that sections of the working clgss opulgl be
extremely ‘advanced’. The problem lay in the implications
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radicals would see in these struggles. On that question the long-
postponed formation of a popular, English-language Socialist
movement rested. The German-American Socialists could pass
straight from the old country to Socialist organization in the new;
native-born radicals, and the Jewish immigrants, had to pass
through stages of awareness taking them closer to the society
before them and closer to their own destiny.

Spiritualism, the American Socialism

Like their European Socialist cousins, American radicals found
themselves compelled to complete the bourgeois revolution
before moving onto grander goals. Like the Europeans they
developed their ideas in the process. The peculiar radical ideo-
logy that grew out of the struggle for emancipation of Blacks,
women and all Americans, offered a counterpart to Marxism’s
concentration upon the industrial worker. Spiritualism, the
American Socialism, answered the need for a collective, egali-
tarian vision and nourished indigenous radicalism for decades.

The influence of women’s agitation joined with abolitionist-
minded Blacks can now be seen as decisive for the overthrow of
slavery. That alone would have made unique the traditions upon
which American Socialism grew. Abraham Lincoin himself said
that without Uncle Tom’s Cabin, no Civil War would have taken
place. This may have been a hasty judgment upon the best-
selling novel of the nineteenth century. But the ubiquitous
dramatization of this novel recalls the function of the Greek
theatre in presenting a social agenda. Like Julia Ward Howe of
The Battle Hymn of the Republic, anthem of Northern soldiers,
novelist Harriet Beecher Stowe was a product of the contem-
porary women’s movement, of women’s cultural strength and
their relative autonomy from male values. The massive women’s
mobilization during the Civil War, supplying a popular base to
Radical Republicanism, helped inspire Lincoln’s decision for
Black emancipation. The women were right: the war could be
won on no other basis.

The Woman’s Rights movement, launched the same year as
young Marx and Engels published their Communist Manifesto,
advanced a radicalism founded neither in class-economic com-
plaints nor repressed nationalism but on a widely-felt utopian
anticipation. As a prominent Abolitionist (and minister) wrote
about woman’s dress reform in 1857, ‘The structure of our
bodies, each limb, each member, is undoubtedly the best that He
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could devise. Is it not impious folly, then to corrupt, abuse, or
prevent the development and right action of the body?’ The same
principle applied to every aspect of life. He signed his communi-
cation, “Yours for the Improvement of Everything’, not 2
spiritual hope merely but an expectation of certain fulfillment.

Only such beliefs could have induced an ideological confronta-
tion with slavery and, albeit to a lesser degree, with the racism
deeply ingrained in the American experience. The foremost
militants of Abolitionism and woman’s rights quite prc_»perly
connected these reforms with any fundamental change’ in the
broader society. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, leading woman’s rights
advocate, insisted that ‘government based on caste and class
privilege cannot stand’. Her longtime collaborator, ‘refogmer
Parker Pillsbury, believed with many others that a glorious,
bloodless, millennial revolution’ would follow a radical recon-
straction of South and North.* How nearly these expectations
conformed to the reality of Black Southerx;1 life befq:; and a;toir

mancipation may be questioned, but not the sincerity or impor-
:ance 01; the aim.yWh(cl:n Karl Marx insisted that ‘labor cannot
emancipate itself in the white skin where in the black it is
branded’, he put the issue precisely from one important angle.
But he could not at such distance fully comprehend the problems
posed by racism at all levels of the society, and the complexity of
a solution most particularly for the labor movement.

Not that American labor lacked its own historic Iegacy_of
radical generosity. Proto-socialist Painite sympathies, utopian
schemes and evangelical radicalism had all infused artisan and
industrial reform circles through the turbulent 1820s-40s.
Fourierism, the first Socialism to gain a major public following,
kindled attention among Transcendentalist intellectuals and
New York’s powerful reform journalists but drew its main body
from artisans of strong Protestant sentiment. Local ministers
became the first milltown critics of exploitation, their women
parishioners the shock troops for shorter hours and child labor
reform. Artisan-linked movements and oocagsxonal third-party
efforts stressed the dignity of labor and its social value; they also
linked workers’ rights to the salvation of the republic—a
republic, that is, of producers. o

l%)Vhether and ho“l: the dreamed-of republic might accommo-
date Blacks remained less clear. Racist sentiments outside the
South were deeply embedded among the competitors for jobs
and tolerable housing. White artisans sought to exclude Blacks
for the same reasons, and sometimes in the same ways, that they
sought to exclude women. Labor organizations did not accept
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the free labor ideology that with equal opportunity, Americans
of every origin could rise up at will. Many workers knew such
ideologies doubly false, because of prejudice against whole sec-
tions of workers (notably the Irish) and because schooling,
family and other connections would continue to shape actual
mobility. They chose, where organized, to remain largely with a
Democratic Party mixing racial supremacist ideology and urban
social services. Resisting Civil War conscription, New York Irish
turned riot into anti-Black pogrom. It was a sombre note for the
hoped-for bloodless revolution when the constituencies of the
oppressed found themselves on opposite sides.®

And yet the very difficulty underlined the heroic character of
the enterprise. The crusade against slavery raised idealism to
new heights, and not only among the reformers. As in every
crusade-like war, society had proven itself capable of great,
sudden adaptations. The stirrings of labor activism during the
war and after created potentialities for a breakthrough beyond
‘free labor’ to anti-monopolistic, pro-woman suffrage, even anti-
racist labor. The deep doubts concerning progress on the bour-
geois model, the horror at frontier brutality and civilized vice,
the sense of time closing in upon the republic, stirred an impera-
tive for change. The development of a wage-earning class, what-
ever its internal contradictions, provided a universal around
which many other concepts could be organized.

We may begin to explore the nature of this combination by
considering the most popular and most theoretical-minded,
respectively, of the native-born American Socialist writers.
George Lippard, the first best-selling Socialist writer of the
nation (‘America’s Eugene Sue’) and a pioneer labor activist,
dramatized the dual vision of darkness and light within emergent
industrialism. Philadelphia, industrial capital of the early nine-
teenth century, home of the 1835 city General Strike and of ugly
internecine warfare between Protestant and Catholic workers
suffering the handicraft decline, offered Lippard an arena to
observe the betrayal of republical promise. He personally en-
dured the most familiar American tragedy: he was driven from
the family homestead (adjoining a vanished perfectionist colony)
for the teeming city. Struggling up from penury, he watched with
horror as a younger sister entered the swelling female workforce
where prostitution served as recourse from underemployment,
low wages and depressed living conditions.

The same tragedy unfolded in contemporary European
capitals and found its way into European cult literature. Butin a
manner characteristically American, Lippard centered upon the
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cultural metaphor of virginal beauty raped by commercial evil.
In his phenomenally popular melodrama, Quaker City; or
Monks of Monk Hall (1845), Lippard foresaw a future Philadel-
phia with manacled workers paraded through the streets by the
money kings. And he drew a contemporary Philadelphia moving
almost inexorably toward that end, the wanton upper class
debauching all that it touched. In a series of other novels,
Lippard put into literary form the sacred destiny of democracy to
triumph somehow over evil, through the mystic brotherhood of
international labor whose redemption would be reached at last
upon American shores. Lippard’s greatest protagomists, handi-
craftsmen-socialists, prepared—with the inspiration and aid of
gentle, visionary women—to lead the American masses toward
that republic of honest workers and farmers. )

Lippard’s real life labor activity made the connection of prose
and politics vivid. Lippard preached a variety of Fourierism:
unity of workers across race and ethnic-religious lines, renewal
of the brotherhood of toilers. Lippard’s own secret labor organi-
zation (with its short-lived journal, The White Banner, full of
spiritualism and broad class appeals) which emerged shortly
before his death at age 32, was precursor in a half-dozen states to
the Knights of Labor. From the 1820s onward other labor
prophets wrote with greater clarity about the economy. Some,
like labor-agrarian reformer George Henry Evans, had decades
of sustained activity. But none captured more brilliantly than
Lippard the unique spiritual-fantastic elements, the republi-
canism-cum-utopianism and the proto-feminist undertones of Us
labor radicalism. He considered Charles Brockden Brown his
model, and Edgar ‘Allan Poe his friend.’ ' ’ o

The ultimate scholarly fulfillment of Lippard’s Christian
Socialist vision can be found in the massive two-volume Ancient
Lowly by mechanic-reformer-intellectual C. Osborne Ward.
First International leader (in the anti-Marx faction), Ward
shared scholarly territory with his European contemporaries
Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, and E. Belfort Bax in exploring the
religious-chiliastic revolution. But with an important difference:
while the Europeans followed Engels’ view of religious beliefs as
mere metaphors of class unrest, Ward (more like Emnst Bloch
and today’s Liberation Theologians) accepted the millenarian
beliefs at face value. Revolutionary rcllglpn was, to him, nomere
symptom but the keynote of transformation. o

Ward found hidden tmths throughout history. Shrewd in his
use of existing Biblical and archeological eyldence, com.pu]swe
in his narration, he detailed the early Christians’ absorption of a
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slave and handicraft culture many centuries in the making. He
uncovered ancient labor protests ranging from uprisings against
the Eleusian games, miners’ riots, strikes and geographical
escapes to the formation of primitive unions. As he saw it, the
spread of the Roman Empire created the conditions for co-
ordmated, widespread insurrection culminating in Spartacus’s
great action. Thereafter, energy was turned to the more modest
trade associations which provided not only protective work rules
but elaborated a fraternal-religious and ethical life wholly out-
side the imperial culture. Much of Ward’s work documented
these associations in sophisticated social-historical fashion, in-
terpreting details of festivals, emblems, rituals and practices.
Christianity met the declining conditions of trade, in this view,
with a chiliasm recuperated from older religious forms—and
with the promise of a better life on earth.

Betrayal lay ahead, a kind of historical Golgotha which only
Socialism could redeem. Christianity in power inevitably repu-
diated its origins, repressed the traces of its radical and pagan
origins, and ferociously persecuted undaunted believers in social
doctrine. The ancient ‘spirit of trade unionism’ thus became the
‘sickly feudalism which hovered over and ruled the dark ages of
another thousand years’. And yet the example stood permanent
witness, for Ward, to the thirst for justice and for inevitable
refurn  ‘back to that sweet, loving,  self-supporting
Socialism . . . .’

Ward’s credo, if not his explicit Socialist faith, could be taken
as the spiritual basis for resistance against the intrusion of large-
scale capitalism into the life of native-born labor from the 1850s
to the 1890s. And it could be taken as basis for a brotherhood of
humanity beyond the color of the skin. As Herbert Gutman
observed, Jesus the Brother Carpenter banishing the money-
changers from the temple provided the apt analogy for anti-
monopolistic efforts. And the goodheartedness of many among
the local merchant class, ‘producers’ with their brother factory
workers, underlined a common local resistance illuminated by
numerous battles against nationally-owned railroad or mono-
poly mine kings. The Christian Socialist George McNeill, most
prominent ally of the Marxists in the Intemational Labor Union,
put it clearly in 1890: “Though the Mammon-worshippers may
cry, “Crucify Him! Crucify Him!” . . . the new Pentecost will

come, when every man shall have according to his needs.”
Figures like Ward and Lippard were not (as they have usually
been seen) mere interesting reformers with eccentric predilec-
tions but men in tune with a powerful minority view of the age. If
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they possessed a mentality nearly opaque to the twenUetl}-
century mind, in their own time they were able to put their
fingers upon real sentiments and madq themselves heard widely.
In all, the preparatory stages of American Socialism summed up
a bold, distinct concept of spiritual progress without which the
material development of the republic would be mere self-deceit.
It remained to the political philosophers to explicate the con-
tours of that peculiar pilgrim’s progress. ] ]
Spiritualism fused this radical perspective with mid-century
Protestantism. The third event of 1848 (og‘ the fourth, including
the European uprisings), the ‘Spirit Rappings’ of the Fox sisters
in Hydesville, New York, set off a wave of exc?ternept that would
last a quarter-century. Prominent American .mtel!eptua!s,
especially on the radical side, enrolled themselves in Spiritualist
ranks, predicting that the movement would sweep oldfashioned
Christianity aside. Emanuel Swedenborg’s doctrines (z!oogrdlqg
to Blake, a retail version of B6hme), popularized at this time in
America, helped give philosophical ballast to apparently fantas-
tic claims. Soon, distinguished journals and Spiritualist church
congregations had elaborated a growing}y mﬂue_ntlal view of the
cosmos as one great entity in which all life remained continuous
ermanent. . .
am\i/gry soon, ‘philosophical’ Spiritualism distinguished itself
from mere ‘phenomenological’ contact with th,e spirit world.
Andrew Jackson Davis, the ‘Poughkeepsie Seer’, made himself
the link between Swedenborg and the seance. Victoria Wood-
hull’s principal ghost-writer, Stephen Pearl Andrews, elaborated
the philosophical implications of this fast-growing cosmology as
the coming together of long-scattered human w1’sdom.. Encom-
passing Pythagorean numbers theory, Speqce_r s philology of
various sciences, Swedenborgian and Fourierist analogy and
correspondence, his version embraced ‘All that has ever been
believed in, in the Past; revised, clarified, systematized, by the
Light of Knowledge’. Here was the heart of the matter. Spiri-
tualism offered the framework for a super-organicism, an
American version of left-Hegelianism with its theism intact.
Until the early twentieth century, homegrown Socialists by the
thousands would cleave to some version of this bellef. Lackmgafl
experience or concrete reason for belief in the proletariat’s
power to supersede all pre-existing class structures and bring an
end to pre-history, American radicals understandably pursued
the inherent oneness of the spiritual world, all nature and human
life present and past. It was their pantheistic, anti-racist and even
ecological Socialism. *°
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The link between Spiritualism and the vision of a cooperative
society had many popularizers. Best-selling novelist Elizabeth
Stuart Phelps, who consoled the tens of thousands of Civil War
survivors with The Gates Ajar (1869), became a prominent advo-
cate of labor reform and author of the feminist-cooperationist
classic, The Silent Partner (1871). Proto-feminist poets, such as
Spiritualist Lizzie Doten, established ‘contact’ with Poe while
blasting slavery and the monopolies. As late as 1879, the Presi-
dent of the American Spiritualist Association predicted that
from ‘Spiritualism will spring a merger of the two into the domi-
nant thought of the age’, and ‘sole instrumentality that can save
society’.!!

Spiritualistic Socialism could be realized, it was obvious, only
through women’s emancipation and their unloosed influence.
Political experience had told reformers (and not only women
reformers) so0. As Victoria Woodhull proclaimed in 1871, a new
government had to be inaugurated to finish the political revolu-
tion of women’s rights. '?

A very peculiar Socialism. In practical agitation, this doctrine
intended to bring together the temporal with the transcendental,
and guarantee material realization through allying like-minded
labor reformers, workers, women, Blacks, Native Americans
(seen with unique sympathy by women radicals of the time) and
the charters of celestial unity into one single indomitable com-
bination. The notion was, so to speak, Leninist combination
politics without the internally disciplined Party. But not without
an International! Woodhuli’s vision of the First Intemational
may be closer to historic fact than the present-day image of the
IWA. Full of European labor reformers and radicals of various
stripes, some closely aligned with Spiritualist ideas, the Inter-
national appeared altogether accomodating. From the viewpoint
of Woodhull and company, it was Marx and Sorge, not the
Spiritualists, who were severely out of step.'?

Woodhull’s last hurrah, as she reeled from the disappoint-
ments of the early 1870s, was not surprisingly her effort to link
the most excluded, women and Blacks, into an outright radical
union. When all the prospects for a serious reform candidate for
president had melted away in 1872 and she had lost most of her
labor allies, she nominated herself for president and Frederick
Douglass, still America’s most prominent Black leader, for vice-
president on the Equal Rights ticket. The convention hall of
radical women and their eccentric male allies (‘long haired men
and short-haired women’, by the contemporary formula) may
have been the only grouping of Americans to take such an effort
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seriously; Douglass apparently did not. The palpable failure, like
the removal of woman suffrage leaders and Black leaders simul-
taneously from national reform into more parochial efforts, sig-
nalled the end of an era.

Subsequent obscurity should not, however, discredit Spiri-
tualism’s achievements. The non-Darwinian science preached by
the Spiritualists required a more serious consideration than the
late-nineteenth-century (i.e., pre-Relativity Theory) world
could easily give. The twentieth-century recuperation of the
cosmic view, in theistic or non-theistic terms, suggests they
deserve another hearing. According to savant and reformer
Andrew Jackson Davis, Spiritualism also guaranteed the unco-
optable tenacity of American radical thought in general. ‘First,
the harmonization of the Individual; secondly, the harmonization
of human Society’ in concert offered a program that the business
class could not approach with its profane materialism. Those
Socialists could count themselves the modem-day disciples in
whose hearts the spirit dwelled, and who preserved the life-
giving truth from forgotten or surpressed memories of the
ancient days to premonitions of the ‘good time coming’ (as the
popular Abolitionist song had it) in the joyous future ahead. And
what if it could not be soon reached? The Spiritualists recog-
nized, more clearly than did Marx, that the emerging science had
no inherent bias toward the possibilities for emancipation.
Indeed in their dark moments Spiritualists experimented with
the opposite possibility, that what could not be discovered by the
visionaries would likely be lost to the manipulations and debase-
ments of the profit system.'*

In American literature if not in reality, the circle was un-
broken. Walt Whitman’s literary heir, chief popularizer and first
biographer, Horace Traubel—soon to be one of the most promi-
nent Socialist editors and literary critics—gathered in 1893 with
the Grey Poet’s other intimates to publish Cosmic Conscious-
ness, a memorial volume which set out many of the same prin-
ciples. Whitman had, to this little circle, achieved in person wl;at
the Spiritualists held out as prospect for the race, a god-like
contact with the infinite and a simultaneously thorough under-
standing of the physical world. Naturally, he became (most
especially in Traubel’s mind) more radical than the radicals,
more democratic by half than the existing Socialists. Engels’
contemporary Dialectics of Nature, intended as a Socialist ex-
ploration of science from the atoms to the stars, suggests how
close a parallel sort of rumination cut to Marxism’s core. But
with an important difference: Engels saw the universe as spiri-
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tually inert, the Spiritual-Socialists interpreted it as cosmically
alive with the super-organic lucidity which awaited Man’s self-
recognition. '’

By the late 1880s to early 1890s, the essential patterns of
utopian and reform thought had been reformulated around the
aspiration for an indigenous Socialist movement. Utopianism, a
recurrent impulse, renewed itself in a spiritual congruence with
Marxism, sharing ideas and disciples aplenty. Out of geogra-
phical pursuit of utopia on the Western frontier, a vigorous
political Socialism finaliy arrived, most prominently through the
efforts of labor hero Eugene Debs. Meanwhile, a subtle but no
less important tendency, a neo-transcendental mysticism
blended with a Whitmanesque celebration of the ordinary,
began to infuse new generations of radicals, both immigrant and
native-born, with a sense of cultural purpose. The chief catalyst
of the first group, ciass-conscious sentimentalism, stood closer to
the furtive modernism of the second than scarcely anyone after-
ward would suspect.

The most important American radical writer of the nineteenth
century, Edward Bellamy, had only a passing acquaintance with
Marxism before the publication of his monumental Looking
Backward (1888). But he must be regarded as a key precipitator
of Marxism among the native-born, explicator of a particular
Yankee reform version of Socialism, and himself the transitional
figure from antebellum perfectionism to Debsian Socialism. His
earlier writings are notable for their Spritualist flavor, their
determination to explore psychic transformation alongside social
transformation, and their salvation of the lost man through the
redeeming power of the all-knowing woman. In Looking Back-
ward, an ordinary middle-ciass American from the late nine-
teenth century awakens in a utopian future where all the social
problems have been resolved through a cooperative partnership.
All the elements of potential happiness can be seen already inthe
time-traveler’s own day; only a rational approach and a sense of
Christian brotherhood are missing.

This kind of social transformation, couched in class recon-
ciliation and the security-blanket of middle-ciass propriety,
immediately struck a chord in an America shaken by the Hay-
market events of 1886 and not likely to embrace a full-blown
Marxism. Thousands of craft workers destined to join the
Socialist Party had their introduction to Socialism through
Bellamy’s pages. Tens of thousands of others—the ‘great Mid-
west of the American mind’ in its idealistic variant—kept
Bellamy on their bookshelves, voted Democratic or Republican,
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and pondered just a little the thought that Capitalism might
possibly not be the best of all systems.

William Morris and other European interpreters thoroughly
misunderstood Bellamy’s sentimentalism as puritanic, and his
proposed system of organization, the ‘Army of Labor’, as
authoritarian. Bellamy actually sought to fuse the lessons of the
Civil War crusade with the mechanical futurism endemic among
the Yankee population. Neither 1877 nor even 1886 had brought
a new notion of civilization out of class turmoil. A leap of the
imagination seemed more likely to succeed in winning hearts and
minds. '

The extraordinary influence of Bellamy's novel upon women
alone would establish its significance for prescribing styles of
future American Marxisms. Virtually every prominent woman
to reach the shores of political Socialism passed through
Nationalist sympathies, from venerable Lucy Stone (a founder of
the Woman’s Rights movement at mid-century) to Frances
Willard—the proclaimed ‘Woman of the Century’ and head of
the largest women’s organization in the world, the Woman’s
Christian Temperance Union—to pioneer twentieth-century
feminist intellectual Charlotte Perkins Gilman (then Stetson).
They and a legion of other activists recognized in Bellamy’s
novel, and in the short-lived movement it inspired, something
immigrant Socialists had never grasped: the ethical imperative of
Socialism restated in the native lexicon.

By the 1880s, Socialistic women had half a century of tradition
behind them in the struggles of their sex and the cooperative
solutions they had advocated and personally attempted. From
the early years of labor reform during the 1830s-40s to the
Abolitionism and Woman’s Rights campaigns of the 1840s—60s
and the Grange, Populism and the wcru of the 1870s-90s, their
leading activists had effectively articulated a native historical
materialism that made empirical sense of the changes around
them, especially of the impact of the industrial revolution on sex
relations and roles. Above all in relation to working women, they
had pioneered the Socialist movement’s future accomplish-
ments. Beliamy clarified their ideas and offered them a Socialist
identity.

Class Conflict, American Style

Still broader classes of native-born Americans grasped at radical,
Socialist ideas with a deceptive suddenness during the 1880s-90s.
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They made the turn themselves, albeit with immigrant help, not
only because the alternatives before them had dwindled, but also
because they recuperated the power of their own radical tradi-
tions. So thoroughly had the industrial barons turned Civil War
triumph into a charter for great fortunes, so little did the role of
Blacks freeing themselves become known, so effectively did the
emerging propaganda machine make class conflict out to be an
immigrant conspiracy, that the vibrant earlier radicalism seemed
a mere passing fancy. Bellamyism recalled radical democracy to
the politically literate. Populism and the Knights of Labor
reached deeper, demonstrating practically how another form of
society might operate. The force of radicalism, whose genius lay
in the melding together of immigrants, Blacks, women, skilled
and unskilled workers, sent a shockwave through the system.
Only their divisions permitted a wounded upper class to ride out
the uneasy moment.

Populists felt the mixture of hope and terror, a mixture mani-
fested in economic cooperativism and a chiliastic pessimism as
dark as any offered by Wigglesworth or Poe. In its hard Southern
core, Populism brought real success for small farmers in control-
ling the manipulations of parasitic middle-men. Such cooperators
were heirs to generations of willful subsistence farmers whose
‘household mode of production’ lay outside Marx’s analysis of
commodity relations in the invading capitalist agricultural
market. Mediated through a rough system of labor value, their
forms of exchange had helped provide practical American
utopians a model for their cornmunities. Populists sought to
restore this cooperative production in modified form as their
only collective remedy.

As historians have tardily discovered, Populism’s own equiva-
lent of the German-American editors and agitators, the news-
papermen and circuit lecturers of the Farmers Alliance, knew
perfectly well what institutional system of exploitation they
faced. The bankers (sometimes erroneously identified with an
international or even Jewish threat to America) had, along with
their allies the railroad barons, engineered the development of
the agricultural marketplace into a system that combined the
worst features of wage-slavery and debt peonage. Political action
was required to take control of the menacing institutions and to
regulate or replace them with democratic alternatives. A
materialist if not a Marxist conception of history enabled the
Populist press to interpret the eclipse of the republic, and to
anticipate the dawning of another day brightened by the lessons
cooperation had already taught them.
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From the viewpoint of Blacks, Populism marked a decisive
second phase of the freed slave’s quest: the pursuit of allies
against race competition among the poor and against the power
of the merchant kings. Populism combined an articulate repub-
licanism of the producer classes with a Christian ethic of mutual
aid and milennial expectation. No wonder Populists swept
Southern Black districts at the first signs of white farmers’ wil-
lingness to attack a common enemy. Defeated in bloodshed,
Black Populism nevertheless arrived at the common rendezvous
of this generation. Tom Watson, Populism’s foremost political
figure (and, later, its greatest renegade), personally led white
farmers to defend Blacks against repression. He had recognized
the obvious: that the agricultural lower classes could not be free
without mutual aid, and that American society could not be
transformed without their cooperation. He had picked up the
thread of Radical Reconstrnction and its significance for the
civilization.

The ‘Empire of Gold’ that Populists of all kinds .attacked,
moreover, correctly captured the imperial character of the real
enemy. Troubled by past American expansionism and the moral
price exacted, indigenous reformers better understood the threat
posed to American democracy and to the world. Ignatius
Donnelly, Populism’s foremost novelist and one of its most
astute politicians, provided the Looking Backward of the move-
ment in Caesar’s Column. In this novel, a Hitlerian monument is
constrncted with bones of victims cemented into a great tower
which shadows over the destruction of civilization.

Elements of Populism would be trapped in their own pacts
with the devil. The barbarity of racism fully restored in the South
resembled the Herrenvolk consensus of aryan Nazi Germany,
with defeated radical Tom Watson transmogrified into the
champion of race hate. Populists in Congress who supported
expansion of the American empire, willing to barter all principle
for a share of wider foreign markets, made the same choice of
blood compromise with mammon. Those left behind with their
ideals, when not driven off by penury or brutalized into silence,
turned in substantial numbers toward Socialism. "’

A parallel process in the labor movement found less room for
successful economic cooperation, but greater prospect for out-
right Socialist understanding. Like farmers, workers combined
their vision of community with apocalyptic projections of
violence or with a modest and pragmatic labor politics—
sometimes with both. Contrary to most historical interpreta-
tions, these choices differed less than they seemed on the
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surface. They were, in any event, more distinct from European
parliamentary Socialism than from each other. Sharing with
Populists a real and pervasive class-consciousness however pro-
blematic its expression, and a relative detachment from the fate
of a German-American Socialist politics that could neither aid
nor understand them, radicalized workers advanced forms of
class struggle without the European-style rhetoric.

From its inception, the American labor movement had repu-
diated the wage-system as an inevitable condition of working
life. To many of the craftsmen who were brought together in the
National Labor Union of the 1860s-70s or the Knights of Labor,
this system appeared inherently degrading. For some, especially
those schooled in British-style craft unionism, the patient
strategy laid out by Samuel Gompers and his soidisant Socialist
coterie seemed the only viable course. But the wage-system also
rankled many by defying Christian virtue with its job-conscious
exclusion of women, Blacks and new immigrants. Most of all,
even when Gompersism raised wages and regulated conditions,
it could only slow the erosion of skills and proud craft autonomy
in the face of mechanization.

Alternatives depended upon the line of sight. Some, in contact
with radical immigrants but by no means dominated by their
ideas, considered violent seizure of power the inevitable out-
come. Albert Parsons of Chicago, a former Confederate soldier,
stood in direct descent from John Brown (and was embraced
politically by John Brown, Jr.) in his relentless assault upon the
industrial system. Joseph R. Buchanan, stormy petral of a
powerful grassroots radical-labor movement in Colorado and a
leading labor journalist, learned the ethic of violence in the mine
wars between union men and company militias. The two men,
foremost English-language propagandists for revolutionary
Socialism, preached industrial doctrine steeped in Natural
Rights and became, briefly, the principal distributors of English-
language Marxian and anarchist texts (mostly imported from
England).

Buchanan and Parsons rightly assailed the AFL. abandonment
of labor republicanism which had inherently embraced the
various races and categories of workers into one potential citi-
zenry of the ‘producing classes’. They understood that such a
shift signalled retreat from the cooperative viewpoint which had
maintained since the 1820s that abolition of the wage system
alone could prevent a fundamental degradation of labor. They
also saw that contestation limited to the price of labor-power
inevitably meant a turn in the direction of controlling (i.e.,

L7
g8
=1

American Socialism, American Culture 75

limiting) the labor market at the expense of other strategies.
Finally, they penetrated the veil of ostensibly non-partisan
politics or no politics decreed by AFL officials to understand
every form of unionism as political and to view in full light the
implications of politics for the disinherited. '®

But how to respond? For generations, following Gompers’
and Sorge’s lead, Marxist and academic labor historians alike
described the republican reform vision as backward-looking and
provincial. Whether personally sympathetic or unsympathetic to
the Social Revolutionaries, they have distorted reformism’s
subtle relation to the revolutionary-insurrectionary alternative,
and obscured a wider understanding. *°

Women labor reformers, seasoned eight-hour day advocates,
supporters of impoverished immigrant workers, and Blacks all
knew that the AFL had no claim upon the ‘typical’ American
worker. However briefly, the Knights of Labor could justifiably
make that claim. By way of sympathies and of social services, the
Populists or even the local units of the Woman’s Christian Tem-
perance Union could also assert equal contributions. More
importantly, reformers and revolutionaries knew better than
most AFL leaders that the question of labor had become a ques-
tion of civilization: the issue of a declining republic had to be
faced with a fresh republican formulation if democracy were to
survive at all. They differed among themselves about how far the
republic had already fallen and whether the justifiably enraged
population could tear down and replace existing institutions
overnight.

The Knights believed organization—as their friend, labor
editor John Swinton put it—to be the ‘key that unlocks the
portals of that mysterious, majestic temple of the future, into
which who so enters has felt the touch of the ultimate ghost’.?®
Organization could overcome the unnatural advantage mono-
polists had over the market, and lift to a higher level the achieve-
ments of democracy. Knights leaders, Terence Powderly most
notably, failed at the moment of crisis for the organization
because they sincerely believed that organization of this kind
could, like a magical Yankee invention, overcome entrenched
privilege with combined virtue; and because they treasured the
coming universal brotherhood so much that they scomed their
fellow activists who had drawn different (and more correct)
conclusions about the violence of the state. They shared with the
revolutionaries the intuition that the time for great change had
come. Their mutual failure, but also the historic phase that the
Knights represented, could be seen as the mde beginning of a
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systematic and constructive class response to American social
politics, prefigurative of major responses to follow.

One story illustrates our point. The Knights in Rhode Island,
the original home and most concentrated single center of textile
manufacture (‘mother of industry’), encompassed nearly the
entire reform-Socialist gamut. In the mill villages and the indus-
trial cities, British, Irish and French Canadian textile workers
popularly known as ‘the Niggers of the North® had been a target
of labor reformers since at least the 1840s. When the Marxist-led
International Labor Union dispersed, its American-born acti-
vists turned to the small state’s woeful operatives, voteless heirs
to the unsuccessful insurrectionary ‘Dorr War’ of 1842 and
victims of ten and twelve-hour working days. No movement had
succeeded in stirring more than scattered groups of them from
their collective sense of helplessness. Suddenly, in 1885-86, the
Knights of Labor blossomed across the state. Knight meetings
became town meetings, and locals took over day-to-day life in
prominent textile plants.

This was a peaceful revolution manifestly unlike the railroad
strike nine years earlier. Its watchwords, constrnctive change
and cooperation among the classes rather than class strife, its
apparently sudden emergence and thoroughgoing practical
character gave the Knights an aura of the truly republican,
dignified (and to listen to Powderly), vice-cleansed worker
whose time had finally arrived. Close on the heels of organiza-
tion, social networks proliferated, including clubhouses for the
‘clean’ entertainment of teenagers, reading rooms, and even
‘socialistic’ day-care centers in an occasional friendly church.
Reformist ministers and defenders of working girls understand-
ably rallied to the Knights. The organization had seemingly won
its objectives with no bloodbath, few actual strikes, and much
good will all round.

Exempt from this good spirit, of course, were manufacturers
and their spokesmen in all the positions of power. When the
concentrated power of the textile manufacturers was focused
against Knights’ locals, and when predictions of mass violence
caused leaders to back down, the momentum disappeared and
with it the Knights’ membership. ‘Socialism”as a word, Socialism
as an idea, reached outside the small German-language com-
munity for the first time in Rhode Island in the form of conser-
vative descriptions of a moral menace, drawn largely from
fictionalized reports of revolutionary Socialist rhetoric else-
where. Socialism as popular doctrine gained currency in the
wake of the Knights’ aborted revolution to install industrial
democracy.?!
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The failure could not be attributed solely to cowardice or
betrayal by the Knights’ state leaders. Nor should the local AFL
officials who stood by, anguished at the tragic unfolding, be
made to bear the blame. Both (sometimes the same ‘Lancashire
Irish’ men led craft unions and launched the Knights) failed to
anticipate the swift recuperation of bourgeois power, and both
led the transformation of the movement’s remnant into a
Socialist nucleus. The attempt to establish a new civil society had
clearly lost. But not because of the inadequacy of the ideals. The
state Knights’ popular newspaper moved over easily into a
labor-Socialist weekly, whose editor pronounced the defunct
organization to have been foremost a ‘school for ethics’, model
for a future organization destined to fuse craft unionists with the
unskilled, the woman and the Black. He described the Haymar-
ket Martyrs similarly, in a black-bordered issue mourning their
death, as the successors to Prudence Crandall, the ante-bellum
New England schoolteacher who had suffered popular hatred in
her determination to educate Black children. The Knights, he
admitted, had ‘not fulfilled practically its highest ideal—no
church ever yet has. The material from which they are made is
too selfish. But it has made great strides . . . It must move on,
ever developing, ever ascending, shining brighter and brighter
until it becomes the Bethlehem Star of a new era, leading man to
a social salvation.’?

This could be described as the Socialistic thought of an era.
The defeat of the Knights threw back American labor as far as
the destruction of the guild system had thrown back European
handicraftsmen centuries earlier; and in an epochal sense, it
seemed to many workers, only particularism and Socialism
remained as alternatives. The first English-language Socialist
branch in Providence, Rhode Island, meeting in the historical
Baptist Church founded by religious dissenter Roger Williams
two centuries previous, knew where it stood.

National Knights leaders did not take so advanced a position.
But at the same moment they refused support for the Haymarket
victims, Powderly drew wCTU president Frances Willard and her
following toward the Knights and exerted special energies, albeit
too late for great success, on behalf of organizing women
workers. The Knights had sacrificed their finest forces rather
than risk the loss of labor’s republican heritage in class confron-
tation. Being who they were, they could not have done other-
wise.

In a variety of other locations, the Knights were able to piece
together coalitions of skilled and unskilled workers, erstwhile
Democrats and Republicans (usually divided along ethnic lines),
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Blacks and whites around a roughly common view of oppression
and redress. Such coalitions had an inevitably fragile nature, and
not only because of the manifest differences among the consti-
tuencies. What kind of society lay ahead? No one, except
perhaps the German-American Socialists, had thought through
the question with much precision. Many West Coast Knights, to
take one small but extraordinary and painful example, did not
envision permanent competition with Asian contract-laborers;
Social Revolutionary leaders had joined in the hue and ay for
deportation. Craft unionists in general, with early scattered ex-
ceptions, still upheld the dream of returning women from the
labor market to the home once and for all. Women reformers
drawn close to the Knights so abhorred class conflict that they
hoped for a society free of violent Socialists as well as violent
capitalists.

Beneath these differences lay the crisis in the conception of the
republic. Lincolnian democracy had never intended the inclu-
sion of Blacks or large numbers of new immigrants on equal
terms, and even the most radical democrats found the vision of
an egalitarian multi-racial, multi-cultural democracy difficult to
comprehend. But they struggled with the implications more
completely, stood on both sides of every question more openly,
than the insular, industry-oriented European-American
Socialists. Populism in decay, similar in this to the woman suf-
frage movement in a period of prolonged defeat, fed nativism
and xenophobia. Radicalism had meanwhile absorbed the
animating idealism and moved on.

Electoral politics, never the basic issue for the Knights, re-
affirmed these divisions and confusions. At the local level, where
the Knights’ strength was concentrated, their activity tended to
undermine the credibility of existing officials and promote new
candidates more sympathetic to labor. In power, these relatively
progressive officials attempted to improve public services. Inline
with these changes, a legion of erstwhile radicals entered factory
inspection, state labor bureaus and the like. Florence Kelley,
translator of Engels’ Condition of the Working Class in England
and a sometime SLP member, led the march into the state
apparatus. Other women labor reformers, drawing the lessons of
the time from the futility of cooperative production and the
inevitability of state regulation, followed her. So did a scattering
of local Socialist union leaders.

With all their positive value, such changes neither slowed the
erosion of the craft worker’s position nor altered in any funda-
mental way the exploitation of unskilled and non-English speak-
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i inorities. Nor could reformism prevent the alarming spread
:)nfgprr[il\l:(t)irc;:: during the depression to follow. Involvement of craft
labor in politics tended, moreover, to represent the advarice-
ment of a privileged section of labor, men against V(.)t};el?s
women, whites against Blacks, craft workers and politicz hy
adaptable Irish-Americans against the unskilled and non-I?dL'sn.
Radical democracy became unradical Democratic Party ma tai
politics within a few years, an adjustment but not a fundamen
change in the way political business had been conducted. 4
This form of political co-optation had recurrently been, an
would remain, a permanent element in thq hfg, of Amiré@n
labor. But it had its historical benefits. While it corrupt |t§
share of labor leaders, it also created a sense of po]'mgal and
educational possibilities heretofore unexploited by Soglahsts an
reformers outside the foreign-speaking communities. 0
In this limited sense, the Knights, the Populists and even the
oldtime Socialists had to be swallowed up by history befqig the
question could be reposed as capitalism and Socialism. Wlb he
Knights’ smashing defeat (they persisted, mostly ona local am:i
for more than a decade after), the republic of free industri
producers had failed at last. The dream of agricultural fregmlen
stood only a few years from similar debacle. Ahead lay

Socialism.

A Gathering of Folk Cultures

wav from the Populists, the Knights and the qraft
I;lﬁ);gﬁrgu;g the tark valler;s of the severe 1890s fieptessufon,
illuminated the future possibilities for democratic trans 015
mation. Socialism became the dominant option, in a S€rious aped
popular sense for the first time, to the degree that it e.mbotgx
the combined legacy of previous radicalisms and carried them
forward. Railroad man, reformer a.nc.i.s.entxmentahst, Eugel;e
Victor Debs epitomized these possibilities, and he effectively
dramatized the necessity forf?gciah?tnll:_ through his own heroic

i hange the system from within. .

faxlg:;g gf loogomotivz firemen in the bustling railroad town t(i)li
Terre Haute, Indiana, Debs represg.nted a reformism s
wedded to the hopes of class cooperation and economic .expan&
sion. He did not support the riotous 1877 strike, choosing instea
the role of middle-of-the-road Democratic leader and stat;, re-
presentative from blue-collar wards. He came to re %rlxln
positions slowly as he began to discern the threat to the republic




80

posed by the monopolies. He was shocked, as only an American
revolutionary in the making can be shocked, by the repression of
the 1880s and judicial murder of the Haymarket leaders. He
moved steadily leftward as the pincers closed around railroad
workers struggling to maintain their way of life.

The horror and mingled hope that emerged with the unfolding
events during the 1890s brought Debs and others quickly along.
Repression of peaceful, orderly strikes'such as that of Brooklyn
transit workers, or of the highly skilled, well organized iron
workers of Homestead—both in 1892—raised fears of a cossack
state. The widespread suffering and unemployment brought
mass demonstrations and a gnawing sense of public desperation.

Debs’ response to the steady destruction of railroad unionism
exemplified the peculiarly American version of class-conscious
behavior. The monopolies had violated the ‘fundamental man-
hood’ of the American worker, reducing him to a Europeanserf.
The ‘Christ-like virtue of sympathy’, as he called collective resis-
tance against demoralization and degradation, promised to
return that manhood and to redeem suffering in a fashion his-
torically associated not with ‘manhood’ but with the androgy-
nous Jesus that women churchgoers had substituted for the

Calvinist deity. Recovery of self-respect, recovery of the re-
public, meant sacrificing individualism, if necessary, to the needs
of fellow humans and of the future society as a whole.

The unprecedented use of federal troops to crush the Pullman
strikers, and the unprecedented, mostly spontaneous response
of Western railway workers to the call for a boycott of Pullman
trains, forced Debs to a class-based view of social struggles. The
public image of him as Christ-like martyr, suffering for the
workers, made Debs the people’s idol much as Martin Luther
King, Jr., would become later. Pitting moral force against brute
force, their vision promised the triumph of justice even against
overwhelming firepower.>*

An initial instinctive Socialism, linking class conflict with
utopian strivings inside the mechanical heart of American civili-
zation, supplied the answer or rather several answers for how the
old republican dream of autonomy—and all the other threatened
dignities of workers, the unemployed and the reformers—might
be revived and universalized. “The Debs of fable’, wrote Horace
Traubel ten years later, ‘lighted a fire in the car yards of Chicago.
The Debs of fact lighted an idea in the dangerous shadows of the
republic. This Debs is not a threatener of the peace. Heoffers the
only peace that is peace. He pushes aside all cheap and cheat
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truces. He insists upon t!:e one practical and drastic measure of
d affirmation.’
esc‘:’%?lznin prison, Debs read Marx, and a new day dawned for
American Marxism. It had become nativized class-struggle and
moral, social doctrine. A serious nominee for the 1896 Populist
candidacy, Debs swiftly moved in the direction of the vision on
theTllllgrclf)?llllbined failures of Populism, of craft labor, of utopian-
ism and even the failure of woman suffrage and temperance to
sweep the country and bring their promised resuits all pointed to
the conclusion Debs, still unoonscmuslx, rcpl:esented. But his
sympathizers in many corners of American life correctly per-
ceived that it had returned the onus of social guilt frgxq the poﬂ(:r
and the foreign born to the rich and had brought Socialism tocl e
center of the reform message. Debs step by step, from his leader-
ship of the Pullman Strike and the formation of the American
Railway Union, his leadership of the last great effort at t'oum(iimg
a utopian colony, and his acceptance of Socialist political {‘ea. er-
ship precipitated a radical combination as had not existe smo;
the great divide of Black Reconstruction, Woman’s Rights an
form. o
lal:izr l]-gtabs’ veritable image, the folk cultures of Socialism
organized themselves toward an amalgamation. They did s<;
under the sign of autonomy and self-realization. By way a(;t
contrast, Daniel DeLeon’s fundamentalist revoit against crth
union complacency had led directly to a levelling prooe.ss‘,:d e
reduction of ‘the worker’ to astatic, abstract category destined to
move in a certain way. Debs’ new-found disciples did not articu-

late a much clearet message. But they expressed one through

eir very presence. .
t In th;y Wr’)est, among Debs’ rural and small town natural consti-

ssroots Socialist press forged a mature propa-
tg‘;;lcli?’ag;)eari?xs. The Coming Nation, later Tl’te Appeal t0
Reason, for nearly twenty years one _of America’s best~§e(lill§n_g
political weeklies, epitomized the mixture of enraged indivi-
dualism and idealism in the air. Erstwhile real estate speculator
and utopian colonizer J. A. Wayland carried the message of the
violated social contract to the Plains states’ small independent og
tenant farmers, the free-thinking petty lpeljchants, the raﬂro:d
machinists, schoolteachers and ministers’ wives. Wayland rag
against the shoddy aristocracy, the railroad kings and tfxﬁlr Con:
gressional supporters, who drained the countryside dry',al e punc
tured the patriotic rhetoric that portrayed Socialism as
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unAmerican but bank manipulations and overseas expansion as
impeccably American. He evangelized Socialism for his reader-
ship and, eventually, urged them to join the Socialist Party. How
strange it must have been for European Socialists reading their
exchange copies of Wayland’s papers to interpret his eccentric
blend of John Ruskin, Thomas Jefferson, Spiritualism, and
Bellamy Nationalism — what Wayland called ‘One-Hoss Philo-
sophy’. How little a part of their world he was or wanted to be.
In the ultimate Protestant-Socialist bildungsroman, Samuel
the Seeker (1910), Upton Sinclair described what Debs had in
common with American grassroots folk beyond the resentment
of class oppression and the loss of republican identity. The
protagonist, born into a middle-income family ruined by stock
mvestment, inherited from his father only three things: a work-
ing knowledge of the Bible, the memory of a dead mother, and a
naturalist’s love for the countryside as seen through the bucolic
poetry of Eugene Debs’ real-life intimate, James Whitcomb
Riley. Struggling through poverty and unhappiness, learning
about the artificiality and imner sickness of the existing order, he
becomes an avid Socialist when he meets ‘men and women of
fervor’ who turn away from organized religion to find their inner
light. At the novel’s close, his Socialist free speech meeting is
broken up by thugs, and he lays in a pool of his own blood as the
strains of ‘The Red Flag’ echo in the background: “Yours is the
power of clubs and jail, yours is the axe and fire/But ours is the
hope of human hearts and the strength of the soul’s desire.”2¢
These masses had found a religion in Socialism.

Debs had another, surprising ally in the presumably most
European of radicals: the immigrant Jews. Passing through the
double alienation of cruel industrialism and the maddening
response of the sectarian sLp, they turned to Debs as the fitting
totem of their own unique Americanization, fusion of age-old
messianic hope and egalitarian political-economic promise.

Their Socialism, too, involved a desperate struggle for folk
culture. The Gennans, dominant in the Socialist movement for
decades and carrying over their culture fundamentally intact,
had no need to demand the kind of autonomous cultural space
that major immigrant groups would struggle for in the next
period. Yiddish speakers and readers had their special pressing
reasons to do so. Their effort had a hidden significance for the
republican Socialism of the native-born and for Blacks at the

heart of American civilization.

Among Jews, the language question had a unique internal
history. Yiddish, a variant of Middle High German, had grown
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i i i the vernacular lan-
in Europe in the second mlllem}xum as
u\I:algne of tlF:e Jews, increasingly displaced to East Euro_pt:aﬁ
%illages the shtetls. Assimilationist, post-Enélgthtef;Il?::tt ﬁuih
"had sought to banish the tongue, but wi
i?:::z;]ss Ba}l' the ngddle of the nineteenth oentlcllry ltlha:gt?:hge? ;c;,
. i f its own, a literature deeply ed
generate a literature o own, terature deeply touched.by
ialistic values. The pioneer Jewis rican _
lse(ﬁel; Yiddish, often writing in 1tlfo; the Iﬁt;s:l ;13;16 01;1 n?elxlll:gsca;
i r to reach the mass population. ;
iannge and as a culture bred.prgilg l::lh ma:lg' w}laon:::gl ;e;g l;n az
instrument. Thus Morris Winchevsky,
g:;i{gr 1(1)1: an eclectic Boston Yiddish new;papt;r) sliggs;)rz&lz :11;
i iscipline from De s
SLP local, declined to accept discip! O oute past of the
autonomy as a prerogative of any self-co: e D et
ent. Challenged, Winchevsky and most o :
ﬁggirvxvlish intellectuals seoeded,.g.lvmg alarger cullltuéaé m;g:lln;%
to the Jewish unionists and political cadre who ha ro
would shortly break with the SLP for their own reasans. elated
Between grassroots Protestant and_ qmmgrantli eg, clated
messianic traditions were a‘I){Ol:lti c:g 11{01;:) rm cnell ysyncs xor
Béhme, like a host of other Ra efor on myst ;ther
hat secrets of Jewish Kabbalism he g
?le)ii%{g(;ﬁdﬁv'mese mysteries and heterod?lx ée&dmisn Oifl glltiat 3112
t hinted that the fall from grace had been
I:;tarrltzssary step, somethingEhkelsthe dfgebﬁefrglagg?:fggl
i to class society that Engels an _ ated.
%:;r;:{:?g to paradise, with the aid of. some unspecified saviour,
been a staple of mystic promise. o
halgx!grr:lganother, related pcrspectweAge .!z;v‘:sgolg::llils%:anot tlllla;
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in the anti-racist and gender-conscious struggles of mid-century,
would become twentieth century radicalism’s strongest suit.

According to Winchevsky’s testament, the Jews also found in
Debs something else they had not found in orthodox Marxism.
They admired Marx’s genius and they had admired Deleon’s
erudition. But without the poetic dimension, Socialism reduced
itself to dry and unconvincingly rational theories. Debs was
poetry come alive; he signified the birth of a movement that did
not seek to reduce the symbols of Socialism but broadened them
decisively. Here, too, lay the hidden future of radicalism.?*

Perhaps, then, the two new key emerging constituencies,
native-born radicals and the poor Jews, shared more than any-
one imagined: in particular, a sense of exile from the Judeo-
Christian promised land and an inner determination to regain
their legacy. Their religious heritage made sense of their
Socialism. Even the aging Germans, recalling their own
romantic heritage and relieved now at last to discover an
American disciple, fell in love with Debs. Defeat had washed the
arrogance out of the political survivors. And now that they were
old in a foreign land, they saw through Dehs the meeting of folk
cultures on equal ground finally taking place. From that event
they took a rare satisfaction.

At the same time, the practical absence of Southerners Black
and white, Irish Catholics and assorted others from the Socialist
ranks did not bode well for the Socialist future. Such insularity
was a historical legacy that could not be easily or summarily set
aside. The crushing of Black Reconstruction, and of the Knights
a decade later, drove these latter groups toward a particularism
which could grasp at Socialism only in another form, primarily
through the social doctrines of the Catholic and Protestant
churches. Blinded by their backgrounds in white Protestantism
and secular Judaism, Socialists could not encompass fully the
lower-class realities of the American scene. In a paradoxical way
thie world war, with its exaggeration of nationalistic sentiments,
would clarify the particularism inherent to this era of Socialism;
the need for a Socialist self-identity, best seen by the Jews for
linguistic and territorial reasons, would open strategic perspec-
tives for Blacks migrating Northward. Generations later, the
Socia}ist kernel within the churches would be understood better
as well.

By the eve of the First World War, American Socialism would
reach the height of its Debsian trajectory: a limited and even
particularist movement less limited and less sectarian than in
previous generations: Its very existence stood as a worthy legacy
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Marxism in the Debs Era

The political strength of the Debsian Socialist
revolutionary elat} of the Industrial Workers of :rf)ea%ﬁgdhgz
no equal in Amer}can radicalism. Together they reflect the capa-
fcl{ty of the left to identify and equate with itself the key symbols
om both historical sides of the great social transition: honest
produce}‘s of the agrarian, republican past and cosmopolitan
worker-l.ntellectuals of the technological, multi-cultural future
In probing the secrets of full-blown capitalism based upor;
advanced heavy industry, state regulation and a vast consumer
market, thqy interwove for a moment the immigrant and home-
grown strains long incompatible. They also faced up to the
emergence of the United States as the dominant military-
gguos;r;?: ;:ower u(; the w?rld. Tragically, they ran out of time
ategy and out of f idate
pe%:a%em e gzi and out orces before they could consolidate
The first grand transformation of American soci i
aside the pre-industrial order with its moral ecgl:g;l;v(v;cggg
?vely autonomous craft labor, subsistence or labor exchange
arming and close family units, had called the Socialists’ home-
grown predecessors into being. Utopians, labor reformers, even
militant temperance advocates had sought to broaden the terms
of individual freedom while resisting the social implications of
total .market domination. Socialists offered several consti-
tuencies their last chance to defend imperiled ways of life. The
second transfonpatnon, coordinating Fordist mass prodt;ction
with a .burgeonmg ‘culture industry’, provoked the younger
generation to attempt to make new cultural sense of the oppor-
tunities created by the objective force of the market. The linking
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of these two large responses, drawing upon the past and project-
ing the future, made Victoria Woodhull or Frances Willard
parents not only to the Greenwich Village bohemian feminists,
but also to the rww.

The expansion of the domestic labor market to a hitherto
unimaginable size and variety also brought radical responses
from forces wholly new to US society and the American left.
While struggling to save their cultures, the new immigrants also
sought to place themselves in the modern order where they
worked, lived and suffered. ‘Socialism with its working clothes
on’, William D. Haywood’s definition of rww unionism, offered
one possibility that could be linked somehow to radical politics.
Ethnic organizations more extensive and more intensive than the
nineteenth-century German and Jewish varieties produced ten-
dencies toward re-internationalization of the labor movement
via links with volatile European events. Reaching simul-
taneously backward and forward, to age-old identity and to new
prospects, immigrant Socialists dramatized the situation for
fafc:icals at large. By 1920 their response would be decisive for the

eft.

Underlying all these new developments was the search for a
vision adequate to incorporate the central concerns of Marxism
into the emergent realities of the twentieth century. Which is to
say: comprehending the integration of the wage system into the
advanced consumer capitalism of the West, and the development
of industrial conflict within the global contradictions of capi-
talism. This vision, elusive as the invisible thread John Reed
claimed to have digcerned connecting Cubism and the rww, lay
somewhere beyond the available traditions of Marxism in the
USA.

Consider the gender-conscious Socialist woman (the term
“feminist’ belongs to the post-1910 era) who was heir to genera-
tions of non-Marxist political practice. Her tradition spoke of
Socialism, an American socialism, and she could claim allies in
the largest, most impressive, women’s movement on earth. Typi-
cally, such women joined the Socialist movement on their own
terms and sometimes formed separate societies of Socialist
women. The notion of subordinate status in relation to male
workers or agjtators held no appeal. She had her own ideas of
what a Socialist movement should be, a notion closely linked to

the underlying ethos of the fading craft worker in the railroad
towns, the tenant farmer in Texas and Oklahoma, and all the
loyal children of Abolitionism. She knew that capitalism must be
restrained before it eradicated the last traces of a once pervasive
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1960s—70s, reclaiming the ‘revolt against work’, would designate
him as the crucial human link between the First International and
the post-Leninist era.?

Or yet again, consider the young Black male or female who by
virtue of family background and education knew not only about
W. E. B. DuBois but had also heard, in the late 1910s, of Marcus
Garvey and the Russian Revolution. Suddenly, in the age of
emerging nationalisms, Black nationalism and internationalism
seemed to have torn a hole in the web of repression. The world
beckoned for Black culture and Black politics. The streets of
Kansas City, or Chicago, or above all Harlem, became cosmo-
politan centers for unprecedented possibilities. The youngster
could grow into an aesthete poet, a nationalist militant, a Black
Bolshevik, perhaps all in one lifetime. Social movements he or
she observed would be judged, not even as the Iww had been
favorably judged for its sincere egalitarian approach toward
Blacks, but rather to the degree to which they recognized Black
liberation in the fullest sense.

A loosely-organized, democratic movement could encompass
these diverse elements; no movement could make them all the
essence of its being. The English-language bloc of the Party, for
all its good qualities, never quite transcended its origins as voice
of protest for the petty bourgeoisie beaten down by industrializa-
tion. Nor, despite all good intentions and some impressive ex-
ceptions, did the Iww ever cease to be a predominantly white
men’s organization. Neither the republic of political virtue nor
the republic of industrial virtue could become something they
were not.

The Socialist P4rty’s democratic ciaims, compromised on all
sides by errors of omission and commission, epitomized the class
ambiguity of the historic native-born American left. The Aboli-
tionist movement, apart from its free Black component, could
also be described as petty-bourgeois, and neo-conservative his-
torians with a Marxist background would one day hurl those
same charges at America’s epic reformers. (So could the New
Left, as its enemies trumpeted.) What else could a mass socialist
movement be in a nation of an unstable, bitterly divided, and in
its organized part, privileged and often conservative proletariat?
No answer to this question could satisfy. The rww stood in this
sense directly descended from those older labor movements,

narrowly economist like Sorge’s 1860s—70s milieu or erratic with
popular enthusiams (like the anti-Chinese Social Revolu-
tionaries of the 1880s), which saw the problem and the solution
only in terms of production. The Wobblies fostered their own
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culture, rich and generous, but insufficient to the complexities of
stable urban, working-class life. The Congress of Industrial
Organizations, in its halcyon days, would not consciously
advance much beyond this economist barrier, and the important
factory network of Communists, Socialists and Trotskyists would
not go beyond it at all except in adaptations to existing ethnic-
racial cultures.

The Socialists sought to substitute themselves for a political
working class that did not exist but might be successfully consti-
tuted. The Socialist tragedy resided in their inability to grasp the
dynamics which moved masses towards discontent but also
towards longings and expressions that transcended the old re-
publican imagination. The rww attempted the same substitution
with the same ultimate limits. In the meantime, the younger
radicals who joined the radical ranks from the immigrant
ghettoes or from Greenwich Village became tangled in the pace
of events and the mirage of world revolution which favored
neither Socialists nor Wobbhes. In the face of unanticipated
problems and opportunities, and despite their own defeats, they
supplied some of the brightest intellectual moments of the cen-

tury, the solid foundations of a Socialist culture that has persisted
to our own day.

The Age of Propaganda

What could Marxism mean to such movements? It provided to
millions more or less what it gave to Debs himself: an anchor, a
philosophical center, for agitation and education. The Aboli-
tionist and Woman’s Rights movements, whose surviving acti-
vists recognized their kin in the Socialist Party, had earlier
succeeded in creating a mass constituency amongst the restless
Yankee population by dint of ceaseless pamphleteering, lectur-
ing and stump-speaking. But the task of forging an altemative
public sphere in the United States was enormous. Unlike Europe
with its far more centralized national labor movements,
Socialism in America had to confront an extraordinary welter of
local conditions and exceptionalisms. Despite the popularity of
the Appeal to Reason, Wilshire’s Magazine or even the more
theoretical International Socialist Review, there was no
American equivalent to the authoritative Die Neue Zeit, much
less an Iskra to constitute the core of Party activism (although the
Weekly People imitated this role in the sectarian microcosm of
the sLP). Rather the public space for Socialism in America was
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invigorated by the extraordinary diversity of the lqcal Socialist
;)I;"gsgs, publish)i’ng in a score of languages. It was this local alter-
native press (not so different from that undertaken by the New
Left three generations later) that attempted to answer Horace
Traubel’s question: ‘Who will remind America that sh?' nhas
promised democracy to the head and broken it to the heart?

The Socialist press naturally reported national and inter-
national events, but its moral emphgsls was on the eclipse pf the
republic and the promise of Socialism. An ayvakenegi citizenry
had to educate itself to the history and destiny of (fmhzapo.n.
Perhaps the emergence of an indigenous women's Socialist
sector best expressed this fundamental aspect of Debsian Social-
ism. Women’s Socialism first blossomed where nineteenth-
century reform traditions had retpamed strong, in the small
towns of the Midwest and West. Tinged by.Spmtualls'm a1‘1d its
offspring (including Theosophy and .qu.aermersor'uzr:j Nel»;
Thought’), it resumed the Protestant mission for a purified worf
with woman’s moral influence assured. Fpr a time, in spite of a
determined resistance by male Socialists, their movement
flourished; their own press, with a circulation of 10,000, oonveyefi
a unique Socialist message through the schoolteachers, mxm(-l
sters’ wives and aging gender agitators. Marxism abstractly, an
the Socialist Party concretely, had made possible the preparatory
training women needed in order to take hold of their own collec-
tive destiny. Alliance with the working classes would bring a
reconciliation between the sentimental values qf the past and a
Bellamyesque future. Socialist women had the right and the duty
to demand their own share of the work and the glory, their own
definitions of Socialism. In truth, the oontemp?rary European
avant-garde with its appeal to individual woman’s emmapat;n
did not aspire nearly so far or so radically as these stiff-backed,
semi-rural women.* ]

The Socialist educational program, most popular in the
Midwest and Plains states among native-born men and women in
early middle age, demanded new kinds of bqoks and new ways to
read them. One may judge the movement’s intellectual charalci:tflr
by the most important educational text supplied to English-
language Socialists, The Struggle for Existence (1204) by former
Populist educator Walter Thomas Mills. Interpreting the htstoryk
of the universe in one grand sweep, this widely circulated wor
simplified religion, culture, Spencer, Darwin and a little Marx
into a graspable whole. Study questions .follow1.ng each chapter
allowed little circles of disciples, meeting in public schpols, union
halls and tavems, to rehearse their own understandings and to
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raise their collective self-confidence. The local Socialist news-
papers provided Marxism its first extensive popularization (or
vulgarization), the most sweeping ever conducted in the English
language, and pressed readers to go on to the books themselves. *
Chicago’s Charles H. Kerr Company became the head-
quarters for the effort to attain European sophistication without
sacrificing popular accessibility. The sLP’s New York Labor
News Company, one of DeLeon’s favored Party institutions, had
published a dozen or so Buropean classics, but lacked the distri-
bution facilities and soon the scope to accommodate the growing
potential readership. Kerr quickly took over the lead. Populari-
zations of Darwin, Lewis Henry Morgan’s Ancient Society
(which owed its renewed interest to Socialists), Dietzgen’s
theories of cognition, Enrico Ferri’s analysis of criminology and
Edward Carpenter’s lyric appeals for emancipated sexuality
were all published and distributed as essential texts for Socialist
reading. Ernest Untermann, dean of German-American intel-
lectuals and in later years a translator of Capital, provided in his
Science and Revolution (1906) nothing less than a cosmology for
the proletariat ‘conscious of its origin, its present and future
place in the universe, its social, terrestrial and cosmic mission’.®
The International Socialist Review, published by Kerr, was the
flagship of the entire venture, dedicated to bringing social
thought in line with contemporary science. The Review indeed
published virtually every famed European Socialist thinker in its
early years, along with American hopefuls—more theory than all
other Us Socialist publications combined. Kerr had chosen A. M.
Simons to edit the ISR. He was, after DeLeon, the most impor-
tant and the most typical American Marxist intellectual of the
age. Born on a Wisconsin farm, Simons studied with leading
Progressive intellectuals and was active in settlement house work
before he became the evangel of Socialist education for
Americans. The coming writer who could ‘bring a combination
of clear English style and a thorough mastery of Socialism’ to the
problems of American life, he insisted, would ‘earn the eternal
gratitude of the workers of the world and have carved for himself
a broad and lasting niche in the temple of fame’.” He especially
looked to leading academic ‘Progressives’ who seemed to Simons
more advanced than European Marxists because they had suc-
cessfully broadened materialist analysis from economic prog-
nostication to the entire span of the social sciences. Although he
did not say so directly, Simons had effectively abandoned the
Hegelian metaphysics that seemed to him a hangover from
Marxism’s European origins.
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Simons took upon himself the unenviable task of persuading
ordinary Socialists to become involved with complicated scien-
tific ideas while convincing the educated non-Socialist that he or
she had already come to Socialist conclusions. To do so, Simons
had also to break the hold of indigenious metaphysics and mes-
sianic idealism upon the indigenous radical traditio_n. In his
opinion American history constituted the crucial terrain for this
confrontation, and Charles Beard’s famous Constitutional reve-
lations, so shocking to the Progressive Era, were the theoretical
paradigm. Beard’s stress upon economic interests, rather than
classes, echoed the general Socialist emphasis on bourgeois
venality in the American past, a resentment so deep in the wake
of the ‘Robber Barons’ that the Civil War ceased in their minds
to be a crusade at all. In this neo-Jeffersonian perspective, fhe
practical yeoman farmer returned as the sole hero, ?md historian
Frederick Jackson Turner, who invented the ‘frontu?r theory’ of
American society, appeared as prophet. A. M. Simons’ own
works celebrated the farmer as ‘the purest American type . . .
the most unique of all the diversified social forms appearing on
the continent’. The frontier experience with its ‘communistic
character’ had conditioned American democracy, but had fall_cn
prey to the cities and the cxploiters.f The close of the frontier
logically meant the dawning of Socialism, for nothing else could
redeem American democracy. ‘ ]

One may well wonder, when looking back on Simons’ pioneer-
ing works, at the absence in them of Blacks as anything more
than victims, at the inattention toward radical ideologies in the
Revolutionary and, Civil War periods, and at the virtually total
omission of American working-class history. Scientific Socialism
appears a poor version of petty-bourgeois radicalism, stripped of
its energizing ideals. But Simons, for all his weaknesses, repre-
sented a decisive stage in the theoretical development of the left:
the first attempt to base Socialist criticism of American society
upon contemporary scholarship. He alsp expressed popular dis-
appointment at the betrayal of the nyll War’s promises and
understandable rage at the ceaseless historical self-congratula-
tion in contemporary American lore. A more genuinely Marxist
book, Lincoln, Labor and Slavery (1913), by old Hermann
Schliiter, attracted virtually no attention. By contrast, Simons
struck political gold. Over a thousand study classes were re-

portedly formed to discuss his books. Likewise Oscar
Ameringer’s more witty but interpretively similar Lffg and Deeqs
of Uncle Sam, (1909) reputed to be more entertaining to plain
folk ‘than a night at the movies’, went through a dozen transla-
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tions and half a million copies.®

But Simons’ Second International style of scientific inquiry in
the ISR, lacking this inherent historical interest, scemed dry
erudition to most American Socialists. The limits of American
taste for European theory became suddenly clear. The Review
sales hit an early plateau of some 3,000 while the Socialist Party
continued to grow by leaps and bounds. Kerr pressured Simons
to publish more concise, accessible articles and Simons finally
resigned. That phase of scientific socialism had been still-born. If
much of European Socialist theory had adapted itself to the task
of finishing the bourgeois revolution of the mind, Americans did
not need or desire Socialist assistance. Socialist activists sought
the certainty of evolutionary science but felt no need for ex-
tended theoretical discourse over the details. Very likely they
also longed for a popular metaphysics which twentieth century
intellectuals could not supply.

Only among the Jews, in the secluded Yiddish corner of the
American left, did a serious theoretical project survive. Di
Tsukunft, staggering through the years of defeat and disappoint-
ment, found a new leading spirit in Abraham Liessin, fixture in
ghetto Marxist journalism for thirty years. Liessin, a melancholy
poet of tragic Jewish destiny, had been a precocious Socialist
leader in 1890s Vilna, one of the public champions of the Jewish
Bund preaching working-class unity through Jewish workers’
collective self-recognition. The Tsukunft he inherited, with a
monthly circulation not exceeding 15,000, exerted a modest
impact upon Jewish radicals at large. Its ample pages carried
every Jewish Marxist writer of note on current politics, Jewish
international and national problems, and especialiy Jewish
literature. Strictly speaking it was the only typical Second Inter-
national publication in the United States; but its existence was
premised upon ethnic coloration. Here, as nowhere in the
English-language Left, theoretical dialogue flourished con-
tinuously and at a relatively high level even if often marked by
the contentiousness and the repetitiousness of the ghetto intel-
lectual atmosphere. Reform Socialism and a European-style
faith in science balanced ethnic self-identity with patience for the
slow progress of American gentile society. '’

Those Tsukunft writers who sought to purvey their theories in
English were thoroughly disappointed by the lack of response.
Close readers of ciassic Marxian texts and of Die Neue Zeit
mounted categorical objections against the Socialist Party’s vul-
garization of doctrine, only to be given polite but indifferent
hearings. The Jewish Daily Forward lampooned Louis Boudin,
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the most capable American Marxist exegete writing in English,
as being a man who ‘talks pure Marxism even in his sleep’, and
who uttered wisdom that nobody could understand. Socialist
sodbusters from Oklahoma could not have made a more devas-
tating evaluation."

Boudin’s efforts bespoke a pathos self-avowed Marxist intel-
lectuals would suffer until the coming of the New Left profes-
sordom with its ciamoring for erudite discourse. His series of ISR
essays, collected by Kerr in book form as The Theoretical System
of Karl Marx (1907), gained considerable international attention
as the first substantial American contribution to the ciassical
European canon. He was, as Paul Sweezy noted later, the ear-
liest American Marxist to interpret theories of economic crisis;
and he supplied thoroughgoing refutation of Marx’s leading
international critics, chiefly Germans. His effort to explain the
success of American monopolies showed his ingenuity (and his
departure from Marxian orthodoxy) via an early version of over-
production/underconsumption theory. War and waste, as he
could readily observe around himself, used up capital aplenty,
postponing the gnawing crisis of inadequate consumption. In
Germany especialiy, his work met with gratitude and enthu-
siasm. In the UsA, Kerr had pleaded with Boudin to remove the
word ‘theoretical’ from the title so as to encourage sales which,
indeed, remained very low. As Big Bili Haywood once reputedly
said, ‘I’'ve never read Marx’s Capital, but I have the marks of
capital all over me’."*

Yet the Party continually spoke of Scientific Socialism as
integral to its political program. This was not hypocrisy, but use
of theory at a wholly different level. The urban political leaders,
Morris Hillquit of New York and Victor Berger of Milwaukee,
typified the parliamentary twist. They identified Socialism with
the inevitable growth of monopolies and the first counter-
measures of government intervention. Somewhat more in the
Bernstein than Kautsky camp of the great debate—but generally
hesitant to say so—they believed firmly in stable unions (prefer-
ably of skilled workers), in propaganda societies and political
machines to smooth the class struggle into electoral transfor-
mation. Socialism would in effect make the masses fit to rule.

‘Utopianism’, for them an extreme epithet, was the stigma
they attached to visions of a stateless future with complete
equality (Berger openly considered Blacks as biologically
inferior, requiring watchful paternalism) and to the egalitarian,
spontaneous industrial politics of the unskilled. Just as the pat-
riarchal family was immutable, destined to be restored by the
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end of female labor and woman’s return to the home, so the
general standards of civilization taken over by the Socialist
movement from the bourgeoisie had evidently been etched in
stone. Their Marx, as reform Socialist popularist John Spargo
wrote in his sentimental biography, had raised Marxism above
such primitive notions. They wanted nothing more of anarchy or
sudden change, but rather the steady movement toward a well-
defined goal."?

The native-born Socialists had pinned their faith upon the
renewal of a society half historical and half imagmary, a repub-
lican social order which in any case had no future in the complex,
tentacular structures being erected by bureaucratic capitalism.
The immigrant Social Democrats had staked theirs upon a
European-style state reform which could be fulfilled only with
Socialist content but which, as it grew closer to attainment, had
no need for them and their ideology. Each group had understood
the issue from one angle. They went down together in the fire-
storm of world war,

Unlike the majority of their European comrades, American
Socialists did not grovel to the patriotism which swept sections of
the working class as well as the middle classes. Vigorously,
almost hysterically, they propagandized against American entry
into the war. At their own peril, they campaigned—revolution-
ary and reformer alike, with few exceptions—for a peaceful,
democratic settlement. Berger and Hillquit, for all their faults,
carried the fight to the home districts of those who saw no stake
of their own in the fighting. The native Socialists, repressed
easier because of their rural isolation and vulnerability, struggled
on as their newspaper mailing privileges disappeared. The Green
Corn Rebellion, that extraordinary armed uprising by Okla-
homans against the war, marked their eclipse just as the Russian
Revolution’s capture of young immigrant enthusiasts marked the
demise of old-style ethnic Socialism.

The indigenous Socialists seemed to have sensed intuitively
that time had almost run out, not only economically but also
culturally, on their particular vision. Dissident rural and small
town movements had another generation of protest ahead, but as
strictly regional efforts no longer able to claim the republic as an
image of themselves. The Appeal to Reason readers, as best as
one can determine, were predominantly middle-aged Americans
from the heartlands: craft workers, farmers and small business-
men who would be swiftly marginalized in coming decades of the
twentieth century. Their credulity in the Lincolnian ideal would
give way in the next generations to fascination with the speed,
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motion and culture of the cities. Young women, to take the
obvious example, would no longer join the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union to affirm their potential influence. They
ceased to live within a ‘women’s culture’ defined in intimate
terms by their female friends and increasingly were integrated
into a volatile heterosexual order.

The same changes had a different but equally fatal impact
upon immigrant and urban reformers. The refurbished middle
classes defected from Socialism at the first prospect of serious
reforms. Worse, the craft workers whom Socialists believed were
their natural constituency remained, outside certain ethnic and
industrial limits, loyal to the existing party system. Socialist
leaders and intellectuals had fundamentally misconceived the
nature of the potential Socialist constituency as they had (with
the rest of the Socialist world, including V.I. Lenin) miscon-
ceived the steady European political march to socialism. They
believed they had created an American Socialism. The truth was,
they were not American enough. The most prestigious Socialist
Party local political machines had, in effect, brought European
parliamentarism to American shores by taking the hierarchies
within the working class as inevitable and even desirable. As the
older Socialism went into decline, a new radicalism—formed of
the complex encounters between modernism, mass production
and imperialism—began to advance its own agenda.

The new radicals assumed the irreversability of contemporary
social transformations. The giant corporation and the multi-
racial semi-skilled worker were taken as the starting points of
political practice. ‘Culture’, for the first time, would be treated as
necessary leisure ahd recreation rather than the uplift that elder
radicalism had apotheosized. In many ways, then, the newer
Socialists took the familiar tenets of American Marxism and
turned them on their head. The road to revolution now opened
via a society which had never existed, not even in the best days of
American democracy, but which was coming to exist in the subtle
and not-so-subtle shifts all around.

Industrial Workers of the World

The 1ww, vehicle of industrial Socialism, rejected the patient
educationalism of the socialist movement without abandoning
the republican conception. Wobbly songs, agitational styles and
their justly famous irreverance for bourgeois manners are the
result of a dialogue with political socialism, the rejection of
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existing civil society in favor of a futurist equivalent which sub-
stituted one form of citizenship for another.

Industrial Socialism spoke to the utter hypocrisy of American
politics from the viewpoint of the outcast. The historic Lockean-
Jeffersonian assumption of property as the basis of the republic
had never been abandoned in practice. Political power continued
to be marshalled by the rich and the middle classes. Rhetorical
claims of pluralistic participation as proof of egalitarianism (or
proof of a ‘natural’, i.e., racial hierarchy) defied common sense.
Voters, especially impoverished voters, could be manipulated or
their ballots counted out; they had no special influence between
elections anyway. In all, the rule of government ‘for the people’
was government by specialists and special interests. The
Wobblies projected, instead, the rule of direct economic demo-
cracy sans the political state.

It was true, of course, that Debsian Socialists had never for-
gotten the class basis of society or of the Socialist movement. But
their conception of class remained more an ideal than a working
reality. They sought an abstract working class to pull the irons of
the republic out of the consuming monopolist fire. Thus Horace
Traubel asked,

‘The master workman—when will he come?

We crouch in the wilds of our black cities, we die of gluttony,

we die of starvation,

Yet with one ear, listen.’**

Many socialists in the 1890s had believed that the labor move-
ment could not survive the capitalist onslaught, and might at best
only protect a few skilled workers while educating as many as
possible to the Socialist message. Other Socialists, mostly craft
union leaders, argued unconvincingly that the AFL would come
over eventually to Socialism. With the economic revival, craft
unionism solidified its status, its pockets of Socialist sym-
pathizers important in many ways but never a serious threat to
the Gompers-style corporatist outlook.

The insights behind the Wobblies flowed from different ex-
periences. Socialists had played important roles in every pre-
vious effort to create industrial unions. With a few exceptions,
like the brewery workers and coal miners, they had been badly
beaten. But some of them had also discovered, among the
poorest communities locked in strike situations, a readiness to
sacrifice and a rare cooperative spirit. That lesson became more
important with the rapidly-changing industrial scene, and with
the initiative of Western miners to move away from AFL leader-
ship of the American labor movement. Suddenly, dissidents of
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various kinds, ranging from ethnic anarchists to ordinary trade
unionists outraged at the craft unions’ lack of industrial soli-
darity, began to ponder the alternatives.

Discussion of a more radical, more democratic style of
unionism precipitated new insights into labor and the Marxist
tradition. Creative thinking about the uniqueness of American
labor, abandoned to abstractions since the days of Chicago’s
Revolutionary Socialism, now recommenced. Thus California
labor lawyer Austin Lewis, the most philosophically-oriented of
English-language Marxists, wrote in his introduction to the first
Us version of Engels’ Anti-Diihring that the elderly ‘revolutionist
of 48’ had been essentially posturing against intellectual systems
largely irrelevant to the modern working class. Marx’s colla-
borator (and, Lewis seemed to imply, most of the Marxist
theorists since) had written like ‘a bourgeois politician possessed
at intervals by a proletarian ghost’, when the main task lay in
examining changing industry with an eye to the future.

Mass production drummed the basics of Marxism into the
industrial worker, who ‘becomes a revolutionist by force of
habit,’ taught the transitoriness of phenomena by shifts in pro-
duction and shown the necessity of class action by material
compulsion.'* This analysis also struck a chord with Daniel
DeLeon, by this time reduced to a political leader with few
human resources, brilliantly combined this industrial logic with
the claims of social science.

DelLeon reasoned that the appeal for revolutionary parlia-
mentarism was almost irrelevant in the United States. If Euro-
pean Social Democrats remained preoccupied with parliamen-
tary tactics, it was only a sign of their relative backwardness: they
hoped to capture the state and create the social and economic
infrastructure for the emergence of a new society. In the UsA, the
class struggle had skipped stages to become a struggle over
power in the direct production process. America, in short, was
the one place on earth ripe for the proper ‘execution of Marxian
revolutionary tactics.’'* DeLeon continued to argue the impor-
tance of educational activity as preparation, and believed the
revolutionary union would create its own political organ to that
end. But the actual agency of Socialism, preparing the society to
come, was the industrial union itself. Its very structure, in
DeLeon’s conception, drafted the blueprint of a ‘government of
things’ en route to replacing the government of politicians.

DeLeon’s formulation of industrial unionism’s revolutionary
role marked a fascinating shift in American Marxist logic. Ex-
pounded by a handful of former sL_P intellectuals and a multitude
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of common Wobblies, the notion also proved the most interna-
tionally recognized theoretical or strategic perspective deve-
loped in the UsA. Its popularization coincided with the great
international revolt of the unskilled proletariat, from Glasgow to
Berlin, Turin and Petrograd, and gave those movements a logic
outside Socialist parliamentarism or fading anarchism. Thou-
sands of craft workers, longtime sympathizers or new converts
to a doctrine that met their own desire to resist the further
degradation of their industrial autonomy, joined hands with the
semi-skilled or held their own remarkable exercises in solidarity.
The ideas and the drama of the Wobblies had helped make these
developments coherent. Revolutionary industrial unionism was,
then, also the first American doctrine to win political adherents
in virtually every large-scale industrial center. In this case if none
other, the more Marxist, the more American and the more
American, the more Marxist.

DeLeon, long intrigued by the same anthropological and
scientistic speculations that had preoccupied the elderly Engels.
did not hesitate to interpret the Iww’s vision of the state’s re-
placement by workers’ councils as the dawn of a new epoch in
world history. Industrial unionism, in DeLeon’s conception,
inevitably recalled Lewis Henry Morgan’s primitive gens and
their primitive communism, now raised to an incomparably
higher level by the already existing socialization of production.
The proletariat—the Us proletariat at any rate—had moved
beyond the limits of nineteenth century Marxism and was recon-
noitering the vast possibilities of corporate technology reappro-
priated by workers’ control."”

The founding convention of the Iww in 1905—‘the Conti-
nental Congress of the Working Class’, western miners’ leader
Haywood called it—broadcast the conclusion that the wretched
of the earth could create their own industrial theory and proto-
political program. That message had been awaiting restatement
since the Knights of Labor. But significantly, its articulation
arrived with the conjunction of the indigenous and the interna-
tional tendencies, European anarcho-syndicalism and American
industrial unionism, in a fresh format.

The early tww could not live up to its bold claims. The indif-
ference of Jewish socialists, who had their bitter experience with
DeLeon’s radical unionism in the 1890s and wanted no encore,
alone dictated that the Wobblies would never become a hege-
monic force within radical labor. The rapid defection of political
Socialists and the savage attacks upon the organization by the

AFL made it a pariah. The organization utterly failed to organize
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the unorganized, and indeed lost the bulk of its affiliated mem-
bership with the departure of the Western Federation of Miners
By the 1906-07 recession, it nearly expired. .

But the organization still had its driving purpose. Deprivated
of other possibilities, the tww became the industrial equivalent
of what American Marxism has been so often: a vehicle of the
outside Socialist parliamentarism or fading anarchism. Thou-
Black, Asmx], the ‘timber-beasts’, ‘bindle-stiffs’—found a wel-
come home in the Iww. So did ideological rebels, romantics of
every ethnic stripe who distrusted parliamentarism but not the
power of education and the efficacy of mass action. Even the
Marx the Wobblies boldly claimed for themselves became
?atqrally a ‘hobo organizer,” in the words of one writer, a
curious old codger’ who ‘did not seem to have any desire to be
respectable’ or to make the revolution genteel. '®

The formation of a counter-culture, an alternative to flop-
houses and Salvation Army centers, i.e., a place where the work-
less and homeless would be treated with dignity and respect
should have called to mind the counter-culture briefly estab-
lished by the Knights of Labor a quarter century earlier. But this
time, rather than a republic of work with the restored dignity of
early 1ndust.nalizatoin, the Wobblies promised a leap into the
future. Their newspapers traveling with the mobile population
through the fields, the hobo jungles and the flophouses, com-
bined humorous attacks on bosses (and on reform socialists) with
reports of direct action and a zeal for worker self-education
exceeded by none.

This. vision also stirred the enthusiasm of New Immigrants
gathering their enefgies on the fringes of the radical movement.
Itahan-Amencan radicals, uncomfortable with the reformism of
the Socialist Party and organized in their own Italian Socialist
Federatlon,_offer a case in point. Italian-Americans had already
taken part in violent, mass strikes during the 1890s and early
years of the new century. Numbering only a few thousand,
organized and led by mostly Northern Italians in a sea of largely
illiterate Southern Italians, the radicals found organization dif-
flcglt but agi}ation often fruitful. Their weekly, Il Proletario,
edited by agitator-poet Arturo Giovannitti, emulated a Euro-
Pean syndicalist publication in political outlook but with heavy
nationalistic emphasis upon the humiliations ‘dagoes’ faced at
the hands of native Americans. Their sympathy was naturally
attracted by t!le Iww which was inclusive and generous unlike the
racist, exclusionary AFL. Its romantic spirit also moved them.
Along the industrial Eastern seaboard and in mining camps with
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Italian immigrants, Karl Marx Circles preached the rww and
taught a brand of revolutionary Socialism kindred both to cur-
rent European anarchism and the ‘industrial Socialism’ of the
Wobblies.

A myriad of other nationality groups, Wobbly affiliates among
Russians, Hungarians, Croatians and others with greater or less
anarchist influences on their Socialism, also joined the crusade
with high energy. Their Marx preached the evangel of socialized
labor, and perhaps thereby they came the closest to ‘pure’
Marxism of any American movement. Through personal
example and grand vision they summoned up the kind of enthu-
siasm among non-political Americans rarely seen again until the
CIO and later the Civil Rights movement.'®

The wave of mass strikes, beginning with the McKees Rocks
(Pennsylvania) steelworkers’ struggle of 1909, and extending
through the great Paterson (New Jersey) garmentworkers’ strike
of 1912-13, seemed to fulfil the industrial Socialists’ vision. Not
that the IwWw organized all or most of the strikes, some of which
were channeled into the older unions or found no institutional
structure at all; rather, the IWw expressed the spirit of revolt.
Wobbly editor Justus Ebert, who had been a member of the SLP
from 1892 and understood best the larger meaning in DeLeon’s
industrial message, touched the essence of the revolt of the
immigrant proletariat in his popular pamphlet, Trial of a New
Society, written during the famous Lawrence (Massachusetts)
textile strike. The downtrodden, foreign-born and discri-
minated-against workers who produced the wealth of the nation
constituted in themselves the nucleus of the coming order. They
had become, in other words, the trne citizens of society.*®

Said so simply, the concept disguises the sophistication with
which Ebert reasoned. Austin Lewis put it differently, distilling
concepts that he, DeLeon, and a myriad of Wobbly popularisers
had advanced. In an important series of essays and a little book,
The Militant Proletariat (1911), Lewis drew upon Thorstein
Veblen’s study of craftsmanship to argue that craft had been
itself a form of property, analogous to the small holdings of the
yeoman. The previous history of radical movements and
Socialism in Europe as well as the UsA reflected the stirrings of a
fading petty-bourgeoisie which registered its resentments help-
lessly against present conditions. The hour had arrived for evolu-
tion’s creature, the industrial worker, to take over both
economic and political mechanisms, unions and the Socialist
movement. Nowhere did the bell toll so urgently as in America.

Had the 1ww succeeded in its great strikes, the course of
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American Socialism would have been altered. However the com-
bined strength of the opposition—employers, police, craft
unions and sometimes conservative Socialists as well—proved
too great. Pushed out of the urban immigrant ghettoes, the rww
retreated to its Western enclaves. Immigrants would move on to
unionization and to radicalism under other flags. The Wobblies
had made the concept of the mass uprising in modern industrial
society manifest and exciting. At the same time their promise
highlighted (made possible realiy) the awakening of the radical
intelligentsia to its twentieth-century mission.

The Newer Socialism

Life, meanwhile, provided other clues for turning the older
transcendental rejection of American materialism towards a
radical appreciation of the social quotidian. Where uplift ended,
insight began, and with it the twentieth-century tradition of
cultural criticism. Not that Socialist forebears, like the Whit-
manesque Traubel, had lacked enthusiasm for the life of the
masses. Rather, the Armoldian division of blood and bowels
from ‘sweetness and light’ made genuine appreciation, as
opposed to mere sentimentalism, increasingly difficult.

In the notorious irreverance of Greenwich Village, 2 genera-
tional revolt promised freedom from Victorianism, search for
inner meaning, above all the triumph of subjectivity as dominant
principle. Ibsen and Freud, Bergson and Nietzche served along-
side Marx, Engels and Kautsky Somewhat down the soctal
scale, the danoe hall with its heterosexual encounters and jazz
wriggling served at least as well. The sense of motion super-
ceding history and tradition, the ‘sexual revolution’ which
promised in mores what the ascendent suffrage movement had
long promised in politics—all this blended into the discovery of
big city excitements, the brilliant human landscape.

Floyd Dell wrote in his memorable Intellectual Vagabondage:
An Apology for the Intelligensia, “‘We were of the present. And,
though we did not realize it, what we wanted was an interpreta-
tion of our own time."' The new writers paused over past litera-
ture, i.e. high literature. But they set up the essential transition in
thought by treating current literary culture as the test for spiritual
revolt and by treating mass culture as ‘fun’, culture liberated
from the usual criteria. The first had been accomplished already
by the European anarchist avant-garde. In the second, they
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raced neck and neck with the Dadaists in claiming the stuff of
modern anonymous culture for the revolution’s own.

In America at large, the culture of abundance steadily moved
through the social fabric. Recreation, public relations and cele-
brity increasingly displaced the ideals of hard work and self-
denial. The materialist culture of the middie classes, as Warren
Susman says, became a self-advertisement for the society. The
Masses magazine, for all its socialistic political content and loving
observation of the poor, exalted this culture. Where the previous
Socialist culture publications found the artist’s. garret and the
suffering of the slums their proper subject, The Masses placed
the artist on the street where life became art. John Reed thus
concluded a Iyric tribute to a ‘Broadway Night’ with the pregnant
phrase, ‘This mad unconventionality, this magnificent lack of
purpose is what I love about the city.’*

Dell was the reigning critical spirit. As precocious editor of
Chicago’s Friday Literary Review, the highest quality literary
paper in the nation, he welcomed the birth of the midwestern
cultural renaissance. He also developed the central logic of his
commentaries. The most-ambitious young man in American
letters, Dell had sought to democratize the relations between
writer and audience. Works that Dell ‘discovered’, notably the
early fiction of Sherwood Anderson, invited this effort: they
occupied no pedestal, offering up raw human material in
characters and scenes that seemed to invite some unanticipated
political conclusion. The old fiction of artificial manners, Dell
hinted, could now be finished off, and with it the need for formal
criticism. Rebellion itself was the law of ‘true Art’, destined not
to make Art handmaiden to any given cause but rather, toreturn
Art to life as only the rebellious spirit could do. ‘I am not
ashamed to say,” he wrote in 1918, ‘that to me Art is more
important than the destinies of nations, and the artist 2 more
exalted figure than the prophet’. From the Socialist editor Dell,
this was a political aesthetics. In demanding for cultural work the
autonomy that its special tasks required, ‘the evaluation of life’
as he called the supreme end, he had blown apart the categories
which placed Art in the possession of an elite until the maturing
of a Socialist society.*

Thus, Dell found a ‘refined burlesque’ in the ‘unswept streets
of Hoboken,’ with the top banana in apparent command: ‘He has
slapstick shoulders, slapstick eyebrows, ears, nose, legs, pos-
terior; he acts with all of these, eloquently, and at each gesture
some human dignity is overthrown, knocked over the head,
tumbled on its nose. He sings, walks across the floor, makes love;
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and these things, to the immense satisfaction of the audience, are
revealed as essentially absurd . . . ’ For Dell this was no true
vulgarization, but rather a magnificent gesture of indifference to
bourgeois civilization’s genteel claims. The female star of the
show, by contrast, was woman emancipated: ‘She defies the
code of the dreamworld in which women burn with the ready
fires of miscellaneous invitation; she is remote, unseizable, be-
witchingly unsexed, cold as the fire-balls that dance in the Artic
rigging. She mocks at desire as she mocks at the law of gravita-
tion; she is beyond sex. Nor is she mere muscle and grace. She
has, shining in contrast to this impersonal world of sex, a will of
her own, an existence independent of the wishes of the
audience.’ These were passing glances, but ones educated by a
profound understanding. Dell recognized the ‘natural human
impulse to create rthymical beauty’—long restrained by class
society but now moving to become the guiding impulse of all
arts—realizing and dissolving formalities, revealing to every
person the universal flow of existence.>* As Masses editorials
patiently reiterated, the need for political education, voting,
strikes and even insurrection remained. But a cultural awaken-
ing gave the participant more than bread to fight for, more than
determination to carry on the battle.

Immigrant intellectuals of the new type, romantics them-
selves, felt at home with this crowd. No wonder Arturo
Giovanitti, editor of Il Proletario and leader of the Lawrence
strike, called The Masses a ‘recording secretary of the Revolu-
tion in the making, successor to the Bible, Marat and Garrison’s
tracts,’ a ‘battle call, a shout of defiance, a blazing torch running
madly through the night to set afire the powder magazines of the
world,’ a possession of the ‘realm of miracles as well as . . . the
empire of portents.’**

The Masses was not alone in bringing cultural criticism into the
twentieth century. Giovannitti, co-editor of his own Italian-
language Il Fuoco (flame), counterpart to The Masses, had a
unique poetic approach to the daily lives of his constituency.
‘What Is Not Life,” each issue proclaimed on its masthead, ‘Is
Not Art’, and ‘What is Not Art, Is Not Life.’ Likewise, The
Messenger, subtitled the ‘only radical Negro magazine in
America’ and edited by promising Black intellectuals Chandler
Owenand A. Phillip Randolph, had a forceful cultural undertone
to its ostensibly political-economic critique. The Messenger
brought together a mixture of noted Black and white intellec-
tuals, Socialists and liberal activists into a typically Debsian
melange. It repudiated the War and ardently supported Black
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workers in the name of socialism. But racial dynamics deflected a
laborist Socialism, and permanently frustrated Randolph’s effort
to create a Black Socialist milieu. The ‘New Crowd’ Randolph
identified with the magazine in his words, ‘educated, radical and
fearless’, had the flash and sophistication of a self-styled avant-
garde. It would find itself drawn to the Harlem Renaissance, and
later to the only political force, the Popular Front, which could
carry back the message to the white community.*

In a peculiar (and from the radical standpoint rather perverse)
sense, The Jewish Daily Forward recognized most brilliantly the
modern popular culture of the metropolitan immigrant—and
built an empire upon it. The Yiddishist revolit against DeLeon
had, after some complicating developments, placed Abe Cahan
into the driver’s seat of the Forward, symbol of Jewish Socialism
and the most popular Yiddish newspaper in the world. Cahan
reorganized Socialist journalism around the sensationalist style
of the yellow tabloid. Cahan’s reporters also combed the Jewish
streets for the daily life of the real masses who suffered, hoped
for social change but also looked to individual advancement.

Cahan, himself a living archetype, represented the Allrightnik
(from the Americanizing phrase) personally prospering but
restrained from embrace of the system by the continuing realities
of the ghetto and by a tug of Socialist conscience. That con-
science, or perhaps the anxiety of the immigrant who seeks to
impress the natives, also kept Cahan from embracing the details
of the urban environment with the type of zeal the bohemians
displayed. Even as a sensationalist, Cahan still sought to uplift
his readers from the vulgarity of bad table manners and all-too-
Jewish body language. This Socialism would finally exhaust itself
as the adjustments in American society permitted mnddlq class
Jews entry on something like equal terms. Rebels from assimila-
tion and the cult of upward mobility would turn elsewhere.

The fatalism of Cahan, no less than the wide-eyed optimism of
The Masses, reflected changes already apparent in the political
terrain by 1915. Precisely those outside the familiar consti-
tuencies, i.e., the unskilled, foreign born and Black, along with a
sympathetic minority of the new middle class, would speak to the
future of radicalism. The old faith, the old constituencies had
foundered.

And Debsian socialists were not the only ones to lose out. The
revolutionary ideals of the Iww also took a back seat when
newly-chartered AFL or independent unions—led, especially at
the local level, by many of the old Wobbly organizers—seized
the advantage of tightening labor markets to install bread-and-
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butter industrial unionism. No wonder the Russian Revolution,
just around the corner, came as a godsend.

Socialism at the Edge

As intensifying war ‘preparedness’ put an end to the carefree
days of bohemia, the prospects for Socialism became central to
the fate of the intellectual. The corporate transformation of
American society increased both the numbers and social prestige
of mental workers, raising the fledgling social sciences in par-
ticular to a crucial position in the reform of industrial institu-
tions. At the same time, the strikes and unrest, the warlike
character of capitalism and the pitifulness of its victims cried out
to the waiting conscience. The problems of the left—disparate
communities, disparate goals and perceptions—no less than the
problems of the corporate society seemed to demand the skills
intellectuals could supply. But which path would they choose?

The New Review, published from 1913, was the first journal to
emphasize the role of intellectuals as intellectuals within the
Socialist movement. It sought, more than anything else, to con-
vert the contemporary sense of discovery into theoretical terms. ,
Its difficulties speak to the problem of The Masses’ cultural
insights, the elusive quality stemming from their impressionistic
nature and the corresponding absence of any clear political im-
plications. Its editorial and executive boards included a few
activists, but were mostly composed of radicals identified as
thinkers, including W.E.B DuBois, William English Walling,
Floyd Dell, Walter' Lippman, anthropologist Robert Lowie,
scientist Charles P. Steinmetz, Horace Traubel and a young
intellectual, Louis C. Fraina, destined to take the'editorial helm.
The New Review carried the earliest serious discussion of Femi-
nism within the socialist movement, the first significant contri-
bution on the ‘Negro Question,’ and early discussions of such
artistic matters as the Armory Show then in progress. (By com-
parison, the literary pages of the daily New York Call, the other
major refuge of New York socialist intellectuals, remained stuffy
and traditional, the weekend section of a nineteenth century
immigrant paper rendered into English.)

The New Review thus crystalized what became known as the
socialist “New Intellectuals,” those openly discontented with the
older socialist expectations and practices. William English
Walling—popular muckraking journalist, a founder of the
Niagara movement which led to the NAACP., and a vitriolic
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polemicist against reform socialism—epitomized the journal. On
the one hand, he was the first notable Socialist intellectual to
become an unabashed pragmatist. On the other hand, he memo-
rialized, in his literary study Whitman and Traube! (1916), the
faith that had been passed down from one mystic American
Socialist philosopher to another. The two sides contradicted
each other less than might be imagined, and showed themselves
alike in Walling’s widely heralded works: three major books on
the evolution of the State between capitalism and socialism.

Science applied to sociology and philosophy had, for him,
banished archaic materialism and idealism alike. What remained
of traditional Socialist philosophy was only ‘that truth must come
from social activity . . . that all culture and civilization of the
future must come from the active struggles of that social move-
ment which represents the future against the present’. The
archaic expectations of the Socialists had blinded them to the
unanticipated strengths of capitalism, its powers of self-
regulation and its complex internal dynamics. Craft workers had
been incorporated into the system, allied with the petty bour-
geoisie. Socialism was no longer the immanent result of the class
struggle at all, but simply-‘a struggle by those who have less,
against those who have more’ in ‘matters of income, hours,
leisure, place of living, associations and opportunity’.*’

This was neither a superficial nor conservative view. It made
American sense of European Social Democracy’s real tactics by
abandoning determinist claims for the high ground of Whit-
manian observation and moral purpose. It gave meaning, if not
necessarily a viable future, to the municipal reformism which
brought most American Socialists into local public office. It also
provided the outline for a Kathedersozialismus or academic
Socialism of younger college intellectuals. In so doing, it super-

seded A. M. Simons’ efforts in the old /nternational Socialist”

Review to merge Second Internationalism with American
Socialism; in Walling’s version, class orthodoxy had entirely
given way to the cool if beneficent gaze of social science.
Walling’s expectation of stage-by-stage development—first
state capitalism then a state socialism in behalf of the skilled
workers and middle class, and only at last a real Socialism—
disregarded the wild streak in American society. His enthusiasm
for the Iww and his scorn for old-fashioned socialism notwith-
standing, Walling could not explain the explosive significance of
the contemporary mass strikes by the unskilled workers, or the
contrary implications of official violence. Walling’s middle class,
key to the prospect of peaceful, long-term change, might share
Whitman’s desire to be free. But its members lacked the
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industrial muscle and probably the political will to carry through
social transformation against a powerful, determined ruling
elite.”

The New Review, along with the revived and more direct-
action oriented International Socialist Review, sought to sketch
out alternatives. They published the latest prophecies of Euro-
pean ultra-radicals on the international wave of mass strikes, as
well as a stream of close analysis on the American industrial
scene. (The ISR in particular sought to interpret the changes in
the labor process and its implications for future action.) And
they struggled with the inevitable question of the intelligentsia’s
potential contribution. Here was intellectual revival of a new
kind.

Yiddish writers simultaneously pressed ahead with their own
theoretical leaps. To young, radical Jews who had emigrated
after the pogroms of 1905, Cahan’s style and the growing com-
placence of the older 1890s generation had to be replaced with a
new forcefulness and a radical self-identification. From the
Amalgamated Clothing Workers, a mainstream but radical
industrial union, to the rebellious ranks of the International
Ladies Garment Workers Union restive at bureaucratic socialist
leadership, to the young cultural fuers (activists) in the fraternal
Arbeter Ring (Workmen’s Circle}—a new day had dawned. The
Russian Revolution would give them, for better and for worse, a
singular sense of direction. But before the Revolution they
already took part in a cultural renaissance that was unantici-
pated and indeed unwanted by the reigning giants of ghetto
Socialism.

Around 1910, the Yiddish literary world had come alive with
the fresh spirit of di Yunge, the young writers and critics who
were America’s most spectacular example of blue-collar
modernism. Painters, pants-pressers, shoemakers and common-
day laborers, they strove for the perfection of the Yiddish word
through recuperation of the ‘classic’ literature (mostly I. L.
Peretz and Sholom Aleichem) of twenty years earlier that Social-
ists had disregarded in favor of more directly political and class
themes. Not that di Yunge disregarded the reality of blue-collar
life, their own lives, but rather, they saw reality itself in a more
imaginative fashion. The wonder of the city occupied the center

of their literary.attention. The skyscrapers and streets of the..

urban neighborhoods became for them, in the Jewish mystic
tradition, a mundane key to the secrets of the heavens. Aesthetes
moving in all milieux of left politics, the Yunge had fallen in love
with popular culture more than Cahan, who only respected its
importance.
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A larger sophistication, expressing itself in Yiddishkayt, Yid-
dishness, took hold in the ghetto. Major European intellectuals,
generational predecessors of the emigre Frankfurt School, began
to propound their doctrines among growing Jewish audiences.
Chaim Zhitlovsky, one of the great popularizers of new ideas
into Yiddish vernacular, typified the quintessential radical cul-
tural approach. Revolutionary Socialism, he insisted, had to
have a spiritual (if not necessarily religious) side which Marxism
as such palpably lacked. Yiddish culture, for Jews at any rate,
supplied that element from its own classics and from its hungry
absorption of dreamers and thinkers, even those (such as
Nietzsche) touched with anti-Semitism. Yiddish language and
culture, Jews as a people, could survive with a sufficient commit-
ment to their own identity and to world Socialism—that was the
message Zhitlovsky pressed upon his eager listeners.

The anarcho-Zionist critic B. Rivkin, less popular than Zhit-
lovsky but more profound, clarified the essence of Yiddish as the
province of a people with no geographical basis of their own, and
of Yiddish literature as the barely secularized response to home-
lessness and suffering. Its messianism had a deep purpose, the
particular Socialist message of the Jews. The straightforward
assimilation of Jews into American culture, and into American
Socialist politics as such, would induce a sense of uncertainty, a
lack of self-fulfillment. Socialist transformation, Rivkin hinted
and a handful of intellectuals began to argue, had to mean a
society of equals, including cultural and even linguistic equals.
Socialism without a pluralistic culture of folk and modern idioms
combined was no Socialism at all.2*

This was a serious and ambitious cultural goal. But it could be
carried lightly. For many young Yiddishists, the act of reading
(or writing for) the anarchist weekly Freie Arbeter Shtimme, or
one of the Yunge's own small publications, did not exclude the
practices of their Americanized contemporaries, movies and
necking sessions. Cultural bohemianism flowed into sex as into
politics. Moshe Nadir, later to become the leading Yiddish Com-
munist litterateur, grew famous as the Bad Boy of the ghetto,
penning a minor erotic classic and (if urban folklore serves)
making every attempt to live his fantasies.

The Italian immigrant youngster, Louis Fraina, captured his
generation’s spirit at its least individualistic. Fraina, who joined
the staff at Modern Dance magazine for a few months in 1917,
found his universal in jazz dancing. Here, he wrote, the artificial
civilization which represses instinct and creativity fell away;
humanity’s original ‘mass action’, religious ritual, came alive

— o —————

|
)

Marxism in the Debs Era 111

again in the dance halls of ordinary working women and men
who expressed themselves freely. Thgy represented a spon-
taneous popular aspiration, corresponding to the national music,
the slang of life. Without culture, no revqlunon; cultural revolu-
tion among the immigrant masses promised that both could be
realized.” ) '
The Marxist gadfly among the bohemians and the premier
theoretician of American Leninism, Fraina was a child, of the
Italian- American slums and the precocious protegé of DeLeon.
The Daily People sent him as its reporter to the Lawrence str}ke
where he imbibed the apparently spontaneous creativity of im-
migrant labor. A few years after breaking with DeLeon, he
became a leading figure at the New Review, where he too com-
mented on the rise of state capitalism. Unlike his colleague
William English Walling (whose favoured Pragmatism he dis-
missed as ‘the totem-god of efficiency’), Fraina saw ominous
possibilities in the growing role of the state. State capitalism, to
the extent that it entailed the iron heel of adm|n1§trat1v<3 cen-
tralization and militarization, was ‘compelling reactionary’, and
rendered parliamentary politics in the old Socialist style almost
impossible. Yet at the same time the state was the central
problem of class struggle that the militant, mass production
working class needed to understand. Socialism had to provide
this new proletariat with the program and theory that would
allow it to turn its industrial revolts into a political revolution.
For without the mass workers’ rise to power, capitalist crisis gpd
imperialist war would ensure ‘the collapse of all civilization’.
Culturally and politically Fraina had virtually cut the nexus
with the older Marxist intellectualism. Rand School functionary
William J. Ghent had years before answered a mild public sug-
gestion that after the revolution intellectuals might disappear as
a category into shared work and thpught ghrou.ghczut the populaé
tion, replying that such a notion filled hm‘1 with ‘repulsion an
disgust’ as it would, he assumed, anyone ‘to whom civilization
has any meaning’.*' Precisely. In raising the spectre of mass
subjectivity and popular culture, Fraina had provided new terms
for a reconciliation of Marxism and American experience out-
side the old civilized standards. He had done so at the moment
when a breakup of the old Marxism had not yet been followed by
the crystallization of new dogma, and when t!le c}xanges_ in socxgl
life still seemed most promising and filled with liberatory possi-
bility. His own thoroughgoing contributions, Revolutionary
Socialism (1917) and the pathbreaking anthology, The Prole-
tarian Revolution in Russia (1918), simultaneously summed up
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and buried his own creative thrust. Fraina captured the sense of
mass industrial activity rooted in modern industry, the condi-
tions of the unskilled workers and their exclusion from state
capitalism’s privileged classes. He saw the Russian Revolution as
a breakthrough for that global class of workers who understood
and lived the revolutionary cultural promise. But he lost the
image of the everyday in the rush of world events. And he fatally
misperceived the consciousness and capabilities of the foot-
soldiers for American Communism: the immigrant Socialists
enthralled by Russian events.

Socialism and the New Immigrants

The first ripples of industrial unrest among new immigrant
workers outside the Jewish ideological orbit should have in-
structed reform and revolutionary Socialists. Isaac Hourwich,
Russian-Jewish theoretician much admired by Lenin, showed
statistically how immigration had not lowered wages nor diluted
proletarian combativeness but, on the contrary, had pushed the
immigrants’ immediate predecessors upward and introduced a
new level of community-wide struggle. Fraina, one of the immi-
grant workers’ first public champions, recognized the industrial
implications but not the underlying cultural institutions of the
immigrant community itself. Making the obverse error from the
reform Socialists who drew ethnocentric conclusions from the
Slavic and Italian indifference to voting for Socialism, Fraina
viewed their industrial uprisings as premonitions of an imminent
revolution. He had no common knowledge, no articulated inter-
pretation of such momentous events to draw upon. No one,
including assimilated immigrants or even the long-standing
Socialist groups in the communities, could grasp the implications
fully, or anticipate the change in radical ideas that the new
constituencies required.

An inflexible Marxism reinforced the complacency of the
Socialist Party, to the movement’s future peril. Party leaders,
certain that Marxism mandated the unity of all proletarians
under the banner of the dominant culture and language, looked
upon the national groups as mere auxiliaries. Only in 1912 did
the Party grant them official status as semi-autonomous units,
and then with unease. By 1916, when the groups had reached
near-parity with the native-born and assimilated, Party leaders
had hardly begun to suspect that Debsian Socialism had encom-
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passed such totally different creatures from themselves under its
le wings.
au;-?inns angd South Slavs offer two particularly well-documented
cases of this development. Both had suffered severe cultural as
well as economic-political repression in the Old World, and had
built up resentments against colla.borat!omst:authoptanan
clerics. Both possessed budding intelligentsias with desires for
cultural and political expression, and both groups had a limited
but crucial urban-industrial experience prior to immigration.
When they relocated to the mining camps, steel towns and fish-
ing villages of America, a sizeable proportion became supporters
of inclusive unionism and some variety of Marxism. chxahsm,
including Marxist ideas, permitteg a natiqnal-cyxn~qthn1c sense
of identity to blossom, a sustaining relationship with the lan-
guage, culture and politics of the old country to grow amid
fearful European crisis. Socialism further enabled a significant
element of the oommunity—-workers,famxly members, small
shopkeepers and political functionaries—to undertake self-
growth and personal expression in forms that would otherwise
have been inconceivable. o
In the Finnish case, the rare college-trained intellectual, not
infrequently an erstwhile Lutheran minister, became the naturalll
editor of the early workers’ newspapers, the geacher of schools
the Finns themselves created for adult education, .and of course
the theoretician. The most outstanding of these thinker-activists
had been prominent Socialists in the o}d country, sometimes
Diet members who would return to prominence. The prospect of
an international militant carrying on life in a small town of the
Mesabi Iron Range'might have struck the American urban intel-
lectual as daunting, but no more perhaps than the fate of the
Oklahoma City editor (Oscar Ameringer) or other sophisticates
scattered in rural Socialist pockets. What made the Finnish
immigrant intellectual unique was the literalness of his i’(iand%
empbhatically, also her) Marxism when adapted to the specificso
nationality. Class lines hardened for most new immigrant grgt;ps
as they never had for German-Americans, arid never woul | for
significant numbers of Jews. Mpch of Finnish-American
Socialism leaned heavily upon religious metaphor, and played
constantly upon the themes of cultural deprivation that.Sw.ede;s
and Russians brought to Finland and that American capitalism’s
agents reinforced. Otherwise, class perspectives had .a’strmght-
forward character little diluted by republican traditions and
property aspirations — even for those thousands destined to
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leave the mining camps for the ‘stump farms’ of hard work and
meager rewards. European-style Marxism, with minor varia-
tions, seemed to apply directly to the Usa.>?

The geographic concentration of the Finns contributed to this-

compact sensibility, but various groups of close-knit industrial
proletarians in the urban neighborhoods and one-industry towns
attained something similar. Intellectual leaders could be said to
have helped create communities from mere ethnic aggre-
gations. In the old country, clerics had succeeded in repelling
every secular challenge to their prerogatives outside the cities, in
accordance with the wisbes of imperial authorities. National and
class resentments developing among urban workers gave a
secular intellectual class a mission and a constituency. In
America poets, theoreticians, and indeed intellectuals of all
kinds tended to be, among these national groups, either clerics or
Socialists, each with an evolved command of popular attention
and a program for salvation of the community. Fraternal associa-
tions embraced very wide sectors of the working class, providing
various services and a decisive link with the Socialist intelligent-
sia. Theoretical and strategic debate focused on strikes, indus-
trial exploitation and the national question, jettisoning almost
entirely the small property dialogue of the English-language
Socialists,**

Editors such as Slovene novelist-theorist Ivan Molek won wide
community respect with their interpretations of issues immedi-
ately facing their readerships. Although hardly exceptional by
Second International standards, they gained mastery as inter-
preters of doctrine and adaptors of patient education in the
volatile conditions of immigrant life. By American Socialist
standards, on the other hand, the nationality papers displayed a
surprising sophistication. According to a well-known immigrant
proposition, the more difficult the adoption of the English lan-
guage the more resilient the group identity. Among those
groups, including Hungarians and Lithuanians, who took un-
usual pride in their language and literature, not only politics and
economics but also culture occupied front pages of their press.
At the same time they were often vigorously attuned to the
native culture and political scene around them.

Tragically, native-born and even older Jewish Socialist leaders
remained indifferent at best, hostile at worst, to the emerging
culture and sensibility which seemed to them more threat than
promise. Contrary to that leadership misunderstanding, faithfully
repeated by generations of one-language historians, it was the
insularity of the Americans, and not of the immigrants, which
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house workers’ struggle in Chicago. As a veteran Socialist editor
observed a workers’ parade, he remarked, ‘The workers awak-
ening from their long age of slumber are astonished at them-
selves and are seeking out their fellow workers to relate the new
and wonderful change in their being. They imagine that they
have taken possession of a new idea. They will soon learn that the
idea is very, very old and that it has taken possession as other
ideas have done when arrived at fruition . . . For two centuries
[the] bourgeois class has patronized a professional class and their
association has so related them that their psychology is one and
the same. The worker has been taught to look upon his labor
energy as a thing for sale, that it might bring a little savings to get
educated in order to get into the bourgeois class. Now the
workers are changing. Now the workers are saying and doing
radical things . . . It is grand. It is inspiring. Life takes on so
many new meanings when Labor is found to be thinking,”**

If the Russian Revolution roused the Slavic and Jewish
workers in particular, it at least momentarily stirred broader
sections with the dual vision of workers’ councils and Socialist
emancipation. (In Seattle AFL dockers refused to load arms for
US-supported White Guard armies in Siberia.) At the same time,
however, that the left was responding to this new international-
ism it was losing sight of the international significance of
American culture-in-transition, and of American radicals’ poten-
tially unique role within it. As faction-fighting tore the Socialist
Party asunder in 1917-19, culture vanished from the foreground
of Marxists’ concerns. In the especially important case of Fraina,
sensitivity to avant garde and popular culture was eclipsed
almost entirely by insistence on the proto-insurrectionary “crisis’.
Surviving activists from that era recall him as a wonderful young
hero; but he was also the dangling man as well, suspended from
all he had known and intellectually recognized, across a crater of
uncertain political change. He spoke for the immigrant federa-
tions, the most clearly ‘cultural’ of the working-class Socialist
organizations, but purely in a Bolshevik political voice.

The failure to maintain a critical interest in the experience and
sensibility of the real masses proved equally disastrous for em-
bryonic American sovietism. The ‘national question’ in the
United States—that is, the extreme national, race and ethnic
consciousness of the variegated working class—could not be
apprehended via immediatist slogans or telegraphic injunctions
from Petrograd. Likewise even the brilliant distillations of Bol-
shevik practice which Fraina edited from the Russian for eager
American readers added nothing to insights about what the real

Marxism in the Debs Era 117

revolutionary reshaping of consciousness in America ‘might
entail, nor how the search of the worker for a fuller h.fe in th-e
interstices of leisure entertainment might overlap with their
struggles for control in the work process. Nor, it goes almost
without saying, did the adaption of Bolshev1§m to Wilsonian
America grapple with the issues raised by the trmmp}gaqt woman
suffrage movement or the confused, but fervent aspirations for a
freer sexuality. Radical thought retreated to a higher version of
economism, giving up the special insights so arduously gained,
and sacrificing in the process the moral-utopian qualities which
gave radicalism much of its currency in American tradition. The
problem was not so much the uncritical embrace of Russian
Revolution as the uncritical relinquishment of American
Marxism’s most advanced positions and insights into the national

reality. L
‘WX& are in revolt’, precocious Seven Arts intellectual Waldo
Frank wrote in 1919, ‘against . . . Industrialism which would

deny to America any life—hence any unity at all—beyond the
ties of traffic and the arteries of trade’.>* But to revolt against
meant also to revolt for, and the new intellectuals, hardly active
in the radical movements, had no forces to effect the changes
they sought. Their isolation was part of the tragedy of the
moment for even a prestigious writer like Frank, who felt his
Jewish identity deeply but who lacked the contacts and the
language to touch the vibrant labor movement and organic mt.el-
lectual community merely a subway ride away. Greenwich
Village, The Masses, Jack Reed and the Ashcan School had all
brought hope because they seemed effectively to bridge the gap
between intellectual and industrial life. The contact had been
brief and unsustained. A terrible price would be paid for the loss,
which by this time epitomized the dilemma of American radi-
calism.

The language groups for their part, contrary to what most
historians would later write about them, struggled for a bridge
between their Old World and New World expectations. By 19 1’{,
many of them already had lengthy and complex histories of their
own in the United States. Most groups leaned (as they had
always leaned) toward homeland or America as the moment led
them. Their future remained to this time undeteqmned.

The Communist movements everywhere, as Eric Hobsbawm
has pointed out, had two origins: national experience anfi the
Russian events. American Communism had a third, the inter-
national experience of the immigrant members. The strategic
effect of the Russian Revolution on the immigrant groups may be
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measured best in the changing political weight of the federations
themselves.*®

The most politically important of the federation papers in the
wake of the February Revolution was understandably the
Russian-language Novy Mir, remembered principally for its
editors, veteran Russian revolutionary Lev Deutsch and later
Trotsky and Bukharin. Celebrity leaders tucked away strangely
in the immigrant world, compulsive writers and lecturers on
questions Russian, they were by all accounts little concerned
with the scene before their eyes. Novy Mir, its attention fixed
upon Russia, paid scant attention even to the Union of Russian
Workers, 10,000 to 50,000 strong and one of the most important
Iww-affiliated immigrant proletarian groupings—it was too
anarchistic for Menshevik or Bolshevik tastes.

The intellectuals’ alienation from Russian immigrants in the
USA was an old story by 1917. Novy Mir long had the reputation
of wanting to make a revolution, but not with the largely illi-
terate, often religious constituents of the Russian immigrant
community. Struggles and intrigues, like the unseating of Men-
shevik leaders who had guided the paper through most of its life,
took the form of palace coups. Probably in no other group did the
leaders hold themselves so seldom accountable. Certainly no
other group grew so much overnight—from the mere six hundred
in 1917 to the mass of 12,000 only two years later—and with so
little sense of building and guiding stable cultural and political
institutions.

The paper, and Trotsky in particular, stood or fell with the
Marxist rationale for an extreme anti-war position. His widely-
attended lectures centered on the European war, the decline of
European civilization and the redemptive promise of inter-
national Socialism. From that policy, and fidelity to the Bol-
sheviks, Novy Mir and the Russian Federation unquestionably
benefitted in the short run. Not only did the Federation draw
Russian immigrants who had never previously taken it seriously:
its sudden power and prestige gave it a weight in factional
struggles vastly out of proportion to its day-to-day political
influence and still more out of proportion to the political
maturity of its functionaries. The Russian Federation leaders
orchestrated, or blundered into, the breakup of the Socialist
Party. A few years later, the revolution not made, almost every-
thing fell away. The Federation became a perfect arena for
government infiltration and the activities of agents provocateurs.
The membership largely disappeared, the cadre were forced

. underground, and the press ceased operation. The Russian-
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American left, never recovering more than a fraction of its
momentary strength, remained among the Communist foreign-
language groups one of the weakest and most dependent upon
news from abroad.”’

Groups with greater maturity and internal strength acted more
cautiously and saved themselves from such a fate. They all suf-
fered the hangover after the celebration: the collapse of
immediate revolutionary hopes and the loss of contact with
native radicals. Although sectarianism and despair also followed
in the wave of the radical fractures of the 1890s, this time ther.e
was also systematic government repression to deal with. Immi-
grant radicals, inflamed by Russian events and l}ammcreq by
official persecution, tended to forget they lived in the United
States and conflated repression with the imminence of revolu-
tionary crisis. In the process Marxist thought drifted to doc-
trinaire and (to the outside world) almost unintelligible
formulae, unanchored in any national specificity. o

A few years later, in the ‘normalcy’ of the Harding admini-
stration, it would seem difficult to believe that in 1918, Socialism
had commanded the attention of so many ordinary Americans.
‘Not so many years ago,’ the Appeal to Reason mourned in 1921,
‘hardly a week passed in any community without some Socialist
speaker bringing to it the Socialist gospel. Whether it was on a
soapbox or whether it was in a public hall, the principles of
Socialism and our interpretation of current events were de-
livered amid great enthusiasm . .. The number of speakers
now on the road you could count with the fingers of one hand.
Soapboxers are practically extinct’.>®

What had it come to, then, the experiment, a half-century old
by 1919, of homegrown radicalism meeting Marxism on some-
thing like equal terms? One irony of the great d}v1de of 1919 and
the eclipse of American Socialism is that, native- and.forexgn-
born, Marxists or non-Marxists, the open-minded rgdlcals had
come so far in formulating problems and possibilities later to
become core values of radicalism, and not in the UsA qlone. The
optimistic utopianism of the nineteenth century had died before
Bolshevism came on the scene, although a rigid doctl}qane
interpretation would bury history unnecessarily; the feminism,
the embrace of popular culture, the fluid futurism which left
much to spontaneous choice would all takes decades further and

the discrediting of yet another generational politics to resurrect.
Only radical nationalism lived, and that in a mostly self-
restricting form. N

In the larger sense, the entire transition from supposedly
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utopian to supposedly scientific socialism had been made too
easily, too carelessly. Lack of self-consciousness in this enter-
prise bqtrayed an eagerness to avoid the reality of the self, to
escape into comforting abstractions. Marxist claims, Marxist
texts, neither guaranteed political understanding nor political
continuity. They validated class concepts and class expectations
for specific sectors, and permitted an interpretation of the recur-
rent economic crises. They failed worst in the precise area where
they_seemed to succeed best, inducing self-confidence in the
activists to know omnisciently the next developments ahead.
Without the required humility, the creative contribution of
Marxism would remain forever suspect.

}

4

Leninism in America

In 1919, the Kansas City Communists’ Workers World, organ of
future Trotskyist leader James Cannon and future Communist
leader Earl Browder, had proclaimed ‘For centuries the eyes of
the oppressed masses of Europe were turned to the West . . .

‘But with the development of industry an industrial autocracy
has arisen in the Western Hemisphere more crushing as it ismore
efficient than the ruling class of Europe and now—And now our
eyes turn East—to Russia and the rising Industrial Democracy of
Europe for inspiration that we do not grow faint and weary in this
struggle for freedom.

‘In the West the night cloaks the land. In the East is the Red
Dawn of the rising sun coming with the new dawn.”*

American Confnunists awoke from their revolutionary
dreams to the reality of the 1920s. Pilgrims in the dark-shadowed
land, they set out to conquer the capitalist beast in its home lair
and to rescue a working class seemingly unaware of captivity.
The rampant racism, xenophobia and anti-labor attitudes of
native-born America confirmed their worst fears. They needed
the light from the East, because they seemed to have none other.

The basic assumptions of American Marxist thought had by
now shifted decisively. Nineteenth century immigrant Socialists
and anarchists never got much beyond the concept of a workers’
republic. Wobblies and Debsian Socialists, in their different
ways, had sought to reconceptualize that republic as society (civil
or industrial) redeemed from bourgeois deformation. Only the
more bohemian Wobblies or Wobbly-oriented bohemians

_ seemed to draw together the futurist implications of the mass

society around them. Faith in the national citizen-workers’
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republic and in a mass culture breakthrough were simultaneously
destr.oyed'in the world war and its reactionary aftermath. Com-
munist thinkers rushed to articulate a substitution. In place of
American civil society and the prospective workers’ republic
they offered the Russian example, i.e., supreme faith in the
revolutionary leadership of a new state in the making. In place of
the putative worker-bohemian alliance for a new world culture,
they married Communism as class value of the producers to
Communism as representative of the world’s suffering nationali-
ties and races.

The National Question now openly defined American
Marxism, despite all official Communist efforts to render
nationality into class. Previously, as we have seen, more time was
spent denying the role of race and ethnicity than in assessingtheir
importance. Immigrants themselves had built formidable institu-
tions, but they had only begun to interpret the complexities of
their situation in America when 1917 arrived. Russian leader-
ship, helpful in some areas, ultimately compounded the
American left’s difficulties. But mass participation of immi-
grants, Blacks and a new middle class in the Communist move-
ment also renewed the creative efforts begun by activists and
thegnsts in the teens and abandoned during the insurrectionary
excitement. The National Question became a metaphor em-
bracing capitalist society in transition.

Less confidently, American Leninists confronted other
problems unknown in Lenin’s pre-revolutionary Russia, and
groped for satisfactory solutions. The notorious twists and turns
of Communist policies, from ultra-revolutionary to semi-
refqrmxst to revolutionary to virtually evolutionary, confirmed in
crmcs: eyes the workings of international conspiracy. Indeed,
American Communist policies continually coincided with
Moscow’s directives. But the same critics were hard-pressed to
account for the changing reception of Communists by sometime
sympathizers and a broader American public. Communist
theoreticians, and the anti-Communist accusers, shared similar
delusions in the power of a few to shape history.

The consumer economy more than any Marxist doctrine ulti-
mately defined viable left strategy as the demand for a share of
national abundance. The rising tide of anti-fascism set the frame-
work f_or other demands, democracy in the European mother
countries and pluralism in America. Behind the constantly-
shlftmg constituencies of the American left, the Communistshad
consolidated their influence among those who identified simul-
taneously with Communism and with the social changes they
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themselves had helped to bring about. If not (in Earl Browder’s
claim) ‘Twentieth Century Americanism’, Communism pro-
vided a true Americanizing experience. Unions, Social Security,
and an anti-fascist liberalism struck a true chord among people
who had been made to feel like aliens, outcasts and enemies.
They had—they thought at their optimistic moments—at last
come home.

The particular experiences of different Communist consti-
tuencies underlined the movement’s contributions and its inevit-
able dilemmas. An intimate understanding of the unskilled
worker’s centrality to industrial strategies solidified the older
radical insights, and helped make possible a more sophisticated
understanding of race and ethnicity for the prospects of
American socialism. Identification of the surviving folk cultures,
and of radical potential within the evolving popular culture,
permitted intensive activity if not much greater theoretical
understanding. It also permitted Communism to become re-
markably middle-class. All in all, Communists cast off a large
measure of their primitivism in almost every respect but their
credulence in the Soviet Union and in the vanguard party model
of hierarchical political relations.

The limits of American Communism, as a generational and
multi-ethnic movement, could be found in the same experiences.
The National Question, the status of an oppressed group withina
state or empire, tended by its very nature to raise questions about
the entire Marxist class analysis. The commonalities of
European-born workers who filled the Party’s early ranks did not
carry over even to their children, many of them the white-collar
generation of Communists. Afro-Americans and other racial
minorities stood on very different ground yet. Generalization of
population categories to one submerged mass, orto a pattern of
groups uplifted through Communist efforts inside the New Deal,
did not make Marxist sense of things. The sheer unfamiliarity of
the immediate terrain lent itself to pseudo-solutions, a wild
gyration around a resistant reality. It was a symptomatic error.

Class categories also fell apart in another way. Labor’s own
objectives, imperfectly articulated but evident in a variety of
quotidian actions and demands, included desires that followed
Wobbly traditions but that took the Communist left by surprise.
Many workers sought not only improved wages and shorter
hours but also a measure of control over factory life, a half
experienced and half fantasized hope more extensive (or
utopian) than union representation could provide. Communists
had not counted upon this kind of transition, new demands rising
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with the scale and sophistication of advanced production. Their
meat-and-politics approach had already lost touch with younger
workers by the golden years of 1930s labor mobilization. Their
fascination with state capitalism’s gross redivisions of wealth
disguised from them the nature of the discontent—even before
their Second World War policies of labor discipline placed them
firmly on the side of labor bureaucracy. Conditioned by Soviet-
style economic planning, but also by their own past, they lost out
to a working-class shift in aspirations.

As a Communist return to isolation in the later 1940s would
show, the misalliance could easily become absolute. Contrary to
Marxist theory and despite the expansion of global misery, the
United States moved in the direction of a consumer nation. The
rising popular culture’s raw materials and (in the case of Blacks
and Jews) many of the key personalities, the music, film, and
radio that articulated the values of mechanized leisure, all had
deep roots in working class life. The development of the service
economy that socialists had predicted in the teens marched
through the prosperous 1920s, then revived in the boom 1940s
and 1950s like an engine for the expression of the masses—albeit
in a very different way than the bohemians had anticipated. The
rituals of material production would less and less dominate the
mundane consciousness of the US working class, as culture and its
ideologies replaced the primacy of work in a fully consumer
society.

Production’s hold upon consciousness had never been entirely
secure. The less satisfying production came to be, the less wage
labor would be defined as means of subsistence and more as
means of bankrolling a lifestyle. Marxism’s intellectual heirs
apparent, middle class young people so plentiful in the Popular
Front but also in other radical movements, felt these desires with
special intensity. But Leninism of all varieties responded clum-
sily to this other world of consciousness. Individual radicals as
artists, critics and organizers went far to give the emerging cul-
ture a democratic shape and meaningful artifacts. Yet the left
remained intellectually alien, especially in formal Marxian
theory, from a.sphere beyond production and its immediate
woes. Similarly, and for the same reasons, the average worker-
Marxist faced generational upward mobility in their own ethnic
circles with a combination of individual optimism for his or her
own children and theoretical-strategic confusion for the class
implications. The new issues did not seem to be ‘Marxist’ issues.

Not coincidentally, the category of empire emerged suddenly
with the consolidation of Leninism in the middle 1920s. It had
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played a negligible role previously, even among that handful of
socialists who pressed for some recognition of what came to be
called the ‘Negro Question’. Not since the 1890s had {\menmn
military imperialism had much popularity as a {aglical issue, not
even during the Mexican incursion which Socialists boldly de-
nounced. In general, anti-imperialism had never escaped the
abstract denunciations of capitalistic greed. The First World War
burst apart the Central European formulae on the natioga] ques-
tion, and set the Socialists furiously against American militarism,
while the racial and ethnic groups themselves ruminated over the
implications for their self-identity and their particular futures.
Still, empire proper as a concept, empire in particular as the
domination of the white western world over the non-white ‘chk-
ward’ societies, remained outside the dominant theoretical
accounts of American capitalism’s expansion. .

When early and later revolutionary fantasies dissolved,
empire tended increasingly to become the all-inclusive explana-
tion for the indifference of America to Communist dreams.
Despite the material reasons for believing so, the idea was at its
base a moral, even a Christian guilt at America’s feasting while
the world starved. It was also a half-conscious pronouncement of
bankruptcy for the West, and of futility for a popular western
radicalism.

Up From the Underground

In the reflected light of the Russian Revolution and amidst
titanic labor struggles on the homefront, left-wingers had hastily
reorganized themselves. For a moment, tl'ley consolidated their
strength in the foreign-language federations and sent out an
appeal to the wider movement, capturing whole state districts of
Socialists who wanted an up-to-date, uncompromised revolu-
tionary party. Indeed, even most rightwing Socialists still in the
Party cheered Russian events and recognized as inevitable some
kind of left reorientation.

Events, and government agencies eager to destroy the left,
conspired against the revolutionaries. Lenin’s pall for parties
affiliated with a new, disciplined Third International made any
phased capture of the Socialist Party impossible. The bureau-
cratic maneuvers of the National Executive Committee on the
one side, and of hyper-revolutionary American Bolsheviks on
the other, caught most native-born revolutionaries in the middle.
The overwhelming numbers and prestige of the foreign language
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groups joined in the chiliastic immediatism of the Communist
Party, a precipitous breakaway from the Socialist Party. A size-
able number closer to the traditions of the Iww stayed on within
Socialist ranks to fight for their positions, until the tumultuous
1919 convention made that impossible, and then set up shop as
the Communist Labor Party.

The promise of the moment exploded. Even as unrest con-
tinued to rock working class life, the Socialist Party virtually
collapsed and the two Communist entities spent their energy in
internecine polemics. A field day for government infiltrators and
wild-eyed sectarians, 1919-21 passed in a rush of charges and
counter-charges, arrests, deportations and disillusionment. Qld-
timers recall that ordinary workers determinedly loyal to the new
Communist movement largely sat out the disputes, waiting for
the smoke to clear. When it did, and the Third International had
imposed a unity of sorts upon the factionalists, most of the ninety
thousand or so leftwingers had drifted away. The residue of five
or ten thousand radicals with a following several times that size
could undertake important practical interventions. But only in
their own fervid imaginations did they constitute a serious
revolutionary threat to Calvin Coolidge and J.P. Morgan.

Of course in their more sober moments, no one understood
this better than the Communists themselves. As a leading parti-
cipant later reflected: ‘A few slogans have served like hallelujahs
at a revivalist meeting. Hell has gaped before us in all its fearful-
ness, even more terrifying than the portrayals of Billy Sunday,
the hell of being the minutest fraction under one hundred per-
cent Bolshevik. To escape this fearful peril most of us have been
more than one-hundred-percent Bolshevik—somewhere to the
Left of the Left Communists in the other countries . . . What has
dominated the Communist movement in the United States up to
this time may be described as the big bluff of Bolshevism . . . A
ready-made Bolshevism was superimposed in this country upon
a left-wing movement of many years standing. The adventure
element—with the revolution in the process in Russia, in
Germany, in Hungary—was so alluring that none stopped for
questioning or analysis . . . The Communists, lo and behold,

. were the bearers of a new revelation! And ever since the summer

of 1919 we had an official Communism in the United States
which proceeds by incantations, counting of beads, salaams to
the East, Jubilees of phrases and slogans, pieties unending to
Bolshevism—to a Bolshevism consisting of a mysterious com-
pound 'of words and ritual which cold only be known to the high
priests!™
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How to escape from this never-never world without falling
back into the Socialism they had rejected proved as puzzling to
Communists as the changes in America around them. Nothing
typified the break with the past as much as the indifference,
hostility, and worse, simple ignorance about the history of
women’s rights. The republicanism of the earlier movement
repelled Communist theoreticians, and the trans-class charactpr
of the movement gave them an easy target. Their belated dis-
covery of women activists (at the insistence of Comintern
authorities!) revealed more about themselves than they knew. A
‘vast and fertile . . . mature yet one might say, virgin field for our
work’, an American correspondent to Imprecorr in 1927 styled
the potential female constituency for Communists.” The uncon-
scious humor suggested a clumsiness inevitable in the reductive,
formulaic approach taken.

Dismissal of feminism as bourgeois did not even correspond to
the experience of the new immigrants, some of whose group
memberships (notably Finns) had ardently supported woman
suffrage and maintained their own forceful women’s organiza-
tions. Least of all did it conform to the personal experience of the
mostly Jewish intellectuals who set the theoretical pace. But it
suited the generational rejection of everything the Socialists had
seemed to represent, from coalition with bourgeois reformers to
faith in elections. Communist theory reduced women’s own poli-
tical traditions and their role in revolutionary change to the
lowest level reached in the late nineteenth century. Women
came to be viewed as a mere auxiliary force with a few wid;ly
heralded but mainly symbolic leaders. Communist practice, with
its dynamic womeén Party members, trade-union and neigh-
borhood activists, taught very different lessons, eventually
forcing minor theoretical modifications. Overall, the paradox
remained of an organization denying the personal sources of
strength upon which so many activists drew, and which on pain of
exclusion sought to ignore the obvious and ever-present implica-
tions of everyday political practice. That kind of self-destructive
behavior symptomized the negative side of enthusiasm for the
Russian experiment.

In the Communist underground, J. B. S. Hardman had
asserted, ‘no real activity was carried on or e:xpected’, and a
leadership emerged ‘whose real capacities existed only when
their leadership was not required and whose faculties, except for
local ones, were completely atrophied’.* But this was the view
from the top, one that would soon be translated, in the Popular
Front period, into a dismissal of Communism’s early years. Some
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of the reasons can be readily comprehended: the emphasis upon
European events; the repression which closed down much of the
radical press and made formal communication within the left
both difficult and unwise; and the dramatic loss of constituency.
Another, equally compelling reason has, however, been gene-
rally overlooked. Decentralization of political initiative, with the
inevitable persistence of old habits, encouraged a wide experi-
mentation at the local level that remained largely invisible to
Party leaders—and has so remained for most historians.

In the unions, where the ordinary (especially foreign-born)
Communist focused most of his or her energies, the frantic pace
of industrial unionism sometimes continued from the war
through 1921 and 1922, merging with a backstairs struggle
against the employers’ counter-offensive. Despite legal limita-
tions, Communists and future Communists had already done
yeoman duty in the Chicago packinghouse and national steel
strikes, among dozens of proto-industrial unions, and in 2 multi-
tude of immigrant and Black communities.

In scattered localities, often but not always immigrant-
dominated, the Party reappeared as a cleansed Socialist move-
ment, working with trade unions to coordinate the fight-back,
setting up educational classes on the old Socialist model now
improved by readings about Russia, revering the old heroes and
creating new ones. (Workers World apotheosized as its
American martyrs two recent fallen comrades, science popu-
larizer Arthur Lewis and Whitmanesque Horace Traubel.)
Here, and not only among the working class, the expectations of
a world-revolutionary breakthrough immediately touching
America had not entirely faded.

How exactly their influence could be most effectively mani-
fested remained unclear. Communist national leaders squabbled
among themselves on plans for reorganization. Local activists
followed their own instincts. Local Communist papers, like the
Duluth, Minnesota Truth, edited by former Christian socialist
leader F. O. Bentall, or the Chicago Voice of Labor, edited by
Irish-American Jack Carney, even began to argue for a Com-
munist pluralism of techniques and strategies.

Most ethnic federations, unlike the English-language
branchés, never ceased functioning—even during the worst
years of repression—along the lines they knew best. Their public
activities quieted somewhat, but they maintained the fraternal
and cultural associations, correctly anticipating that another day
would bring them manifold opportunities. In some of the largest
and most important groups, the political hotheads who had first
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urged the split with the Socialist Party faded into the back-
ground. Leftish functionaries initially skeptical about Bol-
shevism recognized that their future lay in the Communist Party.
So far as their press continued, they also viewed ;he wo;ld
situation in general and the American situation in particular with
an increasingly realistic eye. Many had seen worse repression in
their homelands. They anticipated revolution in the old world,
perhaps imminently, but not necessarily a sweeping cbange in
America tomorrow. After a moment of fantasy, they began to
make the necessary adjustments for the long haul. The very
maturation of the New Immigrant groups as communities and
political constituences made the elaboration of the fraternal
network a struggle that could be won. ] )

The Party encouraged the uncertain relationship between
revolutionary politics and ethnic culture, providing the immi-
grants with essential services: labor defense, propaganda,
English-language spokesmen and organizational contacts. The
groups in return gave the bulk of funds for the Party’s operation,
produced enthusiastic crowds, and formed an authentic radical
proletariat. And by the thousands these immigrants proved dog-
gedly loyal, unlike the American recruits who had few social
settings in which to participate collectively. )

This simple demographic distinction shaped the inner
character of American Communism as much as the continual
late-breaking news from the Soviet Union. The flourishing of
daily papers in Lithuanian, Hungarian, Finnish, Yiddish and
other languages demonstrated both the riveting interest in the
fate of the homeland, and the ability of ethnic activists to make
use of conditions and sentiments at'hand. In the most extreme
case, a Central Committee effort to oommand;er. the ethnic
press through its most powerful member, the Yiddish Morgen
Freiheit, collapsed when the Freiheit Association—acting alto-
gether like the nineteenth-century ethnic pa.pers—.respon‘ded to
imposition of an unfriendly, unliterary editor with their own
Umparteiishe (non-party, independent) conference where they
threatened a split. The leadership backed off, as it did in a
number of these early encounters, biting its tongue and biding its
time. The power of expulsion it assuredly had, but not neces-
sarily the respect of immigrants whose reverence for Russia did
not extend to the American party leadership.® ] ‘

Lithuanian-Americans offer a more extended case in point.
Formed as a party within the Socialist Party until they were
forced to reorganize as a loyal section, the overwhelmingly
working-class Lithuanian jmmigrants sought, along with
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Socialism or improvement of labor conditions, the freedom of
Lithuania, i.e., the defeat of the Czarist Empire. Led by self-
educated workers acutely aware of labor struggles, they spread
their propaganda and recruited nearly five thousand members by
1919, developing an influence that would survive repression.
They made the move to Communism easily, through an array of
ethnic sports groups, choruses and fraternal societies whose
members overwhelmingly considered themselves supportive
sympathizers rather than cadre. For most of the Lithuanian
radicals—ordinary workers more spontaneous than studied in
their beliefs—their movement remained a state within a larger,
somcv:hat alien state which they had no need or wish to chal-
lenge.

Still smaller nationality groups within the United States, signi-
ficant at the local level, struck up similar political relations.
Armenians, prominent across New England, recognized that the
fate of their homeland rested largely with the Red Army’s stale-
mating of the Turks. Like Bulgarians, they owed more to
Russian nationalism than to Communism. But their sympathies
naturally inclined them towards a fraternal style of activity at the
fringes of the Party. At high times of mobilization, when the
homeland was in particular need, those fringes grew sometimes
as visible and influential as the Party proper. Even in less ex-
citing times, an Armenian-language film in a local theatre might
draw a bigger crowd than any other local left event.

Marxism re-Americanized itself ambiguously and in some
ways reluctantly as the New Immigrant communities settled into
America. They had struck upon Socialism in One Country in-
dependently of Stalin’s prognostications, and for altogether
practical reasons: even imperfect Socialism had a better in-
fluence upon their homelands than no Socialism at all; and then,
too, they needed their dreams as they lived out their lives in an
unrevolutionary land. They built new halls, reorganized benefit
associations and cultural movements after the split. They devised
a Communist approach to history and to society equally depen-
dent upon the survival of the Soviet Union and transition, fast or
slow, to the kind of institutional influence which would make
Socialist transformation in the United States possible. They
moved, often painstakingly, from general pronouncements in
their press and propaganda to a practical and even theoretical
approach suiting their particular constituency. (Secularization,
i.e., the break from the Church’s reactionary influence, thus
could be sold to younger ethnic women as a part of Americaniza-
tion, a radical Americanization which did not threaten the good
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aspects of their dual identity.) The exegeses and lead editorials
often continued to be translated from the English-language
leadership’s words, but the content of their adaptation they
devised increasingly on their own.

Party trade-union policy had a way of making sympathizers (if
not necessarily converts) by virtue of the energy and sincerity of
its adherents. For groups in trades where Communists had extra-
ordinary influence—like the Greeks, Hungarians, and Lithua-
nians in the fur trades directed by the Communists’ own genuine
labor hero, Ben Gold—the Party’s union influence would be
decisive. By the early 1920s ordinary Communists had learned to
put ideological questions aside in trade-union matters. They
could, with favorable conditions and shrewd leadership,
mobilize significant numbers behind their positions. Their first
institutional entry into the trade-union arena, the Trade Union
Educational League, benefited from the accumulated ex-
perience of grassroots union reformism. With the decline of the
Wobblies, the Communists were able to assume the mantle of
leadership in the struggle for industrial unionism and the organi-
zation of the unorganized.’

The dynamic of this Marxism quickly moved beyond Party
circles proper into a vague zone of left-labor influence. Hard-
man, undisciplined trade union ideologue and Party free-lancer,
thus published for a few years the remarkable American Labor
Monthly. It provided an open, intelligent forum for the problems
of radicals within the labor movement. Placing demands on the
labor leadership in such a way as to garner maximum rank-and-
file support, it epitomized a style that won over more than a few
mildly socialist funétionaries. (For instance, a large section of the
Italian-American labor leadership belonged to the Party.)
Marxism seemed to present a loose tolerance of tactical dif-
ferences alongside a strong fidelity to the Soviet Union. Until
this entire effort fell afoul of the AFL rightward drift and the
broader collapse of militant unionism, the Party momentarily
resembled what it would become fifteen years or so later: a place
for aspiring labor leaders to cut their organizational teeth, and
for old radicals to join with the young.

The blush of enthusiasm for early Russia (even the ferociously
anti-Communist Jewish Daily Forward remained positive about
Russian reconstruction until the end of the decade), and the
constructive Communist policies won the Party another chance
at recruiting or influencing native-born radicals. Former
Wobblies and longtime progressive AFL unionists, along with
veteran Socialists and activists in the dissident rural and farmer-
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labor movements from the Dakotas to Minnesota, tended to
view Communists as ideologically high-strung but also hard-
working allies. Groups of coal miners, Black industrial workers,
even farmers came over on the basis of specific campaigns or
because of older radical loyalties. An influx of mostly second-
generation immigrant youth eager to become cadre brightened
the prospects for an early consolidation of ranks.

It is tempting to speculate what the Communist movement and
what Marxist ideas might have become if, for even a few years
more, Communist practicality had endured and homespun radi-
calism had not faded. Oldtimers still meditate on the ‘farmer-
labor’ alliance which briefly caught fire and made anti-war
crusader Robert LaFollette the most powerful third party can-
didate since Eugene Debs. That movement could hardly survive,
as a national force, the AFL’s steady retreat and LaFollete’s own
death. But even a more modest persistence, like the regional
farmer-labor movement which held strong in Minnesota, would
have prepared radicalism for the 1930s and prepared the Com-
munists as natural leaders of a coalition.

Alas, mixed signals from faction-torn Moscow and a series of
drastic tactical errors by American Communist leaders sheared
off most of the potential support. Seeking to outbid moderates in
the farmer-labor movement, Communists once more thoroughly
isolated themselves. Moving too swiftly across the retreating
progressive currents within the AFL, they lost J.B.S. Hardman
and a host of other left-leaning functionaries. Outside the immi-
grant communities and a few trade union outposts, American
Communism had bungled its first attempt at sustained influence.
Communists had, arguably, also lost the opportunity to put
together a ‘Popular Front’ on far more favorable terrain for
Marxist ideas than the New Deal-dominated era to follow.

Another aspect of American Communism remained madden-
ingly unresolved. Contrary to frequent predictions, the ‘science
of revolutionary leadership’ had proved far from infallible. True,
the collapse of parliamentary-style Socialism, with its patient
expectation of educating workers into radicalism, seemingly
demanded another model. So did the moribund Wobbly slogans,
further away from realization than ever before. The character of
1920s labor and political mobilizations certainly demonstrated
the value of strategic direction, but what precisely did Leninism
mean in America? None of the contending factions of American
Communism, themselves busily competing for Comintern bless-
ing, had any clear ideas beyond the necessity of leadership and
the requirement of discipline. ‘Democratic Centralism’ had
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become an all-purpose rationalization for the practical absence
of internal democracy and the chaos of power-centralization.
Assessing their loyal ranks as proletarians who happened to be
Jewish or Finnish or Hungarian, Party leaders deceived them-
selves. Only the loyalty of the immigrants to their own news-
papers and their own leaders as well as to the Soviet Union saved
the Party from internal collapse. Attempts to alter the equation
would lead more likely to calamity than to perfecting the vaunted
Vanguard.

Communism in Stasis

Communist leaders had obvious reasons for wanting to uproot
the autonomy of the language groups and to end the undeclared
polycentrism within the Party. Well before the Bolshevik revo-
lution, Ohio functionary and future Communist leader Charles
Ruthenberg expressed dissatisfaction with the inadequacy of
Socialist Party discipline over the language groups. Moderate
Socialists had ordered the 1912 expulsions of left Socialists, an
act which proto-communists bitterly denounced, partly over the
same essential issue. By the mid-1920s the shoe was on the other
foot. ‘Resistance to centralized leadership,’ as a party document
characterized the activities of old Ludwig Lore, whose Volk-
szeitung remained the most historic and certainly the most lite-
rate of the Communist papers, took a thousand forms then and
later. Despite their considerable contribution, the language
groups constituted a living infraction to discipline. National and
international pressures persuaded Communist leaders to take
the immense risk of cracking down. From that particular
maneuver, it would take the Party a decade to recover.?

. The remaining cadre suffered from the welter of mixed signals.
Whatever headway they could make by leading strikes of
workers in ‘sick’ industries like textiles and coal, Communists
lost through the sickness of their own internal party life. It is
difficult now, for the ordinary participants in those melees, to
understand what the argument was all about. They recall finding
themselves lined up with one side rather than another based on
friendships and regional loyalties more than clearly-defined poli-
tical differences. The harassed rank-and-filers —~ except, of
course, the considerable number expelled on charges of ‘right’ or
‘left’ deviations—were mostly glad to see trouble end through
Russian-commanded bureaucratic fiat. The male and female
‘Jimmy Higginses’ of the movement made their own low-profile
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adaptations to the stubborn phantasmagorias of the Party leader-
ship on one side and the stubborn realities of American working
class life on the other.

Thus ordinary Party members and low-level functionaries
developed a pervasive cynicism toward a leadership evidently
out of touch with reality. The leaders, presiding over a largely
immigrant Party with its extended union and fraternal network,
felt themselves trapped between exciting international develop-
ments and overwhelming day-to-day bureaucratic tasks,
between ideology and American life. As they struggled to
balance obligations, they took little added trouble to consult
their flocks. Such dissatisfaction on both sides did not begin or
end with the Communists. But they confirmed its presence in
practice while stoutly denying its existence in principle.®

That denial, reproduced at all levels by the incessant cant of
‘Democratic Centralism’, attested to the most melancholy fact of
American Leninism. Unchallenged authoritarianism and the
wild factionalism of the 1920s CP (to be replayed later among the
Trotskyists) were two sides of the same coin. The command
theory of Lenin, present from the beginning, moved from a guide
to practice into a form of, and even a substitute for, practice. What
might have receded into the background of a youthful move-
ment’s errors became a deformity in premature middle age.
None of the nineteenth century leaders had outlasted their time,
even Debs remained more figurehead than actual leader in a
complex and shifting Socialist movement. By contrast, leader-
ship for all Leninist movements was like an American
judgeship—rule for life. The disgrace of one leader present atthe
founding day usually promoted another; their successors, ‘youth’
of the 1920s-30s, took control too late and with too heavy odds
against them. No wonder aging leaders valued international
contacts as highly as elusive success in the United States; they
remembered the glories of 1919 and lived off those memories all
the days of their lives.

The Party achieved a remarkably disciplined internal integra-
tion with the limited forces it possessed, at the cost of debasing its
loyal constituency. In part, blundering organizational measures
simply reflected Russian international policies. Twice the Yid-
dish membership faded away, in 1929 and 1939, circulation of the
popular Freiheit fell drastically, and Jewish Communists feared
for their safety as street speakers. The prestigious intellectuals
the Party lost on each occasion were never recovered. Later, it
would lose virtually all standing in Slavic communities when
Yalta enforced the end of anti-Fascist alliance and the imposition
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of Soviet-style regimes in Eastern Europe.

Amerjcan Communist leaders could, and did, commit their
own blunders. Their power over the federations, unchecked
except by the inevitable defections and loss of revenue, guaran-
teed errors. Half the Finnish membership disappeared, their
suspicions against New York functionaries amply borne out by
the Party demand for the Finnish treasury which cooperators had
built up over many years. Other, smaller groups fared even
worse. Hardly a fraction of the syndicalist-minded Italian group
survived. Districts rich in mass industry but poor in English-
language Communists practically ceased to function, some never
to return to their strength of the mid-1920s. In a few cases
(notably the aging German group), there was mass exodus from
the Party with former quasi-Party institutions intact. In general,
individuals left one-by-one, tired of the trouble and disillusioned
with the intemal life of the left. Had the uprising against refor-
mist Socialist leaders meant only this after all?

In another, deeper sense, Lenin’s theses on national self-
determination notwithstanding, Communists had made minimal
advances upon the nub of the National Question. The Russian
promise of ‘autonomy’, cultural or otherwise, began to wear just
as the disillusion of the foreign-born with the Us Communist
leadership first became apparent. On the theoretical level, Com-
munist functionaries reverted to the assumption of the Socialist
leaders that ethnicity and language were transitional features,
tolerated for the comfort of the older generation. The actual
burgeoning of cultural activities, most readily apparent in
popular Yiddish cujture but obvious across the spectrum, left
them deeply suspicious. Their recognition of these developments
was opportunistic. ]

Some in the:Party leadership put the best face on this uneven
policy of coerced assimilation and tolerated plurality. Foreign-
language cultural activities did, unarguably, often become mere
‘banquet socialism’, an insulation against an uncertain world.
Pressure upon the local ethnic cadres to establish shop-oriented
newspapers that were strong on local complaints opened a new
front for industrial union agitation. In optimal circumstances,
such initiatives could exist alongside ethnic-fraternal activities. '°

‘The same leaders also sincerely sought to give Americaniz-
ation a positive educational side. The Party established its own
educational apparatus and arranged (or, more properly, per-
mitted) contacts with the surviving and renascent reform ten-
dencies in labor, such as Brookwood Labor College. Inter-
national Publishers had begun to offer new editions of Lenin,




136

Marx and Engels, as well as fresh theoretical works from
Bukharin, Trotsky and Kautsky. The Workers School (which
used non-Communist instructors, like Louis Boudin) took as its
slogan, ‘Discover America’, and organized English classes for
new immigrants just as the Rand School had done earlier in the
Socialist Party milieu. The leading intellectual spirit for this new
turn was Bertram D. Wolfe, whose star briefly shone brightest
amongst the Young Communists. He directed the theoretical
energy of the movement away from the abstract ‘timelessness
and spacelessness’, toward the necessity to understand the real
problems at hand in this civilization."!

Wolfe and his collaborators argued that the rise of US im-
perialism had augmented the power of trusts over the largely
immigrant workforce, corrupting indigeneous working-class
consciousness as early as the 1880s-90s. Unionism had become
no more than the economism Lenin denounced, as one relatively
privileged sector of the proletariat falsely generalized its im-
mediate perceptions. In short, revolutionaries were necessarily
outsiders in relation to a corrupt and evil order. They had
hitherto lacked the vanguard to carry them to success, but ulti-
mately, capitalism would be stricken by crisis. Led by a vanguard
embracing the super-oppressed minorities, social revolution
would conquer. *?

The argument had a distinct novelty to it. It worked too
simply, ignoring all the signs of solidarity among specific skilled
sectors, and it actually retreated from the sophistication of
Austin Lewis’ more precise industrial interpretation. But it had
the virtue of being an initial approach. The vision of the Party as
all-sufficient unquestionably lent moral strength to those who
remained within it. They looked to themselves, correctly per-
ceiving that the revolutionary impetus could be found nowhere
else. Such ideas rang true, at least, during the late 1920s. Unfor-
tunately, the analysis seemed to many a counsel of despair.

From the viewpoint of the dizzy stockmarket spiral of bour-
geois optimism, Wolfe (and his patron, Party factional leader,
Jay Lovestone) opted essentially to strengthen their own ranks
and wait out the lull. In practice, they proposed that the Party
continue its propaganda patiently, making peace with those parts
of the labor movement prepared for alliance.'* Ten years later,
long after Wolfe and Lovestone had been branded as rightists
and class traitors, the Party would revive this line of thought in
the Democratic Front.

The alternative was Draconian. Under any other strategy, the
Party had to enter upon a forced march of accumulating human
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resources. It had to overcome objective difficulties by a matter of
will—the will to mobilize every energy and to believe the crisis of
capitalism lay just around the corner. Characteristic of his break
with an adaptationist past selling war bonds and organizing
within the AFL, William Z. Foster voiced the belief that Com-
munists found themselves in a society sick almost beyond re-
demption with the poison of its own avarice. ‘Opportunism’,
where it did not mean unwillingness to follow orders, signalled
an infection spread to the Communist ranks and to the working
class at large by the outside society. ‘American labor’, Foster
wrote in 1927, ‘is still asleep, drugged into insensibility by bour-
geois propaganda . . . And the worst of it is that it is making no
effort toward . . . awakening . . . American labor takes capi-
talist economics and morals for granted . . . Itis our calamity and
discredit that {one] had to come to America to find the spectacle
of a great labor movement which has not yet freed itself intellec-
tually from the bonds of capitalism’.' This was a very strange
kind of Americanization, indeed.

One delegate to an early Comintern Congress toid his more
prestigious colleagues, ‘Comrades, for us in America the Soviet
Union plays an extraordinary role,” compensating for the
absence of favorable domestic forces. For a few years, Commu-
nists pictured the American masses as suffering under the same
yoke as other world peoples, common (if extraordinarily
deluded) victims of imperialism. By the later 1920, they swung
back toward the IWW version of the AFL as agent of oppression,
its well-fed workers those social layers Lenin had labelled the
pawns of the bourgeoisie. ‘Americanization’ became a common
term of opprobrium. Reform insurgencies like the briefly power-
ful LaFollette movement now became a ‘drunken debauch’ of
sentimentalism. America the nation, maybe even Americans—if
that meant white, middle-class and comfortable working-class
Americans—had become the enemy of humankind. 'S

Communists emerging from the disappointments of a false
start and alienated from America thrice over, by class, ethnicity
and even more by fidelity to Soviet Russia, saw things with
special eyes. Lénin’s authority, and the stunning significance of
revolution in a ‘backward’ society with promise of more such
ahead, dramatized a larger and even unintended point to Com-
munists everywhere, nowhere more (at least outside the Third
World itself) than to American Communists. Imperialism Aad to
be the final stage because the weight of Empire hung so heavily
upon the life of the nation and the tragedy of an unhappy world.

The Christian dissident tradition dovetailed with Leninist
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critique more than either side could easily acknowledge. Most of
the early popularisers of the Russian Revolution in America had
been religionists. Christianism and Communism by ‘Bad Bishop’
William Montgomery Brown, venerable Episcopalian leader
drawn step-by-step from the race question to the entirety of
capitalist evil, easily outsold official Communist works of the
1920s. A handful of intellectuals from Christian backgrounds,
often old missionary families, formed a cohort of joumalists
preaching the regeneration of peasant life under Communism.
They rightly saw themselves as heirs to a tradition which included
nineteenth-century Abolitionists and supporters of Native
Americans. They also included contemporary constituencies as
unlikely as women explorers who had returned to civilization
praising the virtue of the natives they had known. These people
shared, at the extreme, the meta-critique of anthropologist
Robert Briffault, who argued that the post-revolutionary popu-
lations of the West would need to be cleansed, perhaps for a
century or more, from the corruptions they had acquired. The
Third World, in this turnabout of chauvinistic Socialist interpre-
tations, was on the contrary more prepared for Socialism be-
cause closer to the sources of age-old human life. A diluted
version simply but eloquently hailed every anti-imperial revolt,
from Sandino to Gandhi, and worked hard to educate Americans
to their share of collective sin.'¢

Only a relatively few Communists, none in positions of in-
ternal power, consciously imbibed this non-Marxian logic of
national guilt, moral redemption of the outcasts, and overthrow
of the West. But a handful of popularizers created an influential
milieu, not only in the American religious community but among
the Protestant middle class at large, indeed among all those who
could feel wistful at the pages of Soviet Russia Today. The
personal sympathies of Party members as well as their agonized
isolation made the moral outlook of the Protestants a sub-text of
the movement. Here, in what might be seen as a decisive permu-
tation of American Marxism, lie some of the tangled roots of
Third World support, post-New Left terrorism, and even Libera-
tion Theology fifty years or more later.

Anti-imperialism led Communists to a fresh emphasis on the
question of racial oppression. Communist hopes rose drama-
tically when the most prominent Black left Nationalist organi-
zation, the African Blood Brotherhood, together with its
Crusader newspaper and the Crusader News Service (mimeo-
graphed bulletins sent out to Black papers of all kinds) merged
into the Party. Cyril Briggs, the leading spirit of this enterprise,
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was indeed an extraordinary figure. West Indian-born theorist
and cultural critic, Briggs argued a precocious version of Popular
Front perspectives based around Afro-American perceptions
and social needs. The Crusader, distributed in a few thousand
copies mostly among urban Black neighborhoods, touched the
sophisticated minority who understood the limits of Marcus
Qawey’s programs. Garvey’s counter-attack upon them under-
lined their ideological importance, while the Black Socialists
around A. Philip Randolph practically abandoned their attempts
to create a radical milieu. The opportunity did not bear many
immediate results. Only among the cultural avant-garde and a
few working-class recruits did the Communists have any
immediate success, and the Crusader group (which folded its
newspaper and press service in 1922) seemed simply swallowed
by the Party apparatus. The Nationalist fervor died away almost
as quickly as it had come into existence, leaving behind it poli-
tical uncertainty on all sides.'”

Still, the Communists proceeded to establish enormously im-
portant principles for the entire left. The Sixth Comintern Con-
gress in 1928 introduced a new responsibility for Americans to
support Black nationalism. Black race consciousness was identi-
tied as revolutionary in and of itself. White Party members were
pressed theoretically, practically and personally to wrestle with
the Black question, to encourage Blacks and to treat them with
perfect equality or risk censure and expulsion. Within Harlem,
metropolis of the Pan-African world, Communists began by the
end of the decade to press beyond the familiar denunciations of
Garveyism, conservative politics and religion to a concrete
analysis of eroded living conditions. Especially prominent in this
new turn was the denunciation of an exploiter, the landlord,
whom Socialists had criticized only haltingly. With their street
rallies and free speech fights, Communists—mostly white, even
in Harlem—signalled that they believed in a distinctive Black
contribution to class struggle. In point of fact, their appreciation
for the fine points of racism and racist oppression left much to be
desired. But in advancing Black liberation to the foreground of
revolutionary politics they had opened a new strategic and
(potentially) cultural dimension. '#

It is often forgotten how significant was the Party’s ability to
mobilize reservoirs of empathy amongst the immigrant pro-
letariat. For Jewish radicals (indeed, most Jewish liberals in
these decades of well-intended paternalism) the pariah status of
Blacks was poignantly redolent of the horrors of anti-semitism.
In an age where the virulently anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant Ku
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Klux Klan drew upon a nativist mass base North of the Mason-
Dixon Line, the other harassed ethnic groups—the Finns, Slavs,
Hungarians, [Italians, and others—could often manifest some
solidarity with Blacks. When The Hammer, Yiddish-language
Communist monthly, published expressionist 1920s covers of
African primitivist motifs, and inside offered hard-hitting
material on conditions of Blacks together with bitter diatribes in
essay and cartoon form against the racist exclusionism of the
AFL, the combined effort to educate readers had no forced or
doctrinaire quality. Its most sophisticated readers, workers and
the lower middle class, knew their way around Harlem. Some of
the other ethnic groups, less enlightened, had to be monitored by
leadership, especially where conflicts over work or housing had
already broken out in the neighborhoods. At this point in his-
tory, the problems were no greater, probably less, than strug-
gling against anti-Semitism within Party ranks. Left-wing
workers and many others could grasp from their own practical
experience that only unity could overcome employers’ divisive
stratagems, and that only the liberation of every individual group
could bring the liberation of all.

From such understanding to the bold anti-racist conclusion
that Black resistance against all white racism at every level
constituted radical action, Communists advanced with greater
difficulty. To begin with, the theoretical legacy for analysing
racial oppression as a ‘national’ problem was fragmentary and
ambiguous. The formulations by Marx on the Irish Question and
on the American Civil War, or even by Lenin on the importance
of achieving proletarian unity by supporting the rights of national
independence, provided only vague pointers on the Us situation.
The putatively ‘scientific’ formulations attempted by Stalin in his
1913 article ('Marxism and the National Question’) were scarcely
any better. (Indeed, even after the ‘solution’ of the ‘Negro
Question’, the Communist Party would continue to twist in the
wind over other cognate dilemmas. For instance, they failed to
define Mexican-Americans as a nation-within-a-nation, despite
precedence in the Southwest and previous citizenship in Mexico.
And while recognising the national rights of Hawaii, the Philip-
pines and Puerto Rico, they contributed little to understanding
the cultural adaptations of their immigrant populations on main-
land usa.)

The ultimate perspective on the national dimension of Black
revolutionary prospects was achieved only through the interven-
tion of the Comintern. At Stalin’s own initiative, a temporary
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formulation described Black activity for liberation as a first step
toward Socialism. In provisions added by the ultra-revolutionary
emphasis of the time, American Blacks in the South had become
an oppressed proto-nation on the verge of revolutionary up-
rising.

Thgis was, contrary to later Popular Front revisions and to
Black complaints, a ne plus ultra of American Leninism. The
National Question—which since Sorge and the First Inter-
national had so uneasily coexisted with classical economist
Marxism—finally forced a major recasting of theory and prac-
tice. No longer was the hope for Socialism simply coeval with the
maturation of the industrial proletariat and the working out of its
specific ethnic traits. Now the Black community, conceived of as
a ‘Black Nation’, would be admitted as a parallel, overlapping
revolutionary agency. Communist leaders who, organization-
ally, did not even staff a full-time Black organizer and who
fretted continually over the dangers of Black nationalist ten-
dencies among minority Party members, yet moved toward fur-
thering the new strategic goal.

A mixture of sheer audacity and foolhardy bravado marked
the Communist entry into urban Black politics. This was already
traditional Marxism only in a remote sense, because it no longer
based itself (as among the ethnic groups) primarily on the indus-
trial proletariat but also on the Black community, unskilled and
underemployed. The Party went about things in a clumsy, and
often unpleasant, manner, holding show-trials against intemal
dissenters and excorciating the Black petty-bourgeoisig. Only
stowly, and not without continual misjudgments, would it make
its adaptations. With all that, the approach to race was still the
noblest, and the most unique, of Communist contributions to the
American left and to American society.

It was also—and here Black critics of the Party like Harold
Cruse are hard to fault—inevitably condescending. Neither
Leninist theory nor Christian spirit restrained Communists from
treating Blacks as victims waiting helplessly for direction. Even
the orginal Party Black cadre, many of West Indian origin,
manifested their own subtle paternalism toward Black Belt
immigrants. Through its dedication and hard work, the Party
recruited and would continue to recruit outstanding Black
thinkers and organizers. It repeatedly alienated those recruits,
however, from a community which, like the rest of America in
this respect, could not help judging Communists as fanatics who
did some good things. For all its idealistic zeal, the Party con-
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veyed the impression that it understood better than Blacks them-
selves the nature of and the solution for the race problem in
Anmerica.’”®

The other single, most unique element of American Leninism
came directly from the human resources of the ethnic radicals.
Encouraged and coerced to begin factory agitation, little groups
produced the first ‘underground newspapers’ of the labor left,
hand-out tabloids-and mimeographed sheets with complaints
about local woes. Some of; the finest of the factory activists were
lost to factionalism, notably in the expulsion of suspected Trot-
skyists. But for most working-class Communists who survived
coerced Americanization, the tasks remained very clear and
obvious—life had taught them so, and a revision of the old labor
newspaper style gave them the form.

Inasmuch as Communists consciously represented the un-
skilled worker as potentially triumphant, their immanent new
society within the old had presumably to reflect upon itself,
develop itself intellectually, understand itself. The consequent
experiment in workers’ own writing, ‘Workers’ Correspondence’
initiated in the mid-1920s across the spectrum of Party papers,
aimed to elicit reports, commentaries, intelligence from the
bottom-most levels. Socialist and Wobbly editors had often tried
the same thing, but without much success, and without the
high-flown formulation. Their Communist counterparts found
themselves in fact writing the contributions for the most part, on
verbal reports mostly factual rather than interpretive. The ex-
periment had too little chance amid factional warfare, shifting
membership and hard political times.

This failure pointed to a lasting contradiction between theory
and practice, hidden by the economic crisis just ahead but never
entirely overcome. The basis of the old Socialist movement, and
the ideal of the Communist movement, was the autodidact pro-
letarian, thirsting for knowledge that only Marxism could give
him. Us workers, especially skilled workers, often had public
education backgrounds by the 1920s. But quite apart from a
general lack of political sympathy for Communist literature they
considered daft, they had already bypassed reading as a major
form of entertainment and enlightenment. The desire for a truly
proletarian literature symbolized the urgency of a missing
dimension in American Communism’s first decade. How could
the Communists dream of taking power when they lacked the
rudimentary indications of a class-conscious working class? The
devotion to Blacks, the limited successes in heavily ethnic unions
like the fur workers or in the struggle for union reforms among
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the mineworkers and garment workers, could not compensate
for that absence.

The Zenith

History, not internal politics, transformed the Commqnist situa-
tion. The Wall Street Crash seemed almost like a biblical confir-
mation of the Party line. With hoopla turned into despair, the
Communists could confidently prepare themselves (like DeLeon
in the Depression of the 1890s) to become the Army of Con-
quest. But they found no large number outside their own
modestly swollen ranks ready for the final conflict. Disappoint-
ment and disgust with capitalism as a soc_:lal system certainly
spread through the population, but the main battlements of the
system proved amazingly stable. The left-Ieamng intelligentsia,
sickened by the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti and now con-
vinced of capitalism’s decrepitude, voiced a desire for radical
change. But traditional intellectuals hardly marshalled the forces
required for an authentic revolutionary mass base.

Communists could count on wider influence only amongst the
traditional left constituencies. Ethnic working-class com-
munities, mortally wounded by industrial lay-offs, responded to
the long-standing predictions of the Party with .grudgmg but
sometimes warm acknowledgment. These Marxists flzd _know
something after all. But the Party’s qew-found popularity did not
usually translate into mass recruitment. The ultra-sectarian
attacks on Socialist Party members, the bloody charges on pthe
lines or city hall, and the continual internal heresy-hunting,
frightened many off or caused them to drop their active member-
ship within a few months. The Party captured and held, one
might say, only those who l:lad consciously or unconsciously
S a single cause for their lives. ]

Oggul;tthousgelmds did enter the radius of the Party’s mass acti-
vities: rent strikes, hunger marches, defense campaigns, union
organizational drives, strikes, and so on. In the early days of the
Depression, mass organization remained at a protean level. An
elderly former leader of the National Textile Workers Union
told me that the organization had no treasury, no fixed member-
ship, and barely enough funds to pay fqr an office. It r;sponc!ed
to strikers’ requests for help by canvassing fynds at netghbormg
plant gates and in the community. It sqpph’ed spee}kers, dupli-
cated flyers, and provided a sense of solidarity and interconnec-
tion with a larger movement. Like many of the Communist-led




144

‘dual unions’ it failed to organize in the usual sense, or even
perhaps to impart the kind of é/an that had once characterized
Wobbly struggles; but in a field of timid and generally immobile
AFL unions, it bridged the gap to the formation of the CI0 a few
years later (supplying a veteran kernel of organizers and mili-
tants).?°

The Party also moved, step by step, to reorganize the fraternal

side of the movement. The decisive break with Socialist frater-
nalists left behind thousands of sincere activists with no meaning-
ful differences on the crucial questions the fraternal organiza-
tions dealt with—camp facilities, language schools, hall
maintanence and the like. But the new International Workers
Order did bring the assorted 8roups under a single umbrella, for
the first time. Fraternal leaders could meet with each other
(albeit under the watchful eye of Party regulars), discuss dif-
ferences and work out strategy. At first the IWO’s top leadership,
veterans of the sectarian days, held back the eager identification
of the ethnic activists with their communities. By the later 1930s,
younger and more flexible replacements gave the activists
freedom to coordinate the increasingly impressive netwotk.
From urban neighborhoods to industrial villages, the Bronx to
coaltown Pennsylvania, the Iwo flourished in a hundred dif-
ferent ways. It proved, far more than the Party proper, that
Communists could be unfanatical, ordinary working people up-
lifted by their special commitments.

The insurrectionary fever had largely passed by 1933-34.
Although the evidence appeared tardily in the official publica-
tions, Party activists had learned many difficult lessons. The
futility of ultra-revolutionary language had been driven home,
and the go-it-alone spirit vanquished. Wiser heads already
observed that Party activity made more sense in concert with
other forces of various kinds. Party functionaries might work out
high level relations with a Father Divine in Harlem, or later on,
that once-notorious red-baiter, United Mine Workers leader
John L. Lewis. Local Party members made less formal butno less
important arrangements with non-Communist fraternal societies
equally enthusiastic for industrial unionism or Social Security. So
neatly did the shift in Party policy coincide with the international
changes imn Communism that contemporary observers, and later
on historians, believed there had been a mechanical transfer of
ideas from Moscow to New York, Chicago or Detroit, In truth,
the reorientation of the Party’s mass work was undertaken for
hard-headed practical reasons and against the resistance of such
old guard sectarian leaders as Willlam Z. Foster. The moving
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forces for change within the Party, mostly younger activists, had
maneuvered Party practice at local or regional levels l_)efore the
official shift of position. They had already, almost impercep-
tively, begun the march to the Popular Front.

Young Party leaders, and the anonymous factory or com-
munity activists who supported them, carried the energy of
Communists into American life. But their secondary mission, to
transform the Party into a mechanism appropriate for an
American Socialism, could not succeed. ‘They shared with the
most credulous neophyte the myths of Russian democracy and
well-being, and of Stalin’s heroic world-revolutionary leader-
ship—indeed, had they not believed, they could not have
remained in positions of power. Second, they unwittingly
absorbed the habits of their predecessors in dealing with the
Party faithful and the public. Again, they had little choice: most
of the leadership slots had already been taken by the mid-1930s,
so that official policy would not bear their imprimateur in any
case. But they were compelled to battle blindly against the old
sectarian preoccupations. Their consequent enthusiasm for in-
fluence outside the Party prepared them to accept almost un-
critically the promise of alliances with the New Deal. They had
no alternative. .

Only for a moment, during the first appearance of disillusion-
ment with the New Deal and the phenomenal appearance of one
mass strike after another in 1934, did they hesitate. Perhaps one
could yet imagine Soviets in Toledo, or Mimeapolis, or San
Francisco? That fantasy ended with the ‘Second New Deal and
the consolidation of the Democratic Party aroqnd Roosevelt in
the approaching 1936 elections. By now, Comintern directives
coincided with the sentiments of immigrants stirred to vote fora
first time. ) ) ‘

Over the next half-dozen years, as with Communist parties
elsewhere, American Communists were transformed from aper-
secuted pariah into a semi-legitimate left-of-center force within
national politics. The Popular Front attracted considerable sym-
pathy on the left flank of the Democratic Party, which needed a
ginger group committed to rally constituents and bring out work-
ing class and ethnic voters. Meanwhile, the Communist cadre

supplied the C10 with an indispensible shock-force of organizers
and functionaries, willing to risk death for their cause 'but a!so
ready to discipline the ranks in the name of larger social objec-
tives. With big labor victories in maritime and electrical manu-
facturing, in particular, Communists and their close friends thus
became the leaders of some ofi the 'most powerful new unions.
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With allies in upper echelons of state Democratic Parties and
even the White House staff, they had entre to the powerful on a
variety of issues. They simultaneously became a major force in
the Black community, especially Harlem, and a significant if less
central element among Mexican-Americans, Asian-Americans
and other racial minorities. Among a multitude of European
immigrant communities their influence swelled to new heights.
By the brink of the disastrous Stalin-Hitler Pact of 1939, the
Party seemed poised to resume the victory march of American
Socialism from the point left off by Debs in 1912.

But at the very peak of Communist influence, the riddle of
Marxism and American life seemed more baffling than ever
before. How were the proletariat and its allies to transmute
modern production and social relations into a successful move-
ment for socialism? How would support for the CIO and the New
Deal open the road to revolution? To what extent was the
new-found influence of the Party in direct proportion to its
low-keying of anti-capitalist demands? A veteran of the Popular
Front recalls that in the Party’s adaptations to the complexities of
the New Deal political climate, the sense of definite transition
disappeared. In turn, this loss ‘intensified the powerful and
ever-present pressures for total immersion in the issues of the
moment with the Socialist vision relegated to the back of the
mind or the tail of an omnibus resolution.’? The vision of the
Soviet Union as prototype for Socialism was partly to blame. But
obsession with this identification also disguised a deeper and
more indigenous problem.

Not even the Communists’ most forceful radical opponents,
uncompromised by blind faith in Moscow, could provide a strong
alternative vision to the emergent mass production-mass con-
sumption synthesis heralded by Fordism and democratized in the
promise of the New Deal. No basis for a Socialist constituency
seemed to exist outside the Popular Front, and no cultural pre-
figuration of the new society within the old seemed to be possible
except the idea—no longer as revolutionary as twenty years
previous—of a radical modernism. Some of the Communists’
opposite numbers renewed, for one last time, the old Socialist
faith in patient education of workers and defense of the unions.
against all political manipulations. Others, primarily Trotskyists,
identified with the revolt of rank-and-file workers against the
union bureaucracy and raised the problematic of self-
organization. At their most lucid, they began to apprehend that
Popular Front Marxism reflected the very triumph of the new
middle class that Fraina and Walling had warned against. That
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perception had, inevitably, more intellectual than political signi-
ficance.

Socialists thus floundered while “left’ and ‘right’ opposition,
Trotskyists and Lovestoneites—together no more than a thou-
sand in number—increasingly exchanged the Marxist view of
civil society for versions of syndicalism. The world outside the
factory lost its importance save for the cadre, while the world
inside the factory, beyond the day of successful unionization,
hinged upon authentic democracy and/or ‘good leadership.’ No
doubt the centrality of the labor movement and the limits of their
respective forces scarcely permitted any wider perspective. But
they narrowed their own strategic terms as well. (An acerbic
internal critic of Trotskyists wrote that they would b'e more in-
terested in ‘the Ukrainian Question’ in the Ukraine than in
Detroit.)* Syndicalist terms so dominated any debate within the
left that still different views, other and more eclectic efforts,
tended to be swallowed and digested. o

The attempt to argue from educational socialism to trade
union democracy and back again fell to the Socialist Party andto
Norman Thomas as the final champion of a lost politics. Thomas,
more influential among YMCA staff workers than industrial
workers, essentially convicted capitalismon a morals charge. He
doubted the intentions of the New Deal, even while he sought a
creative use of the state not so qualitatively removed from
Rooseveltian programs of the ‘Second New Deal.” Running a
strong 1932 presidential campaign, Th.omas evoked a great
moral response, especially on the more elite campuses, and a last
burst of Socialist fervor from the ethnic constituencies who for a
variety of reasons hrad disdained the Communist Party.

Thomas himself cut a most impressive figure. But in one of the
American left’s true misfortunes, the crusading orator could
carve out no version of socialism between liberalism and
Leninism. Another age might have made him a lesser version of
Eugene Debs or Martin Luther King, Jr., rather than Middle
America’s pesky conscience. ) o

Generational conflicts precipitated the determinant crisis in
Thomas’ effort to restore Socialist influence. The grizzled
Germans, Jews, Slavs, Finns and scattered Yankees who_ main-
tained, to this point, a sizeable press and neighborhood presence
(including several vital electoral operations at the local levgl),
“had next to nothing in common with the restless, semi-bohemian
Socialist youth. .

Fresh-faced intellectuals and union activists made numerous
contributions, among them the mobilization of students and the
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unemployed, the support of southern tenant farmers, the forma-
tion of a Christian Socialist bloc and the brief revival of a revolu-
tionary press (the weekly Socialist Call). But they had no source
of cohesion like the Communists’ faith in Russia or the Party,
and no firmer ideology than did Thomas. The more they pressed
for a renewal of Socialist dynamism, the more their uncertain
initiatives rattled the old faithful. By 1936, a parting of ways had
become inevitable. Unlike the Popular Front Communists, who
maintained their ambivalence even in their enthusiasm, Socialist
ethnics went over to Roosevelt with both feet. Youngsters
scrambled for alternatives.

The Socialist Party still had a historic role, but now as a source
for other movements. A bloc of militant Socialist youth became
Trotskyist converts, many of them soon rebels from Trotsky’s
own orthodoxy. OId time Soclalists briefly joined Communists
and independent radicals in New York’s American Labor Party.
But the struggle of the Socialists for a non-Leninist Marxism had
disappeared. Increasingly, especially for the Socialist following
in the garment trades, anti-Communism became the overriding,
obsessive issue. The Jewish Daily Forward and The New Leader
would be the first liberal publications to call for the Cold War.
Disillusionment with the Soviet Union and defense of existing
union styles of leadership fit an acceptance of what William
English Walling (himself a convert to conservative unionism in
the 1920s) had called State Capitalism. In less overtly ideological
terms, it signified thé acceptance of Socialist ideas as immigrant
ideology, the assimilation of subsequent generations into demo-
cratic capitalism. A surprising number of onetime rebels from
the 1930s Socialist movement later found themselves reconciled
to this logic and even to Ronald Reagan.

The logic of these positions dovetailed with ‘right-
communism.” The Lovestone group, reduced after their ex-
pulsion from the Communist Party to a corporals’ guard of
intellectuals and labor functionaries, devoted almost a decade to
working out versions of critical Leninism. Still expecting the
Communist party to reform itself, and anticipating no revolu-
tionary alternative to it, their foremost figures entered the
bosom of the union leadership (most especially ILGwU, Local 22,
for a time the largest union local in the nation). Unlike the old
Socialists, they emphasized not education (the Lovestoneites’
own small-circulation newspaper, Workers Age, perhaps the
most literate of the left’s weeklies, was aimed at intellectuals and
a cadre) but industrial union management. Their driving purpose
became the resistance of Communism; defenders of such unions
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against Communist insurgency. Lovestone’s leadership, spread
through cadre to other unions, increasmgly_ embodied an enclave
mentality. Himself announcing a series of ideological shifts over
the later 1930s, Lovestone explained (much as the cigarmakers
Adolph Strasser had sixty years earlier) that all social change had
to come through unions, and that this would be possible only
through stability. In this perspective, Will Herberg (one of Love-
stone’s chief ideological lieutenants and later a_conservative
theologian) concluded all other American radicalism l}ad been
exotic, unhealthy and unreal. Sorge could not have put it better.
A few more steps and Lovestone would become architect of the
American labor movement’s international anti-Communist
policy, extending the defense of what was presumed to be true
American unionism onto the world scale. Through Lovestone’s
lieutenant, Irving Brown, this Rogue Leninist intervention
lasted into the 1980s. .

In lieu of these defaults and right turns, the Ieft version of Ial_)or
radicalism landed squarely in the Trotskyist camp. Thls_ d?stmy
stemmed not only from Trotskyism’s particular roots within the
1920s Communist milieu (where James Cannon and Scan-
dinavian-American left leader Ame Swabeck had op_erated in
the midwestern, trade unionist faction) but also according to the
space remaining open in Marxist movements. The new Workers
Party, founded in 1934 (with less than a thousand members) by
the joining of Trotskyists and the Brookwood Labor School-
connected labor reformers around minister-educator A.J.
Muste, proclaimed in almost DeLeonist fashion that the revolu-
tionary movement would develop internally in the working clgss,
albeit with the help of educated cadre. It was a sensible
approach, given American conditions anq the consciousness of
workers engaged in a series of dramatic industrial strikes pre-
figuring the cio. The goal of revolution would be not the ‘dic-
tatorship of the proletariat’ but workers’ councils, self-educated
(according to A.J. Muste, in a proposal that echoed Wobbly
logic) through understanding of machine production. This
stratum of activists and ideologues lacked the resources to rival
the Communist Party or even the fading Socialist Party. Besides,
Trotskyist leaders had other plans: invasion of the Socialists.

Trotskyists and their version of Leninism spopessfully swal-
lowed up the labor reformers and vigorous Socialist youngsters.
But years of maneuvers only netted them different personnel,
not increased numbers even in a period of wide radicalization.
They appeared, as Trotsky himself complained at his 1nﬂ}1entlal
Minneapolis truckdrivers’ cadre, themselves quintessential syn-
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dicalists of the 1930s: battling Communists in numerous unions
to restrain the bureaucratic devolution of the CIO organizations,
playing important roles in various localities, but keeping a gene-
rally low political profile among workers. They gained a reputa-
tion, as an Akron, Ohio, supporter said, of ‘thinking that every-
thing was going to be solved by economic organization.”” At
best, they could propagandize against the Communists’ failure to
break with the New Deal after Roosevelt’s rightward turn in
1938. Their fresh opportunity for intervention (amid their own
repeated, almost debilitating factional warfare) arrived with the
Second World War and the Communist support of the No Strike
Pledge. Trotskyism did have a final major theoretical contri-
bution to make, in the tradition of syndicalism which passed
through Leninism while retaining its own peculiar identity. That
contribution can be understood best by returning to the Com-
munists’ emerging dilemmas.

Shadows on the Wall ~
One straw in the wind, years before the Comintern’s Popular
Front declaration, was the self-criticism of the party and even of
the bureaucracy. In the wake of expulsions ‘Right’ and ‘Left’,
and in the midst of futile insurrectionism, one of the most
perceptive and independent-minded of Communist functionar-
iesreflected in 1931 that in the Party, as in American life at large,
‘workers are looked upon as “hands,” cogs in the machine—
mere machine tenders—the system that gives great power to the
executives and stifles the masses.’?® Against this self-criticism the
bureaucracy’s faith in its own special ability to create a compre-
hensive Marxist logic through an intellectual forced march, the
massive reading of Stalin’s Foundations of Leninism in ultra-
didactic methods so suggestive of Mao’s Little Red Book some
thirty years later. One tendency recognized the limits of a
pre-determinedlogic, the other gloried in apparent limitlessness.
It is fascinating to observe how these notions worked out in
practice for the industrial workers on the periphery of the Party’s
ideological influence. From the first days when the mostly
foreign-born industrial workers began publishing their own
‘shop papers’ during the later 1920s, a new logic had been intro-
duced into Marxist politics. William Z. Foster’s own marginal
Syndicalist League of North America had, more than ten years
earlier, urged a non-ideological approach to labor agitation, but
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within the existing unions. Even in their third period ‘dual
unions’, Communists implemented a practical policy of com-
menting on day-to-day complaints without drawing revolu-
tionary conclusions. In the short run, this gave the local Com-
munist visibility as an activist and not a mere left-wing crank. In
the long run, it raised the troubling question of just what role
Marxist ideas and Marxist organization could ultimately play in
the labor movement.?

Until the Popular Front took hold, the prospect for industrial
insurrection held these opposite impulses in tandem, more and
less prominent according to the particular union situation.
Where Communists fought bitter wars, in the garment trades,
the appeal (especially to Jewish workers) had always been tinged
with theory, with support for the Soviet Union and with the
influence of the left’s Yiddish institutions. In short, Marxist
politics came as a package. In steel, auto, electric, rubber and
other major sections of industry, Communist efforts at indepen-
dent left unions operated sometimes like Wobbly minorities had,
issuing leaflets and calling strikes without local consensus. Com-
munists gradually came to support the issues, wages-and-hours
or ‘control’ matters such as work rules which most stirred
workers, and to tailor their general policy of work within or
outside the AFL according to the best option for viable organiza-
tion. Here the ideological perspective fell away almost entirely,
save for the never-ending effort to recruit a minority into the life
and duties of the Party. The more successful the union organiza-
tion, the ever-smaller the proportion of Daily Worker, to say
nothing of The Comununist or The Foundations of Leninism,
readers amongst thé radicalized workers.*

Communists of course might have claimed with justice that
events had come upon them so quickly as to make any organic
understanding almost impossible. Much of the working class,
especially foreign-bom and racial minorities, seemed to rush
from apathy to New Dealish sympathies with a left-wing tinge,
bypassing revolutionary expectations of the old electoral
Socialist or syndicalist-Wobbly variety almost entirely. Working-
class militancy in the heroic age of the early clo (1935-1938)
might challenge private property in action, but hardly ever in
politics. Something more was required to wed Marxist theory
with the most important blue-collar reality of the period.

On one level, by the middle to late thirties, the Party had
prospered. Over six-hundred shop nuclei published some three
hundred newspapers, and nearly a quarter of the 30,000 party
membership (as well as many others, several hundred thousand
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at the least, who felt close to the Party) were concentrated in
heavy industry. In those ‘pulsative, formative years’ of the indus-
trial union movement, a Communist functionary later recalled,
‘we had the illusion that an iron bond united party and class’.?!
Workers’ bitterness over the failure of the Roosevelt administra-
tion to defend their right to organize encouraged visions of a
labor-political movement that could sweep past the New Deal.

But the ‘iron bond’ was an illusion. The Party Organizer,
internal organ for the cadre, was pervaded by the self-criticism
that any discussion of Marxism, the Soviet Union, or the nature
of the Party, continually retreated to distant priorities. ‘Discus-
sion of the Party line’ was postponed for weeks while more
pressing local activities intervened. The CIO shop papers made
the CP’s .own papers seeming redundant or divisive. The CP
fraction around (or against) the union local’s leadership replaced
the old shop nuclei with a very different movement. Earl
Browder later commented realistically that the workers them-
selves viewed the nuclei in this situation, as ‘rival and competi-
tion’ to their elected leadership. No doubt the Party activists had
$0 many meetings to attend already that they welcomed the
relief.

Many older Communists who had maintained their long-
standing presence with alternative expectations, and many
younger Communists as well, naturally wondered about the
deeper meaning of this development. Browder attempted to
rationalize the significance of the cadre as concentrated ‘tech-
nique’, the ‘process of history’ personified. If sympathizers, even
of years’ standing, now had no particular reason to join and add
to their own obligations, it meant that they failed to grasp that no
reform effort could be complete without Party building and Party
recruitment.?

It was a weak answer, as weak as the internal effort to raise
quotas on literature distribution, establish a Marxist book club,
or convert the unreadable monthly Communist into a more lively
publication. In New York, the one place where intellectual in-
terests could always be found, even among sections of the pro-
letariat, the Workers School blossomed to some nine thousand
members by 1939. A Chicago Workers School was, however,
more typical. After a week of attempted theoretical training in
1936, pupils concluded unanimously with their teachers that
lessons hereafter should be ‘based on a study of immediate
problems and issues served to equip the party with a more
conscious core of people for active work’ rather than upon
theoretical generalities. The Communist itself reflected these

Leninism in America 153

weaknesses on a deep theoretical level. It was read, one critic
estimated, by perhaps ten percent of the Party, a figure not
surprising given the preponderance of foreign-born until the very
late 1930s, and given the sheer dullness of the publication. It
improved, but it never ceased to be written for the hardened
insider who could wade through old-fashioned slashing
polemics, endless didactic exegeses of Lenin and Marx ‘updated’
to some current question, coupled with sycophantic tributes to
current Party leaders.?

The early Red Scare of 1939, when Franklin Rooseyelt opened
the door to government investigations of the then isolationist-
minded CP, brought a hint of what would come. Congressional
liberals and conservatives joined in passing the Smith and
Voorhis acts, providing a rich climate for the House Un-
American Activities Committee and its state equivalents. The
Party’s removal from the ballot in many states for the 1940
election signaled, again, that it stood in some sense outside civil
society despite all its efforts to enter the mainstream. Defeats at
the highest levels of several C1O unions, and severe government
repression of defense plant strikes in which the Party figured,
revealed a precariousness even in its strongest centers.

The confusion of theory reflected that of practice, and fenc_ied
to become an unconscious grappling with the ghosts of radicalism
past. The Communist, at its peak prestige in the late 1930s,
featured Alexander Bittelman’s essays on current topics and
William Z. Foster's categorical ruminations. These were the
deepest political thinkers American Communism could claim.

Bittelman, a Party veteran of the earliest days who came into
his own during the Popular Front, became the key_ spokesman gf
strategic adaptation. He deftly turned Marxism into a realistic
pressure-group perspective tied to the immediate position of the
Soviet Union, but also to the changes the New Deal precipitated
in the American political system. He interpreted working class
movements as such with somewhat more unease except v.vhen
they could be comfortably treated as the raw muscle behind a
power-bloc. Bittelman, that is to say, repelled every fgrm of
syndicalism. By dint of faith in the forces of transformation, he
sustained a sense of a potential transition be:yond Roosevelt,
unspecifiable but nonetheless real. This was, in fact, the Com-
munist version of social democratic theory. In soplustlcatlon.\xf
not consistency, it marked an improvement upon the earlier
thinking of reform Socialists. But it was woefully inadequate for
the prospects of American radicalism and the problems soon to

engulf the left.
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Foster, the fundamentalist, sought to keep the Party’s shift
within Bolshevik bounds. Rather than opposing the Popular
Frontsquarely, as he could not do, he directed his sharpest blows
against the memory of syndicalism and against its palpable con-
tinuation in all forms. He had the grey image of Party discipline
for an alternative, but this made little sense after 1935. He thus
returned ritualistically to old categories, fumbling for some new
insight. That insight could not be found within the history of the
Communist parties, either in the Soviet Union or the United
States. He had hit a dead end.**

Here stood the tortured saga of American Communism. The
very success of the Party since the mid-1930s affirmed Leninism
in a way Communist leaders had never anticipated, not as the
theory of proletarian insurrection but as a decisive clue to the
polycentrist quality of American democracy. Communists had
no chance to make the most of the revelation. The simultaneous
surge of industrial unionism and the decline of New Deal refor-
mism at home, the approach of world war and the degeneration
of the Russian Revolution abroad all diverted attention. In any
event, the lack of Party democracy prevented the real lessons
learned at the base from transforming the upper echelons.

Leninist formulae for a social democratic practice merely
postponed the Communist Party’s day of reckoning. Neither
Social Democracy nor Leninism spoke to the deeper radical
impulses that a young Brooklyn Communist touched while leaf-
letting Ebbets Field for the integration of the Dodgers. Neither
encompassed the protean rebellion of workers restless at their
new CIO taskmasters. Neither could chart the transition through
and beyond the New Deal to a different America. Communists
lacked the self-confidence, independence from Russian impera-
tives, and the background to think through, let alone carry
through, that kind of program. Perhaps Socialism had little pros-
pect within capitalism about to recover through the expansion of
the behemoth state. But the left would pay a terrible price for the
American Communists’ failure to face the issues of Socialism and
democracy. No one paid more heavily than Communists who
realized how much precious time they had lost.

5

Rise of the Culture Critique, 1925—
1940

‘The most characteristic sign of our times,” a prominent socialist
wrote in 1924, ‘is the lack of confidence in all our pre-War ideals,
and especially in our pre-War conception of how we are going to
realize our ideals.”” This sense of doubt constituted the greatest
crisis in the idea of socialism that American Marxism had yet
experienced. Marxists could no longer console themselves, as
they had previously, that American conditions were not yet ripe
for the doctrine. The revived strength of capital, increasingly
focused upon mass production and industrialized leisure, sug-
gested instead that the moment of socialism had come and gone.
Communists had a fierce faith in the young Soviet Union and in
their own ultimate destiny. But even the radical intelligentsia
could not quell its doubts about the vanished Socialist project.
The Depression temporarily blasted confidence in capitalism,
but no convincing alternative emerged. Intellectuals would
nevertheless contribute much to Marxism in a variety of areas.
They could hardly appreciate themselves how great were the
odds against their success.

The Marxist thinkers of the 1920s-30s possessed an educa-
tional level, and a familiarity with culture in the broadest sense,
that their predecessors would have envied. Individuals suc-
ceeded in attaining high levels of formal theoretical sophisti-
cation. They lacked something more important: the rootedness
of previous intellectual generations. Neither the organic ties of
their German and Jewish antecedents to segments of the working
class nor the grassroots audience of earlier socialistic reform
intellectuals could be theirs. Likewise, they remained as a group
strikingly out of touch with the rich intellectual legacies. The

155




2,

156

sentimental, spiritualist native vernacular and the variegated
immigrant Marxist approaches to American conditions had been
practically lost to collective memory. The literary-political 1910s
came down to them fragmented, falsely dichotomized into cul-
ture on the one side and class conflict on the other.

The defeat of the American left had suspended the intellec-
tuals in an all-too-familiar political vacuum where popular radi-
calism seemed the lucky fate of people in another time or place.
The task of reconceptualizing socialist prospects under the
changed conditions of mass production and mass society found
them tragically ill-prepared. Marxist texts and formal training
therefore helped them very little in understanding their own
milieu and the particular prospects of the white collar worker.
Marxist parties offered them a variety of practical experiences,
but at a heavier price than most would finally be willing to pay.

Their common source of wisdom was ‘Progressive’ social
science and its methods, the liberal side of contemporary higher
education. But the militantly empiricist character, if taken
seriously, deepened the all too familiar division between the real
and the ideal. This promoted vulgar Marxism in the short run and
a corresponding vulgar idealism when radical hopes had been
dashed. ‘Progressive History’, the most radical element of main-
stream scholarship, had for instance a valuable muck-raking
slant, but by focusing attention upon the misdeeds of the upper
classes, it tended to reinforce an economism and a fatal blindness
to race. The Progressive currents in philosophy and economics,
from Pragmatism to Institutionalism, inclined young radicals
toward analogous over-simplifications. With abundant energy
and clarity, the radicalized intellectuals thus excoriated the
inequities, exploitation, and self-made mythologies of their
time. Rarely did their probes satisfy their own intuitive sense of
more complex relations between ideas and reality. Nowhere,
neither among professed orthodox or heterodox Marxists, did
the dialectic find a secure home in America.

Attempts to make literature part of the working class and the
working class part of literature symbolized the problematic of the
intellectual’s place. This bold effort to fill an evident cultural gap
on the left and in working-class life had little chance of success
and much likelihood of demagogic abuse, because the task itself
rested upon archaic assumptions. The projection of intellectual
perspectives upon a working class moving away from old-
fashioned autodidact styles and away from mainly literary enter-
tainments put the would-be pedagogues in the impossible
position of teachers without students. Moreover, the very effort

Rise of the Culture Critique, 1925-1940 157

both postponed and ultimately distorted the concern for the
cultural sensibility and desires of the intellectuals’ own middle
class. The links of their own culture (especially under Depression
conditions) to the real American working-class experience, a
fusion of class, ethnic and mass cultural strains, offered poten-
tially useful ideas. So difficult was it to keep this connection
untangled from the political barbed wire that litle headway and
less mental clarification were registered until the end of the era.
Popular creative artists and writers, folk collectors, mysicplo—
gists and folklorists had a better time of it. Few guidelines
already existed on the left or elsewhere for popular art. That very
absence provided breathing space for the cultural innovator. Just
as important, the cresting of the left coincided with a swelling
interest in anti-fascist, New Deal-inspired national self-
recognition. The lack of coherence also took its toll, No one
could say what the significance might be, for instance, between
Marxism and Black field hollers or Marxism and Watch On the
Rhine. Practical accomplishments begged the question, as
Marxist political breakthroughs among the ethnic and racial
groups had begged the question. The folk music revival, which
bridged the gap between the activist 1930s and 1960s, outshone
all ‘proletarian literature’ altogether. Hollywood made
Humphrey Bogart a more likely candidate than Earl Browder for
radical apotheosis. All popular culture accomplishments, more-
over, would be recuperable by a liberal anti-Communism no less
capable of intoning ‘This Land is Your Land’ and cheering the Us
military victory over fascism. o
Such a prospect, evident to the Communist Party’s critics in
the later 1930s, did not render the cultural innovations invalid.
But it drew attention to the inadequacy of Marxism as currently
understood. The further Marxists succeeded according to the
terms available in America, the less did their success seem to
depend upon anything resembling the familiar tenets. The same
was just as true for the alternative and more cerebral Marxist
scenario, the creation of a literary culture. Where this culture
assumed life of its own, asin the Partisan Review, it seceded from
its radical origins. What, then, did the so-called Marxist world-
view mean for culture? .
Only rarely did Marxists broach the implications inherent in
the originality of the terrain, or the problems raised by the New
Deal national-populist discourse. Instead, efforts at culture
critique fell into loyal exegesis (doubly constrained by the un-
availability of the “Young Marx’ until the 1950s) of the few classic
Marxist writings on art and literature, or hasty justifications of an
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often artificially constructed ‘People’s Culture’, or savage
attacks upon the entire Communist cultural position. Real
energy and insight went into each of these tasks, but in relation to
each other they remained obsessively ideological and self-
pleading. They collectively lacked depth and precision.

Timing above all worked against the necessary rethinking of
the intellectuals’ labors. Irving Howe’s lament that the New
York Intellectuals arrived ‘late’ applies to the overwhelming
majority of radical thinkers who came of age in the mid-1930s or
early 1940s, scarcely setting out their personal agendas before
‘the imagined streamliner of history had turned into a freight car
on a spur line leading nowhere. A season or two of youthful
Marxist creativity and sometimes intense political involvement
would be followed by years of isolation, factional acrimony, and
at last the erosion of commitment. This generational experience
helped to explain the meanness of subsequent Cold War debates
among middle-aged men (and a few women) whose youth
seemed to have been devoted to a lost cause. Brilliant essays and
well-sculpted novels notwithstanding, only a new social move-
ment could reignite the sense of radical purpose. That new
movement would not arrive in time, and when it did, it would not
be theirs either.

And yet good piecemeal work had been done. The rough hand
of Communist Party influence generally reinforced the intellec-
tuals’ original limitations. But contrary to subsequent myths
energetically cultivated by neo-conservative intellectuals, the
effects were neither predictable nor uniform. The despair and
the cynicism which touched upper levels of the American
Leninist movements necessarily had an effect upon the radical
intelligensia’s elan, even before Stalinization. Yet Americawasa
big country even for fifty thousand Communists, and the oppor-
tunities for radical activists during the 1930s offered a multitude
of possible roles. Intellectuals did more than write essays and
join committees. In often spontaneous collaborations, they
wrote leaflets and edited newspapers for unemployed organiza-
tions, union, anti-fascist and Negro rights groups; under-
employed and exploited themselves, they also marched and
picketed with multitudes of ordinary non-intellectuals.

The radical intellectual had thereby ceased to be an avis rara
outside the ethnic ghettos. He (more rarely, she) took a front
seat in cultural and occasionally political events, wrote brilliantly
in magazines ranging from the Communist New Masses to the
Trotskyist Partisan Review to the liberal Nation and the New
Republic, and turned out a large handful of useful books. By
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indirect statement, by description and by deed, that intellectual
had for a time made socialist ideas and ideals part of the
American lexicon. Such effort paved the way for those suc-
cessors who would refuse to tie their criticism to either Cold War
camp, and who themselves refused to disappear when radical
criticism became highly unpopular. Considering the small and
not particularly socialistic class the intellegentsia had been as late
as 1920, and what confusion America had passed through, these
piecemeal efforts added up.

The full importance of such efforts for the 1940s and 1950s
would become clear only in retrospect. At the height of the Cold
War, and despite their own political fratricide, radical intellec-
tuals had established their efforts to look at civilization as an
organic entirety. Marxist ideas, with a backspin, had made that
view possible. Capitalism, it could be now be more clearly under-
stood, did not satisfy as a way of life, and the cost it exacted upon
the world had proved too dear. The postwar advance of con-
sumerism so readily embraced by the masses contained fresh
and, in a philosophical sense, final contradictions. Beneath the
surface placidity, millions already knew this, expressed it in their
daily behavior far more than in their political action. In such
ordinary people’s insights and yearnings lay hidden the basis for
the new society within the old that Marxists had predicted and
searched for. The spectre of atomic annihilation and the tradi-
tions of disdain for popular entertainment badly constrained
recognition of this subjective development. Yet the trajectory
continued. Here in the critique of culture, coupled with the
related interpretation of the empire and its manifestations, the
future of Marxism would be found.

The Birth of ‘Culturalism’

All radical critiques of culture were prefigured in the work of one
extraordinary but symptomatic figure, V.F. Calverton, whose
worldview his collaborator Samuel Schmalhausen called ‘revolu-
tionary culturalism.” Born at the turn of the century, Calverton
came of age in time to imbibe the revolutionary hopes of 1917-
19, but not to live them as political practice. He could be called
the first, and the most prescient, of a generation of latecomers.
He is also the prototype of the intellectual as organizer of intel-
lectuals, the jack-of-all-trades generalist, and the social scientist
asutopian. In his faults as well as his strengths, he summed up the
Marxist intellectual of his generation.
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Left intellectuals had, with difficulty and considerable attri-
tion, survived earlier dry periods. But not with the unique pros-
pects for recovery that the 1920s held out. Calverton could rely
upon no English-speaking working class constituency of any size,
and for that matter, most immigrant Marxists remained distant
from his intellectual world. Instead, he spoke to a new white-
collar following. Well educated and intensely curious about
itself, this group stood on the verge of a cultural radicalism. It
now included sprinklings of Blacks politicized by their condition,
and a large number of women restive at the limited gains of
suffrage. It also included frustrated politicals aplenty, seeking
the personal identity of a journal not so different from the
identity immigrant workers received from their formidable
press. Intellectuals, to put it another way, had become an ethnic
group. Calverton encouraged them to meditate on their own
nature.?

His Modern Quarterly, founded in 1923, promised essentially
a metaphysics of synthesis for all the new and exciting social
sciences: history, anthropology, sociology, psychology and
literary criticism. The last had become already during the final
years of the old Masses a touchstone for a growing dissident
intelligentsia. Through the leadership of Calverton and the
avant-garde expatriates, criticism became a consolation for
world lost, and a laboratory for experimentation with fresh
ideas. Never before had such as ostensibly romantic pursuit
become self-consciously scientific. Nor had manifestations of
intellectual feminism previously played so great a part in the
formulation.

In practice, the Marxist analysis of social science had most
often diverged sharply from the study of literature, not only
because of the different personnel involved but because neither
history, economics nor philosophy were expected to ‘become
proletarian,’ i.e., to be written by as well as for the proletariat in
anything like the short run. For Calverton and his magazine,
aimed at the intelligentsia, the distinction between a proletarian
culture and the bourgeois sciences never quite emerged.

Calverton himself reasoned in a common sense fashion that
literature would become, had to become, the expression of the
masses. Unlike the literary communists at the end of the
twenties, he did not purport to create with his scant resources a
proletarian literature himself, but to understand the background
and current conditions for its future development. Unlike the
formal left literary critics, Communists or otherwise, Calverton
never intended his literary analysis as an end in itself, but sought
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rather to make it a symptomatic study of wider society. He
unfortunately grasped the Marxist component as a strict
materialist perspective. In the words of his friend and confidant,
Arthur S. Calhoun, ‘literature correlates with social life in as pre-
cise a fashion as does government and law . . . art is but a reflex
of the economic basis of society.”® From that all-too-narrow
standpoint, only elaboration remained. Constrained by a
mechanical Marxism, Calverton nevertheless acted upon the
implications with great vigor. He was hardly (as F. Scott Fitz-
gerald called him) a ‘modern Lecky.” But more than any other
Marxist writer, he tried to place everything within Marxism’s
purview.

Calverton’s major volumes, The Newer Spirit (1926), Sex in
Modern Literature (1926) and The Liberation of American Liter-
ature (1932), elaborated a sweeping overview. Literature
evolved in three great stages of human culture: the pre-industrial
culture dominated by the nobility; the bourgeois culture of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; and the proletarian culture
from the last quarter of the nineteenth century forward. ‘Libera-
tion’ signified the step-by-step shedding of past constraints that
had prevented the full development of a realistic social litera-
ture. American writers needed to lose their ‘colonial complex’,
which relied on English literary models and on a Puritan
moralism devastating to subsequent American intellectual
methods. Equally they had to shed the repressive sentimentalism
of the nineteenth century and to jettison, finally, the petty-
bourgeois individualist response to a bourgeois consciousness
which had itself only appeared on the stage. Soon, the working
class would create its own cultural products, joined by the special
folkish elements alive in Black culture and by the freed sexual-
social expression of women. This massive ‘psychological’ pre-
paration for a working-class seizure of power would then be
understood in its true significance. The Left (even if Calverton
did not bluntly say so) would be revolutionized along the road to
a definitive social transformation.

What Calverton called ‘sex and the social struggle’, the re-
placement of hypocrisy with frank and easy relations, became
the most immediate means at hand to reconcile the smashed
promises of the 1910s with the real changes that had taken place
in young people’s lives. Freudianism, it had already become
clear, led as much toward personal adjustment as social change,
and toward a rigidity of gender definitions that rivalled Vic-
torianism. Sex had to be studied in relation to social struggle and
in direct perception of woman’s advance. Calverton and his
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collaborators on this question, from Havelock Ellis to Waldo
Frank, had no ready solutions beyond sex education and open
discussion. But they knew freedom could advance no other way.*

Altogether, Calverton’s ideas constituted an extraordinary
advance toward producing a systematized perspective on
Anmerican life. His project was so ambitious that Marxist cultural
critics would not attempt anything on the same scale for decades.
It fairly outlined the general objective of the generation just
coming to age: to interpret through literature the larger trends in
the national culture. Had Calverton not become enmired in
factional jousting, he might have reasoned his way considerably
further, with the help of the critical commentary he so badly
needed from the ranks of the younger intellectuals. Or, even if he
had written himself out on the subject, the Modern Quarterly
might have continued the project on other fronts. The hurried
efforts which cost him a lasting reputation speak to the loneliness
of the task at the time when he began, and to his manic drive to
make sense of tradition before the arrival of the revolutionary
crisis.

Later critics would make Calverton a scapegoat for the thirties
literary outlook that seemed (in Alfred Kazin’s phrase) just
another ‘totalitarianism in an age of totalitarianisms’, a Leninist
‘search for fulfillment by the word’. He had become, symbo-
lically, the mixture of political commitment and scholarly in-
delicacy that soured radicals rejected in their own past. They
duly noted the haste and frequent superficiality of his judge-
ments. They had little appreciation for the historic role he played
in the creation of radical intellectuals, or for that matter his
strident, uncompromising feminism. Such critics judged his work
unfairly, as product and not process. Only from hindsight was
The Liberation of American Literature ‘ill-fated’ (Kazin’s phrase
again). It might have been, as it was widely considered at the
time, the bold beginning to move beyond sloganeering to an
authentic cultural understanding.®

Besides, Calverton’s Modern Quarterly (for a few overly ambi-
tious years, the Modern Monthly) spoke for him in all its con-
tents, wiser and more eloquently than he could speak himself.
Nearly every non-communist radical intellectual of importance
appeared in his pages as a welcome friend, a participant in
collective effort, a radical intellectual unashamed of being just
that. Black intellectuals, for instance, achieved an expansion of
their role unimaginable in the communist or Trotskyist press.
Anthropologists, sociologists, historians and others from the
academic world made themselves heard without either guilt or
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academic cant. Here, the dream of the New Review almost
gained fulfillment.

Calverton’s project could be sustained, with difficulty, as the
Depression changed the issues facing intellectuals. It retreated
before the white collar allure of the Popular front. Yet, despite
the meanness of Communist attack, only toward the magazine’s
end did the Modern Quarterly become a repository for sectarian
response—and never, as in the case of the Partisan Review, for
the defense of bourgeois ideas or institutions. In that respect
alone, Calverton had triumphed.

Calverton sought to leap over his own limits. Why didn’t the
real-life proletariat coincide with the recent fictional version, or
for that matter why did American literature’s manifold curious
and dark sides not coincide with Calverton’s neat schema? He
fell back upon a notion he called ‘cultural compulsives’, the deus
ex machina Marxists would later rename ‘false consciousness’
and which in explaining away everything unpleasant resolved
nothing at all. Calverton’s theories shaded into an uncomfort-
able but typical contemporary intellectuals’ belief that ‘psycho-
logical conditions’ (in the popular social science version,
‘cultural lag’) were now the main obstacle to Socialism. Other
than the often-predicted mass disillusionment with capitalism,
he had no particular idea of how the psychological conditions
might change. If Leninism for the activists became a theory of
will to power, for Calverton and his crowd Marxism tended to be
reduced to a tool for studying ‘group behavior’ whose ob jective
conditions were to be accounted for only by unspecified medi-
ations. Compared to vulgar Marxism, this was still a heuristic
notion, and in the pages of his magazine there was encourage-
ment to the kind of independent thinking that could take place
nowhere else. But without more concrete analysis into the
sources of group thinking and its relation to the steadily emer-
ging mass culture, Calverton’s insights lay fallow.®

In the narrow sense, Communist abuse destroyed Calverton,
their annjhilating attacks upon his independence leaving him
only a fringe audience of anti-Stalinist intellectuals who mostly
enrolled in the Trotskyist movement or moved steadily away
from politics altogether. In a larger sense, the specific project
that the Modern Quarterly had launched in the early 1920s had
failed with the Crash, and would revive in more sophisticated
forms only after the Second World War. The metaphysical
super-science he sought became less tenable as the novelty of the
mores explored by modern psychology and anthropology was
displaced by the dismal realities described by economics: the
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destroyed subjectivity, the ruined middle and lower class lives of
the Depression. Feminism, 2 conceptual key to the entire theore-
tical edifice, faded entirely, leaving in its wake a forgotten vision
and a Freudianism no less mechanical than the Stalinist ‘boy and
girl meet tractor’ which later intellectuals so ridiculed. When
Calverton died an early death in 1940, he had written the first
installment of a projected trilogy on 2 subject carrying him back
to the other side of the old reform-Marxist duality: American
Utopianism.’

Future Socialist intellectuals would have no choice but to
repeat Calverton’s journey through the social science of culture
back to the wellsprings of revolutionary faith. But few realized
how thoroughly he had trekked the course. Calverton’s project
failed not because of its inherent unworthiness, but because the
lessons of previous radical generations had been lost almost

entirely. No proper Marxist basis for understanding the complex
problems of modern society had ever been laid. The contrast
between rising expectations from existing Marxist texts and in-
difference toward the now forgotten Feminism expressed as
vividly as any other phenomenon in society the depth of the
problem. Calverton, too, unable to confront the sources of the
difficulty, had written on the wind.

The major Calvertonian intellectual developments, if they
may be called that, took place not in the ideological sparring
arena of literature at all, but where social science methods and
radical objectives met on less contested ground. By and large,
what passed for Marxist thinking could be more accurately
placed somewhere between the margins of Progressive
thought—Charles Beard, V. L. Parrington and John Dewey—
and a rough understanding of Marxian economics. The main
proponents were, almost without exception, men (virtually no
women) on the outside of Left party politics, younger members
of a growing specialized academic world seeking political verifi-
cation. Their methodological ambition and their political mar-
ginality marked them from beginning to end.

In each field, ambitious syntheses foundered on the difficulty
of reconciling Marxist theories with contemporary reality as well
as academic orthodoxy. The authors never quite sparked the
critical discussion on the Left that they expected. After political
conditions changed, they returned chastened, almost without
exception, to the familiarity and warmth of mainstream
American thought: on one side to the pragmatism and empiri-
cism of the social sciences; on the other, to the aestheticism of
high culture. The handful of hard-line political intellectuals dif-
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fered little methodologically from these others when they
t?ckled their monographic subjects, relying upon their own intui-
tions and formal training. They, too, failed to close the gap that
h_ad steadily expanded since the early years of Socialist educa-
tional and theoretical projects, between popular knowledge and
specialized information.

All but forgotten, the ill-fated cultural-political wunderkind
Louis Fraina resurfaced after Comintern misadventures in the
1920s as economist Lewis Corey, ripe for another tragic intellec-
tual encounter with the left. The one leading political survivor of
the heady theoretical adventures in early Communism—albeit
no longer a Communist—he struggled to come to terms with the
great economic questions posed by the Depression. The result
read like an unconscious synthesis of Louis Boudin and A. M.
Simons.*

The Decline of American Capitalism (1934) presented six hun-
dred rambling pages of statistics and analyses intended to un-
cover the roots of crisis. Corey treated overproduction as the
contemporary manifestation of Marx’s Labor Theory of Value.
Leaning 'heavqy upon Charles Beard’s non-class interpretation
of American history, he detected the intrusion of monopoly into
the post-frontier economy, its effects combatted by purgative
crises unt.xl the turn of the century. Afterwards, prosperity
appeared increasingly artificial. By the mid-1920s, with long-run
exceptional factors exhausted and demand rising more slowly
than productivity, prosperity relied upon speculation. The Crash
issued in a period when state intervention aggravated the crisis.
The American Dream had come to an end, confirming Marxian
hypotheses.’

Corey'’s attempted comeback provoked unforseen Communist
polemics. His partial reconciliation with marginal economics and
even more his heretical suggestion that American problems
might be resolved within the national context rather than in the
greater contradiction between socialism and capitalism, Le.,
between the Soviet Union and the USA, provoked a Party
pamphlet, distributed along with the Decline at Left bookstores
as an antidote—an intellectual first in Communist history. What
mlgl}t have been hailed as Americanized theory twenty years
earlier, became, in effect, an instance of nationalist revisionism.
l\l/)lg:gover, a few years lstcr, after the change in Party line,

ne was seen as oo radical for its -fascism i
e s 1 its charges of proto-fascism in

Crisis of the Middle Class (1936), almost a Popular Front book

(Corey was invited to edit a special New Masses issue on the




166

middle class, but withdrew when it became clear that he would
not exercise full editorial control), revealed him en route from
Marxian ideas to uncertain alternatives. Later a militantly anti-
communist Socialist and professor at Antioch College, Corey
repeatedly sought, without much public recognition and with less
influence on the Left, to refashion a democratic approach to
economics and politics. He died awaiting deportation and
attempting to write a biography of America’s first feminist
utopian, Frances Wright. Like Calverton, he devoted his final
energies to searching for the road back.™

Contemporary philosophy offered another example of a
theoretical minefield, in this case because Communists made so
many claims and, with few exceptions, knew so little. Lenin’s
Materialism and Empirio-Criticism, first published in English in
1927, had set out to destroy interpretations based on spiritual
faith and to prove human perception an unmediated ‘copy’ of the
real world rather than a fiction of consciousness. Stalin’s Dialec-
tical Materialism presented a yet more mechanical scheme used
by the Americans to attack idealism. Non-Diamat Marxism, as
particularly represented by Korsch and Lukics, had been
roundly condemned in Russia and remained untranslated into
English. But it had influenced at least one young American
philosopher: Sidney Hook.

Hook, a Dewey student who had helped translate Lenin’s
work, argued among academic philosophers that Lenin had
simply borrowed Engels’ ‘copy theory’, thereby sacrificing the
balance Marx had achieved between sensationalist empiricism
and absolute idealism, and thus falling into the trap of claiming
that ideas merely reflect objective laws of nature and history.
Such a scheme left no room for conscious intervention into
history. In Towards An Understanding of Karl Marx (1933) and
From Hegel to Marx (1935), Hook broadened the criticism by
rooting his alternative in the hitherto almost unknown (in the
USA at any rate) Young Marx. Marx’s concept of alienation
allowed him a view of praxis that authorized a recovery of self as
an agent in history.'!

This was more than a keen reading of Marxist philosophical
origins. It was, potentially, a thrust against dialectical material-
ism as a fatalistic and presumptuous theory of omniscience, and
an argument for Marxism as an open system. Hook unhappily
failed to reach that conclusion when he returned to his own
Pragmatist origins, holding that Marxist doctrines had no objec-
tive content. Marxism became, then, a corrective to Deweyism,
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an alternative means of structuring social engineering to create
the new society.

Hook’s subsequent move to the Right evolved out of the inner
consistency of this Pragmatism. Understandably, he began look-
ing upon Marxism in power as non-rationalist, a feature which he
connected to the emerging Third World and its messy mes-
sianics: Russala.became the center of a neo-barbarism embracing
all_ the remaining barbarians (i.e., those seeking to escape the
grip of neo-colonialism). Hook’s defense of the Enlightenment
entailed the command form of society, limitation of civil liberties
where abused by subversives, and the championing of business as
the logical opponent to Communism in the world. Hook, who
denounced the return of religion, embraced the religion of
capital, the indigenous myth of the West.

The hyppcntical Communist attack upon the earlier Hook,
however, did focus the issue of methodology as the Party saw it: a
true Marxist would join the Party, therefore political renegade
Hook (a non-party Trotskyist) had demonstrated his metho-
dological renegacy. Trotsky himself proposed the same line of
reasoning at the end of the decade, defending Marxism against
his own disillusioned American disciples by assaulting them as
personally petty-bouregois. The uniform and uncritical cele-
bration of Engels’ Dialectics of Nature, published in English for
the first time in 1939, showed the ideological conformity amongst
the Left regarding the fine print of the founding fathers. There
was 1o room for equivocation on Marxian science here, even for
the ;vell-lqtention?d. Rt;ljection of the slightest detail tended to
produce, 1n actuality, the self-fulfilling party proph
heretic’s flight from K/Iarxism entirely.‘2g party prophiecy of the

In history proper, the great field of Socialist exposition if not of
theoretical sophistication, the Progressive historical legacy con-
tinued to dominate except where Marxists made original contri-
butions (notably, in Black history). By the end of the 1930s, Eari
Browder was warning young Communists against sneering at
Charles Beard. Popular Front Communism had itself come
around to Beard rather than Beard to it; Browderism had
nothmg better to substitute for the democratic struggle of con-
tending interests. This was quite an evolution, but one common
to virtually all Marxists.

There were good positive reasons for the historical shift away
from orthodox Marxism. V. L. Parrington’s Main Currents of
American Thought (1927-30), by no means Marxist, schooled
nearly every young radical in the richness of intellectual culture
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and the ferocity of debate even within the bourgeois framework
of American history. Parrington failed in many particulars, as
the aesthete ex—Marxists-gone-New-Critics would tirelessly
observe during the next two or three decades, but his intentions
could not be doubted. Neither, for that matter, could those of
Charles Beard, 2 truly public figure in American life as no
historian has been before or since. His basic histories of the
nation, written with Mary Beard, had a crude economic sensi-
bility and no concept of working class, Blacks, or for that matter
any other non-genteel presence beyond the yeomanty. But the
Beards’ polemics against the elder and modern Alexander
Hamiltons possessed an authority no contemporary Marxist
could match. Thus Bertram Wolfe, probably the leading Com-
munist intelle i , argued that the Beards’ and
Parrington’s Ww. the civilization’s ‘growing self-
awareness . . - f inner activity, of introspection,
of consciousness of self’. Communists felt s themselves."

But they were desperately unable to examine critically and to
build upon that Progressive legacy. The proof lay in the all-

‘Negro Question’, for here the unique Communist
perspective on :can history could take its full measure.
Communist scholarship, notably that of young Herbert
Aptheker, discovered slave revolts where there had been
believed to be non<. The larger meaning of this discovery re-
mained clouded in political mystery. Had slaves essentially
lacked (as was argued in the first important Communist history
text, Lithuanian-American leader Anthony Bimba’s History of
the American Working Class [1928]) a vanguard to bring them to
success? Why had Northern workers, and for that matter
Southern workers, failed to support them energetically? Why
had they failed to win equal admissi n’? In the
old reductive Marxism, the last and critical questi dnotbe
asked because only classes were recognized as poitical agents; in
the emerging Popular Front Marxism, by contrast, the positive
embrace of Jeffersonian-Lincoinian traditions made any harsh
answer impossibly painful.

Marx himself, in his writings on the American Revolution and
Civil War, already combined national and class categories to @
certain ambiguous degree. But American Marxists had seen the
connection of class and nation in an historical way only when
they took the road away
nationality questions during 30s became over-
whelming—save for the smaller movements, such as Trotskyism,

odoxy. The pressures of
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which simply chose to deny them in favor of old-fashioned
abstract internationalism. The official Communist positior;
mpved toward bourgeois history. Foremost theorist Alexander
Bittelman confessed that when he discovered Frederick Jackson
Turner’s Frontier Thesis in 1939 he began to ‘see the light of day’
concerning the duality of capitalist and democratic traditions. A
great space opened to the left of the Popular Front, a space
where someone would inevitably come to identify the Turnerian
?he§1§ of inevitable expansion, the ‘American Assumption’ of
individual economic advancement, as the curse of the world’s
oppressed.'*

The groundwork had therefore been laid for the most impor-
tant methodological dialogue about Marxism in the thirties
neither literary nor economic nor philosophical but historical:.

the American heritage. W. E. B. DuBois, who
had educated the Black American about modern ideas and race
pride, and had denounced Communist tactics as recently as the
Scottsboro Case, had also subtly, steadily, embraced Marxism in
unprqcedet_lted ways. Communist orthodoxy, mirror of loyal
Marxism since the 1870s, found the DuBoisian view almost
impossible to assimilate.

Here, the limits of every Marxism, emphatically including
L derstood, stretched and began to give
way. At ificent edifice of DuBois’ monu-
mental study, (1936), was the explosive
assertion that the failure of Us labor to throw itself behind the
Black struggk; had been an international calamity, for ‘the world
wept and is still weeping and blind with tears of blood’ from the
consequences. Unlike the Beardian (and most of the older
Spaahst) history that treated Blacks as passive agents of a vora-
cious bourgeoisie, and uniike the Communist efforts to add in
Blacks as a revolutionary afterthought, DuBois looked to Blacks
as the central figures in the American historic melodrama the
key to the unique nature of the society. ’

_ DuBois had been gesturing in the direction of this conclusion,
in a very general sense, since his earlier study of the slave trade
and its consequences upon both the South and North. But the
effect of the First World War in revealing Europe’s bankruptcy,
together with the impact of the Russian Revolution in throwing
up new forces on the side of the colonial peoples, forced DuBois
to re-examine Radical Reconstruction as a turning point m
Western history. With pardonable exaggeration, he called it ‘the
finest effort to achieve democracy for the working millions which
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this world had ever seen . . . a tragedy that beggared the Greek
. an upheaval of humanity like the Reformation and the
French Revolution. . . .’

DuBois showed a certain clumsiness of categories, inter-
preting the massive slave abandonment of the plantations during
the conflict as a ‘general strike’, the strongest term he could
discover for a concerted and decisive mass action. The notion of
Reconstruction state governments as dictatorships of the pro-
letariat likewise rings strangely, recalling the kind of jargon the
Communists at their worst moments misapplied. But these mis-
constructions were hardly the issue that vexed DuBois’
detractors.'®

The theoretical implications that could be seen so clearly by
DuBois at the time, and which reflected so badly on white
radicals of whatever affiliation, touched at the core of orthodox
Marxism’s limitations in the United States. DuBois had written
in 1921 that the Russian Revolution might indeed be the key
event in modern history—and yet still not be demonstrably the
answer to the Color Question. Neither its Vanguard Party or its
millenarian proletarianism were self-evidently applicable. The
history of Blacks in the USA and in the colonial world did not
have to fit into the Marxist context; Marxism had to fit into theirs
or lose its relevance, most especially in the United States. Like
Richard Wright, whose Native Son provoked contrary reviews in
the Communist press and made party functionaries exceedingly
nervous, DuBois thus insisted upon a test of group subjectivity
which Marxists of almost every variety found impossible to
understand, let alone accept. Decades later, Ralph Ellison
would analyze the problem as an unwillingness, perhaps an
inability, to see Blacks as symbols or symptoms, rather than an
extremely complex part of a complex society moving along their
own trajectory. ¢

Sadly, Progressive history, despite its bourgeois origins and
indifference to class, served the existing worldview of Marxists
better. The nineteenth century the Progressives had interpreted
thus purportedly showed social movements with a primitive,
unfinished character—naturally, because these movements
lacked Marxian science. The successful rule of past elites made
perverse sense to a self-styled vanguard, rulers of the future.
C.L.R. James’s writings on the West Indies already published in
Britain (but not the United States) had pointed to slave activity
and its modern equivalent, the Garvey Movement, as manifes-
tations of Black self-consciousness. The Marxist left, from
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Trotskyists to Lovestoneites, remained virtually unmoved.

This intellectual climate produced Reconstruction—The Battle
for Democracy, by James S. Allen, the Communists’ leading
(white) expert on black history. Written in part to ‘correct’
DuBois, the book referred only obliquely to northemn labor’s
limitations, and put forward a rather modest version of southern
Blacks’ contributions to American democracy. This was no out-
right polemic, and Allen had in fact done everything himself
from street agitational work in Harlem to serious research on
nineteenth century Black life. Sincerity was not the question, but
rather how far any of the official versions of Marxism could yield
ground to Black nationalism.

Black Communists of that era, looking back from the wisdom
of old age, recall that the prestige enjoyed by Black history in
Communist circles significantly influenced them and circulated
through the educated Black community. But something limited
their consolidation of this advance. Communist solidarity with
Blacks was grounded less in theoretical or political analysis than
in a moral critique which Marxism could not absorb without
transforming doctrine at large. No one, save perhaps a few
stubborn Black nationalists forever facing expulsion from the
Party, believed that transformation possible."

Literary Communism

" Ironically, the major concentration of the intellectuals fell far

worse victim to the same basic ills, albeit expressed in very
different ways. Literature, not in the Calvertonian sense of cul-
ture critique but rather literature as symbol and substance of
Anmerican ideas, reigned supreme for two generations without
supplying any satisfactory solution to the problems radicals
pursued. Not that good work failed to be produced. But the
politicization of the context clouded the discussion at every
point. Neither modernism nor its presumed opposite, literature
by and for the working class, was the monopoly of any political
faction, claims notwithstanding. Stalinist, Trotskyist, Socialist
and aesthete intellectuals shared the same methodological
dilemmas and the same world that first encouraged, then shat-
tered radical dreams. The intellectuals’ own marginal status
reinforced the air of unreality that surrounded sectarian bicker-
ing in the eyes of an America which neither knew nor cared about
such fine points.

Calverton’s personal style, the sheer intellectual labor of anti-
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cipating the class-radical merger of interests and sympathies
ahead, grew increasingly less satisfying after the politically
passive mid- and later 1920s. The Liberator, which succeeded the
suppressed Masses and attained a monthly circulation of 60,000 at
one point, briefly achieved a balancé of avant-garde spirit with
popular journalism about Soviet Russia. By the early 1920s, both
had lost much of their popular allure. When William Z. Foster
wrote privately that a revolutionary movement could never be
built on the basis of such a publication, he was regrettably
correct. The fading L.W.W.’s Industrial Pioneer, or the
Liberator's Yiddish Communist equivalent, The Hammer, or
even the N.A A.C.P.’s well-circulated Crisis in DuBois’ hands,
had working class links and a continuing sense of purpose beyond
the Liberator’s capacity.'®

The New Masses, formed in 1926 with an openly Communist
leadership but with a policy of a ‘literary NEP’ that enrolled such
independent intellectuals as Waldo Frank, Van Wyck Brooks
and Lewis Mumford on its editoral board, showed the uncer-
tainty of direction. Sympathies notwithstanding (and the higher
Qommunist bureaucrats had precious little sympathy for such
independent intellectuals beyond their immediate usefulness),
the sources of the Masses and Liberator’s vitality had widely
diverged. Mumford was no John Reed, nor even a Floyd Dell;
and the Communist Party was no Socialist Party or Iww, loose
and vaguely confident of success.

In its first several years the New Masses tried to occupy both
camps of Communist literary practice and artistic experimen-
talism, even publishing an attack on Soviet Russia by Ezra Pound
becguse he was a leading younger literary figure. The general
feeling of paralysis among younger American writers, rather
than the vitality of the avant-garde itself, broadened the desire
for some publication of this stripe. The Sacco-Vanzetti execution
proved the injustice of the capitalist system and (despite political
infighting with the anarchists) the ability of the Communists to
bring together concerned intellectuals in a defense campaign.

ThlS. impetus was not sufficient, however, to sustain a monthly
magazine. The New Masses lacked its predecessor’s larger con-
stituency and financial backing. Flailing around, it nearly
explrpd. Then, encouraged by the ultra-left turn of the Sixth
(;omlnterq Congress and by the development of a ‘proletarian
hteratpre’ in the Soviet Union, the magazine began to press a less
eclectic view. Party Communists, as opposed to sympathetic
intellectuals, proclaimed their determination to resolve the con-
tradiction between mass and avant-garde.
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The hard-line politico on the staff, Mike Gold, won effective
control through personal determination and by driving from the
magazine those who could not abide either political sectarianism
or proletarian posturing. Not that Gold lacked sincerity, but he
believed too literally in a specifically literary proletarian culture.
In this he epitomized the Communist weakness for triumph of
the will. If proletarian literature did not as yet exist in the USA, if
real working-class writing (e.g., the Yiddish novel, short story or
poem) dwelled upon bourgeoisification or working-class despair
rather than on the triumphant spirit of a rising proletariat, Gold
and the magazine would themselves create, ex nihilo, an
American proletarian literature.'

Who was this mythic writer-to-be? In his call for the undis-
covered autodidact, Gold described the vision of proletarian
virility the New Masses sought: ‘Send us a giant who can shame
our writers back to their task of civilizing America. Send asoldier
who has studied history. Send a strong poet who loves the masses
and their future . . . Send us a joker in overalls. Send no saint.
Send an artist. Send a scientist. Send a Bolshevik. Send a Man.’*°

This had a lyric appeal. In contrast to the lack of self-
confidence and the sheer despondency of many intellectuals
before the Crash of 1929 had made the bankruptcy of the system
evident, it carried the verve of a radical battle-cry. But in com-
bining affirmative nineteenth-century literary ideals with the
lived reality of the overworked factory operative, it created a
false expectation. Small numbers of authentic working-class
intellectuals did appear, but none fit the heroic mold of Gold’s
prototype nor met the expectations of a veritable cultural revolu-
tion. In the event, the Party’s turn toward proletarian culture had
the perverse effect of concentrating mental labor where it had
always been: in the hands of educated sympathizers and self-
trained workers who had moved beyond their class origins by
becoming writers.

In the contemporary Yiddish press, critic Sh. Niger raked
hardline Communist litterateurs over the coals for imagining that
Yiddish writing had even been — or would ever be — a pro-

letarian rather than a ‘people’s’ art. The crucial difference
would be clarified after the declaration of the Popular Front.
Yiddishists had in effect debated the same points for decades. A
people’s art conveyed broad, collective values, especially intense
when persecution or international crisis placed an entire culture
at risk. Proletarian art assumed, on the contrary, the possibility
of an autonomous, self-contained and in some measure universal
working-class culture before the day of Revolution. I the
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America of diverse ethnic groups and trans-class popular cul-
ture, this was precisely the wrong optic through which to view
cultural production.?!

On the other hand, to insist upon the impossible gave writers
of ungenteel origins a club with which to thump the privileges of
well-connected intellectuals, from snobs like Wallace Stevens to
sympathizers like Mumford or Frank. It also gave writers’ own
revolutionary commitment a palpable shape. But it opened the
floodgates to much pointless personal abuse, especially by Gold
himself, asserting the purported manliness of proletarian litera-
ture against the effete (and, it was often hinted, homosexual)
artificiality of the reigning literature,

Moreover, proletarian literature itself failed to live up to the
standard demanded of it. Honest literature about the working or
sub-working classes had few happy endings. Yiddish literature
continued to frustrate Marxist critics with its emphasis not upon
the heroic proletariat but upon the corruption of Jewish upward
mobility. Much of the effective English-language writing was
actually regional literature, semi-agrarian in focus, and its
authors tended (like the circle around Missouri writer and editor
Jack Conroy) to be openly iconoclastic toward the Communist
cultural functionaries’ claims. Writers who treated the real irony
of the working-class writer (Albert Harper, for example, in his
laconic Union Square) felt the blows of Communist propriety.
Those who could posture most effectively and create an artificial
politicization out of real misery and a sense of helplessness won
the bulk of the left literary prizes. The experiment tended to
destroy its own accomplishments by overselling the product in
advance and by degrading those allies who could not or would
not meet ideological demands. 22

The zealotry of the proletarian novel, however, did not
entirely displace a more serious literary criticism on the Left. A
parallel discourse continued in the New Masses which, even at
the height of the proletarian fervor, was more concerned to
establish radical lineages than discontinuities in the history of
American writing. Joseph Freeman, Newton Arvin, Bemard
Smith, Gold himself and a host of lesser lights produced solid
work on this front. They shunned the crude collation of material
conditions with the writer's consciousness that had been a staple
of Calverton’s equations. Instead, they began to deal directly
with both social context and individual psychology, treating form
and technique in the first instance independently of content,
returning to content only for a final evaluation—a creeping
Modernism. In this perspective, as in Calverton’s, the literary
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era of Sandburg, Dreiser, Norris and Crane was now finished.
But the New Masses critics lavished praise upon Sinclair Lewis,
Sherwood Anderson, Eugene O'Neill and others who had
opened new imaginative territory in their exploration of machine
age America. -

This critique reached its apex in The Great Tradition (1933) by
Granville Hicks. Like The Liberation of American Literature,
Hicks’ book attempted to assess the American literary gener-
ations in the light of their historical milieux. Unhkg, Calverton,
Hicks was careful to stop at the literature itself, and in thz}t sense
he set the agenda for subsequent Marxist literary studies. He
sought evidence in the personal mediation of aesthetic form as it
was made manifest in the actual literature. Beginning with the
heritage of the Concord circle among the post-Civil War gener-
ation, he singled out Whitman’s adaptation of Enhghtenmeqt
ideals to the material possibilities of American life and the parti-
cularities of the American people. The realism of regional liter-
ature after the war helped to develop a more concrete cultural
basis for this perspective. Tragically, that promise went un-
realized, foreclosed by the eclipse of the frontier and the
dynamic upswing of urbanization. The central task of writers
became analysis of the emerging social forces, but even thoselike
William Dean Howells who were sympathetic toward the
masses, could not break through their own gentility and middle-
class individualism to see beyond surface conditions. A gener-
ation of writers became ‘fugitive’, trapped like Henry James in
artificialities. Only a wave of reform struggles could bring a new
literature into being. ' )

The uncertainties of the transitional generation—Hamlin -
Garland, Frank Norris, even the self-educated proletaljian Jack
London—doomed them methodologically. Only when literature
fell from the hands of the old middle class to a fresh group of
rebels—Dreiser, Wharton and Anderson principal among
them—was a ‘rebirth of American literature’ possible. Frus-
trated by its own class basis, stopped short by the war, this latter
group nevertheless perceived the literary imperative as tru}y as
the Lost Generation had perceived the absence of alternatives.
Proletarian literature held the future, the Communist political
movement a guide and mentor to acceptance anq simultaneous
transcendence of the ‘Great Tradition’ of critical literature.®

F. O. Matthiessen and others rightly blamed Hicks for a sin not
far removed from that of the more careless Calverton,.what
Claude Levi-Strauss would later call the reduction of Being to
Meaning, an undervaluation of the text and the psychology of the
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writer in favor of ‘social significance’. Kazin was no

attribute Hicks’ difficulties ;gcl)1 a ‘monumental naivete’.t l;vurt0 :tl%v:;
the naivete of those who believed—among the last who
belleved—:that literature had an active social significance beyond
the education of the literati. Besides, the charge failed to take
Into account the problems inherent in Hicks’ chosen task: to
describe the broad terrain of the major traditions in American
literature. Hicks’ project left little space for detailed textual
analysis. But Kazin did identify the flaw common to Hicks
palvenon and Floyd Dell, the conservative Humanists, anci
indeed every school of American literary scholarship going back
at least to nineteenth-century historian Moses Coit Tyler. There
was nothing unusually Marxist (or for that matter, nothing pecu-
Ilar[y ‘Stalinist’, as others would later charge) about Hicks’
project, not}!ing more Marxist at any rate than Parrington and
the general infusion of materialist criteria into liberal-radical
scholarship. Hicks had tied his political loyalty to a view of
mlht.ant populist-cum-socialist-cum-modernist literature.?

Hicks’ work, with its grand sweep and its inherent limitations
was as characteristic of 1930s Marxist theory as DuBois’s was:
uncharaqtqristic. Within the Party, Hicks had written a largely
non-LeTmmst‘ work whereas DuBois, the critic of the Party, had
come into line with Lenin’s major positive contribution to
twentieth-century revolutionary ideas. This paradox framed the
strangeness of the emerging literary/cultural debate on the Left
for the problematic stood not on methodological Marxist
grounds at all but on political loyalties and unarticulated, poli-
tically unpredictable aesthetics. '

So long as the New Masses and the broadening Party cultural
apparatus did not make loyalty the overwhelming issue, Com-
munist literary initiatives could flourish. The John Reed Clubs, a
Pgrty-sponsgred experiment of young writers in the early 1930s
mixed Marxist discussion with the encouragement of such youné
writers as E}'skine Caldwell, Jack Conroy, Nelson Algren and
Richard Wright, to name only a few. In the vital period of
1?34—36,.tl.1ey seemed open even to correction of their errors.
Film activist John Howard Lawson complained in the New
Masses about Gold’s ‘sentimental and mock-heroic attitude
toward revolutionary themes’ which gave the ‘impression of
self-satisfaction and glibness and condescension’.*> A Com-
munism that could indulge in public self-criticism had bright
prospects for intellectual and ideological growth. Everyone
knew that the Party’s own intellectuals often admired Eliot and
even Faulkner—privately. Public taste was still a matter of obli-
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gation, but many expected it would not remain so.

The high point of Communist literary clarity and technical
sophistication was surely the first American Writers’ Congress in
1935, and the early years of the Partisan Review. Literary criti-
cism, as Phillips and Rahv said, could put literature to ‘its own
uses, which means that it is not necessarily conveyed in terms of
correct politics’.>* The Writer’s Congress, by intention if not
achievement the Iww’s ‘Continental Congress of the Working
Class’ thirty years later and with another class, expressed the
extreme optimism that bourgeois styles would give way with the
widening of the literary audience, creating a relationship of
intellectuals and workers equal to the experience and skills each
brought to the relationship.

The weak side of Communist literary criticism showed up
whenever political loyalty became a central issue. Early blasts at
Calverton for emphasizing ‘our century’ and ‘our generation’
were self-revealing, because the spirit of the Masses, the
Liberator and even the early New Masses rested precisely upon
such sensibilities: the revolt against the stupid archaism of bour-
geois culture. Generational denials of this sort signaled that loyal
intellectuals stood ready to abase themselves whenever poli-
tically obligatory. It is difficult to distinguish between the Party
leadership’s cues—based most upon the perceived utility of a
literary movement that otherwise did not greatly interest them—
and the megalomaniac sectarianism of literary czar Gold. The
two coincided in short-sightedness and self-destructive energy,

driving the more inventive and hetertodox contributors (i.e., the
more true to life) from the Party ranks or into subject matter and
treatment where they could not succeed. Nor did the Party give
the experimenters encouragement to launch their own small
publications, perceived as threatening competition. Until the
Popular Front, pseudo-realism rode high in the saddle with
Gold, punishing the alternatives and cloaking with a palil radical
rage at the literary mainstream.”

Happily, events overwhelmed literary sectarianism. In
American aesthetics, a radical version of the documentary form
had already begun to seep through popular culture, not because
of any particular support from Communist officialdom butdueto
the participation of many hundreds of talented radical indivi-
duals. The CIO’s singing picket lines, together with the rising
Black struggle, added a political-artistic verve. From the New
Yorker to Hollywood films to modern dance to the Yiddish folk
chorus, the imprint of the left and the wide acceptance of the
need for drastic social change could be felt. The contribution of
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Communists to the preservation and popularization of folk cul-
ture alone constituted a major, if by no means unambiguous,
achievement. The Party cultural apparatus could not accom-
modate real political diversity. But it was large enough for the
time being to encompass Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly,
Dorothy Parker, S.J. Perelman, Kenneth Fearing and many,
many others.

Only to a minor extent would most readers or editors
remember the Popular Front New Masses for its proletarian
ideological exercises. Indeed, the class shift of the magazine
from a fantacized constituency to a real one marked its new
importance. The New Masses carried some of the best strike
reportage in the world of journalism, but about rather than for
the emerging working class. As a factory leader in East New
York once said to me: the workers didn’t read it. Rather, The
New Masses turned to the most likely intellectual constituency,
and broadened its literary self-definition to include a wide range
of culture. Real writing talent appeared in its pages, with keen
style and a humor not seen onthe English-language left in twenty
years. The magazine now correctly saw itself as the expression of
a large-scale turn in popular middle-class opinion. From its
eclectic cartoons to its ambient columns by Ruth McKenney (of
My Sister Eileen fame) to public ruminations by major writers
like Hemingway and Wright, it implied without ever adequately
stating that Marxist ideas had a place in American life.

Outside the New Masses, in the liberal magazines, similar
Popular Front work was carried on without even the reminder of
the ideological mailed fist. Malcolm Cowley’s essays in the New
Republic present a signal instance. Cowley described a world of
literature, written by those he admired, for the delectation of
non-Marxist ‘progressives,’ those critical of capitalism and even
of the New Deal but hopeful for some peaceful social resolution
at home and the victory of democracy with the aid and friendship
of the Soviet Union abroad. He did not insist or bludgeon, nor
draw the line too narrowly on literary method. He would have
been more comfortable in the old Socialist movement, probably,

than he could be in the Communist milieu. He carried the
imprint of Marx and Marxism, but very lightly.

A still more subtle impact of the Popular Front was achieved in
specific approaches to popular culture. The Daily Worker never
lost its hamfistedness in general, but its sports column by Lester
Rodney attained a high standard of journalism while carrying on
the righteous battles for recognition of the social struggles on the
playing field. The New Masses carried hundreds of film reviews,
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rarely-seen political films but also of movies with
OCfa:zge;,f Garb)(,), evex?o Frankenstein’s monster and Jeanette
MacDonald. A Kenneth Fearing, himself a screenwriter fpr
standard Hollywood adventure films, could argue for a Socialist
society on grounds of a practical aesthetics: the desire which
actors and actresses, writers and directors felt for the full poten-
tial of film to be realized. Such arguments had never been made
so clearly before in relation to popular culture prod‘uctlon. Nevs:
levels of sophisticatoin were apparent in analyses of ‘anonymous
culture, the pulp magazines and the teenage musical culture
beneath the contempt of serious art critics. In short, the Com-
munist cultural press could, with difficulty, cover challenging
new novels and serious theatre. It was better at baseball games
and the Young Communist League’s Madison Square Garden
‘Socialism in Swing’ concert. )
S?I(‘:Il:iillsgslt?al cor;glmentary, and also.the more Serious book
essays that were not distorted by the grind of political axes, gave
Marxian ideas (and Marxists themselves) a reputation for ease
and rootedness in the culture of the time. If you like America
. . . if you like its Rocky Mountains, its Storm King highway, its
low-priced automobiles, the hot and cold running water in your
well-tiled bathroom’, a New Masses advertisement pomted out,
i.e., if you enjoyed the pleasures of.mlddle-class life in America,
you had better join with the Marxists to struggle for them. An
unembarrassed, radical middle class: here was an idea with a
future.”® ) . .
The New Masses, the like-minded columns of Malco ;
Cowley in the New Republic and the readable pages of the Daily
Worker came to stand for, and to dialogue with, tt[at very middle
class, the largest Communist constituency outside the ;thmc
groups. The effectiveness of the alliance can be attested in one
rather spectacular case: the Hollywood Communists. Th:;g
latter played a major role in helpmg to form the Hollywc
unions in the days when studios were dominated by far-right
moguls. Such extraordinary left intellectuals as Albert Maltz,
Lillian Hellman, Clifford Odets, John quard Lawson and
Donald Ogden Stewart (and on the outskirts of the Popular
Front, a galaxy of stars—Humphrey Bogart, John Garfield, and
Bela Lugosi among many others) could be counted argu;:)g
Popular Front sympathizers. They }njected into film a socially-
conscious perspective on international politics and domestic
racism. They did not succeed, or even §er10usly attempt, to
develop anything like a public presentation of Marxist ideas.
(Few could say exactly what Marxism In the raw, proletarian
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For a moment, New Masses writers and readers rode the crest
of Popular Front optimism, a mixture of good causes and sad
illusions. All this did not change the fundamental problem of the
radicalized intelligentsia. The question for Marxist intellectuals
and artists, to make sense of these developments and their poten-
tial in terms larger than the usual intellectual concerns, remained
to be faced squarely. The political divisions imposed by inter-
national events placed a tragic burden upon creative response.
From the early 1930s, the prestigious League of Professional
Groups for Foster and Ford, with such luminaries as Lewis
Corey, Waldo Frank, Lewis Mumford and Edmund Wilson,
found itself sabotaged and ultimately destroyed by a Communist
fraction uneasy with any tendency toward intellectuals’ political
autonomy. The Party functionaries had driven its public doubt-
ers into the arms of Trotskyism. Despite sincere efforts by
Communists to unite intellectuals around anti-fascist sentiments
a few years later, the public compulsion tp defend the Moscow
Trials understandably drove loyalists toward a hard-nosed
sectarianism, and many more to an early and bitter political
silence. Stalinist machinations—resented and regretted, but not
openly rejected by thousands around the Communist Party—in a
certain sense propelled the return to the scholar’s study, to
vicarious attachment with the Modernist classics, to Weltschmerz
and kneejerk anti-Communism. Warren Susman points out that
the culture of the 1930s, especially middle class culture, express-
ed a desperate need for security—not ordinarily considered a
revolutionary temperament. The international and the personal
insecurity of the moment manifested as Marxism for the
unsatisfied need to believe in something—and as return to the
emotional safety of individualism free from political
obligations.?

For middle class Communist sympathizers in general, the
more plainly Marxist ideas (in their available versions) were
delineated, the less appealing and more aggressively destructive
to real discussion they became. The less these ideas were ex-
plicitly employed, the more they seemed to imply. Did this
suggest, as demi-Trotskyist critics such as Irving Howe later
charged, that Stalinism had not only corrupted the left but also
conspired with the establishment to invent that diaphanous mass
culture of the post-World War II years which destroyed any
popular basis for classical learning? The charge contained a grain
of truth. Communist writers had intelligently observed that
sports, the tabloid press, radio, the detective novel, science
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fiction (or for women readers, romance and medicine), and
popular film quite understandably preoccupied blue-collar
leisure. Literature and culture had been socialized rather like the
means of production. The Popular Front practitioners of mass
culture creation drew their own-conclusions, both politically and
for the sake of their individual careers. They worked more
comfortably than most other radicals with elements of popular
culture (although here and there, especially in science fiction and
detective pulps, individual Socialists also functioned). As indivi-
duals imbued with humane ideals, they made considerable con-
tributions to contemporary culture. Among other accomplish-
ments, they took the lead in calling for the integration of major
league baseball. ’

The problem lay not so much in the concept of the ‘People’s
Culture’, as in its application. Broad enough to cover anything, it
relied too greatly on current international positions and on the
overkill so common to Party propaganda. For instance, ordinary
Americans felt revulsion both at Fascism and at war; the Left and
its cultural extensions played both keys inconsistently. It
dredged up all sorts of pseudo-patriotism to cover its tracks,
much as hard-line Communists had expunged every concept of
nationalism in its earlier phases. Perhaps worst of all, it never
escaped a didacticism, a narrow affirmative or preachy quality
which ill-suited the very entertainment value of popular culture.
As Lester Rodney, the brilliant Communist sports writer, told
me in an interview: the Daily-Worker several times nearly
became a good daily newspaper, but a mediocre style based on
political criteria (and enforced by the presence of political com-
missars) always pulled it back. Communists as Communists
never could quite imagine themselves outside their little world in
America; it gave them too great a sense of security in a very large
and complex order. _

If the Popular Front can stand as the litmus test of Com-
munism’s adaptation to American life in the late 1930s and
1940s, the Party itself constrained and stifled its activists’ best
instincts. Marxism of any variety had scant contribution to make
to the form of creative contributions, the mediation between
contemporary styles and the individual talent. As had been the
case with the National Question, the very success pf the Popular
Front-style film or the appearance of Detroit Tigers manager
‘Red’ Rolfe in the Daily Worker during the World Series raised
the question of Marxism’s ultimate utility. The point of ‘progres-
sive’ culture came down to providing the masses better enter-
tainment, better in moral content or characterization than the

!
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standard mush. That kind of approach ‘worked’. But no existing
theory had evidently been necessary to accomplish the task.*

Herein lay the larger contradiction inherent from the time of
Calverton’s earliest efforts at the Modern Quarterly to create a
science of culture. Marxism, as it was then understood, had little
to contribute directly to the project of culture. Yet the shift in
radical constituency demanded that a non-reductionist theory of
culture be developed. Efforts to bridge the gap tended towards
worse schematism than ever the class reductionists of the nine-
teenth and earlier twentieth century had produced. Not that
Marxists of political and intellectual repute, Mike Gold
included, failed in observation of particulars, especially in litera-
ture. But the theoretical context, the mediation between crude
economics and cultural life, could not be ‘simply willed into
existence.

The radical intellectuals of the 1920s-1930s had, in this
respect, not realized the promise of the John Reeds and Floyd
Dells any more than they had the promises of the Austin Lewises
or Louis Frainas. One very good reason became clear only
during the latter 1960s: the feminist awakening which gave shape
to Greenwich Village optimism had been dampened in
American life in general, and nowhere more obviously than on
the Left. With the collapse in feminism, broader hopes for cul-
ture became schematic and affirmative—uplifting some future
society entire. Or they became mundane: more and better
economic opportunity for culture under socialist reorganization.
Either way, the notion of liberation had been lost.

Another good reason became increasingly obvious as the
spread of working-class literacy did not bring a greater reader-
ship to Plato or a greater listenership to Beethoven. What if the
fulfillment of great bourgeois (and pre-bourgeois) culture in the
triumph of the proletariat, should prove a false goal? And if the
Popular Front creators of a progressive-tinged popular culture
had blundered into a whole new world of aesthetic politics? The
entirety of the left cultural discussion, to the limited extent that it
transcended the world of books and fine art, may be taken as a
subscript upon these imponderables.

1939-41, disaster years for Marxism among American intellec-
tuals generally and literary intellectuals in particular, made the
question of a viable cultural theory and practice unavoidable.
Cowley, Hicks, Newton Arvin and many less-remembered
critics close to the Party renounced the left and its intellectual
presumptions. Along with the death of V. F. Calverton, the open
manifesto on the death of Marxism by Lewis Corey, published in
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the Nation, beat the sound of retreat: Mike Gold put the matter
squarely in 1945: The thirties had been the best. But the thirties
were over.

At the last moment of that era, Edmund Wilson in his own odd
way drove home the futility of clinging to the older credo. 7o the
Finland Station (1939) argued that history had provided the
weapon which Lenin grasped, because philosophically and
actually, history ‘worked’. Wilson’s banishment of the Hegelian
element left the instrumental, heroic (or pseudo-heroic) view
uncontestedly in charge of Marxism, even among intellectuals
who alone could challenge accepted doctrine.*'

The moment for a different kind of Marxism, rooted in the
lessons of the CI10 on the one hand and the Popular Front cultural
achievements on the other, had definitively passed. The drama
of the War and the horror and the disappointment that followed
only underlined Marxism as Leninism, and Leninism as a quasi-
military mental preparation against the West’s failure of nerve.
Or, in the opposite view, preparation for the West’s collapse,
with barbaric state capitalism ready to pick up the pieces.

Literary interpretation, then shifting towards its postwar cap-
tivity as an academic discipline, reflected this loss of vision and
nerve. In only a few years a burgeoning Henry James cult would
announce the new emphasis on literary form rather than literary
politics, and, both cause and effect, would promote thp golden
bowl of Lionel Trillingism, its many facets gleaming with sharp
insights and an uncritical attachment to bourgeois culture.*
Between the leftist 1930s and the conformist 1950s something

had taken place that was outside the domain of the traditional
political argument.
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Somewhere Beyond Leninism,
1940-1960

By 1940, massive changes had already begun to sweep over
American Marxism. Confronted with the hard truths of Russian
cynicism (or Realpolitik) and American Communists’ blind
loyalty, the intellectuals as a group visibly wavered. Even Trot-
skyists, before Trotsky’s assasination, had in large part come to
consider his political leadership a disaster. Rich idealism and rife
discontent had not abated, indeed would reach new intensities.
The unfamiliarity of emerging forms, however, defied the fami-
liar logic not only of international Marxism but of the whole
working class and ethnictradition. Younger activists and radical
thinkers, many of them already self-conscious post-Marxists,
floated at the surface of events, hopeful—naively, as it turned
out—of anchoring themselves within the swiftly moving ¢ide.
Their fresh interpretive efforts, their experiments in form and
content, experienced rare moments of creative intensity.

It was not at all a gloomy time until the Cold War and the
changes in social patterns had pushed the left to the margins of
American political life. World war and its immediate aftermath
gave myriad activists real sources of excitement. Ethnic Com-
munists and socialists, flushed with optimism by community
support and even government patronage for their war-support
efforts, involved themselves with guerilla wars in their homeland
and in plans for the post-war European order. War production
needs inspired federal support for considerable unionization left
incomplete during the 1930s. The tight labor market prompted
resistance against the official no-strike pledge. Black activists
took advantage of democratic war sentiment and of the need for
Black labor, despite residual and virulent racial intolerance.
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Organized women’s activities, likewise influenced by the labor
shortage and a government campaign stressing their worth as
creative contributors to society, reached a high point on the left
unknown since suffrage days. Each constituency discemed
reasons for optimism. '

Superficially, the 1930s left reached a crest: the reform-
minded Communist Party claimed 80,000 members, while the
relative handful of revolutionary Trotskyists exerted unpre-
cedented shop-floor influence through their syndicalistic mili-
tancy. This conflict seemed to many old-time observers a reprise
of the reform Socialist/Tww conflict under different slogans, but
joined at a higher stage of working class organization. Observers
on both sides assayed the developments with a gleam in their
eyes. Perhaps Communism had won a long-denied place in the
midst of American life; or perhaps the working class would break
through all barriers, against capitalism and state capitalism alike.

What happened, of course, was more complex and less suscep-
tible to anyone’s teleology. Popular (now United) Front Com-
munists had consolidated and extended their earlier successes
through a subtle, polycentrist drift away from Party central
authority; their activities increasingly converged with demo-
cratic tendencies by no means Marxist. The rest of the surviving
Left had begun to move beyond Marxism entirely, en route to a
variety of post-Leninist, anarchist and neo-conservative desti-
nations. Those who openly rebelled were, especially at first, not
so much disillusioned with Socialist ideals as with the inability of
the Left to change with the times. This generation had mostly
come of age since the leadership of Marxist movements had
hardened; they struggled for a breathing space that leadership
could not (and did not wish to) give them. Ironically, the Cold
War, while a catastrophe for the Left, had the short-term effect
of reining in this internal opposition and of disguising the seces-
sionist mood at large.

As militants told themselves in a thousand different situations,
all the activity surely would add up later. Indeed it did, but not to
the sum they imagined. Atomic warfare and the revelations
about the death camps dispelled the heroic-optimistic confidence
in science, kin to scientific Socialism. Just as surely, the postwar
rush to commodity culture—all the items denied to workers
during the 1930s and now available to ordinary people for the
first time—signalled the end of the historic Left. In a war-
ravaged and desperate world, America had for large classes of
people banished poverty as a central, political issue. A genera-
tion of young radicals of every ethnic stamp and racial hue
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emerged from their war experience eager for something dif-
ferent, something that they could not articulate and that the Left
did not know how to supply.

Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of GIs and younger
people from middle and working-class backgrounds felt the
sense of dislocation that Norman Mailer dramatized in Barbary
Shores. The reality of the postwar world disputed radical predic-
tions and promoted disillusionment. The proletarian revolution
would not likely take place, at least not for a long time; and
younger rebels began to think of themselves, for want of another
category, as intellectuals. Prodding, pulling conceptually at
reality before them, they worked to arrive at such cultural,
personal solutions as the absence of any revived radicalism
would allow. At best, they hinted at civilization—the West, the
way of life arrived at in place of a proletarian revolution—as a
reality to be seen whole, a reality previously and abstractly
designated as capitalism. At worst, they gave themselves over
body and soul, through a series of ideological rationalizations, to
the same system,

A decade later, with the disintegration of the organized Left
virtually complete and the faithful ethnic milieu in ripe
middle age, intellectuals of various descriptions had become the
constituency for radicalism. They would have seemed at any
other time in Left history an unlikely crew: veterans of the Left
emancipated from their organizational past and most of their
dogmas; children of ethnic and Popular Front radicals; and a
stratum of anarchists and pacifists previously treated as mar-
ginal. Together, these bent but unbroken dissidents defined the
new territory. Joined by an array of emphatically non-Marxist
intellectuals—descendents of the isolationist Middle Border—
they effected a pre-New Left conception of the world, and of
American society, that was almost precisely the reverse of the
wartime Left’s. Philosophically hostile to the state, suspicious of
union leadership and even of definitive class categories, they
carried the virtues and faults of rebellion against received radical
truth. Faced with the power of nuclear imperialism at the noon-
day of the ‘American Century’, they made their own statement.
That simple act was an achievement.

Tragically, they lacked the other elements which had made an
American radicalism occasionally strong and original. The Cold
War and Stalinism had dispelled utopianism while the evolution
of popular life seemed like a grim deception. They distanced
themselves from Imperial America’s corruptions as much by
distancing themselves from ordinary Americans as from the
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power elite. They had, inadvertently, frozen ‘the intellectual’
into a rigid category, or perhaps they had merely accepted cate-
gories that had been passed down since the 1920s and were
reinforced by disappointing events. They had ideas that would
live, but could take flight only in the political practice of another,
still younger generation.

Puzzled Communists

The reorganization of the Communist Party during the 1940s,
one of the more flexible oldtime leaders once remarked to me,
had taken place with the proviso that middle-class recruits were
now just as useful as, perhaps more useful than, blue-collar
workers. It was a momentous sea-change, scarcely recorded in
the formal documents where Party statistics of industrial mem-
bership continued to be exaggerated at the expense of house-
wives and lower professionals. From one angle, it signified the
completion of American Leninism’s historical mission, not the
Leninism of the pre-revolutionary Russian Bolshevik Party by
any means, nor the Leninism that Trotskyists imagined might
exist if only the Communist Party did not, but Leninism as it had
reached its organizational pinnacle on the American scene.
Acceptance of the ethnic groups as blocs rather than merely
proletarians in ethnic form, and acceptance of the ‘Negro people’
as a revolutionary agency, cleared the way. By the late 1930s, the
Party achieved its aim in a certain measure by the multiplication
of influential sectors and the creation of a social movement. To
do so, it had ceased to be a working-class party in the strict sense
of the term..

Already in the later 1920s, Bertram Wolfe and Jack Stachel
made such an aim entirely clear: ‘To comrades who are afraid
that . . . multiple activity in all the strata of the population will
destroy the proletarian character of our movement and of our
work, Leninism replies . . . with more clarity of principle, a
higher theoretical level, a more ruthless struggle gainst all devia-
tions, a more active “interference” of the Party in all the work of
its members, the organization of the entire party into fractions in
all the organizations in which we work and the control of these
fractions by the central authority of the party.

‘Indeed, from a certain standpoint, Leninism can be charac-
terized as a theory of allies of the proletarian revolution, that is to
say, the strategy of gaining allies, accurnulating reserves, taking
from capitalism and imperialism such reserves as it may have,
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and neutralizing such sections of the population as cannot be
wholly won as allies’.?

Wolfe’s true heirs, not the grizzled veterans of 1919 but the
rising stars of the Popular Front, had carried this plan into action.
In doing so, they had unwittingly recapitulated the ambiguous
class nature of American radicalism, mystifying the process with
Leninist terminology. Unlike the old Socialist Party which they
now emulated in so many ways, they could not, however, make
the best of the situation by openly accepting diverse regionalisms
or racial and ethnic interests as legitimate and simultaneously
conflictual. Nor could they seriously claim to present an
American Socialism distinct from foreign models. Familiar
dynamics shaped them, but they had difficulty with the medi-
ations.

Whether any organization could have created a mass working
class party under the conditions is unclear. Outside the ethnic
groups, rates of turnover among working-class membership had
constantly reminded organizers of the difficulties at hand.
Workers, and not only workers, generally found Party meetings
routine and boring. A society where they expressed their class
politics mostly within the factory, made any extra forum an
overload. No amount of literature sales (purchases of the
‘classics’ fell off sharply after 1938), or sporadic study sessions or
attempted popularizations of the Communist’s format could
change a fundamental attitude. Communism in America, unlike
France, Italy, or pre-Hitler Germany, was a culture essentially
for the intellectuals, the foreign born, and the exceptional auto-
didact.

Communists in large numbers, inside and outside the leader-
ship, had recognized the problem early. They contented them-
selves with a three-fold solution, each aspect of which bore
heavily upon American Leninism. Among the rank-and-file of
unions whose leadership they monopolized or shared, they
accepted the inevitability of an ambivalent relationship in which
class consciousness and union loyalty translated into personal
trust rather than prospective conversion to Marxist ideas. (For
Communists who had risen to leadership out of the ranks, dis-
covering the Party with their own rising aspirations, this was a
natural attitude anyway.) Among ethnic and racial nationality
groups they tended to yield, as far as possible within the Party,
autonomy from day-to-day direction. With the middle class, they
became more assertive, recognizing that their constituency had
broadened both quantitatively and qualitatively.®

Inevitably, these policy adjustments accelerated the process of
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Communism becoming the ‘petty-bourgeois’ movement that left
Socialists had vehemently denounced the Socialist Party main-
stream for being. Thirty years had so thoroughly altered the
structure of American society, however, that this progressive
petty bourgeoisie had relatively fewer small merchants and
scarcely any significant rural element. (Rural Communism,
never numerically large although important in some’ethnic dis-
tricts of the Midwest, virtually disappeared with geographical
relocations during the war.) It found its new locus among the
ranks of white collar workers euphemistically described as pro-
fessionals but accorded neither good pay nor dignity. This
middle class enthusiastically attached itself to an advanced New
Deal and a version of state socialism, seeking freedom of ethnic-
racial access to all occupations and an international world order
framed by peace and justice. Marxism of the old variety main-
tained formal prestige, in the absence of another language to
describe the economic contradictions of capitalism. Meanwhile,
thousands of activists from the lower middle class who went into
the factories for personal and political reasons either during the
war or afterward received a fresh dose of class struggle basics.
But they no longer had the prestige or the opportunities of their
political predecessors. The centers of action, especially after the
postwar strikes, had shifted toward the upper circles of union
maneuvering,

As the Party became more of an American radical and sub-
stantially middle class organization, its historic strictures against
women’s gender-conscious participation naturally eased. During
the war, precisely at the moment when membership reached its
peak, draft-age men had gone off to fight—leaving women with
an unprecedented opportunity for leadership, albeit at the
middle and lower levels of the organization. Over half the local
organizations had women at their head. Working women drawn
back to the factories together with middle-class women active in
housing, cultural and United Nations-style work exerted pres-
sure for theoretical adjustment.

Mary Inman, a West Coast Party journalist, offered the first
notable challenge to orthodox ideas on the ‘Woman Question’ in
a quarter of a century. Inman presented the subjugation of the
housewife as the unpaid labor behind wage labor. Party thought,
heavily economist, ran against this position, and it had so little
support from career-minded progressive women then or later
that it would not be put forth again until the 1970s. Yet the very
expression of Inman’s views suggested the process of feminist
rethinking alive in some sections of the Party.*
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More visibly, Communism had become the intellectual
fashion, and even more the cultural fashion, in Harlem. The
Party’s shift toward the middle class generally allowed a focus
upon an integration demand more achievable and far more
popular among Black professionals than earlier demands for
separate statehood. Moreover, the Communists seem to have
learned, as Mark Naison says, to leave Black culture to Black
radicals. Social affairs for left integrationist groups attracted a
galaxy of Black luminaries, and close supporters of Party posi-
tions worked at the highest levels of official Black organizations.
Their credibility suffered, perhaps fatally in the long run, from
the repeated change of line during the late 1930s. But they
re-emerged in wartime seemingly stronger than ever.*

In the white ethnic sector, meanwhile, the transformation of
the left proceeded at a rapid clip. Greek-American Communists,
for example, built upon the ardent traditions of republicanism
and their own long-standing two-stage ‘approach to Greek
Socialism by way of political democracy. The right sought to
unite Greeks around the monarchy, the left around the working
class. Both sought to escape the humiliating racism directed
toward Greek-Americans prior to the heroic exploits of anti-
fascist Greeks during the war. Marxism supplied the proletarian
argument for asuccessful United Front at the moment of success-
ful Greek entry into mainstream American life. Enthusiastically
pro-Roosevelt and pro-Russian, the left consolidated its support
in unions through the powerful Greek-American Labor Con-
gress. At a time when the important seamen’s section of the
Greek resistance worked out of New York, Communists justifi-
ably saw themselves as the center of the action.

Where they did not directly lead, ethnic activists worked effec-
tively in coalitions that would have been impossible a few years
before. The powerful American Slav Congress enrolled the left
fraternal groups at its core. But it ranged outward to Socialist and
liberal support, especially among Tito’s solid backing in the large
South Slav fraternal groups that had remained within the Social-
ist movement. Never before, not even at the peak of thirties
anti-fascism, had the Slav Communists achieved such unity with
their communities or such confidence in their own worldview.
The clerical forces, discredited by their links with homeland
fascist collaborators, could only hold onto their hard-core sup-
porters and outwait the Left.

Hungarians (whose countryman, horror film star Bela Lugosi,
served as president of the Hungarian American Council for

Democracy), Bulgarians and other Eastern European Leftists
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enjoypd liberal backing and real working-cla i
especially among the older generation in thei% ow:so::;ﬁﬁ:iﬁg’
The editors of their papers basked in the glow, now unam-
biguously umﬁed with a wider American view of so::ial peace and
their own children’s upward mobility. With an aging consti-
tuency, this would be the papers’ final moment of glory. Marxist
ideas did not so much disappear as change subtly and in the case
of some venerable slogans, simply recede toward tl;e margins
Cpnfrary to subsequent anti-Communist claims, the ethnic acti-
vists’ enthusiasm bespoke no cynical underlying attitude. They
beheved,‘or convinced themselves for a time, that in Afnexica
Commum.sn} became democracy and that democracy would be-
come Socialism In some peaceful postwar world order.*

If postwar amity did not prevail, if the Party no longer repre-
sented United Front strengths, if it blundered in seeking to
coerce loyalty from those who no longer needed its protection
then its elemepgs would go their separate ways. Scarcel);
observed, traditional constituencies were already shiftin
beyond Party control. Much as the secession movements begax%
among the Sacialists after 1910, they emerged among the Com-
munists after 1940, and largely for the same reason: the founding
gerl?vggg.m of the forefathers, even severely adapted, no longer

The shift came earliest, and most articulately, in the Jewish
sector. In 1943, the leading pedagogue of the Jewish People’s
Fratemal' Order! largest segment of the (wo, had practically
declaged 1deploglcal independence from the Communists’ long-
standing assimilationism, insisting that ‘the melting pot has a
scorched bottom’.” Heavy-handed ideology no longer had a
place in Yiddish children’s curricula, as Yiddishists placed the
preservation of their language and culture above other political
demands. Although they continued to deny Soviet misdeeds
(even through the 1952 murder of Russian Yiddish writers), a
long process of detachment had nevertheless begun at the cul-
tural core. Yiddishists wanted a different kind of movement
even if they could not get it. They also wanted, and began to
fashlqn for‘thel_nselves in subtle ways, a different Marxism.
Albeit on!y i} Y}ddiSh, this they could create for themselves .

_ In the little circles around former Popular Front Yiddish bub—
lications, the meaning of the secession became most evident
Middle-aged activists, protean proletarian stalwarts of the Left
ilnce the.days of the Russian Revolution, no longer held back
rom tl}exr_ own potentially heretical intellectual elaborations.
The Yiddish-American poets, essayists and cultural heroes
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ived careful scholarly attention and close interpretation in
lr;)c:k editions of a fewythousand. In numbers of writers or
readers, this was of course a small agd .steadlly dunmmhmg
milieu. But by the standards of the Marxist intellectual following
in the USA it was a substantial milieu with a symbolic importance
Of'lIthlg ‘{’Iil&dishists were perhaps best suited to assess the cultu;al
distance traversed from the late nineteenth to the middle of tde
twentieth century. Despite all that had passed, these dl(;}lat t:
retained a vivid impression of Sholem Aleichem and I. L. erteil
as reflections of the centuries-old shtet! facing fragmentation, (ej
collective yearnings that led to Weltschmerz and to wxdgspread
Socialist beliefs. They still swam in a current where Marxism gn !
messianism had come together as long-lost relatives. Now, tﬁs
pairing the unforeseen results of Socialism but not 4 e
original ideals that made the radical movements possible,
they grasped acutely the crisis in the méssianic unagmatlo;'l.
The Yiddishe Xultur Farband, founded during t.h_e Poputh ar
Front enthusiasm and fueled by stubborn cultural resilience, thus
published anarcho-Zionist B. Rl.vkl.n’s Qrzfnt Ttendemsm fun
Yiddish Literatur (Basic Tendencies in Yiddish Literature), ex-
plicating at full length the Yiddish messianic criticism in t;:s
social-economic context. Socialism, Rivkin argued3 sul_aphtxf‘l the
form, but Jewishness itself—the galut and the miseries of the
immigrant generations in particular—the content for the re:lcl)-
lutionary worldview. Thereby, Rivkin could contemplate ?
change in literary generations as tl!e coming to qonscnpusnlgss (')d
the spiritual element within Socialism. A writer like a;l
Ignatov, author of the trilogy Euf Veite Vegen (From c; b(‘:r
Horizon), exemplified the worker-intellectual drawn to the lal ?
movement and to Socialism but repellefi by the emptiness od
mechanical secularization. The pilgrim’s journey led not togaialrl
the degraded path of Cahan’s David Levinsky grown materially
wealthy and spiritually hollow among the New Wo.rld s temp-
tations, but rather through impoverishment and alienation to
find at last in America the keys to the secrets of an elder wisdom.
Rivkin had, in his earlier polemic against positivism and cl.'usl}mg
rationalism, helped provide di Yunge a meaning for their instinc-
tive messianism. The elder Rivkin summed up the resuits for the
Yiddishists who remained. So much had passed and the survivors
had to make themselves clear. The smaller tragedy to the largeé
one of the Holocaust was that only at the last moment ooul~f
Marxists consciously break with the economist simplifications of

Somewhere Beyond Leninism, 1940~1960 1 93

the early twentieth century and begin to speak in their own
theoretical tongue.

The ferment around the creation of Israel understandably
tapped similar sources and an overlapping constituency with
Yiddishkayt. Indeed, as the Soviet Union alone among the major
world powers defended the right of a Jewish state, American
Jewish Communists joined hands with the quasi-Socialistic,
quasi-chauvinistic Zionist movement against the more assimila-
tionist-minded reform Socialists. The election of a single Pro-
gressive Party Congressional candidate, Leo Isacson, to Con-
gress m 1948 from the Bronx dramatized the overlap. The fact
of Israel, however, ensured a competing loyalty among the
ardent defenders of Jews, a competition that would grow
dramatically with time. The Party’s English-language expres-
sion of Jewish consciousness, Jewish Life, struggled to find a
middle ground. Ultimately, it found itself, along with the old
Morgen Freiheit, the sole representatives of organized Euro-
Communism in the United States.®

‘Progressivism’, the leftward edge of the New Deal now

threatened by Truman’s accession to power, competed more
broadly for the loyalty of the Party’s new middle classes, Jewish
and gentile. The emotional power of the crusade against Fascism
evolved into a vision of a new world order in which America
would no longer play successor to European colonialism but
would be the advocate of popular national revolutions—most
immediately, the Chinese—and co-guarantor with the Soviet
Union of a lasting world peace. Devotion to Roosevelt’s legacy
required considerable credulity in many areas, among them the
continuing imperial role in Latin America, the wholesale aban-
donment of republican Spain and of endangered European
Jewry. But the quixotic project of renewing this legacy captured
the sentimental imagination of a number of New Deal veterans,
from Henry Wallace to Rexford Tugwell. So long as the seeming
return to Depression conditions at home and the seeming impos-
sibility of bourgeois recovery in Europe remained fixed points of
reference, international peace and some form of state socialism
remained viable goals.

Earl Browder sought to make the best of the situation in a
dramatic series of gestures during the final years of the war.
Envisioning a postwar world of peace and reconstruction, he
declared for collaboration between class and nation, with Com-
munists subordinating their own considerable resources toward
that end. ‘Perhaps we could say’, he added in 1944, ‘that our
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Party is standing on its own feet for the first time’ in proposing
such a direction. Given the strength of American capitalism, as
well as the dangers of a postwar anti-Soviet reaction, Browder
perhaps opted for the only strategy that seemed to promise
continuing legitimacy and membership growth. That he made
such an appeal for extended class peace, for the abandonment of
Socialist prospects into the indefinite future in the name of
Marxism, seems remarkable in retrospect. But what, in fact, it
revealed was that the Party apparatus stood above even the
vision of Socialism which had called it into being.’

Browder’s bold opening disguised a paradox. Without the
vision of Socialism, the Party’s activists no longer had any parti-
cular need for the organization. The Soviet Union looked very
large, flush with its epochal victories over Hitlerism at Stalingrad
and beyond, but, Browder notwithstanding, the leadership of
the American Communist Party looked very small. Its grip upon
its own members rested upon loyalties no*longer firm, while its
alliance with the larger New Deal coalition would soon be ex-
posed as superficial. The state and the trade-union bureaucracies
began to dispense with their erstwhile Left allies. Hard-pressed
to move back into now badly eroded bases, the Communists
stood vulnerable in a way they were not during the more re-
actionary, but also more insular 1920s.

The fatal consequences did not show themselves evenly, or all
at once. The Daily Worker, to take one obvious example,
reached its second apex (after the late 1930s) during the im-
mediate postwar years. With a modicum of editorial autonomy
from the party, it took up a variety of cultural subjects and
improved its investigatory journalism until hard times and poli-
tical backpeddling forced a reduction in staff and column space.
Meanwhile, in blue-collar districts where party activists did not
find themselves compromised by pacts with labor leadership
against industrial restlessness, the Communists effected new
coalitions while holding their ranks firm.'

The beginnings of political self-destrnction both dramatized
and delayed the Communist awareness of impending crisis. The
Party could neither carry out Browder’s last political stroke
(reorganization out of the Leninist mold into the ‘Communist
Political Association’ in 1944), nor could it formulate a viable
alternative. The overthrow of Browder in 1945 on French-
Russian inspiration, amid his pleas for independent American
Marxist thought, offered up a scapegoat for the internal troubles
and confusion, but also opened a can of worms. Where had the
Party gone wrong? What could be done? Expulsions ‘right’ and

A
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‘left’, of talented Popular Front operativ
bhle::.s atlike, slllnowed the machine tg be (t)luf (s)? zgln(zglf ormer Wob-
oster, who as usual survived his opponents . -
lessly to old categories, fumbling for arI: Ia)ppropriart‘:;t::;:Tlst::t]e(:rﬁ:rs::
The older vision of Leninism as champion of working-class;
revoit, commander of mass action, had long since faded, and
goozt:;t, 2:16 tactlczg tigim;list, had genuinely never been its pro-
way. Bo i i
Feronghn ging);) rogrami.) rases aside, no one had a credible,
Quite suddenly, calamities befell the Part
The appeal to ethnic nationality collapsed Znodl:aer ﬁt: r\fggg:e;f
Yalta and the realities of Russian hegemony in most of Eastern
Egrope. The Right began to exert itself strenuously on this front
joined by a wave of former fascist collaborators and democratic
anti-Communist dissidents who provided the final wave of Euro-
pean language-speakers. Catholic activists in labor having grud-
gingly cooperated with the Left in the formation of unions
rallied their considerable energy to drive the Communists out’
Liberals and mainstream labor leaders hastened to distance
thf;mlfeclztl’.g from the Left. Previously restrained, they gave vent
;1(; dubegun. xV'Var rhetoric. Meanwhile, the government witchhunt
No doubt the resurrection of the Party after th
War would have been extremely difﬁcu)llt in any gassz(.:olg::jn‘l’:iﬁd
Communist soldiers, like other GIs, had lived through a prog
foundly nationalizing experience; in the next few years, man
would follow the mass trajectory via the GI bill to college and thg
professions. Suburbanization and automobilization taking the
younger people especially from the ethnic ghettoes ,fragmented
old sohdarities and rechanneled aspirations. To t’ake a single
example: the neighborhood social club, central to blue-collar life
and accessible to left-wing variants, suffered immensely from the
automobile. Or again: the street-corner speech, whose decline as
a popular art had helped eradicate an older Socialism twenty
¥:;n: f;ae}ltlerc; l‘i?sl no»; l<(:ompletely eclipsed as an electoral vehicle
iclan li i i
e et tl())ok oan e Congressman Vito Marcantonio when
But these consequences became fully apparent
at the end of the 1940s. Postwar strik};spsll)mwed’ :r}géi;:‘all;lgalz
ment that was still vigorous, if increasingly hamstrung by its own
b}xreaugratlc apparatus. Veterans returned home to bolster
picket lines. Middle class activists, seeking to maintain and ex-
tend the New Deal, exerted wide influence through their organi-
zations. Nowhere did labor or liberal organizations exclude
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Communists until 1948 or so; indeed, their leaders usually com-
batted divisive efforts as a threat to Roosevelt’s legacy.

Communist leaders responded to these changing circum-
stances with a maximum effort to control their own ranks
regardless of the cost. Intellectuals, prominent Black leaders and
others who showed signs of independence were struck down.
Trade-union officials felt the pressure of demands that finally
forced them to choose between politics and economics. Efforts
to interpret the contradictions, meanwhile, produced a strange
vacillation from class struggle to class collaborationist rhetoric,
from the language of the 1920s to the language of the 1940s, in
the same issue of Political Affairs (adroitly renamed from The
Communist), sometimes even in the same article.

What passed for theory exhibited an increasingly strained
quality. Attempts in the writings of a few bold (soon to be
castigated) theoreticians to weave together democratic and
Marxist ideas culminated ingloriously with Foster’s pathetic
Twilight of World Capitalism (1949). In these pages, if nowhere
in reality, capitalism faltered while the Socialist countries
marched forward. Bourgeois influence over the body of the
masses, through social-democratic union leadership, showed its
bankruptcy, while bourgeois control over the mind, through
religion, was refuted scientifically and stood on the veritable
edge of disintegration. The creation in the Soviet Union of an
authentically Socialist humanity of well-rounded citizens demon-
strated the validity of Marxian precepts once and for all. How far
such ‘scientific Socialism’ stood from Stalinist concentration
camps on the one side and the robust energy of postwar capi-
talism on the other can be calculated more easily in psychological
than in political terms.

The popular effort to stave off Russian-American conflict
moved ahead despite such narrow-mindedness. Resistance
against the Cold War had a heroic quality tainted but not ruined
(at least until 1948) by Party leadership maneuvers. The popu-
list, mystic former vice-president Henry Wallace, meanwhile,
articulated a real desire for Americans to cut loose from right-
wing dictators, take domestic racism in tow, and seek somie
cooperative form of mixed economy. The same complaints
against US foreign policy would be echoed, often by the same
individuals, when Vietnam protests began in the 1960s. The
Wallace campaign indeed pioneered the campus as a political
arena. But the more the Party tended to fill in, to substitute for
the mass support that the Progressive Party fell short of accumu-
lating, the more it fostered the Progressives’ schism from the
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mainstream of American radicalism or liberalism.

From another angle, the peace sentiment uniting behind
Henry Wallace’s candidacy crystallized a progressive milien
which no longer accepted Party guidance as the price for political
help. The National Guardian weekly, launched in the wake of
the Wallace campaign, displaced the Daily Worker in many
homes, especially when it assumed a leading role in the Rosen-
berg Defense. Run by professional newspapermen, dedicated to
battling Cold War propaganda, it became a kind of New Masses
descendent, unembarrassed about its mostly middle-class
readership and increasingly determined to establish its own inde-
pendent presence.

Many other such activists sought to strike out on their own,
free of Party interference but with their constituencies intact.
Former Congressman Vito Marcantonio, against official Party
advice, threw himself into one last Congressional campaign
before dying of a heart attack. Left unions which refused to
buckle under to the anti-communist provisions and join the
mainstream, as the Party advised, also went their own quiet way.
Younger Party leaders, champions of the Popular Front,
privately shared these sympathies. But they found themselves
unavailable, driven into hiding, just as the rumors of Stalin’s
crimes drove home the necessity of democracy in the Party and in
society at large in order for a Communist Party to thrive.

‘U.nderground’, resisting repression through an internal exile
monitored by thousands of FBI operatives, these activists re-
mained hapless to the larger degeneration of party life. Repri-
mand§ for ‘male chauvinism’ in a Party not previously known for
honoring women’s rights, expulsions of aging immigrants on
‘white chauvinism’ charges for the crime of wintering in Florida,
proved that sectarianism had its own logic. The Party’s very lack
of democracy encouraged police agents and provocateurs. It
staggered through the fifties somnambulently, a ghost rattling
phrases from the past, while its best talent increasingly found
themselves a place in non-ideological movements pointing to the
future, or simply resigned to living their private lives. A score of
talented functionaries remained, along with thousands of mostly
middle-aged rank-and-filers, determined to survive the govern-
ment harrassment and the bad leadership of the organization.
They did indeed survive McCarthyism, and even (albeit in
numbers and talent far diminished) the 1956 Hungarian Revolt
and the Khruschev revelations. But their movement had once
and for all lost hegemony within the left."?

Not surprisingly, it did not leave many intellectual monuments
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behind. The most promising new Party journal of literature and
criticism, Mainstream, had been shut down after three issues in
1945-46 as a distraction from political priorities. The new Masses
& Mainstream (1950—56), renamed Mainstream (1956—63),
had a brief revival of literary verve and independence during
the late 1950s, closed out when the Party resumed direct control
in 1960. It then resembled a cultural version of Political Affairs,
hard to read and barely worth the effort.

The further the distance from the Party proper, the more
capable of life and new ideas—this was the climate on the left
during the fifties. Thus Freedom, published by Paul Robeson and
his supporters in Harlem, did not make much headway in the
Black community but kept together an array of veteran and
younger talent. Radical forefathers like Langston Hughes
(whose Finley Peter Dunne-like ‘Simple’ columns, wittily
analyzing contemporary conditions in street-talk, circulated in
Black local papers) joined newcomers like Lorraine Hansberry,
author of Raisin in the Sun. Such popular and talented enter-
tainers as Ossie Davis, Ruby Dee and Harry Belafonte could be
found at the fringes of the Popular Front remnants. Freedom’s
successor, the monthly magazine Freedomways (1961-85),
assumed more independence, forging a permanent Left pre-
sence in Black intellectual life that was acceptable to many who
were wary of the Party and of Marxist ideas. The same principle
reigned in an array of other ex-Party cultural and intellectual
institutions, driven into a premature Eurocommunist-style exile.

Theoretical creativity began at the point where the break with
the Party became permanent. The future editors of Monthly
Review, formulators of ‘world system’ theory and the key source
for the examination of the US empire had, like many intellec-
tuals, always been more attached to the Popular Front than to
the Party proper. Paul Sweezy, prominent Marxist economist,
had briefly bruited the idea of launching an intellectuals’ organi-
zation against CPUSA isolationism in 1939-40. He and his co-
editor, popularist Leo Huberman, believed roughly in extension
of the New Deal into state socialism, with heightened democratic
participation and international détente. The Wallace campaign’s
momentum on the campuses gave hopes for a new intellectual
revival, while the disintegration of CPUSA influence threw them
back onto their own resources. They urgently wanted to make
Socialist ideas in the USA comprehensible, to render them less
dependent upon emotional loyalties to Russia and the special
pleading of Marxism-Leninism and more reliant upon historical
and political analysis. Monthly Review reached mostly com-
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mitted radicals, but those of a notably intellectual bent. In their
efforts to revive domestic Socialism, they had little immediate
fortune. Their increasingly systematic view of monopoly power
wnth.m the US state and economy did not yet have an audience.
But inone area, they exceeded all their own expectations. MR did
not rightly know how to refurbish a worldview beyond disillu-
sionment, save, in part, for a displaced identification from
Russia to China. But it understood the punishment American
military and economic power rained down upon the dependent
nations, and the fateful connections between imperialism and
the permanent war economy. MR looked beyond the familiar
hopes for working-class revival and/or improved liberalism to
something like an intelligentsia put in touch with the reality of
world suffering. '

Paul Baran’s Political Economy of Growth (1957) was a mile-
stone in the careful research and analysis of imperialism. Baran
saw that the historical advance of monopoly tied to the expansion
of the world market meant a programmed ‘backwardness’ for
Third World nations, a backwardness by no means inherent in
the_lr economies but, once developed, inescapable short of revo-
lution. Baran’s signal contribution, to interpret the internal
effects of neocolonialism, foreshadowed the criticisms of US
Vietnam policy and the entire ‘world systems’ discussion of the
1970s—80s. Disruption of internal markets, ‘industrial infanti-
cide’ of potentially competitive industries, the creation of a
comprador class tied to the imperial powers—these were uni-
versal structures of underdevelopment. Sweezy himself, both in
his own essays and in collaborative editorial statements, sought
to refine Marxist theories of imperialism from a rather more
theoretical quarter, and to draw out the implications of emergent
neo-colonialism for the internal Us economy. One might say that
in Sweezy’s writings, Lenin’s Imperialism subsumed the rest of
thp canon and, considering the historical period, not entirely
without reason. Indeed, if the Popular Front had expressed one
prmcnple_: of Leninism in action, the abandonment of domestic
pro}e(anan expectations in favor of a world-wide view of im-
perialism summed up another. Each tendency had been imma-
nent from the beginning of American Communism. Only the
pressure of events had decided the survivor.'s

Trotskyism and the Search for Alternatives

American Trotskyism, despite its limited human resources, filled
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a political and intellectual gap during the 1940s, and exerted an
intellectual force from the Second World War until the dawn of
the 1960s out of all proportion to its numerical strength. It
developed a point-for-point attack upon Popular Front posi-
tions, missing a great deal along the way (especially in appre-
ciation of unassimilated ethnic life), but aiming much of its fire in
the right directions. It often hesitated at its goal, sometimes
providing a stalking horse for neo-conservatism, but it stuck to
its principles with formidable tenacity. The repeated crises of the
CPUSA fulfilled Trotskyist predictions without usually leading to
significant recruitment by the latter. A hard reality, shorn of the
hubristic moments enjoyed by the Popular Front, forced the
Trotskyists toward a more creative approach in the direction of
an uncharted post-Leninist future.

Other radical groups had virtually disappeared from sight. Jay
Lovestone’s followers, growing fewer and more conspiratorial in
their labor involvements, dissolved with a'last statement of their
hopes for a democratic Socialist presence somewhere in the labor
movement and in American life. The Socialist Party, where some
of the faithful Lovestoneites found a home, itself shrunk to a
support group for Norman Thomas and for the conscientious
objectors imprisoned during the war. A few Socialists were still
elected to local office, as in Milwaukee or Reading, where ethnic
ties and gaps in the two-party system permitted holdouts against
the kind of pressures that had lured Minnesota’s Farmer Labor
Party into the Demiocrats and broke up Wisconsin’s Progressive
Party. Men like Frank Zeidler, Milwaukee’s mayor for many
years, kept the municipal Socialist spirit alive—but just barely.

Only among the Trotskyists, then, could a collective vitality
still be found, and even here that vitality was as strange as the
Communist adaptation to liberalism. The Workers Party,
formed in 1940 by a few hundred predominantly middle-class
Jewish youth who opposed both war camps and Trotsky himself,
conducted a lively labor agitation. Its newspaper, Labor Action,
circulated in the tens of thousands in war factories; its militantly

anti-bureaucratic supporters figured in hundreds of illegal strikes
and thousands of less-remembered internal mobilizations. It
carried on with an economism that would have done the old
Communist rank-and-filer credit, putting aside all questions but
shop complaints. The support it gathered as a group was, as
veterans recall, ‘a mile wide but an inch thick’.'¢

These younger, sometimes quite militant, workers showed far
less eagerness to join an isolated and rather fanatical organiz-
ation than had their fathers and mothers who joined the CPUSA a
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generation earlier. The ethnic tradition of self-educati
ended before the Trotskyists really emerged, and ';?gtc:l’cytil:rg
had no foreign lode star to inspire admiration. One of the other
‘industrialized” Trotskyist factions, the strongly unionist fol-
lowers of Bert Cochran and Harry Braverman, soon made its
peace with the stumbling Communist apparatus in the auto
industry and took over the editing of the left UAW press. It was an
emblematic decision, either capitulation or realism depending
upon the perspective. Other Trotskyists, including most of the
ev;a.r-g:aller \_V:)rkers Party cadre, chose to throw in with the
anti-Communists supporting Walter Reuther
Either path led to S(?cli);)list gblivion. 7 and the Cold War.
Seeds of hope were nevertheless planted for another season.
Nourishing small shoots of practice and thought through the old
system and beyond it, heterodox Trotskyism impelled indivi-
duals and groups almost entirely away from the familiar fix of the
American Left (Leninist and pre-Leninist) and into fresh en-
gagements with American reality. Trotskyists of several varie-
ties, all well-educated and usually unprotected by any ethnic or
sectarian cushion, set forth original conclusions.
] By the early_ 1940s, the New International became the most
m}ellegtually vigorous journal on the Left—when not obsessed
with discrediting the American Communist Party or contesting
the mantle of Leon Trotsky. So long as Trotsky himself ruled, the
journal had served mainly to amplify his opinions, and often his
own essays seemed to crowd the rest of the contents to the
margins of journalism and intra-Left sniping. Following the split
the magazine found a life of its own. During the war it sought to
redgﬁpe' the terms of world socialism. Later, Trotsky’s over-
optimistic predictions of postwar world revolution led the New
International to considerable stocktaking, a mixture of under-
standable despondency and the brave search for new grounds.
C. L. R. James became the journal’s most outstanding and
original author. He was, to many inside the Trotskyist move-
ment, a living enigma, at once a theorist of Black nationalism and
of strictest class struggle, of Leninist formulae and post-Leninist
interpretations. Like DuBois, he had grown into Marxism by
recognizing in it a confirmation of his evolving political views.
But as a Trinidadian-born intellectual nurtured in the Caribbean
popular culture of calypso, carnival and cricket (he was for a
while a prominent cricket journalist in England), James had a
distinctly different background from the genteel DuBois. James
was s}eepqd in lower-class life. By the 1940s, he came to see that
the dialectics of popular culture, related both to Black conscious-
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ness and the volatile industrial scene, were largely unrecognized
by the reigning paradigms and organizations of the Left. He saw
the masses themselves struggling out of the disasters of contem-
porary history toward goals of their own making, past concepts
of the vanguard party leadership to a more dynamic mixture of
politics and culture.

James emigrated to the USA in 1938, already renowned for his
incomparable history of Toussaint L’Ouverture’s Haitian revo-
lution, The Black Jacobins and, among the British, for his cricket
reporting and his leadership of Pan-African agitation. For the
next fifteen years he lived in semi-obscurity, familiar only among
Trotskyists and to occasional public lecture audiences. But in his
own small circle he was an influential and prophetic figure. In the
Workers Party of perhaps a thousand, concentrated mostly in
wartime production, James gathered a little group including
Raya Dunayevskaya, Grace Lee (later, Boggs), and Martin
Glaberman. They shared an almost messianic faith in the revolu-
tionary capacity of the mass production worker, who, they
insisted, could not be considered ‘backward’ in the usual Euro-
pean Marxist sense. He or she did not join Marxist parties, or
rigorously follow radical leadership in the unions, but neverthe-
less sought fundamental changes in the way production was
organized, and in that sense understood more than the Marxist
intellectuals could explain.

To advance this claim in the name of an updated Leninism was
iconoclastic, even extraordinary, but not without native pre-
cedent. Daniel DeLeon, it will be remembered, had seen the
IWW as a new phase of civilization, heir to an industrial and
historical evolution become quasi-anthropological in its effects
on the entire culture of human development. James and his
collaborators put forward similar claims about the CIO unions
and the mass-production working class in general. In the USA,
the group’s document State Capitalism and World Revolution
argued, the combination of Henry Ford’s system of sweated
labor and a complicit local state authority had already antici-
pated the essence of modern totalitarian social relations:
rationalization of production with the coordination of the state.
Such a development marked the culmination of a long history,
from the reduction of the medieval European artisan to wage
laborer, to the ravage of the Third World peasantry and the
undercutting of the Western craft laborer. At every step resis-
tance had flared, from the Low Country weavers’ temporary
seizure of production to the Levellers and Diggers to the Black
revolutionaries of Haiti. The modern class conflict brought this
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process to a conclusion. Concentrated in enormo -
tivities, the new mass workers strove, consciot‘lls:sl;'v grrklfr?g::-
sciously, for the abohtion of all hierarchies inside the factory and
;)l];tSIdC'—an end to the division between mental and manual
abor.
The most formidable obstacle became the |
itself—an analysis that made experienced f:fée?rmaz
Wobblyism rendered philosophical. State Capitalism had indeed
grown within the framework of the system, as had been long
predicted, but the functionaries in the early years of the C.I.O
often Cqmmumsts, demonstrated by their constraining presencz
the reality of a new social formation. From this perspective
symmetry to the bureaucratic denouement of the Russian Revo-
lution was increasingly evident. Stalin intuitively relied upon the
party bugeaucracy, or even the foreign bourgeoisie, rather than
the Russian proletariat itself, while the Comintern, an extension
of the new power base within the state bureaucracy, acquired an
affinity for bureaucratic power within unions around the world
Unlike the reformers of the Second International, these were not
racists nor representatives of some skilled working class seg-
ment, bu? products of the mass industrial phase, thinking in
terms of industrial rationalization and international consumer
marketing analogously to their corporate opposite numbers
State Capltghs_t functionaries-in-progress, they had repudiated
private ca})’ltal}S}n without believing that the classic proletariat of
lI’EI?;ll'S h/{?rx § Vision could in the foreseeable future rule without
_James cut through the moralistic criticism Trotskyi
liberals unthinkingly made of Stalinism. How Commxfniﬁs;;r%tlxpeg
manipulated their unquestionably idealistic ranks seemed to
these critics an unresolvable problem which they covered over
w1t§1 verl?_lage about ‘totalitarianism’—a rhetoric borrowed from
anti-Naziism and soon turned against Marxists of all kinds.
:I ames had a better, because more historical, answer. ‘Stalinism
IS a concrete truth . . . a necessary, an inevitable form of deve-
lopment of; the labor movement’, no distortion of history in the
final sense, but the working out of a logic inherent in the uneven
Pace of world revolution. The one-party state he viewed as a
s1m11a1:ly mevitable. ‘attempt to respond to the contemporary
:tz(t:?.s’l}y for the fusion and transcendence of nation, class, party,
From the rampant pessimism en endered by Stalinism’ -
tation of all organized resistance togcapitalism ,yJ ames dre\: lﬁggg.
When the society as a whole perceived the forces of production
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(the working class) to be essentially social and not merely
economic, the working class stood subjectively closer than ever
before to cutting the Gordian Knot. The old categories that had
held fast since the beginnings of capitalism, the mysterious origin
of the commodity in workers’ labor-power on the one hand and
the supposed autonomy of party and state on the other, lost their
essential definitions. As Engels had predicted in Anti-Diihring,
the last major text of the founding fathers, ‘concealed within' the
very contradictions of this more highly organized capital were
the technical conditions that form the elements of the solution.”*

There was much to be said for this sweeping critique. James

and his collaborators neatly identified the logical error of
Trotsky, but also of Communists and Socialists since at least the
Second International, as the identification of socialism with the
form of state ownership and not the social relations that prevail
within that form. Socialism—although James did not quite spell
it out this way—had become a means for overcoming the pre-
capitalist obstacles to modern production and social relations in
Europe and the emerging Third World. Socialists, and now
Communists, carried out the abstract ideal of the bourgeois
program of ‘progress’. No wonder political socialism had so little
effect in America, bomn bourgeois and relatively free of state
encumberances. And no wonder Black aspirations, especially
those of the Black proletariat, had such a threatening aspect. In
this sector of the national working class, the global reality of
capitalist exploitation impinged upon the American delusions of
bourgeois utopia.”’

Contemporary Trotskyists outside James’ little group re-
garded this as virtual madness, but the New Left and Black
nationalists who recovered James from American obscurity
some twenty years later recognized some thing of his accomplish-
ments: his prescient use of Marx’s 1844 Economic Philosophical
Manuscripts as a means to identify fundamental social aliena-
tion, on the one hand, and his belief in autonomous Black
revolutionary potential on the other. They were too late, or
perhaps too early, to accept the corollary: James’ discovery of
autonomous work-cultures whose members had instinctively
developed their own patterns of resistance and mobilization, not
in the interest of any socialist revolution but with their own
immediate needs in mind. However limited this tendency might
prove, it offered the hope of industrial democracy from the
bottom up, out of the lives of ordinary people rather than the
plans of experts.

James’ critics easily identified a kind of neo-Hegelianism that
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came from his reading the Logic side by side with Capital.
Certainly James and his followers idealized workers, not in the
one-dimensional fashion of other left-wing parties, but in their
own way. Anarchists or Wobblies though they seemed to many
observers, J ames’ group followed Lenin’s teachings as if the
Soviets were virtually in formation, and the potential resistance
of the Party, any Leninist party, was about to become the chief
ob§tacle to overcome. In the carnival atmosphere of the postwar
strikes, where masses of people took to the streets in defiance of
employers and labor leadership, it might have seemed a possible
perspective. They took too little notice of the deep racial and
gender attitudes which penetrated working-class social life, and
the consequent psychological appeal that anti-Communism
made to the self-image of the white, male worker in particular.
They could nat grasp, in theory, the individualistic impulses that
home own.e.rshxp and suburbanization, commodities and wage
hikes, gratified in return for industrial pacification. And they had
no appreciation of the real plight of the unrecalcitrant radical,
the anti-racist, anti-war Communist or Trotskyist or indepen-
dent, factory operative or minor leader, who simply did not find
in fellow workers the traits that James described. It was a per-
spective for immediate transformation which, like so many
others of its type, did not account for the human and institutional
sources of defeat.

Yet for all this, James and his collaborators had essayed con-
clusions no one else had dared in the collapse of a political era.
The economic fatalism and faith in the construction of political
elites, the ancient working-class hopes, state ownership of pro-
duction—had all become archaic or, worse, a part of the logic of
continued capitalist development. The potential forces for
change had to be re-examined. That sort of initiative required
too much courage and energy from movements reeling from the
natural loss of rank-and-file membership to the economic boom
and the extraordinary loss of cadre from rampant harassment
threatened deportation and other repression. James’ crew em-
braced Black mass struggles against bureaucracies of all kinds,
detecting before anyone else the racial element and political
s1gmﬁ_cance of the wildcat strikes in predominantly Black auto
factories. They also boldly experimented with journalistic forms,
lineal descendents of the 1920s ‘Workers’ Correspondence’
efforts, to let workers speak for themselves on politics, factory
life, racial or sexual struggles and popular culture. They brought
a New Left perspective to the working class, with an impact less
political and more cultural than they imagined.*?
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Culture as Tragedy

The alternative march away from the Old Left, wholly ruling out
what James (after the young Marx) had called the ‘self-activity’
of the working class, turned political vanguardism into a melan-
choly critique of mass delusion. Trotskyists and ex-Trotskyists
who argued in this fashion had the best of authority. “Trotsky
declared that the proletariat does not grow under capitalism and
declines in culture’, James and his collaborators had noted.?* If
$0, a protracted capitalist recovery meant catastrophe for culture
generally, and a cruel dilemma for Marxist intellectuals,
Clement Greenberg first signalled the mood with his frequently
reprinted essay, ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch’, in which every grain
of popular culture expressed a fundamental flaw in creation, and
everything in modern society encouraged a grotesque parody of
civilized values.?*

From this optic the failure of revolutionary politics and, worse
than failure, the betrayal of human values, had been a symptom
of pitiless drift from the promise of the nineteenth century (or the
Enlightenment, or even classical antiquity), to the self-annihi-
lation of the human spirit. The intellectual obviously had only
narrow choices: to join the celebration of the coming barbarism
as patriots seemed too eager to do in Russia and America; or to
refuse to participate. The ‘great refusal’, as Herbert Marcuse
later called it, would at least leave a record of personal integrity
and perhaps some worthwhile ideas for those who followed.

These choices, over the long run, implied others. To withdraw
from the Marxist-historicist faith of an intellectual generation
might mean resignation to the reigning temporal powers—
acquiesence in the Cold War, pursuit of a career and upward
mobility—so as to preserve the narrowed space for the life of the
mind. It also might mean just the reverse: a collective intellectual
crusade outside Marxism, outside all existing orthodoxies, to find
new ground for opposition. The two solutions intermixed, as
events foreclosed the possibility of any immediate social trans-
formation.

Irving Howe, who speaks for the faded but authentic survival
of radicalism in his generation, has sketched the cultural back-
ground that prepared the emerging intellectual for personal solu-
tions. The larger public culture of New York during the 1920s—
30s reputedly made the great literature and the humanistic values
of the West widely accessible to the lower classes, most especially
to the determined young idealist. This was a world already fast
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disappearing to a popular audience, but still accessible to those
seeking its rich fruits, 2’

In retrospect, the naive intellectuals in the making had begun
their quest by exiling from their own minds much of what their
predecessor Jewish intellectuals had striven to create. The con-
scious turning away from a ghetto-tainted Yiddish and Yid-
dishkayt, a denial reinforced by the compulsory assimilation of
public schools and of professional occupations, signified an un-
conscious acceptance of their middle-class American status even
before they took on their radical political identities. They suc-
cessfully escaped the lower-ciass ghettoes, mixed freely with
native-born Americans of all types, and in time graduated to
distinguished status with all the accompanying perquisites. On
the other hand, they did not and could not accept the trans-class
middle American culture of unvanquished religiosity, sports
enthusiasm and generalized indifference to European high cul-
ture. They were repelled by the mass culture presence in their
own neighborhoods and in the working class they sought for a
time to revolutionize. In a strange way, their background left
them both more and less adapted than the Yiddish revolu-
tionaries who envisioned a peacefully chaotic multi-cultural
society without any necessarily universal standard.?®

Squarely on the middle ground that Adorno called the home
turf of the critic, half in and half outside the phenomenon to be
studied, they spoke for the results of the bourgeois nineteenth
century and its modernist negators and continuators among
whom they numbered themselves. And they spoke (as long as
they retained their radicalism) for a future society which would
one day hold these values high. At best, this perspective gave
them a tenacious sense of self in the tradition of the classic
European intellectual. They were the first Marxist-related group
outside a political party to have that kind of collective stamina.
No palpable lack of real political influence, no momentary
obscurity from the main radical paths or mainstream academic
paths, could deter them from their continual self-clarification.
At worst, their disaffection with popular culture (save perhaps
for film) tended toward snobbery, a philistinism in its own right
that blended all too well with the sophisticated cyniclsm of the
postwar intellectual establishment. In both senses, they were the
mirror opposite of the untenacious, influential but ephemeral
Popular Front intellectuals.

Their self-developed worldview encompassed the unconscious
assumption that mass society meant mass manipulation, con-
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firming their suspicion of the ever-deteriorating condition of
public intelligence. The influence of the Communists before the
war and the triumph of commercialism afterwards seemed to
vindicate this pessimism. The cultural loneliness of the New
York intellectuals, their total sense of opposition on all fronts,
confirmed Trotskyism as a shaping worldview even where it had
become rogue Marxism and State Department Socialism.

Originally, in the Partisan Review, they had tried to reach
beyond the mental reductionism of the Left, attempting
(although key editors William Phillips and Philip Rahv would not
put it this way yet) to be more revolutionary along those lines
than the revolutionaries themselves. They identified the
problem with the absence of a meaningful American past, and
the solution with Europe. They sought to contextualize revolu-
tionary culture, but mainly in the artistic upper reaches. Art
‘worked’ when it captured reality with the full sense of that
tradition intact. Literary criticism for them, as for the Com-
munists, offered the arena of shared sentiment and insight un-
likely outside ‘good’ books, plays, music and painting.
Modernism, if it failed to capture the entire imagination of the
masses, yet retained all the promise of the avant-garde and could
with a little imagination be seen as precursor of a critical, perhaps
even popular, American radical culture.

Such a position had real importance for writers seeking to
escape Party literary formulae; but the ultimate implications, the
shape of the envisioned art or criticism of the future, remained
inchoate. The Communists’ own move toward the Popular Front
and the rallying of liberal culture against Fascism placed a
revived and independent Partisan Review in the ambiguous posi-
tion of speaking for revolutionary (and against reform) culture
through the high literary canon and the avant-garde. Hardly any
one still believed in the writer’s burying self in the proletariat.
But who was the writer and where did he or she hang the hat of
identity?

The Moscow Trials fixed Phillips’s and Rahv’s politics, and
willy-nilly made the PR a mechanism for intellectual resistance,
i.e., Trotskyism. But their politics bore little resemblance to
classical Leninism, and was only tenaciously allied to the main
partisans of Trotskyism. The defense of Trotsky became their
cause celebre, and rightly so. They also took individual potshots
at Stalinism wherever possible, in the pages of the Nation and
elsewhere. With some notable exceptions, most of the milieu
around them felt little inclined to join a Trotskyist organization
or even to pass out a leaflet. The public attacks they suffered at
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the hands of the New Masses writers nevertheless reinforced
their own sense of importance. They would speak for the
American intelligentsia, slice off the intellectual head of the
Stalinist gorgon, and set out new critical standards.

The further the Popular Front moved away from revolutionary
aspirations, the more readily Partisan Review could attack from
the left. For a moment, in 193840, they spoke in the name of a
modernist-radical vision which still resonated, albeit in a much
diminished fashion, with echoes of the old bohemian self-
liberation. They lacked only the connections with a real move-
ment that the Masses once enjoyed, its circulation, and its
vanished joie de vivre.

The war and the sense of impending doom that hung over
socialist prospects imposed upon the PR group the obligation of
preserving values threatened with extinction by the prevailing
barbarisms. Hardening anti-Communism and, by the 1950s,
creeping conformism or complacency, played curious roles in
this development. As the ideological compromises of many
Communists during the 1930s and 1940s did not necessarily
deflect them from their practical and creative tasks {or did so in
ambiguous ways), so the open call for alliance with the postwar
bourgeoisie, the hysterical attack on the peace camp and on
anti-McCarthyism, even the overlap in personnel and finances
with the CIA-funded Congress for Cultural Freedom during the
1950s did not close the Partisan Review to heterodoxy of non-
political sorts, or (more important) to contributions by younger
avant-garde types who had no other outlet.

It might be said, with some justice, that such power tended to
constrain these latter writers much as Communist publications
had earlier young people, by setting out the rules (this time,
kneejerk anti-Communism and obeisance to existing literary
authorities, in place of uncritical support for the Soviet Union
and obeisance to Mike Gold) for making personal connections
and for publishing. PR personalities used their cultural power
ruthlessly, much as Communists would presumably have done in
their place. But in both eras, serious interest in cultural criticism,
with a vague avant-garde or demi-Marxist flavoring, was other-
wise confined to small literary circles. Where else besides PR,

until the 1960s, did the door open to current French philosophy?
Certainly not in the academic journals, nor in the surviving
Marxist or Socialist publications.

PR’s limitations, from a cultural point of view, grew more
obvious as the decades passed. Because it had nothing positive to
substitute for the mass cultural politics it attacked, the Partisan
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Review could not supercede the Popular Front cultural approach
but could only help to drive it underground. Red scares, black-
listing and the intellectuals’ own disillusionment, not the protests
of avant-gardes, cut the Communists from the mainstream and
shut down their cultural presses. The specific thirties presen-
tational modes identified with Communists and the Popular
Front nevertheless returned ceaselessly to popular films and
television, not because of continuing Communist influence
(although many younger militant liberal writers and directors
would owe personal debts to blacklisted figures), but because no
other form of social issues drama (by the 1970s, a Popular Front
descendent comedy-drama) could be successfully devised. A few
of film’s and many of television’s proudest moments originated
in this milieu. The Partisan Review crowd, despite its prestige in
the intellectual world, had little useful criticism or any contri-
bution to make to such developments. It is staggering to think
that during the Golden Age of popular-culture, with glorious
phenomena from Bebop to Hank Williams, Sr., to Mad Comics
to Sid Caesar, New York intellectual conversation remained
centered on Flaubert and Henry James. What tunnel vision for
all that critical energy! .

This extreme myopia posed once more the ultimate contra-
diction in American intellectual life. Without a means to estab-
lish contact with, or even acquire a serious perspective on, the
culture of ordinary Americans, the European foundation which
the PR insisted upon tended to become precious, the mental
hoard of the few who were increasingly devoted to defending
their turf and their historic reputations. As American Com-
munism disappeared and the Partisan Review further narrowed
its agenda, its personalities grew larger than life. They were
talented, hard-working, and increasingly absorbed in their own
minor celebrity. By the later 1960s, Rahv fled. In his brief effort
at a new journal before his death, he sought to set up shop again
as an avant-garde critic and true radical. The most brilli#at of the
crew, he had seen through the self-delusion. The ignominy
heaped upon him by former co-workers said more about the
moral disintegration of the old crowd than about his purported
masquerade as the savant of radical chic. He at least had tried to
recover the original, core purposes of criticism.?’

But the PR had one other great negative virtue. Its intellectual
commitment and rightward-turning politics tended to spin off the
loose energies of intellectuals still determinedly radical. One
such byproduct was Politics (1944-49) magazine, Dwight Mac-
donald’s brainchild and without doubt the clearest collective
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voice of the radical non-Communist intelligentsia since the
Modern Quarterly. Macdonald, coming f;om a genteel wase
background utterly unlike the humble Jewish origins of the other
New York intellectuals, had enlisted formally in the Trotskyist
movement on the eve of the Secpnd World War only to abandon
his membership two years later for the status of permanent
renegade. Similarly, for kindred reasons, he abandgned the
Partisan Review when its own party line (actually a version of the
uncritical support the Communists lent to the war effort and its
ominous domestic accoutrements) blessed the leviathan state.

Politics—the name had been suggested by C. Wright Mills—
ultimately became the definitive intellectual link between the
Old Left of 1930s—40s and the New Left of the 1950s-60s. In its
pages can be found a willful withdrawal from the historical
agendas of the Marxist movements, a withdrawal interpreted
and explained with the aid of the Marxist intellectual tradition. It
recognized the barbarism of Stalin’s slave-labor camps and the
equally barbarous American atomic war against Japanese cities
as twin phenomena of an inhuman age. And it sought, mostly on
uncertain ground, to take a moral position against, like the old
Dadaists who assayed the bankruptcy of Europe after the First
World War. Like the Dadaists, the attempt by this newer intel-
lectual fringe to reconstruct the pieces proved less successful
than its useful deconstructive efforts. )

Intellectually, Politics introduced M111§, Paul Goodman,
Irving Howe, Lewis Coser and, to a US audience, Albert Camus
and Victor Serge, along with such future conservative savants as
Daniel Bell, Oscar Handlin, Nathan Glazer, and Irving Kristol.
More important than the contents, more important even than
Macdonald himself, was the journal’s readership. They spoke
through the editor and the contributors, as far as tl}ey ever
would, about the vast disappointments and the fresh insights the
age had forced upon them as a group. As Macdonald later
commented, the overwhelining majority of his 5,000 readers
were male college graduates under thirty-five. Altl}ougll not a
large audience, it included most of the rebellious mte}lectua!s
coming out of the war experience. Politics helped explain to this
generation why wartime progressive hopes were inflated, adding
to trenchant analysis an existential element—felt not reaso_nedf
that became a solace for the new isolation of the radical intelli-
gentsia.?® ’ B

A descendent of both Partisan Review and Politics, more
subdued but also more solid in its analytical style than either, was
the last distinguished journal of the Old Left, Dissent. Now




212

liberals of a Cold War, democratic-socialist sort, editors Lewis
Coser and Irving Howe retained a number of the Politics contri-
butors along with that journal’s passion for the precise statement
of political morals. They sought to bind together the university
intellectuals, Socialist trade unionists (mostly local officials), and
free-ranging intellectuals around a common program of support
for democratic institutions East and West, and a less well-
defined concern for the common culture.

The particular way in which Dissent reached out spoke to
generational politics. According to Howe’s own testimony,
editors and contributors sought to pick up the pieces of decom-
posed Socialism, to re-examine them, to survey related current
developments and to wage polemics against their former com-
rades who had moved more swiftly and further rightward. Even
in looking toward the future, they carried the particular burdens
of the past, much as the politically surviving Masses editors had
carried their generational passions into the 1920s and 1930s. ‘In
the fifties, for better or worse,” Howe said, ‘almost everything
began that would dominate our life in the following decades’.?
The operative word here, ‘began’, might be better written,
‘crystallized’. .

Although Dissent touched a handful of younger intellectvals,
it tended like any other quasi-Old Left institution to cast them in
its own image exclusively. It sought not diversity but agreement,
perhaps because Dissent saw Stalinism in nearly every quarter
where dismal conservative trends did not dominate. Obsessively
it applied the litmus test and found the radical specimen tuming
suspiciously toward the red end of the scale. By way of contrast,
the more pictorial and short-lived American Socialist, cousin
from another version of abandoned Trotskyism, sought to
separate friendly intellectuals from their Communist pasts. Dis-
sent had no taste for such Christian charity or the wider confra-
ternity it might have encouraged. It remembered every wound,
as Howe and Coser drove home with their vindictive history of
the American Communist Party, written at the very moment the
Party was disintegrating.

Dissent represented a peculiarly chastened Left eager for
Democratic Party openings toward a wider welfare state and for
genuine materidl advances among the poor, but utterly hostile to
the changing intellectual tastes it perceived as mere fads and
fashions. The great questions had, as far as Dissent was con-
cerned, already been settled. Further efforts at revision, particu-
larly those moving toward the non-Democratic Party left or
toward some intellectual compromise with popular culture, were
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excoriated with all the editors’ polemical energies. Dissent
expressed a more polite (or perhaps dry-witted) dismay at the
slide of its own surrounding milieu toward neo-conservatism. It
stood fast, decade after decade, proclaiming its values into the
1980s. It seemed little changed by time and the addition of new
editorial talent. Still echoing the original Partisan Review’s rejec-
tion of a hostile and corrupting reality, Dissent continually hinted
at the anticipation of further betrayals, something almost inevit-
able in a lifetime of disappointments.

The polemical bluster disguised great quantities of anguish,
nowhere more apparent than in Irving Howe himself, who
became a kind of pessimistic Floyd Dell with the hopes of the
1910s now stood upon their head. Howe sought repeatedly in his
own criticism to recover from the nineteenth and early twentieth
the then-new sensibilities and new cultural politics, and to
describe their dismal outcome in real life (including, he usually
hinted, his own). In his moments of candor, he spoke for the New
York Intellectuals. He was their otherwise vanished social con-
science and their final, melancholy scribe.°

Toward the New Left

The 1950s motor-cycle driving radical-professor-as-existential-
ist, C. Wright Mills, was part of the same Politics/Dissent milieu;
but he was already escaping to the borders of what would become
the New Left. He was also the embodiment of a category that had
to be reinvented: not a New York Jewish but a Western talent,
fascinated at the congealed circles of avant-garde intellectuals
but contemptuous of their compromises and, even more, their
mood of political futility. Mills knew America would listen to
radical ideas if they were explained differently. He and A. M.
Simons (or John Reed) would have had a lively conversation.
David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd, a favorite book of liberal
instructors during the early 1960s (speaking as it did to their
generational disappointments), pinpointed the importance of a
cultural change which seemingly made leisure more important
than work, consumption more decisive than production, and as a
corollary, the middle class itself both chief subject and object of
concern. Not surprisingly, in a prosperous age just emerging
from the shadow of Hitler and Stalin, ‘conformity’ had displaced
material want at the apex of social concerns. The pervasive sense
of rootlessness and alienation escaped the charges of disloyalty
that hounded other criticisms of the Us order ang simplified for
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Americans the Frankfurt School view of an advancing totality
crushing the individual mind and the collective conscience. Mills
added a significant Germanic sophistication (by way of a Frank-
furt School lesser-known, Hans Gerth) and a vital prose style.
The fusion of native idiom and cosmopolitan resources energized
Mills’ critiques of labor bureaucracy (The New Men of Power,
1948), the middle class (White Collar, 1951), and the upper class
(The Power Elite, 1956). The Sociological Imagination (1959), a
virtual demand that intellectuals return to the barricades of
social commitment, evinced all the weakness of the general
critique. But having abandoned the class perspective of Marxism
for something closer to Max Weber or Robert Michels, Mills
could locate no other possible dynamic. One found in him more
personal example than intellectual mentor. He had not given in.
His popularity would wane, his attachment to the sociological
standards would not survive his generation—at least among
radicals—but his example would shine. Abandoned to its own
devices, the intelligentsia had no choice but to act, with and upon
the conditions at hand. Mills issued a cry into the wilderness that
fell upon waiting ears.>'

Mills was not alone in his protest. C. L. R. James published a
formidable (but at the time, very obscure) book-length treat-
ment of Melville and Moby-Dick, locating the heart of darkness
within the totalitarian Ahab, the antidote in the spontaneity of
the promethean working-class crew, and the vital middie term in
Ishmael, the intellectual who must choose. F. O. Matthiessen, a
Christian Socialist and homosexual as unlike the Partisan Review
crowd as the Texan Mills or the West Indian James, had earlier
traced in his monumental American Renaissance (the most read
major literary study of the USA, certainly the most important
radical one until Fredric Jameson’s writings) the tragedy the
West imposed upon itself, not by Philistinism or weakness
toward Communism but by its own triumphant individualism.
Matthiessen took personal cognizance of the tragic element in
American life as immigrants and the children of immigrants
could hardly do. The nation’s sins were deeper than the most
avaricious and manipulative ruling class could by itself create,
and deeper than a victorious proletariat could eradicate in a day.
Like the radical democrats of the nineteenth century, Matthies-
sen understood America’s ‘ruthless individualism’, its opposition
of intellect to practical life, as a fundamental flaw. Unlike his
contemporaries, the aesthetes, he saw no reason to celebrate the
literary results. Matthiessen seized upon the promise of
American life in the nineteenth century’s most brilliant group of
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thinkers and artists, viewed through the individual artist and his
work, as keys to the whole. The organic view, the healthy
American attempt to learn directly from nature and from prac-
tical life, he struggled to reconcile with Transcendentalist
dreaminess on the one side, and narrow Calvinist property
obsessions on the other. Matthiessen was himself a martyr to that
dichotomy. ‘Socialist without a party’ (he was branded a fellow-
traveling Communist), peace advocate without a movement
after 1948, he committed suicide at the height of the Cold War,
leaving a crucial legacy of his own funds to the young, struggling
and independent-minded Monthly Review 3

Equally tragic, for American radicals afterward, would be the
sudden departure of James and Mills from the intellectual and
political scene. James faced deportation shortly after his Melville
book appeared. Mills, the radical individualist, died in 1959,
leaving his premature testament, ‘Letter to the New Left’. Such
intellectuals had no minyan, no collective openings to a dissident
American intellectual life which existed hardly anywhere in the
1950s.

One exceptional location did stand out already in the mid-
1950s, and in bringing together dissidents of a new type, it
forecasted better than any of the New York publications the
intellectual phase just ahead. Shortly after the New York Intel-
lectuals evolved definitively toward accommodation with Pax
Americana, aless prestigious but—from the retrospective view-
point of the New Left—more important group moved in the
reverse direction for precisely opposite reasons. The University
of Wisconsin had been a center of anti-monopolist, anti-
imperialist thought since the days of Robert LaFollette. It was
shortly to regain its historic role, in New Left guise.

Many intellectuals in the old Middle Border had bowed un-
easily to the inevitability of war mobilization, suspecting—with a
handful of Trotskyists, unrecalcitrant pacifists, and Charles
Beard—that militarization of American life would become per-
manent. They had their own reasons for thinking so, which were
as deeply rooted in regional tradition and the historic resistance
to World War One as in the growing dangers of the Cold War.
The postwar US rush to world domination alarmed civil liber-
tarians, recalcitrant Jeffersonians, and quirky Midwest radicals
who might be found at the height of the McCarthy Era seeking
public signatures on a disguised Declaration of Independence. A
new generation of scholars, mostly refugees from Old Left
families and from the Henry Wallace campaign, joined these odd
ducks on the Madison campus and relearned radical history with
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native coloring. The same youngsters were also, and not coinci-
dentally, the first generation of immigrants’ children who could
fit comfortably into a field now comprised not of gentlemen
scholars but of middling professionals. They took their models
and their immediate constituency, respectively, not from the
William Z. Fosters or the flagging trade-union movement, but
from the quasi-isolationist, anti-military tradition of Progressive
historians and from the new mass student culture.

Ironically, the signal weaknesses of homegrown Progressivism
which Marxists had excoriated in the past had become almost
positive features by the 1950s. The rightward march of Cold War
liberalism toward justification of American business leadership
made the older surviving Progressivism seem, by contrast,
further to the left of the mainstream than it had been since its
heyday at the turn of the century. Moreover, the defense of civil
liberties, including academic freedom, had become almost sub-
versive. Scholarly criticism of something sé apparently removed
as nineteenth-century Indian policy signalled suspicion of cur-
rent racism; commentary upon Woodrow Wilson’s maneuvering
of the nation into the World War One suggested doubts about
current American adventures in Indo-China. The racism and the
anti-urbanism (sometimes thinly-disguised anti-Semitism) of the
old Progressivism could be comfortably abandoned by this new
generation of scholars. They evinced a vigorous will to under-
stand and to act upon America in some fresh way and radicalize it
anew through their own experiences and perceptions.*

The young scholars knew the limits of the tradition almost as
well. They felt keenly the absence of any vital school of Marxist
historical interpretation, and the methodological void left by the
inadequacies of Progressivism gave their own work an almost
fanatically empirical character. They abandoned the teleology of
class conflict while struggling to sustain an egalitarian vision
more sophisticated and complete than any non-Socialist view
could possibly accommodate. In political terms, they hardly
knew what to do with their own conclusions: the next genera-
tions, resuscitated by direct action, would have to complete the
transition and the simultaneous re-translation of Marxist ideas
into current historical study. These Silent Generation intellec-
tuals offered their writings and their own model as the unfinished
material for the future. In doing so they revolutionized the study
of American history and the self-conception that it gave to future
radicals.

William A. Williams’ The Tragedy of American Diplomacy
(1959), a careful account of the twentieth-century drive for
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foreign markets and the subsequent pattern of US intervention,
established a ‘revisionist’ view of the Cold War and Third World
policy that had profound reverberations. By situating the sources
of American expansionism in the early republic, and by giving
American striving a self-destructive, tragic cast, Williams
touched a nerve that Marxists had forgotten existed. Williams
also provided the pregnant phrase, ‘Corporate Liberalism’, and
the rough but serviceable definition for the phenomenon.
America had, he wrote in Contours of American History (1961),
answered its need for regulation with a false solution. A modern
(and in Williams’ own peculiar interpretation, much inferior)
version of mercantilism bound together the expansionist, un-
democratic corporation with the military-industrial power of the
modern state. That state, feckless with regard to the perils it
imposed upon humankind, had to be analyzed as a totality, not
broken up conceptually into ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ com-
ponents; indeed, its historical interpretation depended precisely
upon an understanding of how liberal initiatives were integral to
the preservation and expansion of the system.*

Williams’ vision provided the intellectual framework and
some of the slogans for the anti-war movement. His careful
historical analysis exposed the falsity of Cold War rhetoric and
the mistaken interpretations of Third World restiveness. Indeed
his work set the tone for later interpretations of Us social institu-
tions in general, from schools to prisons to labor unions. Without
conceding anything to a CPUSA-style Marxism, it threw the
slogans of national security back into the teeth of the Cold
Warriors, and posed the question of American democracy anew.
Certainly Williams’ work had its conceptual limits: it tended
toward a mechanical over-interpretation of the state’s manipula-
tive capacities and an underestimation of past democratic
struggles which created the current liberal institutions. Never-
theless, his critique had an unsurpassed heuristic power in the
Veblenesque sense radicalized Americans have always appre-
ciated, tracing the hidden hands of real power within the sup-
posed free market economy.

Mills, with his unremitting hope for the intelligentsia, Marcuse
with his roots in middle-European scholarship, and Williams
with his faith in a restored historical sensibility—all had this in
common: they were, whatever their background and age, New
Left (or pre-New Left) because they had abandoned economist
Marxism and denied that the state was the main vehicle for
Socialist transition. Still, and for all their evident hostility toward
the accommodation of their colleagues to permanent Cold War,
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they remained model-types of what the independent Old Left
intellectual had been. They had both feet in the university and
the academic traditions even when their minds soared.

They were, in short, ambiguous parents to their ideological
children of the wild 1960s. New Left activists, by contrast, saw
the university foremost as a convenient base of operations. The
differences became steadily more evident as social movements
heated up from the early 1960s on. That did not mean the ideas
had been discarded; the formulators, to their amazement, found
their notions translated into slogans and carried like banners. It
did mean the ideas had been cut loose from their specific moor-
ings, for better or worse. That disjuncture signalled the intel-
lectual-political pattern of Marxism among the New Left.

One further step was taken around Williams himself. The
thick facticity of Madison intellectualism made it especially
appealing to the probing searchers of the nascent academic New
Left. The new generation coalesced around the first scholarly
journal on the left since the 1930s, Studies On the Left, whose
initial 1959 issue promised a ‘radicalism of the disclosure’. God-
child of Williams, spawned by rebellious veterans of the
Communist-linked Labor Youth League, its leading lights con-
sisted largely of New Yorkers become radical Americans. They
stood somewhere between the Marxism of their youth and the
Progressive historians of their graduate training. They sought to
draw left conclusions from anti-state premises without falling
back into Jeffersonian anti-urban negativity; they tried to
imagine a renewed Left which could attack corporate power
without retreating to Marxist jargon or losing faith in knowledge,
scholarship, and the creation of a responsible citizenry. They
attempted, in short, to recuperate the democracy of the smalil
producer into the prospects of a technological society. A most
difficult task self-consciously undertaken decades late, it marked
a giant conceptual step forward.*

Another, less scholarly but more political step was taken, back
in New York, by an Old Leftist whose career spanned three
radical generations. Abraham J. Muste had already gone from
the ministry to radical labor agitation and education in the early
1920s. In the late 1920s and early 1930s he was the prime mover
of the American Workers Party—a unique attempt to naturalize
Leninism (and for a moment, Trotskyism) on an American ter-
rain. After the unhappy merger of the AWP into the orthodox
Trotskyist movement, Muste returned to the church and to the
pacifist Fellowship of Reconciliation that had sprang up during
World War Two. In the debacle of the organized left that fol-

Somewhere Beyond Leninism, 1940-1960 219

lowed, groups like the FOR and Dorothy Day’s Catholic Worker
circle spoke to and for the insular dozens and hundreds vocally
opposed to atomic diplomacy. Muste and Day also personally
opposed ‘exclusionism’, the ink-blotter test for Communist
taints considered obligatory by liberals and favored by many
Socialists. Indeed, Muste sought to bring the remnants of the Old
Left together in the 1950s for an exchange of views. Not very
successful by ordinary standards, his effort was a remarkable sign
of moral initiative.

Liberation magazine was Muste’s boldest and most successful
intellectual coalition. Founded in 1956, as the Cold War had
begun to ease, it combined peace activists with civil rights
veterans of the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE, which FOR
had financially subsidized), independent Socialist and radical
thinkers ranging from Dorothy Day to Lewis Mumford, to his-
tory professors at Wisconsin. Liberation made itself known byits
on-the-spot reporting of the burgeoning civil rights struggle in
the South, and its dedication to non-violent ‘direct action’. But
its pages also contained an unprecedented breadth of rethinking
basic Socialist values in the atomic age. While its critics correctly
pointed to Liberation’s religious underpinnings, they tended to
miss the subtle populism which renewed the indigenous sense of
outraged anti-state morality lost to the surviving Marxist rem-
nants. The Liberation group’s emphasis on struggle as a com-
munity (they, along with the civil rights movement proper,
introduced the concept of ‘participatory democracy’ into
American political discourse), their opposition to power politics
of any kind, and their unwillingness to place the full blame of the
Cold War upon Russians or Americans—all these bedrock con-
victions of their political life made them impervious to political
manipulation. They seemed, whatever their age, to have the
moral singlemindedness of youth unconsciously attuned to the
coming generation.

In theory, Liberation was intended to present non-violence to
a wide public; in practice, it achieved a forceful combination of
ideas for militant pacifists and disaffiliated radicals. It did not
intend, perhaps, to be Marxist at all. Neither did it need to be
anti-Marxist. Liberation established a perspective within which
the old distinctions between historical materialists and idealists
became fairly outmoded, as uninteresting as the quarrels of
surviving Communist and Trotskyist publications.>®

For the New Left to manifest itself, other pieces of the his-
torical puzzle remained to be put into place. Most of all, a
critique of the surrounding mass culture, a critique both con-
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demning mass manipulation and celebrating the unconscious
‘negative moments’ of creativity, needed to be developed. Here,
too, segments of the Old Left had seen small parts of the future.
The young and radical Norman Mailer predicted the drastic
revision of conceptual politics to follow the long hiatus. The Old
Left had been vanquished, but ‘if a revolutionary time should
come again, there would be a crucial difference if someone had
already delineated a neo-Marxian calculus aimed at compre-
hending every circuit and process of society . . . until the crises of
capitalism in the Twentieth Century would yet be understood
1237

Understood, that is, not as purely economic phenomenon, but
as a complex cultural formation, not for the elite alone, but for
the masses. If ‘some gigantic synthesis’ on a scale equal to Capital
could be effected to account for whole nature of humanity in its
modern situation, wisdom would become possible, which is to
say that the legacy of Marxism would not have been wasted after
all.

7
The New Left

We New Left Marxists grew up under a mushroom cloud with a
silver lining: the nuclear war-threat which, as a byproduct, had
erased the all-too-comforting historicism of the various Old
Lefts. Compared to that loss, even the failures of Socialism in the
East and the West which obsessed our predecessors seemed
rather less alarming. They had been so entrapped in the pre-
Hiroshima frameworks, the expansion of Socialism or the battle
against reverse-Marxist expansion of Stalin’s barbarism, that
Armageddon became a mere extension of the old logics. Not for
us. How could we become enthusiastic about either of the super-
powers, armed to the teeth for our annihilation? How could we
believe in the inevitability of any historical tendency to outrace
the doomsday clock? We instinctively thought of ourselves as
confronted by two different incarnations of a single menacing
system, one world empire under different names.

Then again, the Old Left intellectuals’ loss of realistic hope
had been at least accompanied, perhaps (they often thought)
even caused by the spread of mass culture. They were the last
generation to revere, above all things, European high culture
and the printed word. We were the first generation of American
radicals born into the television era and the all-embracing mass
culture. We thought in terms dictated by our surroundings—
even in our arcadian idylls, if that is not too much of a contra-
diction in terms. The media invasion of the mind, worse to Old
Left intellectuals than the nuclear arms race, had become part of
our assumed reality and one of the rare sources for subversive
signals.

Coming of age at the juncture of unprecedented perils and of a
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consumer-and-technology-inspired utopianism hardly known
since the mid-nineteenth century, we believed (and I, for one,
still believe) that the possibility of a world transformation lay just
then before us. The ubiquitous ‘peace and love’ sentiment, how-
ever commercialized its articulation, portended a great change in
the human condition. Personal preparation for the change
became part of the popular cultural fabric. Trained in Marxist
ideas and graduate studies, we veterans of Civil Rights, student
power and sundry other campaigns seriously believed that we
might be sometime soon sharing land and sexual partners, indif-
ferent to nationality and language, and that we could bind all the
wounds that the human spirit and the planet had suffered.
Greater fools us? Perhaps. It was surely a religious idea. But
nothing in our lives, before or since, has made so much sense.
The ambiguous space Marxism previously occupied in the lives
of American rebels would seem to have been further reduced in
this era. But that judgment (which we sometimes pessimisticaily
or optimistically voiced ourselves) proved premature. Marxism
helped to explain our soulless enemy, as well as our own descent
from Woodstock to the real-life 1970s. Even when, in the first
years of New Left mass politics, Marxists outside the sects had no
wish to proclaim their intellectual patrimony, Marxist ideas
exerted their influence through the informal network of indivi-
duals who collectively make possible a new movement. Very
soon, when the astonishing turn came to Marxist-sounding
slogans, the quality of recuperation became apparent. Without
altering the New Left framework much, Marxism had filled in,
represented and come to stand for those missing dimensions of
political and cultural thought. In the end, Marxism had evolved
(as it continues to evolve) into something scarcely recognizable
to older generations of American Marxists, something closer to
the young Marx or the middle-aged Bruce Springsteen than to
the Second or Third Internationals. But the stamp of Marxism,
some descendent of Marxism, remained undeniably there.
Behind this curious evolution, a not-so-mysterious absence
could be readily discerned. In the period after 1965 there was a
renaissance of traditional forms of American radicalism: racial
unrest and moral support movements, women's emancipation
struggles, a militant ‘alternative’ press, a utopian experimen-
tation, and so on. Missing—-at least in their classical forms—were
the two historical conditions ascribed as central to mass radicali-
zation by orthodox Marxism: economic crisis and working-class
(especially ethnic) combativeness. The apparent absence of
these elements underlined the end of the old Socialist teleology.
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In the long run, capitalist expansion would presumably run up
against its own self-created barriers; b}f that time, however, the
planet might already have become unliveable. So much for the
materialist inevitability of Socialism. Meanwhile the white male
blue-collar attachment to Nixon in 1972 and, even more, to
Reagan in 1984 symbolized the sociological and p9l|t13::al shifts
since the 1930s. The big-muscled proletariat of syndicalist lore no
longer marches in the front rank of the revolutionary masses.
Such changes—not absolute, to be sure, but demarcating a strik-
ingly different era—seemed already in the 1960s to threaten the
coherence of Marxism. ) o

Or did they? To speak today of Marxism and Marxists implies
a critical self-consciousness impossible twenty, let a_lon_e fifty
years ago. The more precise identification of the capitalist and
state socialist systems as political and cultural constructs with a
supra-economic life of their own, centuries (in thg case of gender
relations, eons) in the making, begins to permit a coming-to-
terms with Marxism—itself a product of the same systems—in
ways hitherto unimaginable. Location of the historic class
struggle (including its national, racial and sexual components)
within the general social and cultural conditions of humankind
has moved to the foreground of the intellectual agenda. The
socialization of production and the built-in crisis of the economic
system, keys to the old Marxism, take on a renewed and altered
relevance as part of a larger process. Economic crisis mirrors and
symptomizes a deeper sickness in the civilization. The socializa-
tion is world-wide and extends from production to culture, where
a cure may yet be found. ]

‘Marx Against Marx’, an Italian extra-Parliamentary slogan,
captures a universal desire to transform Marxism’s methods into
a synthesis equal to the scope of the original. Drawing continual
hints of a new universalism from the fragments of natural
science, religion and the traditional humanities all suffering from
the end of older illusions, spurred on by the cr:ash.of empires East
and West and by proximity to total annihilation, the search
evokes a personal intensity at the outer limits of Enlightenment
thought. The New Left, at its best moments, prepared Marxist
Socialism for such a renovation, in a yet unclaimed future.

Black Experience and the Opening of a New Left

The racial shift in the balance of radical politics had everything to
do with the ideological development of the American New Left.
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The New Left’s predecessors had pioneered, labored toward,
and in many cases sacrificed their lives for racial equality. They
had inevitably done so in an atmosphere in which Blacks had
very largely been the clientele or the intended future allies of a
generous-minded and far-sighted Left. The collapse of the
Marxist movements and the simultaneous upswing in civil rights
in the 1950s reversed the equation; everything now started with
the Blacks, and at least until the crest of the anti-war movement
onthe campuses, would remain so. Behind that strategicreality, a
web of political understanding and personal growth entwined the
white New Left’s self-identity with the non-white world.

Subjectively, the role of Black culture in the teenage lives of
the future New Left prepared the way. Only Communist or very
racist parents, it is safe to say, perceived the breadth of this
influence from sports to music to sexual fantasy. Youngsters
grew up with pictures of Black stars on their walls, and lurched
into a consumer culture whose comfort seemed almost invisible
to those born free of significant material scarcity, but whose
positive content came through the teen-oriented culture of
records and top-forty radio stations. From the safe haven of the
suburbs, the ghetto may have appeared scary but it was also the
one place where authentic Americana seemed still to exist. To
affirm solidarity with Blacks in any political sense was a minority
act; but the sympathy towards Black culture reached further
among millions of ordinary teenagers than any previously Left-
orchestrated effort could have envisioned. Tell-tale signs of
racism in parents, liberal or conservative, provided the proof of a
generation gap long before that gap would be interpreted in
directly political terms.

The Montgomery Bus Boycott of 1955 re-opened the social
agenda closed by the Cold War, if only marginally at first. The
charismatic leadership of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the extra-
ordinary self-organization of urban Southern Blacks, gave the
movement for integration unprecedented public presence and
internal resolve. The ‘Solid South’ cracked. In a second phase,
five years later, student-led sit-ins spread through the South and
‘freedom rides’ dramatized the violence of racist response. Soon,
Black children by the tens of thousands would be marching for
freedom, a first in American history.

The twin loci of activity, the Black church and the Black
campus, suggested the dramatic shift of constituencies for social
movements. The Civil Rights movement also thrust the Socialist-
connected Congress of Racial Equality into the spotlight, and
gave birth to the first of the new radical Black organizations, the

The New Left 225

Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). The un-
willingness of the Kennedy administration to order adequate
protection for the Freedom Riders, and the effectiveness of
direct action in winning specific goals, suggested the limits of
government help and the need for greater militancy. The sub-
sequent Southern voter registration, conducted in the face of
lynch terror and universal intimidation, contested local Demo-
cratic powerstructures and forced Northern liberals to put
money where their rhetoric was. The gap between front money
and federal protection was filled in by the bravery and self-
sacrifice of totally committed activists, whose style was existen-
tially and instinctively democratic. As pusillanimous liberalism
ended at the limits of federal support and guilty fundraising, a
central New Left archetype, the SNCC staffer, emerged at a
radicalized pole.

The Civil Rights movement arguably resembled the CIO and
Knights of Labor more than any other social phenomenon
America had seen. Sit-ins were, by this argument, a continuation
of sit-down strikes: the activity of young people including chil-
dren an extension of the pattern by which larger and larger parts
of the community confronted authorities demanding direct
rather than demonstrably inadequate representative democracy.
The revolutionary nationalist phase which followed in Black
America might be compared best to the earlier immigrant mass
strikes; it showed a violent rejection of the niggling improve-
ments American society offered, and a willingness to die in
defiance of ethnocentric legal authorities.

An obscure 1964 pamphlet put the dilemma for liberals and
the Old Left correctly: ‘the tremendous Negro movement is an
American form of radical thought and radical action. The
pitiable subordination of American intellectuals to European
historical norms and organization is seen nowhere as sharply as
in their inability to recognize the specific American radicalism in
the Negro movement’.!

This is perhaps an overstatement. The rise of a new, distinctive
American idealism was greeted by a broad spectrum of intel-
lectuals with enthusiasm and vigorous support, open checkbooks
as well as open arms. But the overwhelming majority of the
1930s-40s political survivors and their younger counterparts had
come to accept the welfare state led by a liberalized Democratic
Party as the inevitable starting point of future changes. Rejec-
tionism they viewed as a replay of their own youthful folly. Even
for those who took a more severe and traditional view, the
centrality of the working class to any major social change
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remained elementary. They could not think any other way, and
they could not quite imagine that youth would be so blind as to
discard all the lessons of the past. Marxism they understandably
connected with their own political conclusions. A different idea
of Marxism had as yet no serious cultivators.

We, the New Left Marxists-to-be, had instinctively begun
along very different lines. As Fredric Jameson rightly says, late
capitalism prospers by absorbing the final ‘outside’ elements
available to it: the Third World and the unconscious. The New
Left can readily be seen as a response to this global, systemic
process.? Our preparatory phases developed through the inter-
pretation of these processes in civil society and in our personal
lives.

For those of us born between the war years and the early
1950s, our lives seemed to have led logically to the New Left
moment. Save for the children of the Old Left, this generation
grew up almost completely ignorant of the struggles that had
passed by. We experienced the Red Scare not as a personal
threat so much as a climate. Anti-Marxism had become a species
of anti-Russianism woven into the national culture. American
Marxism, if it ever existed, was circumspectly explained by high-
school teachers and college professors as part of the hoary past, a
footnote to history marked by such discrepancies as the 1920
‘protest’ vote for Eugene Debs, or the suspiciously pro-Russian
sentiments in some World War Two films shown on late-night
television. On the other hand, they could not dismiss so easily
current-day American racism, and the presence of movements
for racial equality.

But racial equality, except in the mouths of racist demagogues,
did not seem to have any relation to Marxists or Marxism. Out-
side the big cities and more advanced campuses (and limited
even there to certain neighborhoods), Marxist political activities
remained rumor. The older radicals, as a movement, had been
atomized. The high tide of McCarthyism left the mark of the
heretic, the village atheist, upon the surviving individuals in a
New York neighborhood or a Midwest campus town. Organized
Communists, Trotskyists and Socialists lived an insular exis-
tence, that outsiders neither wished to nor could understand.
Some young disciples infiltrated student government, where
they advanced the liberal agenda temporarily; or worked inside a
civil rights coalition or the Young Democrats, usually without
disclosing their secret identity. The self-made radical had to
conduct a search for the real thing. En route, he or she was as
likely to read about Socialism in the Socialist Labor Party’s
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Weekly People as the CPUSA’s Worker (reduced to twice weekly
in 1958), to meet an aged pacifist as an avowed Marxist, and to go
to a quasi-political Beat poetry reading as attend a Left educa-

.tional event.

Consequently, for nearly everyone but ‘red diaper babies’,
and also for them in a certain way, the arrival of Marxism trailed
behind other forms of personal and political rebellion. This had
happened to previous generations of radicals, from the nine-
teenth century to the 1940s. But now it took on a special poig-
nancy and self-consciousness. Inasmuch as the working class
neither appeared within reach of emancipating itself nor demon-
strated any interest in Marxist doctrine, the presence of rampant
injustice and of desires for drastic change induced a sense of
despair (especially when racial efforts lagged) and a thirst for
knowledge that might someday be useful. The subject of
Socialism remained, for now, either at the plane of useful metho-
dology, or the moral appeal of a disembodied voice from some-
where reaching out into the darkness of middle America.
Monthly Review, Dissent, New Politics, or smaller and more rare
items with their own eccentric political group identity like News
and Letters, could serve the student equally well. During the
1950s and early sixties the choice of reading tended to be
random, depending more on friends and library collection than
any preconceived sense of difference. More often than generally
has been remembered, some open-minded Old Left veteranwho .
had re-emerged quietly as a professor and aide-de-camp to civil
rights groups provided a booklist, and gave Marxist concepts a
human face.

The particular varieties of Marxism one stumbled upon did not
generally satisfy, at least not completely. Left journal editors had
limited contact with younger generations, and the relatively few
new books by Marxists mostly had a dated feel. But the paucity
of material did lend a psychological advantage: no one would
be overwhelmed by it. The feeling of starting over began here for
the simple reason that existing organizations and ideas seemed so
obviously inadequate to the civil rights revolution or to the
problem of nuclear disarmament. Perhaps not since the tumn of
the century had the sense of virginal beginnings been so absolute.

The hard-working radical student, for instance, could exhaust
the entirety of Marxist classics and exegetical works published
from Moscow to New York, even flip through the bound library
copies of old American Socialist and Communist journals, with-
out any great strain. The experience, for the libra_ry-strollers of
the time, provided a breadth of knowledge which helped to
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guard against particular doctrinal fixations. It also bolstered
self-confidence. From a social standpoint, some of the older
radicals one met qualified as aides, or as mentors for specific
occasions. None, except to the blind-eyed young sectarian, could
provide leaders. We had no cause to trust anyone over thirty in
matters of political guidance; this was not a form of parent-hating
but a simple historic reality in most places.

The self-conscious character of the rebellion-in-the-making
naturally focused upon explorations of personal life: Young
Werther or Catcher in the Rye updated and politicized. There
was, for instance, Eros and Civilization (1955), Marcuse’s revo-
lutionary reading of Freud. Young women destined to become
architects of feminism privately delved into the origins of gender
repression; the young romantic understood how art, and sheer
play, could offer a glimpse of Socialism within the capitalist era.
Sexuality, the eternal quest of youth, received the ultimate
theoretical blessing. The instinctive basis, for-our cultural anti-
racism (or, more strongly, admiration of Afro-American cul-
ture) had been reaffirmed. No wonder the book became a
favored possession and that the dignified old man later found
himself, against his will, media-made into a guru of the time,
media superstar comparable to the Beatles on one hand
and Chairman Mao on the other. Like Mills, Baran, and
Williams, Marcuse offered a prototype for our Marxism, without
seeking to impose any particular political conclusions.

We would discover later that Marcuse had actually supplied
the popular gloss for a systematic critique that had lain outside an
Old Left unwilling or unable to take its criticism of Western
civilization to the very core values. The Frankfurt School exiles,
principally Theodor Adormno, Max Horkheimer and Marcuse,
scrupulously avoided optimism about the prospects for Socialism
or the survival of democratic values. Formally outside politics,
especially since the suicide of their more Marxist and surrealist
colleague, Walter Benjamin, they lacked any formal need to
attach themselves to the West and to place their confidence in
Cold War culture. They had long since despaired of the modem
fate. But they gave this despair a dialectical edge missing from
even the best of avowed Left culture criticism.

Self-confident in the Kulturgeschichte that American intellec-
tuals manifestly lacked, these elite German Jews steadily formu-
lated a coherent post-Marxist approach in their little read
Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschung, which emigrated from Frankfurt
to Paris and ultimately New York as the editors fled before the

The New Left 229

victories of Fascism. Writing from intimate experience with
Nazism, they tumed utopia inside out. They understood better
than their American counterparts (who preferred to see Hitler as
an alien manifestation) the deep cultural roots of Fascism in
modern civilization. The decisive Frankfurt School document,
Horkheimer’s and Adomo’s Dialectic of the Enlightenment
(1949), made clear that the repression represented in the
triumph of Greek classicism over its predecessor mythologies
already signalled the constraints that the Enlightenment would
codify. A denial of irrationalities that did not fit its expectation,
the repression sought to harness the whole of conscious and
unconscious thought to programmed work and release (soon,
wage-labor and consumption). The effort ultimately evoked the
very irrationality it repressed. The supple minds of liberal con-
formity, Horkheimer and Adorno concluded, ignored the
approaching day when nothing would remain of the human sprit
but the collective beast feeding upon its own impending self-
destruction.

The Frankfurt School anticipated much of the distinctive pro-
blematic of the New Left, which would soon disinter its works
and reestablish its influence. Yet at the same time the Frank-
furters, in their peculiarly European despair, were unable to feel
the real pulse of resistance in American popular life. Like
Trotsky with his famous aversion to American chewing gum,
Adorno found the habits and pleasures of the natives almost
beneath civilized contempt. His abysmal misinterpretation of
jazz as ‘bestial’, his overwrought analyses of Donald Duck as the
self-punishing ‘little man’, and of musical absurdist Spike Jones’
satires of ‘long hair’ music as exercises in castration—seemed
silly to anyone who had, in fact, grown into rebellion precisely in
these environs.?

New Leftists were by no means the first Marxists to think of
culture as political, but previously the constitutive power that
culture possessed—ethnic (or racial) traditions on the one hand,
belles lettres, on the other—had been ghettoized amongst the
Left. ‘Proletarian Culture’ had never been more than a fantasy;
middle class ‘progressive’ culture, including a refurbished ‘folk
culture’, little more than an uncertain constellation of hetero-
genous elements. The cultural homogenization endemic to post-
war consumerism ironically prepared us to reach outside the
known frameworks of cultural analysis to new formulations,
even when we did not know what exactly we were trying to
define. We unconsciously sought out a cultural politics that the
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Old Left had never articulated. Race had provided the first big
clue, but a new Marxism needed a reformulation of the concept
of revolutionary agency.

The most promising of the younger reform Socialists in the late
1950s, former Catholic Worker activist Michael Harrington, un-
intentionally wrote the script. Harrington dramatized the per-
sistence of poverty in his The Other America (1962), but in a
special way. Marxist and Progressive writings about the slums
had been composed for a century, but Harrington adjusted the
effort to the newer reality of the consumer society. Working-
class advance had actually contributed to the formation of a
bi-polar order, with perhaps a quarter of the population below
the basic level of human needs and a disproportionate number of
those Black. The New Deal state, which had responded (at least
at a consumerist level) to the needs of organized labor and the
middle classes, ineffectively treated the problems of the poor,
thus creating an unstated gap in economiccitizenship.

Harrington himself believed fervently in the possibilities of
government intervention, and even more (if possible) in organ-
ized labor. But without saying so explicitly, he raised the
prospect that failure to respond made a dangerous situation
inevitable. Harrington did not himself imagine that spectre to be
revolutionary, far from it. But he identified the future consti-
tuency of Watts or the other burning inner cities, and hinted that
demagogues had plenty of room for action. The lumpen prole-
tarian street-revolutionaries half a dozen years later were off-
spring of that prediction.*

Like Harrington, young idealists in the early and mid-sixties
moving from the campus to the slum neighbourhood, were
mobilized by the ‘rediscovery’ of poverty, America’s shame. But
far more than Harrington, they envisioned the poor reshaping
their own fate, if aided by a helping hand from activists. ‘We
would offer ourselves to the people’, Todd Gitlin and Nancy
Hollander wrote about the JOIN (Jobs or Income Now) project in
the ‘hillbilly heaven’ of Chicago’s New Town; ‘offer them a
medium for their free expression—a book, an amplification
system, a chance to cast their light up from the bottom of this
society with the special illumination that comes only from
victims. JOIN would emerge, shining or blurry, through the com-
posite prism of the biographies of the people engaged in it, or
detached from it, but in any case fixing its substance and its
possibilities more exactly and—we hoped—more compellingly
than we could with a more orthodox description. Poverty would
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emerge as more than the sum of separate afflictions and oppres-
sions . . .~

The gift of a book is an interesting detail here, an unconscious:
link with the older radical movements but offset by the techno-
logical-experiential alternative. Veteran Left politicos rightly
tended to see the community-organizing mentality as the
evidence of a Children’s Crusade, or Russian Populism revisited.
But they missed a deeper significance. The notion of a sensibility
to emerge from the process itself reflected the expectation of
self-rule in the Southern campaigns of the early sixties, an expec-
tation so deep that SNCC leader Robert Moses changed his name
and disappeared rather than be seen as the Moses of his people.
‘Participatory Democracy’, ~ the talismanic slogan of the emer-
ging New Left—was popularized around this time in and through
the Southern struggle. As an idea it was both old and new,
simultaneously evoking Black insistence on self-emancipation,
the general youth revolt against Cold War authoritarianism, and
the age-old American radical ideal of direct democracy by the
producing classes. Activists viewed it, moreover, as both means
and end; as an organizational principle, therapeutic and em-
powering, it was purposely counterposed to the ‘bureaucratic’
Old Left ideal of democratic centralism.

By the early 1960s a context again existed for trying to draw
together the various threads of mass activity and radical thought.
Inspired by the daily heroism of their SNCC colleagues, and
satiated with their academic studies, the precocious leadership of
Students for a Democratic Society—itself, formally, the youth
wing of the social-democratic, Old Left League for Industrial
Democracy—met at Port Huron, Michigan in 1962 to assay the
prospects for a rebirth of the American Left. The Port Huron
Statement condensed all the ecletic themes and rhetorics which
intoxicated the early New Left: from Fromm and Mills, Williams
and Goodman, to echoes of Kennedy and the New Frontier. Not
only a radicalized reworking of current idealized liberalism, the
Statement also blended personal and political moral dimensions
in an extraordinary manner,

It spoke for human relationships over the fragmentation
blessed by the various existing social systems; it called for more
freedom for the young (specifically on campus); it condemned
the Cold War restriction of political debate even as it condemned
existing Communism; and it urged a democratic, peaceful
approach to world problems. By the standards of the Old Left,
these did not seem such radical ideas. But by pinpointing the
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importance of the universities from which a ‘new left must start
controversy across the land’, and by appealing for a level of
democracy the various Old Lefts had come to consider unlikely,
SDS set a course infinitely adaptable to changing circumstances.®

The imitation of Black activism by whites working among their
own poor failed miserably. The radicals might mobilize com-
munities on specific issues, but they could not establish bases in
the old Socialist or Communist-ethnic fashion because the dis-
tance between organizer and organized remained too great. The
Black undergraduates in SNCC did better, not only for cultural
reasons, but because traditional barriers established by white
Southern rule against Black challenges could be breached
through specific campaigns like voting rights and desegregation.
But even the mass civil rights struggle led to disappointment. The
headway made by ordinary Blacks seemed ultimately inconse-
quential amid deeply entrenched poverty, especially in Northern
ghettoes where frustration exploded into the most violent up-
risings since the Civil War. The new radicals were forced to
recognize, Blacks understandably earlier and more concretely
than whites, the need for a more coherent and programmatic
alternative.

Was it Socialism, already, that they had in mind? Howard
Zinn rightly said that the SNCC activists articulated some kind of
Socialism, ‘but to put it this way freezes what is really a fluid
attitude’ about means and ends. Its elan, its open ended method,
‘makes it a threat to e/l Establishments . . . its rejection of
authority; its fearlessness in the face of overwhelming power; its
indifference to respectability’ rendered it powerful but unpre-
dictable.’

‘We must name the system’, SDS President Paul Potter
similarly said at the 1965 anti-war demonstration in Washing-
ton.® Potter evidently did not mean ‘capitalism’ in the 1930s
sense, but the logic of both Cold War camps in their mad arms
race and ruthless scramble for power. ‘Empire’ would have been
an accurate term if that had meant not Lenin’s Imperialism but
the Roman Empire, reconstituted through a myriad of social
systems and grown more monstrous with its technological capa-
city. Enthusiasts of this stage would later decry the invasion of
Marxist ideas as an alien force, imported by embittered Black
nationalists or by extremist Old Left implants within the student
movement. The symptoms existed, and some of the outspoken
young Leninists around SDS and the rest of the Movement could
be found testing the waters for potential faction-fights and
recruits. But the deeper reasons lay within the movement itself,
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in the problematic of developing a politics and theory equal to
the ambition of naming, and overcoming, a system for.which the
available analyses had fallen short.

Even earlier, the impasse reached by the Civil Rights move-
ment at the time of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 1963 March on
Washington had cast a fateful shadow over mainstream Black
alternatives. The enthusiasm of that rally, the vision and moral
influence of Dr King, the idealism of young radicals and of
liberals seemed to point the way for the nation. Public success,
however, disguised inner conflict. The elder Black leaders,
original spokesmen for the Civil Rights movement but no
strangers to the desire for more power themselves, had never
believed in direct democracy with the same sincerity (or naivete)
as the SNCC kids. They had no program beyond support for the
Democrats, whose entanglement with the arms. race, the
American empire, and the Dixiecrat alliance precluded serious
social transformation. The gap between mass Black enthusiasm
and leadership timidity, between sporadic street actions of a
peaceful or violent kind and negotiations with the Democrats,
widened steadily into a chasm.®

This was the historic cue for the return of Black nationalism
long considered by liberals and most of the Left as a picturesque
legacy or crank fringe. Malcolm X, spellbinding public spokes-
man of the fast-growing Nation of Islam, emerged into celebrity
in the wake of the 1964 riots. For.the first time in decades,
America had on its hands a portentous figure who proclaimed
the need for a revolution. His Autobiography, one of the most
intensely read books of the 1960s—written by the hand, itmay be
noted, of Alex Haley, later the author of Roots, the single most
important political event in the history of American narrative
television—vividly demonstrated the logical continuity in Left-
Garveyism, from the days of Cyril Briggs and the African Blood
Brotherhood down to the contemporary Muslims. Like those
earlier phenomena, revolutionary Black Nationalism kad to lead
toward internationalism and heterodox Socialism because it had
nowhere else to go for the concepts and mechanisms required to
change the society in which it was born and nourished. Brief as
Malcolm X'’s final Socialist period would be, he returned to
political dialogue the kind of radical nationalism that would
frame New Left thinking about race.

Malcolm’s apocalyptic rhetoric (‘the enslavement of millions
of black people . . . is now bringing White America to her hour
of judgment, to her downfall as a respected nation,’’® a message
delivered shortly after Kennedy’s assassination) reached out to
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ghetto Blacks, but also to a fraction of rebellious white youth. As
the pre-Civil War reformers had created a constituency with
their reform conventions and their moral demands, Malcolm
helped call a constituency into existence. Outside the ghettoes,
his real following was amongst a vanguard of Black and white
student activists. This group would, in a way unimaginable to
their mostly liberal parents and to the Communist and anti-
Communist survivors of the 1930s-40s Old Left, soon celebrate
the rage of the urban rioters and regard their actions as entirely
just. Malcolm’s appeal for a distinct, autonomous Black culture
similarly struck many of them as appropriate; not only had the
existing culture proven its bankruptcy, but they had come to
their own conclusion that cultural change preceded political.
Malcolm’s assassination under suspicious circumstances in
February 1965, removed a powerful demi-Socialist voice of pro-
test. It also suggested the limits on freedom of speech and move-
ment for sworn enemies of the system. The rules would not be
what the liberals promised.

Malcolm had come too early for any widescale organizational
response on the left to his initiatives. The only Marxist group
which responded avidly was the Socialist Workers Party, which
eagerly extended its cooperation but which had few resources
and little to show for its own theoretical record on Marxism and
Black nationalism except old resolutions written by C.L.R.
James. But Malcolm had come just in time to precipitate a
broader ideological turn toward a new style of Socialism.

In the cycle of protest and frustration, from the Democratic
Party convention of 1964 to the streets of Selma, Alabama in
1965, SNCC and other Black radicals were impelled towards a still
inchoate version of Marxism. It was not something proclaimed or
developed very far, but rather increasingly assumed by the staff
as they encountered the limits of liberal support. As the ghettoes
burned and the Vietnam War escalated, Martin Luther King
himself, widely considered the last hope in American life for
moral leadership to a just and peaceful solution, was pulled to
the Left. Actually, this move should be seen as a consolidation
and personal declaration of his carefully orchestrated position. A
self-proclaimed Hegelian sporting a college familiarity with
Marxist positions (in his Boston graduate days, reputedly a
reader of the Daily Worker), King had as his aides for some years
several prominent Left militants including Jack Q’Dell
(by the 1980s, a similarly close advisor to Jesse Jackson). King
had known the score all along. Like the protagonist of the
Yiddish spiritual-Socialist Euf Veite Vegn, he maintained some
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distance from party Marxists not only for tactical reasons but also
because of Marxism’s spiritual emptiness. Still, he privately con-
veyed to C.L.R. James his feelings for a radicalism he could not
yet openly avow. !

It was something for America that this man, the most beloved
insurgent since Eugene Debs and one of the ten most widely
admired American figures during his lifetime, should be moving
openly toward an internationalist condemnation of American
aggression and toward a Christian cooperative view of a future
world order. A very elderly W.E.B. DuBois had become a
Communist in the 1950s to express his alienation from American
society. King shifted to the left as an affirmation of where
American society had to move if it were not to lose its soul.

Far more than John Kennedy’s assassination, King’s murder
was the central tragedy of the 1960s. In death his failings dis-
appeared, but so did his loving non-violence. Although the
American left had a long legacy of repression, from the Hay-
market Martyrs, to Sacco and Vanzetti, there was no pre-
cedent for the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther
King. The unprovable conspiracy which pointed from every
direction to the FBI and the organized ultra-right had succeeded,
in its own terms. More than a few Cold War liberals drew a
breath of relief—but prematurely. As the rioters moved through
the ghetto streets, King’s call for a new society and new social
relations assumed a chiliastic fervor. Babylon would not finally
fall. But by the time the insurgents had finished, its imperial
command could never quite be the same again.

Reshaping Marxism

The number and the class backgrounds of participants, their
ability to move institutions, had meanwhile given the student
anti-war movement great visibility. Its lack of a community-cum-
class base tended to flavor their growing Marxist inclinations
with delusions that King’s Socialistic vision had successfully
avoided and that even in Malcolm seemed rhetorical device. The
New Left’s desires and demands appeared, sometimes even to its
participants, out of proportion to its class prerogatives and to
realistic prospects of the short run. We envisioned speaking at
once for ourselves and for the entire society, or the entire world,
just as the vanished radical labor movement and dessicated
Marxist parties had attempted to do. We obviously lacked their
analytical (or ideological) roots in socialized labor, and in racial
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and ethnic community life. But in those absences, the New Left
created a powerful utopianism based, like the Civil Rights move-
ment, on the American radical tradition. Tinged -butonly tinged
- by an updated conception of Marxism, a vision of the future was
the one thing the New Left could create: our glory and our doom.

Student activism rocketed into national significarice with the
Berkeley Free Speech Movement of 1964, Berkeley was to New
Left practice what Madison had been to theory, and for good
historical reasons. Hard-line Marxist ideologues had never been
numerous there, or indeed anywhere outside New York. But the
Popular Front had peaked during the later 1940s in California,
and the prestige of its interracial alliance had never entirely
disappeared from the Bay Area. Pockets of progressive and/or
bohemian sentiment remained strong on various issues. Demon-
strations against HUAC and capital punishment at the very dawn
of the sixties already raised expectations.

Berkeley campus politics, heavily influenced by Civil Rights
struggles, displayed the essence of the emergent New Left
mentalité. The indelible image, captured by the world media, of
thousands of students surrounding an invading police car while
Mario Savio orated from its roof, sent a shockwave of excitement
through virtually every campus in the United States. The
Berkeley students were not fighting for economic benefits, nor
the right to vote, nor even for world peace. They were fighting, in
the first place, to break down the barriers between the cold war
‘multiversity’ and the community, between the California ivory
tower and the struggles of sharecroppers in Mississippi (the Free
Speech Movement was triggered by the authorities’ refusal to
allow public campus fundraising for the civil rights movement).
Beyond this, the collective eagerness of the students to throw
themselves against the machine, as Savio urged, to disrupt and
destroy the ‘bureaucratic manipulation of life’, posed essentially
non-negotiable demands against late capitalism. The Berkeley
students, like their Parisian brothers and sisters a few years later,
were demanding nothing less than what the Old Left would have
labelled ‘Communism’: the dismantling of all authority struc-
tures in a society of anarchic freedom and abundance. They had
abandoned the realm of scarcity (already largely absent from
their middle-class upbringings) and were beating upon the door
to the realm of liberation.

Politically savvy Red Diaper Babies weaned on the mechanics
of radical agitation played crucial roles in building, the campus
movement. This fact revealed a certain inter-generational Left
continuity, but it did not mean that the outbreak was a charade or
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just a ‘front’ (nor did the presence of a certain Berkeley librarian
who inspired many of the early activist leaders—Hal Draper, last
seen as editor of the heterodox Trotskyist Labor Action). What-
ever the various influences and individual genealogies, the pre-

-dominant ethos was highly original: the melding together of

direct-action tactics, vague but emphatic anti-bureaucratic
politics and passionate cultural revolt. Moreover the early New
Left was bound together by its own generous sense of
community—inspired by the stirring example of the southern
Civil Rights movements. Otherwise feuding young Marxists,
recognizing common problems of mobilization and sometimes
overwhelmed by their sudden, unexpected entrance on the stage
of national politics, worked together with admirable comraderie.
Only later would a new wave of dogmatism, fanned by a dis-
torted affipity to a far away Cultural Revolution, massively
reinstate the influences of old-fashion ideologues and ‘chemic-
ally pure’ party lines. "

Meanwhile the escalation of American violence against
Vietnam, and of the number of American boys in the nightly
body count, steadily altered the political equations. Events radi-
calized the student revolt at a dizzying rate while simultaneously
investing it with profound public responsibilities for organizing
opposition to the war. Later liberal commentators would simplis-
tically blame the war for perverting American liberalism and for
driving young idealists to madness and self-destruction. We
don’t remember it that way.

In Vietnam, as GIs used to say, you found out who you are.
And here the unholy secret to the alliance between domestic
liberalism and international support of dictators and murderers
was revealed. Challenge to that alliance and to the integrated
functions of the welfare-warfare state brought the moral claims
of American democracy up short as had no issue since slavery.
Once again, the utopians and the oppressed (the latter epito-
mized in those Black youth destined for the military maw) joined
in protest. Once again, the mainstream agonized and divided
over the inevitable consequences. The best of that mainstream,
our honest professors, articulated those consequences with great
lucidity in the spring 1965 national teach-in movement. Here we
learned in classrooms lessons that we had never learned before.

Prior to 1965, the leaders of Students for a Democratic Society
stubbornly considered anti-war projects as a diversion from the
main domestic issues and as an obstacle to realistic political
coalitions. We at the base had the morbid expectation of a
negotiated but American-dictated ‘peace’ that would leave the
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ordinary Vietnamese stranded and the Kennedy wing of the
Democratic party in power at home. Older sDSers had retained
ambivalent hopes for the poverty programs launched to expand
the Democratic Party electorate by drawing inner-city residents
into the political process; like thirties radicals working with the
Wagner Act, they welcomed the sanction—and the money.
Mutual discouragement with the results, and the concurrent
radicalization of student unrest, gave these Old New Leftists the
cue to exit from leadership and prepared the way for rejuvena-
tion and transformation of Marxist ideas among us, their more
radical successors.

The Clear Lake, Iowa SDs convention of 1966 can be seen as a
turning point. The organization’s senior figures, with the excep-
tion of their key parliamentarian (no one younger seemed to
understand procedure), stayed on the fringes and could be heard
grumbling . good-naturedly that the young had inherited the
organization and the prerogative to destroy it in their own
fashion. Figurehead President Carl Oglesby expressed the Pro-
testant anguish of Norman Thomas gone Kierkegaard, with the
best voice on the white left. Greg Calvert and Carl Davidson,
brains of the newer forces, preached Student Syndicalism (in
part, an adaptation of old IWw and French Syndicalist ideas, in
part slapping 2 name upon a student tendency already in
motion). The minority of avowed socialists agonized over the
sectarian expression of Marxist ideas, and over the vague and
unfocused emerging dialogue. Campus activists had learned
much about the problems of student mobilization and admini-
stration maneuvering; ‘participatory democracy’ worked as a
perspective, a public ideology, but failed to explain the
mechanics of agitation or the strategic problems that could
already be seen to lie ahead. ‘Student Syndicalism’ was a stop-~
gap. Undogmatic Marxists took comfort in the openness of the
conventioneers to Socialist ideas better presented, and in the
backgrgund of those who seemed to give Marxism a New Left
flavor.

Increasingly Midwestern and Western, isolationist and Re-
publican in their family traditions, these young radicals offered
definitive proof that the social composition of the left had
altered. Many of them children of professionals in commercial
towns, they could have passed for Debsian Socialists except that
they shared a background in Black-influenced popular culture,
the desires for self-expression and self-realization, with their

East and West Coast comrades. Here the great divide within the
history of the American Left seemed to close, and with it, the
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basis of the old quarrels appeared to vanish. To the children of
the Middle Border in particular, the differences which had
divided the Old Left for decades could not have seemed less
relevant. For nearly all the spsers, wherever they were based,
the key arena had become the campus, the make-or-break issue
the war—withiits various links to the draft, student freedoms and
government racism. To us, the graduate students, fell the hon-’s
share of the intellectual initiative. No one else was on hand and in
touch with the constituents.

Intellectuals that we were, we felt instinctively that the vgefik-
ness of this generation was its lack of firm training in the critical
traditions of thought which Europeans seemed to understand so
well. (Older American radicals had not been too strong _along
these lines either.) A small and generally distrusted fraction of
campus Marxists ignored current reality to stqdy suf:l} questions,
keeping to their library carrels in the gathering crisis. For our-
selves, we had to learn and teach simultaneously, at a more
popular level. Political opportunity beckoned, and a thousand
different political projects put the knowledge and skills acquired
to work in the immediate situation. Most of us responded with
wild enthusiasm and great practicality. It would be the best
moment of our lives. . _

We gave ourselves to the same tasks that any previous {ad{cal
intelligentsia would have tackled in our place: popularization
and communication. The local underground newspaper (pro-
duced in dozens of locations by 1968-69), a more significant
communications medium than all the national publications put
together and the most important grassroots information network
since the heyday of the Socialist Party, became at once a means
for practical and theoretical expression. Here, the cultural
notions of the Frankfurt School (filtered through the Situa-
tionists) re-emerged in the layout, as well as jn t!1e rhetoric of
protest against mainstream culture. Investigative reporting
became a self-taught art well before Hunter S. Thompson
dramatized the techniques on an expense account we could not
have imagined. (Then again, fine marijuana could be had for
$15/ounce in 1968 in some parts of the country, and plen_ty oflove
could be had, if not for free, at a less dear price than in p?st or
future.) Radical-sounding ads for records (‘The Man Can’t Jail
Our Music’) and neighbourhood ‘head shops’ rece_llled the old
bases of financial support for the Socialist and ethnic press gone
by. We could proclaim the revolution and pay the bills simul-
taneously, if only with financial juggling. The .overwhelmmg
campus (and sometimes neighborhood) popularity of the local
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underground paper demonstrated that the New Left had arrived
as a social movement. '

Meanwhile, our political education continued. Excoriating the
university’s links to the military (while publishing analyses of the
trustees’ personal holdings), laying the groundwork for negotia-
tions of a teaching assistants’ association contract, operating the
campus radical bookshop—these and a thousand other such
chores, quite apart from tumultuous demonstrations and mobi-
lizations with all their related requirements, made us political
veterans overnight. Few would regret the loss of scholarly time,
partly because we managed to integrate so many assignments
with our studies and partly because we possessed a level of
energy we would never have again. These very activities put us
structurally at odds with our presumed identity as intellectuals
bound for assimilation into the multiversity. We sought to save
learning from its corruption, but in doing so struggled for the
vision of a university unimaginable withir capitalism.

Marxism, heretofore an eclectic combination of ideas acquired
through self-education and through the bibliographies and lec-
tures supplied by our amiable university mentors, began to gain
stracture as a kind of Process Theology of the New Left. The
telos was no longer foreseeable, the god of the Russian Revo-
lution dead and of the Chinese Revolution unconvincing to all
but a small minority. But Marxism supplied the method of
critique for capitalist institutions. On some campuses, ‘counter-
texts’ blossomed, pamphlet-length refutations of existing stan-
dard works; in many more places, ‘free university’ courses
offered alternatives, mostly to the social sciences and the

humanities. Intense and continuous study classes took up a be-
wildering multitude of questions, often relating to ‘Corporate
Liberalism’, i.e., the contradiction of unijversity/Democratic
Party commitment to domestic social policy and de facto support
for Us military aggression. Compared to similar study groups
among previous and later Marxist movements, few New Left
circles took up the texts of Marx and Lenin. Occasionally, study
groups undertook criticism of the literature in an entire field,
such as labor history, and put together extensive bibliographical
aids—perhaps because of a Marxist premonition that radicalism
would return to the working class and the radical ex-students
with it. Younger Marxists outside the universities, giving (or
taking) study classes among activist groups from the Black
Panthers to GIs, had already come to similar conclusions.
This was the New Left’s training school, as much as, if not more
than, the scattered ‘radical’ courses in the official curriculum. But
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what was the training school for? When the Stuc!ents fqr a
Democratic Society established their Radical Education Project
in 1966, the leadership aimed at educating the rank-and-file
undergraduate in much the sa;he way th?ltn the old izf:ahstsé
obblies and Communists sought to give the new recruit som
t‘)zsic feel for doctrine. ‘READ, DURN YOU, READ, a
Wobbly paper once headlined, and we didn’t measure up any
better or worse as internal educators than our Wobbly pre-
decessors had. The experiment had only limited effect because
action outran education and the forms of organization. B
Undergraduate radicals, the true frontline of full-scale mobili-
zation on the campus, quickly became our teachers as much. as
our students. They made the most of the suddenly massive
anti-war sentiment and the Student Power fever. One could see
them working the dormitories in the aftermath of a police or
National Guard invasion of campus, peddling papers, setting up
study groups, establishing informal cadre for the next action.
Like the Black movement, they had the unmistakeable American
touch: their organizations were the result rather than the cause of
mass mobilization. Like 1930s radical unionists, they also
skipped the leftwing meetings to spend their time with their
constituents. - -
What did Marxism mean to them, already the third generation
of activists since the days of Port Huron six or seven years
previous? That would never become altogether clear, any more
than it had for the workers who passed through the Iww and ‘red
unions of the C10, or for ordinary Blacks who passed through
Civil Rights battles. Their instinctive lqaders in a.spec1f1c dormi-
tory or undergraduate organization might or m_xght not be the
budding scholar of radical ideas, our most intimate contac,:t-s.
They were not, leaders or activist-for-a-day, ‘anti-intellectual’ in
the sense that their detractors, liberals and conservatives defend-
ing university complicity and governmental war policy, con-
tinually pronounced. Activist undergraduates took to complain-
ing, at the end of the sixties, about the anti-intellectualism of
their younger sisters and brothers, hanging on them the then-
common term, ‘high school anarchists’. They were hungry for
useful ideas, supplied to them by fheir fe_llow students, by us, by
friendly professors, by the books in the library, and above all by
the underground press. They talked about these ideas con-
stantly. We provided a provisional worldview, although more a
critique of what existed than a projection of what {nlght come.
The ‘cultural revolution’, as a preparatory experience in the
future social relations, was more theirs than ours. No doubt we




242

failed them by providing too little of the complexities in coherent
form, in the journals and magazines we set forth. Our work
tended to be skewed between popular vulgarization and inacces-
sible scholarship. We felt sure we had time to overcome these
obvious weaknesses. We were wrong.

When Richard Nixon remarked that any further escalation of
the Indochina War beyond the Cambodian incursion (and thé
accompanying Kent State incident) would have brought half a
million students to burn down the White House, he described
both the power and the limits of the campus movement. It
practically accomplished one dimension of its goals: disengage-
ment from the war and an end to the draft. But the universities
would obviously not permit a democratic restructuring nor any
permanent repudiation of military contracts and research.
Students threw rocks, troopers answered with gas, and the
campus administrations with an eye on their trustees and their
account books, set themselves (to our way of thinking) on the
side of Mammon. 's

In the end, the faith in a great impending transformation
faded. Outside forces thrust the campus into a cycle of bitterness
and in-fighting when it might have become a model of demo-
cratic resilience. Too often, students and their leaders failed to
explain their own activities carefully enough. Too many pro-
fessors, like the vast majority of administrators, had determined
to regain their prerogatives regardless of the price. These self-
satistied scholars (some of whom, incredibly, cited their Marxist
credentials in support of police clubs) had rarely expressed
serious moral qualms about university complicity with the war
effort and with manipulation of Third World institutions gene-
rally. More sage and humanitarian scholars recalled later that
they had, all too quickly, lost the most intellectually vital and
challenging, if maddening and disruptive, generation of students
in academic history. We, the older heads of the student Left, felt
equally helpless to change the course of events, to maintain the

verve of protest and of eager learning alike. All our failings were
about to double back upon us, more damaging than our darkest
fears for the New Left’s political future.

Fragmentation

The implosion of the organized student Left seemingly denied
the significance of this brief history and the use of Marxist
ideas—but no more than had the demise of the old Socialist
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movement, or the Wobblies’ eclipse into sentimental melan-
choly, or the descent of the Popular Front into sectarian self-
negation, or the debauch of Trotskyist intellectualism in a
noxious conservatism. The New Left simply plunged the dagger
into itself more swiftly and more dramatically. At the 1969 sDs
Convention, only two years since Marxist ideas had first been
freely batted around on the dais and only a year since black
(anarchist) and red (communist with the small ‘c’) flags had been
crossed on the convention stage, the leading two or three factions
declared themselves each the true Marxist-Leninists. It had the
look of madness. ' . _

Impatience born of escalating government violence and exag-

gerated by the political inexperience of leadership and ranks,
operated heavily against us. Older radicals of many varieties
could easily warn what not to do. But what the New Left was
supposed to do in order to confront government escalation of
violence on a proportionate scale of militancy and within the
confines of its own, mostly campus political environment—that
we had to grapple with alone. That the New Left should not
romanticize Third World revolutions was obvious to the experi-
enced (i.e., over twenty-year old) activist. But how to present the
popular case for Third World guerrillas battling overwhelming
firepower? Agitation blurred complexity, as those veterans who
honestly recalled their own agitational experiences could appre-
CIthghen all the old answers had been thrown out, wpen no
universal class showed itself the successor to the industrial pro-
letariat, a personal identification with Czech teenagers in jeans
facing Russian tanks, and with Vietnamese guerrillas facing
American technological firepower, seemed elementary and
perhaps sufficient. On television, it all looked somehow similar.
Unlike the old Marxists, young revolutionaries understandably
viewed the seeming prospects for transformation, for salvation
of the earth from otherwise inevitable devastation, as an oppor-
tunity that might not come again. The revolution had to be made
soon, even if no one could say for certain how.

Leninism appeared to offer an organizing strategy. As an SDS
militant and leader of Columbia University’s tennis squad (later
a prominent historian of American Communism) put it to me,
‘Every team needs a coach’. This was not the Leninism of any
organization that had ever been in existence, of course. But it
bore a strong resemblance to Popula; Front Communism in one
essential respect: the form of constituency had become secon-
dary; the command theory had escaped the historical context.
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SDSers tried, mostly unconsciously, to fashion an equivalent
constituency in student militancy (update of industrial worker)
and anti-racism (update of anti-fascism). Living a transitory life
among a transitory population on campus, too distant in every
sense from the outside communities they sought to reach, they
could not make up the deficits. If the talk about Leninism bol-
stered morale in the short run, it also diverted necessary atten-
tion from creating styles of organization appropriate to fall back
upon when ‘the Revolution’ failed.

The desperate combination of white guilt and perverse
workerism, the desire to take commands from Black radicals and
to whip the white working class into line somehow, possessed a
certain logic. Campus activity had not stopped the war, nor
brought significant social change at home. There was no end in
sight to the Nixons and the Humphreys. The world beyond the
campus had to be approached, embraced, perhaps conquered.
But this ostensibly reasonable premise had a deep psychological
flaw. Leninism crystallized as a form of detachment from the
immediate constituency, born of frustration over the New Left’s
inability to create large, stable organizations among under-
graduates. Unable to cope with their impotence as elected or
self-appointed leaders for masses of students who did not want or
perhaps even need that kind of leadership, an entire SDs stratum
of factionalists turned directly to theories that promised them
vanguard status. Confounded by the limits of New Left success,
they reverted to self-insulation from all the organic traditions of
American radicalism. (One prominent Sps and later Maoist sect
leader was, reputedly, the son of former Communist Party func-
tionaries at once notoriously hardline and organizationally inept;

if not literally possessed of a genetic weakness, the family had
helped ruin two generations of Marxism.)

In historical retrospect, the results had touches of comic
opera. Hostile groups of spsers waved copies of Mao’s Little
Red Book at each other. Would-be political leaders dressed,
talked and even spat tobacco in the Mike Gold manner, pro-
claiming their working-class identities. Acid heads competed
with admirers of Stalin for the same girlfriends or boyfriends. A
young Leninist art student explained to me that he intended to
create a popular newspaper-style comic strip to educate the
masses, ‘but without the humor’. Friends of many years standing
found themselves on opposite sides because, like their counter-
parts in the 1920s Communist movement, they happened to live
in different towns and therefore fell willy-nilly under one hege-
mony or another,
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e comic opera lay human tragedy. Destructionists
angeiﬁzgtmhpt:tents founlc)l their way to the upper ranks and the
leadership milieu of the organization. As a veteran staffi:jrI com;

lained to me, every administration up until 1969, regar. fﬁlsls of
olitical shadings, had published the SDS newspaper, T}?
Eatters,, miscellaneous articles and unpredictable ideologies. The
self-prdclaimed masters in the science of leadershltlla cm;ld not ﬁi}
it together between ideological wars, drugs, and (tjs g p;.(rjged
uncertainty. They summoned up a brave front—and they fc -
The last persona of the New Left had taken flight more incon
gruously, crashed more embarrassingly, than all its predecessors
co?l?énvsﬁi.te New Left at large had in fact turned itself inside o;t
again and again, seeking the revplutlonary subjegt, from radi-
calized student to sympathizer with 'Black revolution t(I:/I witting
and unwitting participant in the rise of Feminism. alanlcés:g
had in the process gone from playing a simple efiucatlcgl r?:t cto
providing omniscient guidance on all theoretical and plt';l al
questions, and finally (for most activists, anyway) ha rl;: rea
once more into the shadows as students r'ecomx.nenced their gvls;n
‘long march’ to individual careers and private life. Exhauste | y
disappointment and all too aware of what dreary alternatives a);
ahead, the militants threw in the towel. The vast majority <I>
activists had already quit or had plunged themselves mt%}l)ulf'e c)tl
local activities when the national offices closed up shop.l c:I aof
that a handful of the outstanding leaders and many locals f
considerable reputation had joined the factional foray wasdy::f
another proof that the malaise was common currency, the en
navoidable. )
an';ll;z l}g:‘é uofavarious Leninisms in this confusion and bzillgk-
tracking showed most clearly the collapse of other, more iar:n 1;1;
possibilities. Most of the Old Left groups had kept §helrf S anm
from SDS in particular, and the telltale sign of Leninism, mii inok g
years, was an extraordinarily narrow-minded eqonomxsk? le
to a sincere (and for that time, rare_) interest in worbngi)c azrltss
issues. The garish tabloid of the Maoist Progressive Lal ?fr Pa y
looked like a caricature of the Daily Worker at its least effective,
and the reports of extreme discipline (no drugs, no promx:sct;gz,
no traveling long distances without leadership pp;lﬁl.ss ag
seemed as distant from New Left styles and sensi .tn:sd
imaginable. Leninism, as it was then upderstood, constitute :
moral counteroffensive against hedonism and the campus cul

re. - -
tu"I‘he National Question lifted Leninist stock upward, as the
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Vietnam War expanded and ghetto riots, police repression and
white backlash pointed at once to the necessity for community
movements and the unlikelihood of spontaneous working-class
risings. Progressive Labor, several burgeoning vanguard groups
within SDs and lesser Trotskyist entities labored hard to explain
imperialism, as their cadre worked in student strikes and pilot
factory-community programs. So long as the student movement
lasted, these efforts offset (or rather, provided the other side of)
the deepening drug culture nihilism—twin signs of growing dis-
enchantment with New Left solutions. Lacking a protective en-
vironment, lacking the expectation of semi-imminent revolu-
tionary change, they too turned in upon themselves. 7
Something similar happened to the Black Left after King’s
assassiation. Black student movements had begun their turn
toward versions of Marxism, but a Marxism adequate to the
current American crisis proved most difficult to Iocate and use.
Grand political plans, overarching theordtical syntheses were
attempted—none met with notable, lasting success. In the short
run, and with the political pressure at fever-pitch, the ideas did
not satisfy the activists and sympathizers who needed them most.
The Black movement, dogged by its own special charisma and
gender-identity problems, hounded by COINTELPRO, no more
able than the white New Left to take a strategic step backward,
soon faded blind-eyed into dogma and thence to oblivion.
SNCC showed the effects of the pressure in its outright Marxist
conversion. The organization had early abandoned the litmus
test of members and friends for hidden Communist background
or sympathies, and in 1965 it had come out forcefully against the
War in Vietnam. SNCC eagerly identified itself with the rising tide
of ‘Black Power’ consciousness, as if that identification filled the
gap m political strategy. Repression by local, state and federal
authorities confirmed their self-defined outlaw status. They
might have trouble sorting out their exact ideas about Marxism,
but Marxist revolutionaries of some kind they were going to be.
One need only consider for a moment how hard Black Com-
munists had worked for respectability among the Harlem elites
and the liberal middle classes to see the generational difference
separating them from the sNCC leadership.
The change from the early sixties was clearest on the cam-
puses, where the first generation of a large-scale Black intel-
igentsia struggled to find its identity. SNOC and other early
organizations had found their shock troops in the Black Southern
schools. Now suddenly, and due largely to political pressures,
small numbers gained entrance into major Northern universities.
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tudents felt torn between the unprecedented attention
’tIl‘ll:;lsZnsjoyed, and their widespread commitment té)lmclgle sweepé
ing change. They believed above all in their own ?lzis tsessxg.;gd
in another era might have remained simply natxoc;xmi S. d
mounting protests, they deqlandqq more Black ac s;nqns an.-
Black studies; amid increasing disillusionment with their posi
tion on the campus, they too looked to Marxism for answgsu—
but not the old Marxism. A member of this generan?xll\dre lls,
‘the closest we came to accepting the fundafnentals o ahfmnsné
was through their applications in Fanon’s, N}cmmu vsv t?l?x d
Toure’s works. To many of us, China was a positive yello blar
of 800 million folk . . . [and] the l%owet Union was just anothe
i racist European country’. )
ku'lI(’ihzge were not fctually the worst places to start, andlbgstldes,
everyone has to start somewfhere. Bpt such beginnings le d(; :tg
carefully thought out political objectives betweinS tmg?:; ate
demands and ‘the revolution’. Demands for Blac Il.: i p1
grams, sometimes made in a caricature of guernala ;t); es,
afforded a temporary middle ground with .worth)il goals ;111223
tenable strategic prospect. Open Admissions, the luni'(ee lized
democratic aim of an urban universty generation, lac! the
government, administration, and faculty support t(Letf\:m :
resentment into something great and positive. B}ack ‘cnttcs:
later blamed the minority students for their own doepengt
bourgeois’ approach; fair as the charge might becic it p wshite
capture the tragedy of the idealistic students, Black an | white,
who dreamed the university cl>0uld live up to its claims as te
urce for all the people. ) ]
an;inrfﬁg streets, meanwhile, an extreme version of t}cletngt;gnt;lé
ist program, the Black Panther Party, briefly skyrocl e ?s o the
center of political attention. The Panthers, at some detvhe 5, never
consisted of more than an image. They first projecte ;: ves
in angry confrontations w1tlf1 Oakland ggll'n\:veﬁx?;d :103;13 vevl(‘:fhmthe
by virtue of a newspa , |
1{'(1)1‘1’;‘131'1’::1“[ If'(l):iictim)r’ned Speaks, constituted almost the en;::'g
national Black press. 'I'heg}l:agthers zalt)ltlgriercrll ;{glfmglg(e);ax:fzevsv and
irations of an an etto, and i _whit
?:g;i:: not only Wlt%lry confronte_ltiomsrr} but also vtvhlth their tg:;
for literary brilliance and public relations, and rg}:glh their
problematic but sincere desire to work with white radicals
ialist solution. ) )
So%i?:’lsBlack Panther, with a weekly circulation of up tohl(zo.,tOOO,
became for several years the ghetto street hawker’s ko {erilzg
something no Marxist paper including the Daily Worker in
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days of high repute had ever managed even in Harlem. It raged,
it postured, but it delivered a forceful anti-capitalist message that
Eldridge Cleaver and Huey Newton referred to as ‘Yankee
Doodle Socialism’ and ‘Intercommunalism’, respectively. With
all the craziness, this was part of a distinctively native Marxist-
utopian fusion. Perhaps it could not have put itself forward so
quickly, so dramatically, on any other basis. But the bravado
disguised the absence of any feasible future. sNCC and the
Panthers, like two failing magazines attempting to combine their
shrinking resources, disappeared almost simultaneously.

A more obviously Marxist Black class movement of signifi-
cance, indeed the most important organized working-class
movement of the 1960s, the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers based in Detroit, never gained the national spotlight. It
was vitally important nonetheless, as the key Black Power con-
nection with the older Marxism and the most successful linking of
Black students with a proletarian community.

Its origins lay in the wildcat strikes of the 1950s against both
automakers and the UAW, whose leadership had earned for their
members substantial economic benefits in return for virtually
unchallenged management prerogative over conditions of pro-
duction. By the later 1960s, the overwhelmingly Black workers
in the most intensive jobs faced ‘niggermation’, the intensi-
fication of work, with undirected restlessness. Class and race
merged under these conditions. John Watson, civil rights veteran
and a careful student of Marxism (via study classes with C.L R.
James’ local disciples), launched the well-circulated tabloid,
Inner City Voice, soon moving on to student editorship of Wayne
State University’s daily newspaper, The South End.

Both papers had a distinctly Black Marxist character, eclectic
in content and underground newspaper-like in presentation, but
clearly beyond any existing Leninist ideologies or organizations.
The South End, reflecting the tempo of the factories and neigh-
borhoods where it was widely distributed without charge, argu-
ably became the most successful daily radical newspaper outside
New York and the Bay Area in nearly a half century. It articu-
lated above all a challenge to various regional UAW locals on
behalf of revolutionary extra-union groups, not so much
Caucuses in the Old Left power-seeking tradition as propaganda
organizations set upon establishing a bridge to social transfor-
mation and workers’ control,

But the League and its Marxism could never overcome the
burdens of the recent and distant past, the non-labor character of
the existing Black movement and the deadening institutional
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ower of organized labor officialdom. Veteran Black Marxist
}) ames Forman, former SNCC executive secll;etary, sto:1ghgt1:<i3 1;1»::;:
it exa i treet-tou
troit example as an alternative to the s ]
gl:nfl)lte:r style. Thg effort was too ambitious, giuncged‘ t(ll:laII?eB
. wi

he Movement turned decisively downward, and
Ia_i:;t style of consciousness-raising that butted ;)18 a:ga:ln:; gigtllllagg

i SO

ities of a non-revolutionary era. Forman, Wa

;e?)lllce at strikes with mass Black qulvement mucp as ha%h the
\{)'obblies, without hope of organizational base-building. fz
lacked the Wobblies’ calm confidence in an ml%u'smal;tlgnngiﬁloit

form itself, in an
future. Nor could the League trans in : ort

i i lacement of existing unions.
of a revolutionary era, into arep of existing s Al
i i Black Marxism, including a
the plans for this auspicious X e o
i ublishing company, an aborted film comp .

i’lgsg oliher sche%nes, went down the drain. One more experiment

had died.?®

Anether Dimension of Light and Sound

hing halt. A close
1, the New Left had come to a cras
c]?gs:rg‘;]er of the culture could readily p?r_celve{ I:haletatrlll; g‘elig:%(i
lar rock music had become repetitive, the
ggg?r; lilad mostly faded, and the drugs had blcl:oon:ser ie):l)lﬁn n;gre
i lity. And yet, certain hop .
e thone Boocs. the. ’s Liberation Movement could
For those hopes, the Women'’s Liber o e
largely take credit. In qnmedxate terms, i
;i?’of tl%e gyuts of the Civil Rights movement and the Nev; It-lf:tu"
organized and led by women who oollec.tlvtte‘la)"j nacog::lllzi?Za  thel
iti isadvantage in male-domina or. ations.
%(1)11;33;:1 wcgila(ling papgers, convention work;hops zgldvirglgeg :g
ini heir case forward e
the left press, Feminists had put t se forward cven In Od
izations, but without any de:ciswee ect. They
i_oelflteg{i%aenbreak in 1968-69, with a.vanetz %f n:;t; 3{?;:??{ he
In the closing days of the sixties and firs 3
sev::lnties, Feminist literature a%)peared i;n 2tsﬂ(:::11 g(i)xfgblf-lr%hntl atltlxg
A Co .
witty pamphlets and pertodicals on su _]t e mony,
overrated vaginal orgasm to the unwri history.
hing else, they focused atte:
Challenges, really, more than anyt hey focused atten-
i the emancipation of women as a goal in ,
23!:12553; aﬁy other grogram. They also reached far beI):opd t»!.':x
cugtomary audiences of radical intellectuals, as fa{ in their o
way as the anti-war movement had a few years earlier. ched the
For good reasons, none of these organizations reache
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national status, membership or relative durability of sSNCC or
SDS. Even more than the diffuse New Left, they were a combina-
tion of local entities which discovered and developed a hitherto
submerged women’s culture. As consciousness-raising, the form
proved vital; as strategy, it was fraught with difficulty precisely
because the left and the wider climate of expectation had wound
down before serious plans could even be made.?'

In this light, Marxist ideas seemed at first useful mainly for
heroic analogy—the rise of women complementing the rise of
workers or Blacks—but soon became more useful for construct-
ing a model for the sociology of oppression. Structural feminist
notions, hyphenated into ‘Marxism-Feminism’, were mobilized
to explain the exploited status of women in the labor-market.
Their prime constituency, the pink collar worker and younger
professional, lacked the institutional mechanisms and the poli-
tical circumstances to make the most of that analysis. Even
carefully adapted, Marxism left unexplained both the genesis
and the ultimate undoing of gender oppression: the roots and
framework for a Socialist vision. Once male left groups had been
properly assailed, the dubiousness of wholesale alternatives such
as gender in direct replacement of class became all the more
apparent (and, like Black Cultural Nationalism, its advocates
were suspected of arrangements with the New Right).

As a spokeswoman for one of the high-level discussion groups
wrote in the late 1970s: ‘We have not worked out what this
means, this hyphen. We think that a revolution which proceeds
from the insights of Marxism and feminism is what we want; our
Own practice as a group leaves everything but the formalistic
aspects of such a revolution to be delineated.’? But that was
precisely the problem. When the social movements around them
disappeared leaving Feminism a last remnant of radical times
passed, the hyphen became a foremost means of self-identifica-
tion, a methodological and moral code. But more than that it
could not be.

In happier days, a little less than a decade earlier, Feminism
sparked the last intellectual burst of the New Left, an outgrowth
and a celebration in the face of widespread political collapse.
During 1968-70, most of the magazines and journals that would
remain the principal intellectual legacy of New Left Marxism
began publication, found an initial audience, and set out their
editors’ precocious visions. Hardly an editor had enough funds
before publication for a second issue, hardly a journal had the
level of organization for a pre-publication mass mailing.*

The ideas flowed. History, sociology, economics, anthropo-
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itude of fields all had their radical critics (a
g%ﬁigaﬁdstzdgﬁltlst’ journal called itself The Radical Proctologist),
and in the early days most of thqse critics saw themselves as
reaching out beyond academic barriers, offering 1{1fom}anon toa
new and more powerful movement-in-the-making. tlfw:vsiffln
illusion, but a useful one, as the fury of pul?l{canon lt?t?ilitsi “ );
became in part a substitute for the declining possi o

iti vity. o
po'lf‘t}:gafleﬁ?nisg slogan, ‘the personal is the political’, mxiht have
been festooned upon these publications, and not only ft;canust)e
special ‘women’s issues’ usually proved bestsellers. Thee fo I.o
forge a collective intelligence brought all the dlfﬁcul(;le:] c;i p(: é;
tical personality into close range. Dominant indivi llxl .g;ded
often gathered others around thgﬁsilvegy,i:;t ttlx‘s:% a);eylige od

i f rough testing, with femin aseline «
2&8&:&%&%& int%?lectuali%m haq never seen any}hmg I1kg,o xlt:
acidic dissolution of the male bonding and of the ‘(,iligof(:l‘:sinker
fidence (but often just pompous posing) of the radica Vot er.
We New Left males, objects (or, we thpught, victims) e
critique, resented it beyond words. Unlike the gcnerle:txon_sti
male activists who never yielded, at heart we knew the critics

were right.

Growing Up and Growing Older: The 1970s

illusi i itical foes, the van-

hared one last illusion with our politica s -

v:.::rfiists who had precipitated the breakup of New Left organ
igzations. The working class, redefined in some way, might save
the New Left by taking over its best ideas and putting them into
action. Since we had become vigorous (or more vigorous) Ivian;i
ists, with whatever feminist amectzldmegtss,‘ tl;sthw:i I?e rngz; l}l; d

mi illogical end. Sin .

premise soon pursued to an 0, T e e B wag
mpus and, for the most part, the gh s , s

Lelgzt:iacl?bagk strategic conclusion. Intellectpals might yet plro
vide the ideas which made a new understanding of working-class-

i d transformation possible. .
ac%ﬁ?:ﬁ?y and strike-oriented community groups sprmtl;led
during 1970-73, and in different, unidgologfxcal a;fg;n; g:;:)e h ;r
- n years later. New Left Marxism, for th C S,
?:gtgl(;zdeanyunderstandmg of working-class life as1t oontl.ntl;e:li1 in
the face of layoffs and decrepit union Ie:cldersh}p. Marxxs SO
gained a renewed appreciation for the difficulties earlier gege;;
ations of working-class militants, born or made, had endured.
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was a profound historic insight, if no one knew very well what to
do with it.

This re-emergent workerism also touched upon something
novel. The workplace unrest of the mid and late 1960s had gone
almost unnoticed amid the campus excitement. Struggles over
the pace of work, waged by sons and daughters of the generation
that built the C10, now faced off against the results of the earlier
generation’s institutional residue. The centralized power of the
functionaries, and the constant change in technology that kept
informal work-groups off balance, weighed heavily against suc-
cess. New Left idealists came in mostly at the end of the uprising,
soon enough to grasp the spirit but not soon enough to lead the
regroupment of rebel forces outside specific localities or specific
unions.

But there were unique moments of New Left and working-
class rapprochment here. Dope-smoking Vietnam vets or angry
young women workers touched by women’s liberation slogans
could share something with the campus activists who put
underground-style graphics into shop-oriented newspapers and
who hated the conditions of straight work with a similar passion.
This would prove an insufficient basis for permanent unity of
intellectuals with workers in the old Marxist sense. But it cartied
the energy of the sixties a little further. Especially where reform-
minded union leaders had, for their own reasons, given campus
activists entry into labor circles, the results could be startling: a

St. Louis group brought Black militants, campus revolutionaries
and Klan members into a network that for several years distri-
buted a newspaper with a 10,000 local circulation, much of it
paid, and became the authentic voice of rank-and-file discon-
tent. Neither Old Left syndicalist nor New Left, such experi-
ments almost reached a new synthesis as a new generation of
industrial workers launched impetuous, typically unsuccessful
struggles against the alienation of the assembly-line or typing-
pool.*

Such efforts also brought the remnants of the New Left
squarely in contact with the successors to Marxist traditionalism,
bringing unexpected benefits to both. At the dawn of the seven.
ties, the proliferating Leninist groups had eradicated virtually
every sign of New Left identity. Preoccupied with the central
goal of creating a vanguard organization and increasingly distant
from reality in attempting to do so, young would-be American
Bolsheviks hitched their energies to outworn ideas. As nearly a
decade passed, a Marxist-Leninist account later notes, ‘The com-
munist movement has only the vaguest of analyses . . . worse
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o unity around which theoretical matters we must resolve,
Zf)tci trxlow weycan resolve them’. Most eff_ort had gone, and would
continue to go, into ‘competitive polemics’.?® o

Despite immanent tendencies to move beyond the existing

limits of neo-Leninist theory and practice, the general effort
petered out. The prospect remained of l.1tt1.e bandg, now mt_xch
like the smaller Trotskyist sects, publishing their rhetoncgl
journals to diminishing audiences—with the difference that their
writers included former political leaders of note (Grundrisse
translator Martin Nicolaus for one, and at leasf one major cul-
tural figure, Amiri Baraka). Not since the forties had so much
effort and expectation (albeit limited sharply to pmthpants)
ended in so little. But individually, this would not be so impor-
tant. Ex-Maoist, ex-Trotskyist and ex-sDS intellectuals and
community activists often found themselves years later side-by-
side, all pushing forty, with the same objectives and much the
same reservations about Marxism. For hundreds of dedicated
industrial activists, New Left enthusiasm gnd neo_-Lemmsm pad
proven opposite paths towards the enduring reality of working-

ss life. . .
claNot a great deal could be accomplished, in traditional tactical-
strategic terms, beyond the election of local union officials and
the creation of new health and welfare adjuncts in now declining
factory populations. The historic vacuum of the labor movement
brought the outsiders inside, where they made themselves part of
the moral infrastructure, a reliable presence on the picketline
and the state assembly, holding on and awaiting another turn of
the cycle. Their Marxism, perhaps the most orthodox and (out-
side their private clrcles) the least often expressed, had come
down to the flinty reality of class and the dogged necessity of
exhausting every means for labor improvement w1.thm the
system. In their spare hours they listened to Bruce Springsteen,
smoked marijuana and sometimes went to church: each afford-
ing a mood and a spiritual kinship otherwise unavailable to them.
They had become the alte genossen of blue-collar Marxism.

For those (most eloquently among the Len!m_st survivors .and
the conservative wing of the Democratic Socialists) who seized
every opportunity to dispute the sincerity and acoo_mphs}nnents
of the New Left, the further lives of its ordinary activists offered
impressive counter-evidence. As in previous generations, the
vast majority had gone the normal way of families, jobs and
personal retrenchment, putting political interests and radical
attitudes on the backburner, whether temporarily or perma-
nently no one could tell. Many thousands did not fall victim to
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the Big Chill syndrome of lifelong nostalgia save in one impor-
tant sense. They taught in colleges—especially in the blue-collar
schools—with a dedication they had given to their politics, while
continuing to work with local peace and reform groups, march-
ing on Washington when the opportunity arose, and giving to
scholarship something like the role they had anticipated for it.
But they remained also somewhat out of time; they had not
ceased to be in love with a moment of expectation and exhilara-
tion never seen again.

Black activist veterans fell to a somewhat different fate. In a
scattering of cities over the next decade or so, yesterday’s insur-
rectionaries came face to face with the survivors of the Old Left
advancing on political power. Just behind the victories of
Richard Hatcher in Gary, Indiana, Coleman Young in Detroit
and later Harold Washington in Chicago could be seen the
shadow of the Popular Front. It had nourished these politicians
and their advisors during the 1940s-50s, and its old friends in the
neighborhoods and union offices worked hard for their election.
It was, in a real sense, the last gasp of a vanished age. Power had
come too late for the radical dreams.

It was nonetheless, because of the bittemess of white resis-
tance across the class lines, something of a crusade for the basic
democratic values nominally vindicated in the Second World
War: equality and brotherhood, a new level of cosmopolitan
consciousness and caring. Each victory brought a momentary
sense of triumph for the nascent Rainbow Coalition. But no
campaign seriously promised the impossible, Socialism in one
city or even a significant redivision of wealth at the urban level.
In power, Black politicians operated somewhat as the Com-
munists’ left-wing opponents had always predicted: in coalition
with the Black petty bourgeoisie and the white bankers, harnes-
sing Black and reform energy for a better racial atmosphere and
a more equitable share of power. Black local officials, like Black
congressmen, took important if largely symbolic national and
international policy positions. They might one day make the
resurgence of a wider radical coalition easier. Yet still poor, still
subjected to manipulation on the state and federal level, these
cities were far from expectations of the Negro-labor alliance of
the 1930s-40s or the Black Renaissance in the heart of the
American empire envisioned during the 1960s. They threw into
question the Marxist origins (which were mostly unavowed) of
the larger strategy.

The attempt to amalgamate these energies in a Left-
Nationalist coalition during the 1970s came to naught. The

The New Left 255

fidelity of the successful Black politicians and now conservative
nationalists to the Democratic Party showed the universal
dilemma for the Black Left, in all its variants. Marxists from
several generations could contribute their energies and their
ideas to an uncertain common fund; they had no easy answers to
the automated attrition among the Black working class, the
timidity and conservatism of mainstream unions, and the para-
doxes in local electoral success.?

Much the same obtained in other kinds of ghettoes. In Chicago
and then New York, the Young Lords, first and second genera-
tion Puerto-Ricans, became a force overnight, and overnight
disappeared amid repression and faction-fighting. Chicanos in
the Southwest, influenced by the United Farm Workers and by
charismatic leaders like Cesar Chavez and Reies Tijerina, moved
into similar confrontations with local and state police, and the
same raised-fist intense expectation of revolutionary-nationalist
convergence, and the same malaise afterward. Scattered Asian-
American radicals, understandably influenced by Maoism, ran a
similar gauntlet. Perhaps only Native Americans, with their
severely anti-historical interpretations of their own oppression,
survived as a continuous movement, and they, too, lost their
leadership to brutal government treatment.*’

Over the course of time, intellectuals in each of these com-
munities set up new institutions and new publications, with uni-
versity backing or without it, to see through the difficult times
and look beyond to political reorientation. A new sophistication
was achieved in journals such as The Black Scholar and the
Puerto Rican Libertad. Marxism found a powerful renewed arti-
culation in these pages, not as an ‘open sesame’ but as a source
for political history and for a logic of the now-rediscovered
National Question in all its guises. How effectively these intel-
lectuals had sunk roots into their respective communities re-
mained for now an open question.

Whatever their limitations, such bodies of intellectuals had
reestablished the decisive connection with the history of US
ethnic radicalism. The differences from the past ethnic lefts
threatened, however, to disguise the significance of the connec-
tions even from observers conversant with Marxism and some of
the relevant languages. An important radical institution like
Centro Cultural Puertoriqgueno Pedro Albizu Campos, the poli-
tical arm of the radical Movimento para Liberacion Nacional
(MLN) maintains a high school, a monthly newspaper, a library
and a social center on Chicago’s South Side. But the organization
holds no illusion that the necessary sense of Puerto Rican self-
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consciousness and political combativeness will emerge primarily
through that time-honored medium of the immigrant Left, the
printed word.

Nor are these newer activists bedeviled by a faith in the strict
rationalism that the Left has traditionally believed itself to
embody. The religious cadre of Filipino, Puerto Rican and Cen-
tral American radicalism finds reflections in the immigrant com-
munity, and gains new importance in the absence of a secular
intellectual leadership. Seeking as they do to guide their flocks
away from the deracinating consumer mentality of American
life, radical guides lean naturally toward spiritual claims. And
they have good material reasons. While the weakened American
Left can supply immigrants little more than emotional solidarity,
the Catholic Church allots them funds and property with some-
times considerable autonomous powers. Like the Left leadership
of generations past, the Church has its own reasons for doing so.
But orders do not reach down always or consistently from the top
to the bottom. Yesterday’s inner-city Irish parish, the heartland
of anti-radicalism since the failure of the Knights of Labor, has
here and there become today’s Sanctuary Church, yesterday’s
persecuted Irish nationalist today’s internationalist religious
Socialist.

A veteran Italian-American radical once said in an interview:
‘When I was young, the workers supported me and the priests
were against me; now I am old, and the workers oppose me, but
the priests support me.” He did not say it with a heavy sense of
failure. Life continues, radicalism renews itself, heedless of ideo-
logies and expectations. This is the greatest, and the most hope-
ful, lesson of all.

The great virtue of the New Left was its having broken with the
absolutes of the older Marxism. Seemingly emancipated from
the past, the New Left set out to become the political reflection
of the Black mass movement for Civil Rights, the student move-
ment against the war, and finally, when all else had been lost, the
Women’s Liberation movement. It moved faster than anyone
could have imagined, because it carried within itself so much of
the richness that past Lefts had struggled to create. The New Left
began where the Old Left had halted: with the race question, and
with popular culture. It reinvented the Woman Question on the
very terrain where the Socialist Party had failed. It absorbed the
moral and spiritual critique of imperialism that no Leninist
movement had been able to formulate. Most of all, it recuperated
a Utopianism which had been regarded since before 1920 as
pathetic and unworthy of revolutionary consideration, but which
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remained deep in the American character.

Such freedom to experiment had its down side, which became
increasingly obvious as time went on. The New Left had a strong
tendency to run away from its deepest problems, and then retumn
to them guiltily, with the wrong conclusions. Ultimately, it failed
those mass movements twice over: it could not build solidly upon
their accomplishments; and it increasingly misrepresented their
meaning as it grew more distant from them in time. The Civil
Rights movement had been fought for simple dignity. The
student movement had demanded uUs withdrawal from Vietnam
and democratic participation in the classroom. The women’s
movement stood for equality. Revolutionary ideas every one,
but not taken out of a rediscovered Leninist lexicon. In all
fairness, the non-dogmatists had no better answers when the
political lights went out. No one knew what the next stage would
bring.




Conclusion to the Third Edition

Looking back from 2012—two decades or $o after the previous
edition of this volume—the old Marxism of European immigrants
in the usa seems to have receded centuries rather than merely
decades into the distance. It has become difficult to imagine 1mml-
grant craft workers, first of all German-Americans, publlsh%ng
highly cultural but also militantly socialist newspapers, creating
unions and central federations with some success, if havmg-wo-rse
luck consolidating European-style socialist parties or winning
elections. Come to think of it, that last part is awfully famil;ar,
painfully so because the homeland European labor and social-
ist (and Communist) parties are now themselves endangerec} as
putative foes of capitalism, in many cases beyond resurrection.
Likewise familiar is the explosive and often unexpected charac-
ter of the pre-First World War mass strike movements that the
socialist immigrants cheerfully supported in the usa, yest.eryeal:’s
counterparts to recent protests such as Occupy, the chon;m
Uprising, and the Chicago teachers’ strike. The ‘science of social-
ism’ could not have predicted them, and did not. )
The central problematic of this book, through its previous edi-
tions, has been the relationship of theory and practice. Never an
easy formulation, thanks to numerous discontinuities, this logic
made Marxist sense, more or less, from the 1870s through the
1940s. The next phases grow more problematic, and after 1970
severely so problematic: the old immigrants had died away and
were not succeeded by any groups so politically dependable or
so determinedly Marxist. More to the point, the certainty that
capitalism would collapse into crisis, sooner or later, also passed.
Not that the system grows more stable in any long-term sense, of
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course, let alone any less destructive to human life and our plan-
etary ecosphere. But many radical critiques, and radical actions,
no longer fit or need to fit a Marxist label. For better or worse,
statist solutions have lost much of their appeal to the young,
who have simultaneously absorbed their radical ideas through
music and assorted indie cultural expressions, leaving aside texts
whether Marxist, anarchist or other.

Meanwhile, the experiences and attitudes that utopians
brought into the 1860s—-90s movements and New Left utopi-
ans brought into the 1960s-70s movements often seemed, and
seem now, to gain renewed relevance, as if the logic of Engels’
pamphlet, Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (an extract from
Anti-Diihring widely distributed in the 1910s), had been nearly
reversed. Socialism no longer appeared a science and utopianism
no longer a will-of-the-wisp.

How, in the face of all these impediments, has Marxism as a
particular body of ideas, remained useful and, in some respects,
become increasingly useful as the new century marches onward?

Let us briefly recount the ways, or at least those most obvious.
First, Marx had in effect predicted the demographic transforma-
tion of the working class along with its numerical and geographical
expansion, even if he did not foresee fully the consequences of
in-migration from the countryside to the city, within and across
national boundaries. Second, he analyzed the sources and conse-
quences of capitalist crisis, not merely economic but as a social
system, even if the particular consequence of proletarian revolu-
tion receded from view. At the center of his systematic thought lay
the issues around the socialization of production, themes larger
than the varieties of private, corporate or state ownership of pro-
duction and distribution, not to mention the alienation of labor
from its own creations. One could add, although it hardly seems
necessary, that he formulated the choice, Socialism or Barbarism,
options ever more before us and the ecosphere at large. These are
simple points, but with great significance for those who continue
to work for a cooperative society in the ways available.

The resurgence of American capitalism from its evident crises,
after the Second World War and then again after the 1960s-70s,
appeared to relegate Marxist theories of society and the very
study of left-wing mass movements to the back pages of intel-
lectual life. The radical generation of thinkers emerging in the
1950s was largely stifled, and they carried their Marxist influ-
ences cryptically, if at all. The radicalized generation emerging in
the 1970s-80s entered the classroom in large numbers and seized
the opportunity to elaborate its own research and writing—while
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struggling to come to terms with the reality of a historically,
collapsed Left.

The theory of the ‘post-modern’ (no mere theory, as Fredric
Jameson famously insisted, but a stage of society, even if the exact
two-word phrase is dropped for something else), and the accom-
panying Structuralism and Post-Strncturalism, often leaning
more heavily upon Freud than Marx and on linguistics more than
either, took the field in force, from the academy to the arts and
journalism. The collapse of the East Bloc naturally reinforced
this dominant tendency. The succeeding decades have not seen a
slower replication of images by way of new devices and a popular
view of society in all media; quite the contrary. And yet the social
stasis that is the underpinning of the post-modern has evidently
passed. Society is in motion again.

The excitement of Occupy, and the accompanying 2011-
framed reflection on global resistance in the Age of Austerity
(with an added whiff of utopian ‘horizontality’ and a strong
link to past radicalism in the homage to Robert M. LaFollette
during the Wisconsin Uprising), has at this writing severely
faded. The much-anticipated re-engagement of Marxism and
anarchism (some aged readers will still recall the crossed red
and black flags at the 1968 sps convention) urged by the likes
of anarcho-marxist Andrej Grubati¢ and New Left savant
Staughton Lynd, seems to have closed, for the moment at least,
in mutual recrimination among high-profile ideologues and exist-
ing groups.! No one ideology, let alone any one organization or
group, has had the tactical-strategic acumen to think of a way
out of the presence of the overwhelming police pressure and the
failed electoral campaigns launched against overwhelming odds.
We could call this Stop Motion. The motion will recommence,
in a myriad of forms, because dire conditions and the simulta-
neous urging of ruling circles for ever-more austerity will not be

going away.

Nor will the motion, let alone the ideas, likely prove to be
as insular as in the days when the Second, Third and Fourth
Internationals claimed global followings realized largely—leaving
aside Comintern and Russian funds—through common sym-
pathies and comradely like-mindedness. Globalization of ideas
and the globalization of economic crisis have together produced
a fresh reading of Marx that is by now far stronger, more wide-
spread in some parts of Europe, Asia, Africa, and South America
than other places (e.g., North America), and, with exceptions,
more pronounced among young people in particular than at any
time since the fall of the East Bloc, perhaps since the 1960s—70s.
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A sharing of ideas, with activists from around the world sharing
their experiences at conferences and through personal travel,
during the last twenty years, meanwhile parallels the merging of:
indigenist and ecological ideas with parts of the Left, and with the
joining of religious radicals with the familiar secular Left, during
the 1980s-90s. How ideas move across the globe is beyond the
scope of this book, but would surely offer a sense of background
to shifts of thought in the usa.

Throughout what follows, one singular thought nevertheless
stands out. The old certainties, even the working knowledge of
Marxist texts, have grown weaker among society’s rebels at the
very moment when the system faces challenges that seem more
overwhelming but also more obviously due to contradictions that
Marxists have pointed out for generations. To add to the paradox:
the majority of the self-conscious Marxist veterans of earlier
social movements have now reached senior status, as in senior
citizen status, generations apart from young radicals.?

And another paradox, built upon this one: The presidential
election of 2008 had so many quiet elements of a Popular Front
triumph, from the urban coalitions first backing nomination-
contender Obama to the appearance of Pete Seeger in the inau-
gural activities, that the down side of nostalgia mixed with
anticipation would not immediately come into view—except
to left-wing skeptics, like yesteryear’s Trotskyists, who insisted
that they had known better all along. The credulous, old and
young, fecklessly savored the moment, and then awoke to a
painfully familiar Imperial Presidency. That the following
years set mostly symbolic liberal triumphs against the unwa-
vering, bipartisan quest for us global domination did not
diminish the apparent threat of something still worse within the
fevered expectations of the American Right: this was a familiar
melody, indeed.

The tenuous link between oldest and youngest left-wing gener-
ations is mediated by so many elements, and the global movement
of ideas and activists so intense, that the intellectual picture is
not likely to clarify itself before some unforeseen political shift
or challenge as significant as the macrocosmic Arab Spring or
the microcosmic Wisconsin Uprising overtakes us. And yet the
challenge—to make new sense of the multiple crises—can
scarcely be avoided. Taking the long view, grasping the mean-
ings of mostly hidden continuities, capitalist and anti-capitalist,
may be the greatest of useful contributions. None of the follow-
ing discussion, we should emphasize, is meant to discount or
discredit non-Marxist radical views and approaches, but only to
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particularize one general way of seeing the world and the pros-
pects for transformation.

David Montgomery, the premier historian of the American
working class and certainly the most grounded in Marxism,
reflected to the author more than once that leaving the factory and
the Communist Party in the later 1950s opened up a new world
of research and teaching but cut off the direct connections he
had experienced between Marxist-shaped theory and day-to-day
pl:actice. Despite intense involvements and much give-and-take
with working-class audiences up to the time of his death in
2011, he would not experience that early connection again. Max
Elpaum, a middle-class youth and Wisconsin sps activist who
§hlt:ted to Oakland and became an editor of Line of March, thus a
Jjunior leader of a major Maoist aka ‘New Communist Movement’
({‘ICM) entity, personally lived through and helped guide puta-
tive cadre classes involving hard learning. After 1990, when the
NCM experience had passed, Elbaum assisted newer generations
moving outward from abandoned vanguard premises. Into the
new century, involved as local mentor to youth in every phase of
local mobilization, especially peace and anti-racism, he carried
on apd still carries on. These two personal stories out of many
w1tl}1n the evolving social movements reveal once more the col-
lectlYe experience put at risk by assorted disjunctures not at all
at.%yplcal of the American Left. Whether the uprisings of 2011 sig-
nified a new joining of theory and practice or one more short-lived

promise will rest heavily upon the future of Marxist ideas and
their use.?

The Return of Hegel

Once history had been declared to have ended with the col-
lapse of the East Bloc—and a deepening set of crises soon swept
over the planet—it was perhaps inevitable that the World Spirit
would make a reappearance. If global warming and the acceler-
ated extinction of species did not set the Owl of Minerva flying, it
would never likely fly again. So: Hegel.

Readers will see, in the chapters above, how during the 1940s
C. L. R. James, with his collaborators Raya Dunayevskaya and
Gr:flce Lee, rediscovered with great excitement the Economic-
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Marx’s youthful searchings.
They insisted that excerpts would make for fine classes amongst
plack and white autoworkers in Detroit (surely an audacious
idea), but also how the Manuscripts, when combined with

Conclusion to the Third Edition 263

a reading of Hegel himself, could form the basis for a wider
rethinking of history, theory, and practice. Seen in retrospect,
these leaders of a group of fifty within Trotskyist groups growing
ever more isolated as the Cold War bore down were evidently
seeking to account for and even make the best of the absence,
in the usa, of a European-sized Marxist organization with deep-
working-class roots. Rival Trotskyist theorists ridiculed them,
suggesting that all these Hegel references demonstrated a pen-
chant for mysticism. The charge could not be altogether refuted.
At any rate, today’s Marxists have a right to make the best of
a similarly mystic impulse, the estrangement of dialectic from
common-sense reality.!

When a cerebral section of the New Left adopted not only the
free love suggestions of Herbert Marcuse but also the radical phe-
nomenology that had formed the seedbed for his revolutionary
ideas, a mini-burst of ideas about Hegel, Heidegger, Marcuse, and
more recent philosopher-radicals appeared in the vicinity of the
eccentric journal Telos, shortly before it took a severe political
turn rightward. Fredric Jameson, more visibly than others, has
sought to keep Hegelian notions alive, as we shall see, if mainly in
the context of literary commentary. But it was a most prominent
visitor (and not a seemingly permanent resident-foreigner such as
David Harvey) who lit up the Hegel marquee for the early twenty-
first century: Slavoj Zizek.

Careful readers will have noticed, earlier in this volume,
that left-wing Slovenians reached these shores long before
Zitek. Known widely as cooperative-minded socialists given
not to excessive rhetoric but to patient institution building, they
reflected one side of life in their homeland, where the Slovenians
have trailed only Jews, in all of Europe, in per capita publishing
and buying of books. ZiZek avoids the institution-building side
of this heritage while embracing the bookishness. One can only
pause to wonder whether he could gather a crowd in the rem-
nants of ‘sney Township’, a smafl chunk of Western Pennsylvania
established by the Slovenian Socialist Federation as a picnic
ground and named after the cooperative society built up over the
course of four generations; or whether he could place his influ-
ence alongside the claim of Slovenian-American socialists to have
supplied, with progressive South Slav allies of generations stand-
ing, the margin of victory for a then-militant Rich TrumkKa to the
head of the United Mine Workers, thenceforth to the institutional
leadership of the ArL-c10. We know that, as of 2012, only a figure
like Noam Chomsky could draw a larger crowd of young radi-
cals than Zizek does, in New York. Except of course for visiting
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entertainers—Tom Morello, Arlo Guthrie and Bruce Springsteen
among them. But ZiZek, by his own admission, is also an enter-
tainer. He may not convince. Instead, he dazzles.

Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical
Materialism, self-described as his master-work, is easily the most
challenging and conceivably destined to be the most popular
Marxist work in the usa on Hegelianism since Marcuse’s Reason
and Revolution. Unlike Marcuse’s closely written study, Zizek’s
is a rambling discourse that, much like Sartre’s philosophical
meanderings, often looks as if it were written on speed (a fact
with Sartre). Glittering apercus, as the old phrase goes, can be
found across many a page, unintentionally leaving many readers
unable or unwilling to go on, feeling hopelessly ignorant, resent-
ful or even duped. Yet, Zizek is deadly serious about Hegel’s
legacy, more serious than he is about himself. Although he spends
many pages trying to impress or overawe the reader with his bril-
liance, he has made a significant effort to reframe questions so as
to improve the possibility of their solution by the likes of the anti-
austerity protesters around the world.’ .

When it comes to anything like real political activity, Zizek
is himself contained by post-modernism even as he seeks to
escape it. The return of revolutionary rather than reactionary
chiliasm does not seem to occur to him, any more than Liberation
Theology and its legacies are his. Smaller tactical moves for activ-
ists, let alone larger renovations of revolutionary strategy, are also
outside his boundaries. He does not presume—or his best sugges-
tions are jokes.

We need to take a big historical step backward in order to
get a true and up-to-date assessment of the dialectic. There are
good reasons, from both a scholarly and a popular standpoint,
for a return to the pre-origins of Hegelianism (and thereby also of
Marxism), seen most clearly in the centuries of peasant uprisings
and theological debates that prefigure in so many ways the dis-
putes and disputers of Marxist ideas throughout the last century
and a half. Andrew Weeks’ landmark volume German Mysticism
closes with an acute observation about Marx: The leap of the com-
modity from use value to exchange value was ‘mystical’, to use
Marx’s own term, thanks to a dialectical movement in the world
and in thought especially clear in the young Marx’s works but
continuous throughout. Marx, who began his intellectual matu-
rity writing about the Greeks, arguably gave too little credit to the
march of German humanism (itself a most mystical variety) that
made both Hegel and Hegel’s up-ender possible.®

Weeks makes the point that the mystical may be ineffable—
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a merging of the one with the many, the conscience of the indi-
vidual with the demands of faith and social order into some sort
of synthesis—but its causes and consequences are very real. The
intellectual Sturm und Drang of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries reflected the crises that swept through the social order.
Jakob Bohme, the common shoemaker whom Hegel later dubbed
‘theosophus teutonicus’, the father of modern German philoso-
phy (others would add, of Romanticism as well), did not arise
out of a vacuum, political or intellectual. But neither did the
heretics of class warfare—voicing the first calls for something
like Communism (sometimes with free sexual practices as well
as all material goods held in common)—exist without a distinct
theological history, a point that Engels’ otherwise often brilliant
depiction of medieval uprisings in The Peasant Wars in Germany
failed to appreciate sufficiently.

Let us be a little more precise, because these historical prec-
edents and their intellectual counterparts may now be seen as
crucial rather than obscurities buried in some past long gone.
When Constantinople fell to the Turks, scholars of Platonism and
other doctrines fled westward, but it is also true that Europeans
moved outward in something like a movement of globalization.
Printing presses heated up, old works appearing alongside new
ones. Theologically speaking, an intellectual breach began to
open up with John Wycliffe’s English translation of the Bible,
taking place alongside Wat Tyler’s Rebellion of 1381, the first
serious challenge to class rule in Europe. This theological-politi-
cal gap became wider in the centuries following, with the conflicts
between competing Popes prompting masses of ordinary people,
themselves experiencing a severe decline in conditions, toward
open revolt. By no accident, the sixteenth century also saw ‘the
modern’ added to the scholarly vocabulary, pressing the claims
made by the rising middle class against the aristocracy, but also
unsettling earlier notions of ‘history’ and life as more or less
settled, motionless, fixed in time.

This broad sketch demands, regrettably, more historical and
particularly theological context than any volume about Marxism
such as this could encompass. But we can at least note that
during the 1960s and ’70s, East German scholars determinedly
undertook the examination of philosophy’s decisive develop-
ment between the Reformation and Enlightenment. Radical,
oppositionist thought of that bygone time, including the theo-
logical dimension of the insurrectionary leader Thomas Miintzer
(a dimension unsuccessfully repressed by the ppr authorities
uncomfortable with the religious radicalism of an otherwise
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lionized figure), was naturally a key to this study. These academ-
ics asked why, for instance, figures like Sebastian F.ranck, ans
Denck, Bshme, Miintzer, and Paracelsus, might, if seen with
fresh eyes, weigh so heavily in any serious study of reyolutlonary
chiliasm. Most of this class of early intellectuals had in fact been
party to a Gelehrtenproletariat sympathetic with, in some cases
born into, families of peasants and craftsmen who longed for a
world without war, without a feudal lord’s boot in their.faces, and
without a clergy that smothered aspirations fpr Iearmpg among
the common people. New theological or quasi-theological woyks
rejected war, religious sectarianism, intolerance, and perse’cutxop
and pointed to a ‘fourth faith’ of a ‘church of the future’. This
church would require neither masonry nor clergy, and would live
solely in the hearts of humankind. )
Franck (1499-1543), the clearest of thn.lkers on these sub-
jects but more of an intellectual agitator, himself evolved frqm
Catholic priest to follower of the tolerant Zwingli to humanist
to publicist for Anabaptists in revolt. Mocked in, and ejgcted
from, some of the great universities of the day, he.self-pul?llshed
tracts destined to be reprinted by other hands. His most impor-
tant work, Paradoxa (1534), considered dangerously subvers.we
by authorities, drew upon a familiar theologjcal format, a.ddmg
content startlingly new and modern. Essentlall): a collectlop of
scriptures of the sort normally associated with sgmtual exercises,
they became statements with avowedly contr.adlct.ory meanings.
Readers were urged to hold both meanings in mind sxm‘ultang-
ously, as an exercise in spiritual discovery, for ex.arnple: God is
in every pair of opposites because He is in all thmgg and above
all things’. This suggested a critical reason emanu.pated from
the dogma of any church, subtly advancing the social program
sought by intellectuals on the side of the restless peasants. God
did not merely inhabit history, He was history, present in the
unfolding of the daily lives of human beings, oppressed along
with the oppressors. To make his point, Franck.turned to folklore
as the wisdom of peasants expressed in ‘old sayings’, the vernacu-
larizing impulse shared from Wycliffe and Dante to J an !-Ius, z.md
even Joan of Arc. Jakob Bohme would carry on his dialectical
mysticism, while Feuerbach and Marx would realize the substan-
tialized materialist view of history only implicit in Hegel. In the
meantime, the Thirty Years War, and the consolidation of m.tol-
erant Lutheranism quite as much as the Counter-Reform'fltlon,
had put the writing of history, for centuries ahead, on the sndg of
the victors. What Walter Benjamin would call the ‘storm blowing
from Paradise’ would nevertheless unsettle the rulers’ confidence.’
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Not that the significance of this dialectical legacy has been much
noticed until recently. Standard scholarly treatments likened the
peasants in revolt to the Nazi freebooters before the victory of
Hitler, until a mid-twentieth-century Marxist scholarship around
the figure Miintzer began to lift further the curtain tugged by
Engels’ Peasant Wars. The fuller study of Anabaptist and con-
temporary developments powerful in shaping the American Left
(amd, more obviously, the Right) necessarily awaits more work.

For now, it is good to be reminded that the dialectical utopian-
ism of Bohme, within which humanity was to be returned to its
wholeness (in the theosophical version, oppression of woman by
man also ended, through a recovered androgeny), has its counter-
part in the young Marx’s insistence in the Economic-Philosophical
Manuscripts of 1844 that socialism ‘is the answer to the riddle of
history, and knows itself to be the answer’. The dialectical engine
is crncial, as we will see later with the ecological explorations of
Marx, and not so far, after all, from the Bohmist insistence that
‘the spirit’ exists in all physical entities, plants, and even miner-
als, all part of a vast interconnected system—for Bohme naturally
the eternal self-generation of the divinity.

Perhaps, in an age of widespread Islamophobia where any-
thing challenging bourgeois (so-called) common sense is believed
to be a threat to civilization, it has become nearly impossi-
ble to succeed in arguing that liberal rationality from Adam
Smith and John Dewey to Robert Reich has offered the wrong
solutions. Or that the liberal economists’ claims that crises are
occasional, a result of policy errors rather than deep flaws in
the system, are badly mistaken. Or that something left behind
in a previous age—not faith (or not only faith) but some way of
thinking—now must be taken up again. But a leap that large
Is plainly required if Marxism is to have a hand in the needed
reconstruction ahead.

One might add, admittedly with the likelihood of idiosyncratic
theorizing, that a useful leap could take place under the curiously
linked signs of C.L.R. James and Fredric Jameson. The dialectic’s
true knight in shining post-modern armor can be said to have re-
established the legacy of a properly Hegelian Marx in something
remotely resembling the Hegelian Marx of the Trinidadian.
British-American James a half-century earlier. For James, the
dialectic was sent backward in time to grapple with the bour-
geois ending to the English Revolution, but also with the upward
struggles of slaves from Haiti to the American South, and brought
forward in time to the Stalinization of the Russian economy, more
or less side by side with the bureaucratization of the cio. And then
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brought forward again (at a time when Stalinism and American
capitalism seemed to be closing down any revolutionary leap)
to envision workers from across the developed world liberating
themselves from the grip of the various bureaucracies for the real-
ization of their own freedom, joined by battalions of non-whites,
women, youth, and so on. For all this, dialectic was said to be
crucial. For Jameson, the dialectic allows readers and activists
to look beyond the capitalist globalization that has apparently
closed out the dreams of socialism. As capitalism ‘solves’ some
problems in its own terms, the system only creates others, with
the added element of a post-modernism transforming cultural
dimensions of the struggle for a different future.

It is worth pondering a little further this parallel between the
jet-black-skinned teacher’s son who never attended college and
the Yale PhD in French studies. Outsiders both to the mainstream
of Left politics, the two figures, altogether separately and a half-
century apart, worked out their systems in the old-fashioned way,
through an examination of texts. But a utopian element sparked
their overall analysis, such that for them Marxism minus the
dialectic lost its charm as well as its vitality.

And then there is the culture critique, unappreciated by James’
erstwhile Trotskyist co-factionalists but dear to him from his days
as a budding Caribbean novelist and London playwright. His
sweeping and delicate analysis of sport, his occasional but reveal-
ing jaunts into literary commentary, might well be compared
with Jameson on assorted literary points and favorite figures.
(Jamaican-born Sylvia Winter even insisted that James had theo-
rized a deconstructive ‘counter-doctrine of master conceptions’
without the accompanying vocabulary.®) And here, squarely, lies
Jameson’s post-modernism, viewed as a practical part of every-
day life or at least as a commentary on everyday life, now for
more than a quarter century.

Post-modernism, that is, as a centering or decentering concept,
may be said to have lost its vitality as a theoretical perception
following the collapse of deconstruction, and for many of the
same reasons. Unlike Marxism or Anarchism or Syndicalism, the
principal theories of the post-modern were never likely to supply
slogans of popular Left resistance and advance, and in most cases
were never intended to do so. To put the matter vulgarly: they
responded to a long-term decline of the Left in the West, with
the ‘Left’ defined as organized movements with working-class
constituencies. And they responded simultaneously to a frustra-
tion at or fascination with the alert spectator’s grasp on popular
culture. Most obviously dominant in Ronald Reagan’s America,
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this sense also pervaded the international spread of ideas rooted
in a certain loss of direction except ever more of the same. The
naturalization of capitalism on an ever-larger scale sent whole
populations of intellectuals and thoughtful students seeking
meaning for themselves, not to mention career security and a
potential future influence upon the young. Real advances could
be seen intellectually, following the abandonment of all-too-easy
left-wing formulations on many subjects. But these advances
were badly overshadowed by the moods of defeat and diversion.

Jameson would not, however, be the theoretician to bid fare-
well to post-modernism. The project he began in the 1950s, a
confrontation with the French anti-Marxist and anti-Hegelian
philosaphes, is now completed by his recuperation of the cultural
debate around Hegel, and the political debate around Marx. As
an intellectual son of Sartre, he has brought his career full circle.
The dialectic becomes a potential (and necessary) utopian project
at a time when world politics seems to point toward total destrnc-
tion. For Jameson, at last, the post-modern adventure continues
because it has become irreversible, and any Marxism that seeks
to shun its implications returns to a reductionism that cannot
succeed in its own terms and has, besides, the least possible
appeal to the young.’

Missing Chapters of American Left History

The re-evaluation of left-wing and working-class history, Marxist
and beyond, has been a subject of central interest throughout
this volume, going back to the earliest treatments of us labor
history by brewery-union editor and socialist intellectual Herman
Schliiter, and for good reason. Arguably, philosophy, literary
studies, anthropology (leaving aside an early socialist attachment
to Lewis Henry Morgan, renewed to the present day), and other
fields had to wait for college-trained intellectuals well into the
1920s. History came first in autodidact socialist scholarship and
not only in the usa. It was a guarantee of eventual triumph.
Marx’s own intent, his unrealized goal, had been to write the
story of the working class, a detalled study of its degradation and
rise. Capital, though it grew into a vast text including a large
unfinished section, was to be a prelude, the negative that would
lead to a positive. Hence the writers of left-wing history, struck
early on by the peculiar difficulties of the Left in the world’s most
developed capitalist nation, viewed themselves as fulfilling a sort
of mandate by solving the puzzle. For them, usually editors of
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labor and socialist newspapers, the problem was anything but
academic.

Fast forward nearly a century. By the later 1960s and early
1970s, the field of history enjoyed a great advantage among
left-leaning graduate students. This advantage was based upon
the “discovery’ of the lower class (heretofore largely ignored in
the writing of history) as a pulsating, active body rather than a
mere conglomeration of victims. The new scholars energetically
deployed assorted research methods, drawing on sources from
newspapers and oral histories to census data, musical folklore
and iconic images, that might offer an accurate picture of work-
ing-class life, as lived and understood by its own participants.
One might still ask, after the passage of forty years, whether the
reality of (especially but not only white) working-class life in the
present could usefully encompass this new wisdom. Yet it was
easy to see, from the living history of many a blue-collar com-
munity and the historian’s relationships with students and locals,
that something remained from at least the labor past, especially
among the aged. Besides, the history of white but more especially
African-American and Hispanic working-class life was anything
but past. For the millions of post-1965 immigrants, indeed, most
of it was in the American future.

This advantage tended to become something close to the
opposite with the next generation of young radical graduate stu-
dents, turning broadly to deconstructive studies against historical
continuities (or meanings). But while, by 1990, Freud and his
successors along with the champions of linguistic theory seemed
to have trumped Marx, the radical historians of the 1960s-70s
mostly kept to their work in the academy. A handful of aging
activists who had never actually become professionals pursuéd
their own determinedly Marxist course.

Franklin Rosemont’s Joe Hill would easily top the autodidact
Marxist list of highly inventive contributions. The effective pub-
lisher of Charles H. Kerr books and the most highly regarded
surrealist in North America for some decades, Rosemont edited,
until his death in 2010, a considerable number of labor and
radical history volumes, most notably the Haymarket Scrapbook
(published on the centenary of the Haymarket incident, whose
anarchist martyrs are sleeping close to him in Chicago’s famed
Waldheim Cemetery).'* The Wobblies were Rosemont’s true
love, going back to old-timers he had known intimately, around
their nearly defunct home office of the 1960s, when living mem-
ories went back to the 1920s and borrowed memories of older
Wobs almost to their 1905 beginning. Joe Hill himself, a rather
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mysterious Swedish immigrant who rambled, organized, wrote
deathless lyrics and expired as a martyr to Utah’s injustice
system, stood for something far larger than himself. The old ww,
as Rosemont argues vigorously and at great length, possessed a
working-class culture of its own outside capitalist rigor but also
outside pretty much anything else on the Left. Because the iww
refused the logic of the production and consumption of commodi-
ties, even while demanding more of everything for the wage slave,
it pointed toward a contrasting philosophy, not only of labor or
political life but of being. Rosemont gave this largely unstated
and untheorized but very real philosophy a basis in American
life, not far from other rebellious elements of popular culture,
blues and jazz, described and analyzed but most often celebrated,
throughout the author’s decades of journals, personal essays, and
incidental writings."!

The author’s driving impulse, the surrealism of André Breton,
had little luck otherwise placing itself within the us Left, despite
a long-standing effort around his Chicago circles for forty years
or so. In the twilight years of Rosemont’s life, Robin D. G. Kelley,
among the most distinguished scholars of African-American rad-
icalism and culture, dropped an oar into this curious stream of
consciousness and scholarship. In his Afterword to Black, Brown
& Beige: Surrealist Writings from Africa and the Diaspora, co-
edited with Rosemont, Kelley suggests that because he enmeshed
himself in Marxism, he discovered something beyond the limits
of Marxism’s explanation of consciousness or its sharing of the
West’s notion of progress from the primitive to the modern, and
by implication, its inability to grasp the totality of black experi-
ence. Marxism had not ceased to be relevant in any of this, but it
had to accept a partner, much as E.P. Thompson had proposed
in the 1950s in relation to Romanticism and of William Morris in
particular.

Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original
might be properly regarded as the testing ground for Kelley’s
advance in a surrealist direction. Arguably the finest biogra-
phy of an American jazz musician yet written, it is meticulously
materialistic in tracing Monk’s life and brilliantly detailed in its
descriptions of Monk’s music, so far as words can convey the
meanings of music.”? This opus properly followed Kelley’s first
volume, With Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During
the Great Depression, encompassing the left-wing uses of popular
religion.”® The second of these two Marxist classics, nearly 500
closely written pages of biography and musicology, is destined
for lasting influence, although whether on Marxism, or for that
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matter historians, raises intriguing, vital questions. How had
Marxists made sense of another trajectory of history, how could
they encompass working-class stories better understood, for
instance, through ‘orality’ (oral history that accepts the ‘story’ as
valid in its own right)? How could they grasp lower-class sagas
that ended bluntly in defeat, but retained a folkloric value of
great significance?

Alan Wald, like Robin Kelley a prominent academic with
purposes far beyond the range of normal academia, occupied
another prominent spot in the recuperation of American Marxism
by virtue of his own cultural bent and, just as much, his intense
pursuit of the individual detail. His The New York Intellectuals:
The Rise and Decline of the Anti-Stalinist Left from the 1930s
to the 1980s, as noted above, had been largely about Jewish
Trotskyists drifting rightward and becoming simultaneously
ever more prominent: an anti-Marxist force unparalleled in its
prestige, i.e., its connections in high places. Wald then turned to
writers around the Communist Party and Popular Front, between
the 1920s and 1950s, combining a candor about political catas-
trophe with a surprising sympathy for utopian aspirations. He
pointed above all to ways in which the creative work of commit-
ted writers tells hidden stories more emotional than political. The
first two volumes of the new series, Exiles From a Future Time
and Trinity of Passion, chronicle Communist-leaning poets and
novelists negotiating the familiar terrains of economic depression
and war. American Night completed Wald’s saga of Communist
writers with much space given to gays, lesbians, and dissident
African-American intellectuals. The extraordinary attention to
personal detail, dug out through vast research, was not likely to
be repeated for other sections of the Left intelligentsia any time in
the near future. And in an important sense, these volumes were
a totem to the felt need for a wider history of American intel-
lectuals attached to Marxist ideas, taking them in directions not
envisioned by the intellectuals themselves.!*

The scholarly re-evaluation of the left-wing past has largely
remained limited to English-language sources, even in an era
of accelerating globalization. Studies of the extensive Mexican-
American Left, for instance, going back at least to the last third
of the nineteenth century, have advanced but not far, no doubt
in part because printed, outright left-wing let alone Marxist-
oriented sources have been more scarce than among European
diaspora populations, and because repression was always close,
prompting a degree of secrecy as intense among Wobblies as
among Communists. Frank Bardacke’s marvelous (and at points,
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severely depressing) history of the United Farm Workers and its
charismatic leader, Cesar Chavez, offers another angle of vision:
how powerful outside forces, the Church and liberal foundations,
would limit (and make hidden) the role of left-wing activists,
but also how Mexican traditions took expressions in a different
direction, right down to the use of theater (a major expression
likewise of Finnish-Americans in earlier generations, not to
mention immigrant Jews or Bulgarians, but starkly different)
and music (likewise). In Bardacke’s Trampling Out the Vintage,
the Left is badly needed but always about to be ushered out the
door, unceremoniously. This narrative neatly mirrors the historic
Mexican-American experience.'s

What is true here is still more true for Puerto Ricans, whose
long left-wing history has yet to find comprehensive scholar-
ship. Not to mention Filipinos, important on the West Coast
during several periods; Cape Verdeans, likewise for spots on the
East Coast, including their little-understood role in the Black
Panthers; Dominicans, whose rising tide of influence is presently
important in at least half a dozen localities; Haitians and so on.
Brooklyn activists these days stumble across left-wing Russians,
radicals amid a mostly conservative Jewish immigration. We
return, with painful ignorance, to a liftle-revised mainstream
understanding of the Left, addressed by a generation or two
of scholars and activists with some improved language skills,
but very far from a comprehensive grasp of the multiplicities
involved.'s

Meanwhile, the history of the 1960s and its immediate legacies,
perhaps too painfully close (journalism apart) before the 1990s,
would become steadily more intriguing to scholarly youngsters
afterward. More distance allowed useful contemplation, and
fresh research, interviews, and free rethinking. In much of the
best of this effort, strict ideologies tended to go out the window
and local studies were seen as crucial. The old bi-coastal version
of the New Left as seen by the media, for instance, merged into
a richer demographic and geographic picture of activist commu-
nities rising and falling, moved by radical impulses but largely
unaware of sophisticated ideologies. The South, a country apart
when it comes to openly left-wing activity, has also gradually
come into view."”

A recent, bitter academic controversy over anti-racist move-
ments and their left-wing connections demonstrates that the
points of interest and controversy go beyond the arcane and gen-
erational to the issues of significant Communist contributions and
influences. Civil rights historians of labor/community connections,
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notably Robert Korstad and Michael Honey, have gone a long way
toward creating a scholarly basis for something that has come to
be called the ‘Long Civil Rights Movement’ (Lcrm for short). In a
presidential address to the Organization of American Historians
in 2005, Jacqueline Hall gave the larger idea a name, and it has
taken shape in scholarly conferences, graduate seminars, oral
history projects, and public discussions. At last, civil rights would
not (as in the acclaimed but cautious or even politically conserva-
tive documentary series, Eyes on the Prize) practically start with
the Montgomery Bus Boycott and end with the Civil Rights Act,
a ten-year history barely out of the liberal mainstream, leaving
out Rosa Parks’ left-wing background, Martin Luther King, Jr.’s
hidden radical views, and the presence of so many left-wingers—
make that Marxists—in and around the supporting milieu of the
Movement. By 2012, a journal best known for debates about the
propriety of Communist participation in social movements burst
into the familiar controversy again. This shaping of the issues to
suit the Cold War narrative is an old and tiresome story, but one
not likely to vanish, at least in part because the work legitimating
the role ofindividual Communists, even in the South where they
kept their affiliations mostly hidden, is now so impressive in its
own terms.!®
Many other works on radicalism shared, directly or indirectly,
the question of what happened to the 1960s. Given that this
moment of a massive and multifaceted challenge to capitalism and
its associated empire never really returned afterward, the premise
was inevitable. What, for that matter, actually happened in the *60s
with older traditions and influences? How had they contributed
to making the era so explosive, so utopian and so wild by turns,
but also so much more explicitly cultural in radical politics than
the implicitly cultural politics of previous radical generations?
Anything like solid answers to these burning questions has seemed
to remain maddening elusive. The conclusive histories of Marxists
in the 1960s have yet to be written. What has emerged, with some
careful study, has instead seen younger scholars trying to move the
issues a step forward from the 1960s into a recuperated Marxism, as
seemingly confident and avowed revolutionaries marched eagerly
forward, then stumbled badly. If, in other words, the Port Huron
Statement, more (C. Wright) Mills than Marx, seemed to set the
new generation free from dogma-hangovers, these only returned
like a late-afternoon migraine. Why that should have happened
remains a mystery only beginning to be unraveled.
In many ways, the New Left generation at the decade’s end
repeated the distressing experience of Communists from their
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founding conventions in 1919 through the early 1920s. That is:
even when furious efforts were being made at home, all eyes
strayed abroad, for there, far away, was the promise ofithe world
revolution that would debilitate capitalism and wake up a domes-
tic working class that often seemed worse than indifferent.” Back
then, as we have seen in the chapters above, little pockets of
European immigrants defied repression, quietly built institutions,
and maintained their faith as part of a longer history of struggle.
African-Americans could also be found who shared the faith or
sought to make the best of the global events for their own collec-
tive emancipation. By contrast, the key weakness of the post-N ew
Left 1970s movements, above all their often skewed Marx-lst
inclinations, lay in the uncertainty of the activists’ putative
links to the working and underemployed, lower-class constitu-
ents. The semi-autonomous blue-collar communities that had
once maintained left-wing institutions under the most difﬁcu}t
circumstances had all but ceased to exist, with no successors in
prospect. In that absence, polemics substituted for hard thinking.
Memoirs, published, unpublished or on the web, now suggest how
rust-belt shutdowns wiped out even the best efforts to buﬂc! move-
ments afresh, while projects to effect interracial alliances likewise
flopped, leaving activists empty. handed.”” ) )

Max Elbaum’s Revolution in the Air: Sixties Radicals Turn
to Lenin, Mao and Che is, so far, the scholarship of record. An
undergraduate still in 1969, Elbaum was perfectly suited for a
fresh adventure. Thirty years later, he looked back carefully
at the upbeat qualities of those who sought to breal.( out of the
narrow campus circles of the New Left, ﬁnc!mg allies not ogly
abroad (illusions about China here ended falrly. ear!y.) in T'h.lrd
World struggles but also back at home among minorities 'seel.nng
a liberation defined in 1960s terms, or to support their sister
nationalities back home (most prominently in the Puerto Rican
community, but also among Asian-Americans and of course
African-Americans as well). Former sps savant Carl Oglesby
confessed that as much as he despised Marxism-Leninism, he
could see that anti-imperialism was where the central tl}read of
the revolutionary spirit remained, and on]y.LenjqiSt_n, in some
form, supplied a strategic direction for anti-imperialism. It was
a fait accompli.”' .

Of actual Marxist discussion and argument in these zones, one
might almost conclude—at least for many of the groups and for
much of their discussions—that the less said the better. To be sure,
Marx was studied with great care, likewise Lenin (and Stalin,
especially by the Revolutionary Communist Party followers of
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Robert Avakian), in classes that varied from the somewhat open
to the entirely closed and didactically wooden, too often the latter,
Elbaum gives some of the best of his account to the sudden col-
lapse of glimmering prospects. Who, for instance, could have
predicted that the hugely promising League of Revolutionary
Black Workers, reorganized (beyond Detroit as well) as the
Congress of Black Workers, would plummet and collapse a short
few years after declaring its Marxism-Leninism? Elbaum shows
that as the waves of anti-imperialism crashed back against the
shores, devotees found themselves beached and increasingly
fractious.”

The wrangling of these groups with each other in arcane
phrases offered a near-constant reminder of how much this
movement (or series of mini-movements), seeking to recuperate a
Communist past, reinvented the rhetoric without possessing the
contacts that had tempered dogma or had made it less oppressive,
often helpfully invisible, at the local level. Thus, they adopted an
array of views bound to alienate local activists, for instance that
African-Americans form a geographical Black Belt of the South
and a potential separate government, and that the sturdy progres-
sive entities of that region, most of all the Southern Conference
Educational Fund (scer), were ‘revisionists’ blocking the way
to some great stride forward. Or that the Women’s Liberation
Movement—by the early 1970s, the strongest and most charis-
matic remaining force born of the 1960s—was a mere bourgeois
smokescreen, like its sister gay and lesbian movements. (These
latter movements, in real life America, were, meanwhile, actually
enjoying a burst of radical energy, as anyone could see.) Or that
ecology and the anti-nuke movements were irrelevant to the class
strnggle. Such hostility bordered upon sectarian madness. The
incessant jockeying for group superiority, meanwhile, recalled the
wording of a popular anarchist postcard of the time: ‘The trouble
with Leninists is they all want to be Lenin.’

Harsh generalizations break down in many circumstances,
if mainly in aftereffects. For instance, unions that by the early
1980s hired staff without asking about political backgrounds,
the Service Employees International Union in particular, all but
invited erstwhile or quietly faithful anti-revisionists into the roles
of servicing local members and seeking to organize new ones,
especially among the Hispanic immigrants in the booming service
and health-care industries.”® Bread and Roses, the popular Ken
Loach film about Los Angeles, might as well have featured an
organizer who was formerly a Marxist-Leninist, just as the totemic
film Norma Rae, directed by blacklistee Martin Ritt, featured
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as protagonist a Jewish lad from New York whose parents had
evidently been Communists. Even earlier, at the state level, the
militant anti-(capitalist) statists found themselves, by the dozens,
ironically staffing state cosu (Committee on Safety and Health)
headquarters, helping especially with protections or the most
disadvantaged. The rise of Justice for Janitors (JfJ) and Jobs
with Justice (JwJ) in the 1980s, supported by a handful of older
labor leaders in part to satisfy their young and more radical staff,
opened the doors at local levels especially to all generations of the
Left and to anyone who expressed energy. The former Marxist
faction members of various groups. who entered assorted unions
soon led to struggles within the arL for the rights of gays, people
with Aids, and minorities generally, against the fierce resistance
of the Lane Kirkland presidency and the predictably retrograde
building trades.*

The fight against the morally bankrupt and incompetent
Kirkland office, climaxing in its overthrow aka palace coup
at the AFL-CI0 convention of 1995, could be scored as a victory
impossible without the challenge from several generations of the
Left. Likewise, the peace mobilizations around both Gulf Wars,
emphatically coalition efforts, owed something to NcM members
and former Ncwmers, if just as much to elderly Communists and
former Communists, longtiine pacifists, or the denizens of other
grouplets. The formation of a proto-Labor Party, albeit never
realized, and in the new century, Labor Against War (usLaw),
splendidly realized, not to mention labor support for the 2006
Immigrant Rights March, owed much to these quarters.

At least one other important exception can be made to the
otherwise ignominious collapse of the Ncm groups: the Jesse
Jackson presidential campaign of 1988. Here, Asian-American
NCM activists operated carefully, behind layers of protective politi-
cal covering, guiding strategy state by state, setting in motion the
coalitions, especially those between ex-New Leftists and commu-
nities of color, that would not otherwise have been realized. Once
more, of course, a major intervention into the Democratic Party
ended with little to show beyond the feeling that a worthy effort
had been made, a sense of ‘Rainbow’ had indeed swept far, and
allies had been mobilized for struggles ahead.

Looking at the broader scene, Dan Berger argues persuasively
that if the experience of the 1970s was the ‘ultimate exploder of
limits’—that is, the moment when deindustrialization, hyperin-
flation, and a bevy of related developments spelled the end of
the expansive welfare state for future neo-liberalism and neo-
conservatism—then the Marxist experiments of the time, radically
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wrong in their expectations as well as their rhetoric, can still tell
us much.” But we need more players in the game. The move-
ment of inmates against the emerging prison complex, led more
than symbolically by Angela Davis, would be a case in point.
Another might be the Pan African impulse felt most strongly
in the Anglophone Caribbean, exceptionally vivid in its early
promise, with the greatly aged C. L. R. James as figurehead. The
radical-global watchwords ‘Insurgency. Solidarity. Community’,
in Berger’s terse phrases, had always been larger than Maoism, a
fact that became increasingly obvious as time went on.

A recent, ably written history of the microcosmic Sojourner
Truth Organization (1969-84) seeks to put this phenomenon
into a single nutshell by bringing it all back to a movement
scarcely exceeding a hundred members.” Its devotees swal-
lowed whole the texts of such unlikely companions as Mao and
C.L.R. James, developed a deeply flawed but innovative ‘“White
Blind Spot’ theory of working-class history, and epitomized, in
some ways, the effort to throw support behind the increasingly
non-white working class. In fact, if not self-consciously any-
where near the early New Left ultra-democracy, the sto’s cadres
and others in assorted local groups across the country returned
to many themes of early sps community organizing, adding a
revolutionary fervor and near-insurrectionary rhetoric. The com-
pelling necessity to find grounds for the common effort of white
and non-white workers drove the project from the shop floor to
neighborhood and union hall, pointing up the racialized structure
of the working class itself and struggling to overcome its conse-
quences, including in the largely outdated structures of the unions
themselves.

Projects similar to those of the sto, but less ambitious beyond
the local level and less polemical against other parts of the Left,
brought real insight into class relations within as well as between
racial lines. George Lipsitz, an activist in a multi-racial, Teamster-
oriented but unaffiliated St. Louis group of the early 1970s, was to
become in later decades a central figure in the study of multicul-
tural movements and communities; he characteristically penned
The Possessive Investment in Whiteness. Miriam Ching Yoon
Louie and others close to Maoism in its early days did similar
ground-breaking work on immigrant rights and immigrant
workers, once the fever of sectarianism had passed. An otherwise
forgotten theorist, Harry Chang, may now be seen as key to what
has since become a classroom standard: the social creation or con-
struction of race as a crucial building block of modern society.”

A missing key to left-wing history still remained, however,
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virtually unstudied, often uncharacterized: the continuing tra-
jectory of the Popular Front impulse where it provided a glue
otherwise lacking for progressive movements of assorted kinds.
The expiration of Freedomways (noted above) marked an ending
for a key symbol and gathering point of African-American artists
and intellectuals of the 1940s—60s as a distinct section of the Left.
Yet, any close observer of candidate Barack Obama’s nomination
fight and electoral victory would see familiar celebrities, from
Harry Belafonte and Ossie Davis to Ruby Dee and Pete Seeger,
together with little-known but effective activists here and there,
bullding enthusiasm and involving the newest generation of
radicals in some of the local campaigns especially. Seen without
blinkers, much of the 1960s movement on the coasts in particular
had retained the flavor of the Popular Front’s children, both polit-
ically and biologically, and showed itself in small ways again and
again. Intellectual histories of the New Left and the savants who
offered catch-phrases, confining the Popular Front legacy to the
narrowness of the Communist Party proper, usually missed this
human element and, with it, the subtleties. Not that Communist
leaders or their apparatus from the late 1950s onward had any
great influence, let alone guided the New Left. Yet without former
Communists and near-Communists, the civil rights movement
that made the New Left possible could not have emerged in the
ways that it did, nor would the New Left have learned the skills
of mobilization and publicity needed so badly in hectic times.?

Never mind that activists of earlier decades had worked
largely amid and against widespread poverty—along with indus-
trial conflict a key issue for Marxists of every kind. Likewise, no
matter that Popular Front devotees had in large majorities both
embraced a beloved American president and joined the patriotic
crusade of the us military against fascism. Amazingly, some of
the most prominent erstwhile Ncm notables—Carl Davidson, Eric
Mann, and Bill Fletcher, Jr., among them—came to embrace uni-
fying strategies along with Democrats, assorted other liberals and
reform-oriented activists, that their earlier selves would have rec-
ognized as Popular Front signatures. The shift of mostly former
NcMers away from the chimera of party-bullding to the sturdy
reality of base-building, offered a strategic if postponed coming-
of-age, at least for those who could make the turn. With the once
all-important Russian Question off the political map along with
the China Question, the continuing value of older experiences
made good sense.

This quiet vindication of the ideas of previous generations nat-
urally included the kind of activities involving senior citizens who
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fit easily into opposing the logic of us globalism, seeking labor/
minority coalitions, and simply making themselves useful in
campaigns against the Right. The largest bloc of union members
at events and in activist organizations had become, very often,
union retirees. By the second decade of the new century, the erst-
while New Leftists were, of course, themselves the newest activist
senior citizens.

That few historians or other scholars—Gerald Horne being
the prominent exception—held back from studying the implied
connections at length and with varied subjects remained a lam-
entable fact of the Cold War era’s endurance at so many levels.?
Only perhaps in relation to culture, that is to say mostly popular
culture, did the scholarship advance vigorously, and even then for
the most part no further than the 1940s. How would this history
connect with Marxism in anything like the old sense, especially
outside of the shrinking labor movement? These were questions
difficult to ask, let alone answer. :

But they were important to mull over. Much of radical history
after 1970 involved consolidating local bases, a consolidation that
looked curiously like efforts at the leftward edge of the New Deal
decades earlier. Erstwhile New Leftists and their elders, along
with a younger crew who might be called ‘McGovernites’, rushed
into campaigns to elect progressive city officials in Chicago, Santa
Monica, San Francisco and Santa Cruz, California, Portland,
Oregon and Portland, Maine, Madison, Wisconsin, and other
sites of counter-culture presence, of anti-war as well as anti-nuke
and ecological sentiment, and of support for the Sandinistas and
the Salvadorian rebels among other causes. These campaigns
could be undertaken most effectively with low-key projects and
the calming of radical rhetoric.*® But because such movements
intersected with the Democratic Party while reaching beyond
its limits, they ounly inflamed the avowed Marxist-Leninist rev-
olutionaries who played the hostile-critic role, resembling the
complaints of Trotskyist outsiders to the main action in previous
eras. Sometimes the criticisms were accurate, since every electoral
move involved compromises with local power blocs. But rarely
did the gripes issue in viable strategic or tactical alternatives.

Thus the multi-generational radicals sunk roots, made new
allies, and at least at that local level survived the Reagan era
with some strength, drawing into their circles even some tal-
ented former Maoists. Who, after all, could resist Oakland’s own
Congressional African-American firebrand, Barbara Lee?

One more irony abided in the affiliation of some thou-
sands of local activists. Democratic Socialists of America (psA)
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owed its origins to several sources, among them the erstwhile
Trotskyists linked to Dissent magazine. Successes were scattered
in what rapidly became a mostly paper organization of. faithful
dues-payers (this writer was one of them, for a decade) whose
accomplishments were mainly conferences and whose outstand-
ing personality after Michael Harrington was erstwhile California
Communist leader, Dorothy Ray Healy. Rising labor activists and
officials in a consclidating movement of government-employee
unions in South Central Wisconsin, themselves among the
founders of the first recognized Teaching Assistants Association,
succeeded in creating coalitions with movements of women and
people of color, gays and lesbians. These youngish labor officials
found in psa the affiliation most acceptable, an emblem of socialis-
tic faith. (Elsewhere, sad to say, some labor leaders used their psa
credentials for anything but progressive purposes.) At best——and
in the low-key psa style if not necessarily connected with psa—
the campus-based anti-sweatshop campaigns, the creation of
community/labor centers and training schools for young organ-
izers, newly founded groups like the Domestic Workers Alliance,
the Grassroots Global Justice Alliance, and the related coalitions
behind the us Social Forum events and activities offered still
more evidence of outreach. A generation radicalized by the inva-
sion of Iraq, the growing demography of the workforce, and the
related deterioration of American society at large found a home
in these low-definition movements, both prefiguring Occupy
and outlasting it. These were real accomplishments in an era of
generalized defeat.’

One smallish tendency rooted deeply in the Marxist tradition
resisted approaches to Democrats, and outlasted its Maoist com-
petitors if achieving only limited success. Known variously as
Independent Socialists, Workers Power, and, later, Solidarity, fol-
lIowers of the “Third Camp’ whose group had broken with Trotsky
in 1940 developed precious little New Left sensibility during the
tumultuous later 1960s. Their caps set to proletarian aims, they
scarcely bothered with student movements except to welcome
those erstwhile New Leftists who wanted to join the long trek
through the workplace and unions. Providing a core member-
ship for Labor Notes and the annual conferences aimed at union
reform, these altogether heterodox Trotskyist groups never rose
to a thousand members but they fought the good fight for union
reform and for a nearly fresh vision of socialism. A former gradu-
ate student sent into the Post Office in 1971 thus recalls: “What I
learned was how to organize; speak to and write for workers; not
try to hide my class origins or education; not to be afraid to deal
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with racism. I learned to keep my political integrity while dealing
with transitional or reformist issues. I learned that workers
did not wear overalls and have tremendous muscles.” Decades
later, two lively organizations, Solidarity and the International
Socialist Organization, remain in the field, the latter especially
gaining attention with its sponsorship of large-scale public events
and a productive publishing house.*

The high point of Labor Notes and its inner core arrived with the
election of an insurgent president, Ron Carey, to the Teamsters’
presidency in 1991, thanks largely to the work of Teamsters for
Democracy over several decades. The success was short-lived,
and the return of the Machine (in the person of James Hoffa, Jr.)
to power in 1996 heartbreaking. Yet the Labor Notes mélange had
unquestionably been one driving force against the stolid ArL-cio
leadership. Staying the course within the labor movement had
been a success after all. Out of the temporary triumph, a mini-
movement of intellectuals and artists gathered in the mid-1990s
under the marxisant banner of Scholars, Artists and Writers for
Social Justice (SAWSJ). Splendid conferences bringing together
labor progressives and students (busy on divestment campaigns
from global-sweatshop corporations) seemed to promise the new
day that never dawned.

Bill Fletcher, Jr. and Fernando Gapasin’s Solidarity Divided
updated this story to the new century. The defeat of the intel-
ligence-agency-inflected labor Right (also heavily male, white,
and middle aged) brought a degree of reform. Older cia-linked
figures abroad were mostly, if not entirely, put out to pasture,
and the International Department, renamed ‘Solidarity’, at first
made the right noises. Leaders of Jobs with Justice and Justice
for Janitors thus came to new positions of influence, in some cases
to the upper reaches of the setv. Sadly, all too soon the inability
of the faltering labor federation to turn itself around—and the
stubborn unwillingness of officials in some of the largest inter-
nationals to consider upsetting their own carts—continued the
slow drift downward even with the worst of the old rascals at
the top now gone. Again and again, innovative ideas aimed at
renewal, from the central labor councils to the top levels of the
arL-clo, fell short and were effectively abandoned. Frostrations
led to new splits, with left-wingers on both or all sides. ‘Change to
Win,’ scarcely more than the sew and its intimate allies, quickly
ran out of steam, with debilitating infighting adding institutional
insult to injury. The explicitly Marxist view offered by Fletcher
and Gapasin closed with the familiar theme of ‘social movement
unionism’, a return to the day and the spirit of unions led by a
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Left that scarcely ever chose to name itself but mobilized workers
and communities with a quiet spirit of socialism.®

Home to a variety of diasporic groups of sometime radical
and revolutionary, avowedly Marxist activists from around the
world—from Nicaragua and Cape Verde to Egypt, the Philippines
and beyond—the us radical milien kept in closest touch with
one in particular: the Anglophone Caribbean. That these groups
hailed from mostly non-Communist traditions made a continuing
back-and-forth easy and even comfortable. Being in New York
(better: Brooklyn) was almost like being at home, with extended
family, friends, and followers. Here—likewise in Detroit, Toronto,
and a few other places, not to mention London—the name
C. L. R. James held a certain magic. Hard-bitten activists mean-
while operated on all sides of the islands of the Anglophone
Caribbean, where independence (and, soon after, disillusion-
ment with post-colonial governments) had arrived only recently.
For these islanders, whether at home or abroad, history counted
heavily and was almost never absent; so much so that Jamaica
Kincaid (an Antigua native) complained that for her own fellow
islanders it always seemed slavery had ended only a year or two
earlier. The effects were not always good, by a long stretch. But
there were reasons for this hangover.

A frankly socialistic Manley government in Jamaica seemed,
in Washington at least, to threaten another Cuba, and New
Left groups, some with real mass followings, sprang up across
the region, Caribbean anti-imperialist radicals of various kinds
(not to mention their music) interacted with great frequency
across specific sites in North America, especially Toronto and
Greater New York. None was heard more frequently than one
Tim Hector, a leading figure in the Afro-Caribbean Liberation
Movement, based in the little island of Antigua, with rising
leaders in Dominica and St. Vincent by his political side. Hector’s
inspiration was James, who in turn was intimately tied to Walter
Rodney, the great Guyanese activist and most profound recent
scholar of Afro-Caribbean history, as well as to Maurice Bishop
and other leaders of the Grenadian revolution. How could these
small islands threaten mighty America? By example, apparently,
and by virtue of their connections with the African diaspora
at large.

Rodney was assassinated, apparently at the hands of the
cia—perhaps the most notorious recent case of a revolutionary
historian’s murder—and Grenada experienced a violent change
of leadership when Bishop himself was murdered. An armed inva-
sion and occupation by. the usa followed: the ultimate insult. The
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era of Anglo-Caribbean resistance was now over, or so it seemed.
But Tim Hector’s weekly paper, the Outlet, continued to reach
readers both across the region and far away, with a socialistic
Afro-Caribbean message full of cultural understanding for sports
and music, full also of analysis of the burden of neo-colonialism
adding to that of a not-very-distant colonialism. Tennis’ Williams
sisters, Serena and Venus-—to take Jjust one example—had no
better defender against race and gender sneers. Even a decade
after Hector’s death in 2002, his ringing tones could be heard in
their honor, with the larger symbolic importance intact.

Hector remained an exemplar, living proof of an international-
ism in close touch with Americans. His fluid style of Marxism, his
connection of theory and action, and for that matter his deter-
mined insistence upon women’s liberation as an essential part of
the struggle, offered a consolation of sorts for the more general
downward trajectory. Other writers across the Caribbean and
in the usa (here again Gerald Horue was a force, with his close
history, continued across several volumes, of the Marxists and
near-Marxists of the Anglophone islands) continued to narrate
the saga of peoples struggling heroically, in their own often highly
creative ways, for something that could not be attained, at least
not yet, thanks to the pervasiveness of Empire.*

Empire

The history of capitalism and empire, the other great subject
of American Marxist writing from the early twentieth century
onward, had a robust growth that was, perhaps, the productive
mirror image of the anti-imperialism that fell victim to its own
ambitions.

Vijay Prashad stood at the front of a younger generation of
Marxists noting, for instance, that from the Indian subconti-
nent to South Africa, Marxism was never focused mainly. upon
events in the ussr, and that deeply rooted movements had long
since laid down the basis for a left-wing polycentrism. Prashad’s
boldest stroke was surely The Karma of Brown Folk (the title
borrowed and adapted from DuBois’ famed volume, The Souls
of Black Folk), a work sweeping in its implications. In line
with younger generations of readers, and more via the web
than in book form, Prashad has sought with remarkable lucid-
ity to turn the Western (and even Marxist) view of the ‘Darker
Nations’ around to the opposite angle of vision—that of the anti-
colonial movements inspiring and arming the modern versions of
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Third World Nationalism as a global entity (or counter-entity),
Notwithstanding the role of Socialists and Communists (Prashad
gives too little credit to anti-imperialist Christians in the ysa
and the uk in particular), the social democratic project that fol-
lowed in liberated nations went awry stage by stage, and not only
because the East Bloc, self-acclaimed defender of Third World
revolutions, was itself doomed.’

Grander theories of empire struggling for novelty, notably
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire, tended to dis-
appoint. Was empire now so encompassing, so much more a
rhetorical concept than economic-military reality, that it had
lost its ominous grip upon the globe? Like the theories offered
here and there that the corporate world’s de-centering meant
the end of the us military grip, the conclusions tended to refute
themselves in the light of even unsuccessful wars and invasions.
Whatever had been lost, the determination to regain it would
be no less lethal to the victims, no less draining for Americans
caught in the self-made dilemmas of their rulers, In contrast to
Hardt and Negri, the singular ‘school’ of Marxist thought would
be the Monthly Review magazine and its associated publish-
ing venture, Monthly Review Press. Going back at least to Paul
Baran’s Political Economy of Growth, the project to explain
‘backwardness’ as a result of exploitative logic and practice has
found a steady home here. Valid complaints against any naive
faith in Third World governments, short or long-lived, whether
in South Yemen, China or Venezuela, have been voiced through-
out Monthly Review’s history, from every direction within the
Left and beyond. Material provided by essayists issue after issue,
including in recent decades illusion-free studies of a depressingly
devolving Chinese society and the former East Bloc, nevertheless
rewarded readers in volume and fact, no matter the finer points
of theoretical difference.

There is no shortage of other Marxist studies of empire and
arguments about the implications, and Noam Chomsky should
be included willy-nilly, despite his frequent disavowals of
Marxist fidelity.” But perhaps Greg Grandin’s anti-colonialist
histories can stand for a much larger field of works, most of
them from a generation a little younger than the New Left vet-
erans. Grandin’s The Last Colonial Massacre: Latin America in
the Cold War analyzed the Mayan origins of the Guatemalan
Communist movement, seeking to explore the deeper shift from
East Bloc to newer models of: liberation. The notorious Panzos
massacre in 1978, the bitter climax to generations of struggle
over land use, illuminates a larger point about the peasantry
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in (or against) history, and about the interplay of violence and
democracy.*

Grandin’s larger points emerged as he analyzed the connec-
tions to other continents in Empire’s Workshop: Latin America,
the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism, looking
in depth at the liberal as well as conservative assumptions of
invasion and occupation. Democracy and terror, presumably
opposite numbers, actually flowed together into a narrative about
‘good’ modernity versus bad things like religious obscurantism
and the behavior of uncivilized beings. In fact, the Communist
movements (Grandin’s focus on Latin America is most keen in
this respect) during the era of influence shared much of this sen-
timent, without quite comprehending that the ‘solidarity’ they
embraced had deeper roots, and the ‘individualism’ of the intel-
lectual or self-educated worker, directed against institutions like
the Catholic Church, had a hidden down side. Freedom and
Equality, twin pillars of liberalism and all secular movements
including those of the Left, could not maintain itself in the face
of the counter-insurgencies beginning shortly after the Second
World War and directed largely by the usa.?

Where did the new impulse of the later twentieth century
come from, if not from this older, heavily rational and economis-
tic view? The Left’s embrace (or partial embrace) of Liberation
Theology, with more than a hint of indigenism, offered the
visionaries of neoliberalism another opportunity to insist that
traditional values-gone-radical were a species of totalitarianism
in religious form. Sections of a post-Left, post-Marxist, pro-war
bloc similarly joined the Right in assaulting Islam, or at least the
Islam of unfriendly groups and governments. Perhaps, Grandin
proposed, we could look at the newer mass movements in a differ-
ent way. Only social projects drawing upon deep roots were able
to bring forward a real individualism, liberated from the vaunted
individualism of the market. Older groups of scholars, notably
those around the Monthly Review, long wedded to statist versions
of liberation, shifted subtly toward this wider view, encompassing
ecology (an important irmovation in political analysis, taken up
here earlier than elsewhere, within an anti-imperialist perspective
and in a concentrated fashion), the roots of indigenism in the new
challenges to us-dominated Latin American governments, and
the dilemmas that remained on ail sides, from the World Bank to
ongoing c1A and threatened us military action.

Beyond avowedly Marxist, anti-imperialist historical study in
space if not time, would be the evolving assumptions of several
generations of scholars in several associated fields, in line with

-
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the lessons of Vietnam, the growing awareness of environmental
destruction, and the desperate effort to find workable solutions.
Ironically, in more than a few cases, the trained Marxists now
at senior levels have tutored students and badgered younger
members of their discipline who share key assumptions but feel
no need for Marxist literalism and little need for Marxist texts of
any kind. By the new century, Marx was thus taught in introduc-
tory sociology courses, along with Weber and others, but tended
to vanish afterward.

The anthropological work of Thomas C. Patterson, set out in
Karl Marx: Anthropologist, suammed up a range of developments
linking the field to Marxism.

By the 1970s, the dialogue within the profession had almost
shifted past the Cold War limits, enough for Marx and Marxism
to have significantly helped anthropologists to think historically.
Large numbers of younger anthropologists came to see human
beings as simultaneously natural and social beings, rather than
the physical machines described by neuroscientists or the exotics
visited and viewed by earlier fieldworkers. The relationship
between work and health, much considered by Marx in Capital,
has since become central to medical anthropologists, including
those taking up the ecological crises of pseudo-development.
Then, too, the discussion of pre-Columbian societies reaching
imperial crises on their own, destroying more communal groups
around them and even their own social order, added elements
close to ecological discussion. Finally, neoliberalism, placed
under the anthropological microscope, looks not at all like a
higher stage of society but rather an invitation to global disaster.
This suggests the turning upside-down of more than one field.
In the case of anthropology, it may also suggest a certain return
to Lewis Henry Morgan, whose early work meant so much to
Engels but also to Marx, probing the logic of ancient (and not so
ancient) societies—a point underscored by other scholars deter-
mined to find in Marx’s Ethnological Notebooks an escape from
the deadening insistence that Marxism confined ‘the primitive’ to
irrational backwardness.*

Left-wing ecologists were, in many ways, already on the same
vital trail. John Bellamy Foster’s Marx’s Ecology: Materialism
and Nature (2000) was hardly alone or even the first Marxist
eco-critique. Indeed, the journal Capitalism Nature Socialism,
founded by “fiscal crisis’ theorist James O’Connor, had been pub-
lishing like-minded scholars for decades (disclosure: I remain
an occasional columnist in the journal), until Joel Kovel among
others took over the reins. Radical critiques in its pages showed a
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persistent if not overwhelming Marxist influence. At any rate, no
other circle of scholars had probed so deeply or systematically the
issues around the origins and outcome of environmental theory in
specifically Marxist terms.

That “Western Marxism’ had, early in the twentieth century,
mistakenly abandoned ‘science’ in the effort to escape mechani-
cal materialism was not exactly a new observation, but it
remained an important one. It was also an uncomfortable one for
most intellectuals from the 1920s to the 1980s seeking to escape
the official Russian-style ‘diamat’ aka Dialectical Materialism.
The irony that the more fluid versions of Marxism had their
own built-in contradictions tended to drive Marxism backward
toward Romanticism, or forward toward a definite Green agenda.
John Bellamy Foster sought answers in the Antiquity that had
inspired the very young Karl Marx: an Epicurean material-
ism, reconstructed centuries later through the Renaissance and
Enlightenment, this time by scientists themselves.

Foster followed E.P. Thompson in a defense of Darwin as
being, after all, on the side of the angels. Drawing upon the spirit
of the day, the young Marx found in Epicurus a sort of physics
of human liberation, not from nature but within nature. His cri-
tique of Feuerbach (which was also an absorption of Feuerbach’s
critique of Hegel separating essence from existence) freed an

- Hegelianism of a sort from the Lutheran hangover and set him to

constructing a humanist materialism.

The alienation of labor (suggested, but only in an idealist
way, by Hegel) was next, and here Marx’s critiques had actually
reached far in ecological terms. The Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripts convey a gripping sense of the industrial revolu-
tion’s environmental down sides, the horror of the new industrial
cities standing alongside the theft of labor power. Likewise, as the
Marxist examinations continued toward maturity, Engels’ The
Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844, attacking
Malthus and elaborating a contrary perspective of the ‘reserve
army of labor’, began the exploration of the modern proletariat as
such. Criticism of Proudhon’s economics led Marx and Engels to
oppose the ‘conquest of nature’ as a foremost human accomplish-
ment, and the Communist Manifesto laid out the system for the
first time fully.!

Marx’s Ecology struggles without great success to explain the
historic lapses of Marxism into Russian diamat and its alterna-
tive—a kind of Marxist idealism known as ‘Western Marxism’ at
least from Lukacs onward. But this weakness is an afterthought.
The collapse of Marxism proper into stylized versions of itself had

Conclusion to the Third Edition 289

more to do with the collapse of the Second International frame-
work and the loss of faith in the certainty of a future socialism
as, at best, anything more than a State project of alternative eco-
nomic development. Would the collapse of the East Bloc, ending
another era, lead as logically as the eco-crisis to a revival of
Marxism along these lines?

The emerging political elites and their bureaucracies, crush-
ing mass popular movements both incidentally and by design, set
up for the Second and Third Worlds the larger project for the
final phases of indebtedness and loss of control to the mMF, the
World Bank and related institutions. The next generation of post-
colonial elites lacked even the will to create socialistic alterna-
tives. Neoliberalism, the post-socialist ideology of the powerful,
occasionally ‘worked’ (economic growth flourished here and
there), but everywhere spread income inequality and ecological
peril. In either case, the envisioned unity against the old powers
was gone, leaving solidarity even of the rhetorical kind in Russian
or Chinese propaganda, or in Scandinavian or Italian social
democracy, in free fall. There was no going back. This denoue-
ment returns us, curiously, to economics and the other, more
familiar, legacies of Marx.

Economics: The Marxist Bedrock

Geography and Economics, epicenters of worsening crises, would
be natural areas for advanced thinkers of various generations to
look backward toward Marx. Accounting seems to offer a special
and unexpected radical niche among those economists who see the
phenomenon of financialization (with its resulting melt-downs)
as a natural effect of monopoly capitalism. And then we have
one more unanticipated factor of intellectual history: so many
avowed and renowned academic Marxists are émigrés, short-
term or permanent, from the ux. Notoriously backward relative
to continental Europe throughout the twentieth century—for
their inability or unwillingness to grapple with the difficult ideas
that the French, Germans, and Italians loved to toss around—
Britishers more recently have often proved way ahead of their
American cousins (while also making up some ground on the
continentals). None quite so impressively as David Harvey.

Tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands, young and old, have,
thanks to the internet, heard Harvey give lectures short and long
on the subject of Marxism, and Marx’s Capital in particular. Thisis
a phenomenon unprecedented in the explanation and exploration
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of Marx and Marxist ideas. The numbers, indeed, are certain to
grow. One of the most articulate and least dogmatic Marxists
around, Harvey has become known especially for making diffi-
cult ideas understandable, and Marxist approaches credible.

Harvey’s ‘reading’ notably encourages the reader/watcher to
refer to his or her own experience in order to absorb the original
text. As Harvey says, he has been giving study classes of some sort
on Capital for forty years, and long ago came to the conclusion
that he repeats in A Companion to Marx’s Capital: Marx did not
live long enough to grasp how capitalism managed the multiple
crises of his own time, how, especially through Capital expansion
(as Rosa Luxemburg saw in some ways, but did not see the logic
developed fully in Marx’s writings), it would postpone crises for a
long time if not indefinitely, as the earth and its inhabitants were
exploited, degraded and used up at an ever-accelerating pace.

We might call this a Marxist common-sense approach. It is
impossible here to recite what Harvey does with the different
chapters and subsections of Capital in exploring and explaining
them for today’s readers, and problematic even to take up the
many small points where he raises questions about Marx’s inter-
pretations. He is not attempting mainly to refute critics of Marx
(a common project in this type of volume) nor to offer a brilliant
fresh interpretation. If he notes issues here and there—to take one
example, Marx’s ‘romantic’ valorization of work as noble rather
than mostly drudgery—he backs off soon enough without insist-
ing on the point, putting it down to his own skepticism. Harvey’s
use of the Grundrisse and other texts to probe Marx’s intent is not
new, but it is highly useful.®

The Enigma of Capital, a different sort of work but another
of Harvey’s most important, actually offers multiple enigmas
that during the recent recession became perhaps as unenig-
matic as they are ever likely to be—short, that is, of a wholesale
global breakdown. Capital had conquered all, except itself! The
hegemony so firmly held by the usa outside of the East Bloc and
China, seemingly reinforced by the events of 1989-90, slips away
with astonishing suddenness, shifting a balance already tipping
away from the American Empire with the new century. Harvey
argues that the cost of maintaining a military threat, occupation
and armaments, against the rest of the world, has simply been
too high.

There are other ways to see this, of course, and as Harvey notes,
Marxists are not alone in the wide field of commentators propos-
ing alternative sources of contradiction with the system. Liberal
(non-socialist) economists have for decades been making the case
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for a more successful welfare-state economy, and their appeals
have grown strident in recent years. They urgently wish to save
a kindler, gentler capitalism, and as Democrats promise at every
election to realize it somehow. In Europe more than in the usa, the
more conservative notion of a dangerous ‘profit squeeze’ between
labor costs and profits has long been popular, at least until the
West stopped producing competitively, and social benefits as a
key segment of real wages began to suffer drastic cuts. In the
new century, the contradictions have certainly not disappeared,
but on both of these points seem to have been externalized, on a
global scale. As Harvey points out, the societies least integrated
into the world financial system—China, India, Brazil, and so
on—have also been the least overwhelmed by the spreading crises
that have struck consumer-heavy Western economies and remain
ominously with them. Third World societies dependent on remit-
tances from emigrant workers (think Mexico, Central America,
large parts of the Caribbean) have meanwhile been drawn into the
aftershock and see no early exit. For Harvey, reasoning in quasi-
Marxist terms, the credit system essentially put off the threat of
underconsumption or ‘realization’ of profits for an indefinite but
not infinitely extendable period.

Lest we doubt that this is a consistently Marxist view, Harvey
comes brilliantly back to Marx again and again to make his points,
He offers us many avenues of insight, particularly by way of that
other favorite zone of his, geography. He opines that if he were to
construct an ideal city fresh for steady adaptation, he would root
his thinking in Chapter 15 of Capital, where Marx poses the rela-
tions of technology and society so keenly. He has made this case
elsewhere, of course, in its own right.

In the field of geography more broadly, radical views have
expanded, thanks not only to Harvey but to a larger sense of crisis
in city and countryside alike. The Marxist-dystopian Mike Davis
has made the key points brilliantly, while a larger global dia-
logue around ‘commoning’, a call to return to the Commons, has
acquired more historical depth and an intimate relation to Marx’s
study of the English countryside and the gloomy fate wrapped up
in the Enclosures. Perhaps the very source of expansive capital-
ism (as per the analyses of sometime Monthly Review editor Ellen
Meiksins Wood), enclosure was also the reality of the twentieth-
century world, increasingly shut off and choked by capitalism’s
vast, long-standing successes.*

It is at least fascinating, if perhaps less than completely illu-
minating (due to the difficulty of the material, and of being not
altogether certain about the writer’s conclusions), to take up
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Fredric Jameson’s recent Representing Capital: A Reading of
Volume One in this light. Here, the post-deconstructive Jameson
is at pains to uncover a hidden Marx in the text, and he finds a
clue in the nearly forgotten figure of Karl Korsch, the “‘Council
Communist’ German left-winger who emigrated to the usa but
was never comfortable in any Left milieu on these shores. In
Korsch, the contrast if not conflict between the movement of
capital, the System, and the working class, the only final engine
for transformation, results in a dual emphasis upon exploi-
tation (a socialist idea) and domination (a democratic idea),
again reflecting economics on the one hand, and politics (in the
broadest sense) on the other.

The connection to the transformation of the countryside lies
just here: capitalism drew its workforce from the shrinkage of
agricultural economies around the world, shifting populations
from countryside to city, thereby precipitating massive migra-
tion both within nations and between them. The increasing
expansion of capitalism, even more than the growth of popula-
tion as a whole, has created a previously unimaginable surplus
population, the inevitable if largely unconsidered consequence of
surplus value.*

These points might properly be compared, once more, with the
textually slight but nonetheless cogent efforts of C.L.R. James
to restate the basics of Marxism at the close of the 1940s and
somewhat later, with economics firmly embedded in the social
relations of labor. To quote Noel Ignatiev’s introduction to a new
collection of two short, long-forgotten pamphlets: ‘For James,
the starting point was that the working class is revolutionary.
He did not mean that it is potentially revolutionary, or that it is
revolutionary when imbued with correct ideas, or when led by the
proper vanguard party. He said the working class is revolutionary
and that its daily activities constitute the revolutionary process in
modern society.’* In other words, and contrary to common-sense
observation, working-class wage labor and life drives capital
forward throughout. Its cravings for self-recognition, seen even
in the most evidently degrading popular culture, and its rebel-
liousness in the worst directions (e.g., support for conservatism in
many forms), remain at the center of a dynamic world system and
cannot be otherwise.

Perhaps. At the very least, it would be difficult to test this
proposition, and we might be in the same place with capitalism’s
current crises. We return to solid ground, perhaps at times a bit
too solid, with John Bellamy Foster and his collaborator Robert
McChesney’s exploration of capitalism’s newer stages and the
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crisis that is upon us. This is once again work from the Monthly
Review school, set in motion since at least Paul Sweezy and Paul
Baran’s Monopoly Capital, discussed above. What was most
cogent in the thought of this school, furthered greatly in the last
decades of the century by Harry Magdoff’s later contributions,
was the penetrating analysis of financialization, the transforma-
tion of a mostly productive economy (whatever the human and
ecological cost) into a mostly speculative economy, analyzed by
Fred Magdoff and John Bellamy Foster in The Great Financial
Crisis.”” Mainstream economists, especially those with massive
inftuence and Nobel prizes in hand, had dismissed these concerns
and urged the deregulation of the banks by the Clinton admin-
istration. Liberal economists like Paul Krugman distinguished
themselves by making specific and often incisive criticlsms,
while insisting, nevertheless, that crises were a rare phenomenon
entirely avoidable, short of the collapse of the world market,
through the kinds of reforms proposed if not necessarily carried
out by Democratic administrations and Congress.

The Monthly Review argument—refined, extended both inter-
nationally and historically, and brought up to date by the current
editor of the journal and a former co-editor in their newest work,
The Endless Crisis—has been that crises have embedded them-
selves within the system and that every avoidance of them was
certain to be a half-measure at best. Sweezy had offered, a half
century and more earlier, the view that capitalism, long before
financialization, tended toward stagnation because profits found
no adequate outlet at the desired (perhaps needed) level of rein-
vestment. American capitalism had been saved by the railroad (in
the nineteenth century), world wars, the automobile, and finally
the computer, all of these establishing a huge point of entry for
new investment and new profits—and putting off the inevitable
return of stagnation, now often enough registered as stagflation.
In the newest version, global labor arbitrage, the globalization of
the reserve army of labor, and the contradictions of the emerging
Chinese economy complete the picture.*

Also lodged long ago by critics was the complaint that the
‘inmovations’ from the railread onward seemed somehow to have
been external to the system and that some other source of the
declining rate of profit (one historically put forward by Marxist
literalists, i.e., so-called ‘dead labor’, past human output applied
to machines, weighing down the system) might almost as well be
found. It was an important question, although perhaps most of all
to those historically minded. Other radical economic theorists and
popularists, from Doug Henwood and Robert Brenner to Richard
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Wolff and David McNally, to name only a few, maintained a com-
mitment to specific Marxist economic interpretations ranging
from extreme to lukewarm. They made their own splendid contri-
butions to getting the message across: the system was increasingly
unjust and increasingly troubled, with no end in sight.*

Media studies, never a blank for radical critics but rarely a
zone for Marxist commentary beyond journalistic complaints,
would hardly have connected with the fundamentals of Marxism
if not for one scholar: the same Robert McChesney. Among the
most distinguished and highly regarded figures in his field, a
founder of freepress.net, McChesney has conducted a sweeping
examination of journalism in particular across the long march of
American history, from abundant and successful local newspa-
pers—subsidized since the late eighteenth century, as a matter of
democratic policy nationally, through inexpensive, second-class
mailing permits—to the dwindling of a heavily monopolized
press rushing fecklessly toward its own ruin. Precisely analyzing
the more recent effects of the internet, McChesney finds nothing
surprising, but overturns the commonplace claims of a mass
democratizing influence. Monopolies re-establish themselves after
any new development and a fairly brief pause. Now they threaten
to become global octopi hitherto umimaginable, or imaginable to
the dystopian novelist but not yet achievable. The soli.dity apd
thoroughness of this analysis of what must be called history-in-
the-present fairly sets a model for others working in newer fields.
Marxists had a lot of catching up to do, but were moving ahead at
an accelerated pace.*

Marxism and Culture

A major move within twentieth-century radical analysis, center-
ing upon the realm of culture and usefully advanced by Gramsci
among others, had nevertheless a distinctly negative, that is to
say negating, relationship with the Marxist legacy after the 1960s.
Freud’s comeback on the Left was only a part of the story, but a
crucial part.

It is ironic, even humorous, to recall from the chapters above
that only fifty years earlier, Freud was taken to be the completion
of Marx. The ‘sex boys’ V. E. Calverton and his lieutenant Samuel
Schmalhausen argued in the pages of the Modern Quarterly and
a handful of popular books that the usa suffered a kind of: cul-
tural lag clear enough in the relative unpopularity of socialistic
ideas, but that a modernizing experience of sexual (hence, social)
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relations would fix the problem.’' These ideas were discredited
within a decade, and not only because the Depression brought
down hemlines and erotic expectations. Sex theory did not coin-
cide with the main lines of class struggle, and until after the
Second World War, as capitalism recovered, it was hard to find
any on the Left saying otherwise. Many were the complaints of
Marxists by 1950, apparently on the wrong side of history in a
flourishing consumer economy, that Freudian (or other) psychol-
ogy and psychoanalysis had stolen the field of intellectual interest
previously occupied by historical materialism.

The failure of 1968, when mass activity in many countries
brought no sweeping transformation of class relations, prompted
another phase of intellectual history, with the ideas now pre-
dominantly French but the university positions more and more
American. Depoliticization deepened under Reagan, of course,
and budding scholars’ invention of new words became a profes-
sion recalling the 1950s English Department joke that Melville’s
mariner-proletariat had become an army of young men (and a
portion of women) writing and teaching about Moby-Dick.

Still, and in the face of everything, the idea grew that Marx and
Freud had opened up different roads crisscrossing each other.
With one great and obvious difference: for Marx, ‘labor’ defined
human experience, while for Freud, it stood for the self-sacrifice
that denied and defied pleasure as a human possibility. Could the
Freud devotee—to ask an old question raised mostly in hard-core
polemics before the 1960s—be a Marxist? Herbert Marcuse had
thought so. We have seen that Marcuse’s magnum texts, along
with popularizations by Eric Fromm, introduced Critical Theory
to a fairly broad audience as Marcuse himself became one of the
most adulated figures of the late 1960s, almost an intellectuals’
version of the Beatles’ John Lennon. Theodore Adorno likewise
became a cult figure, but mainly among graduate students in the
following era, as we have also seen, now in a largely depoliticized
or anti-politicized (as in anti-humanist) sense. Most important,
for many young radicals, were gender issues and the emergence
or re-emergence of ‘difference’ in the French sense, as a central
mode of being, with an added emphasis upon gay identity and
gay rights.

The feminist demand for equality in all aspects of life, acquir-
ing a distinctly meritocratic and non-revolutionary affect at the
highest levels of popular discussion, reinforced the depoliticized
sense in theory at the other end of the intellectual world: the grad-
uate seminar. Likewise, if Black Studies (to take a major example
of an academic development rooted in popular, mostly left-wing,
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demands of the 1960s—70s) veered toward race as a subject in
itself, philosophically Afrocentric or otherwise, it veered away
from class except as a secondary factor. The familiar Marxist sense
of history, history as stages of development, tended to fall away as
a false promise or to become irrelevant to the main discussions.
Chicano or Hispanic Studies, among other such regional fields,
drifted less in these directions. Under the sign of Reaganism and
the shift of academic life increasingly toward corporate control
and decision-making, the star in the sky for various fields created
by radicals had dimmed, except as reflected light. Nowhere,
however, did the outright rejection of history, the Marxist tool,
become as overwhelming as in the deconstructive turn that drove
feminist or gender studies to thrust ‘socialist feminism’ into the
darkness.

Post-strncturalism, a further development but equally depend-
ent upon continental (mostly French) thinkers’ influence on the
American academy, was sure to follow in the craving for intel-
lectual novelty. But it struck home upon the commonplace
observation that the ‘subject’, seen increasingly as celebrity,
appears less and less real—even while the financial pages of
newspapers, magazines, and the web were discovering new ways
to praise individual billionaire entrepreneurs, money-handlers,
etc., as the great figures of our time or perhaps any time. Here,
once more, Americans were writing and teaching secondary
accounts of Euro-thinkers. Radical writers used deconstructive
language to describe, with sympathy, apparently new categories
of the ultra-poor around the globe. Post-structuralism adopted
the text as the favored topic, more real than the writer, and the
interrogation of the text as the most important, perhaps the only
truly important, task amid a world of eco-collapse and increasing
inequality.

It would be too easy (for this writer at least) to treat the decon-
structive moment with levity, as a response to polltical futility
that carried within it a sign of defeat. This would not explain
the diversity of research projects and conclusions in a half-dozen
journals at least, and the continual use of theorists who see little
or no hope, but nevertheless offer ways to think about ‘texts’ of
all kinds (thence, culture at large) in fresh ways. Each radical
generation finds its own path, and if the 1980s—90s appeared to
drift from any kind of strategic sensibility, its contrary partner,
the sectarian Left, had about as much to offer, occasional excite-
ments aside. Meanwhile, Social Text was (and is) full of life,
likewise Rethinking Marxism, if a life uncertainly connected with
anything that could be described as Marxism. The same may be
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said for a score of other journals too numerous to be considered
here, but who deserve to be treated as the affect of a world not
quite entirely lost. Science and Society, now the eldest Marxist
journal published in the English-speaking world and easily one
of the eldest anywhere, has distinguished itself in recent years by
virtue of its international contributors, especially at younger ages.
‘American Marxism’, rather than disappearing, has become part
of something larger.

The reader will forgive, I hope, my use of popular cinema, in
particular the history of American film in Hollywood’s Golden
Era, as representative of a wide variety of studies in mass culture.
The close study of Hollywood’s Marxists—the most suitable
example of what this book has sought to interpret, applied to
cultural criticism—is after all the lineal successor to Marxism in
the United States in this scholar’s life and work. Interviews, film
scripts, the data of five hundred or so films themselves, not to
mention the television archives avallable, offered an insight into
the world of those who thought of themselves working within a
Marxist background and with political intent.

Popular film, especially in its Hollywood manifestation, was
always suspect, a suspicion hardly erased by the emergence of
television, regarded (next to comic books) as the most degrading
of all possible media. We saw above that a certain strain of quasi-
Trotskyist critics, moving on through recognition in the Partisan
Review to the status of Cold War factota, viewed popular culture
as linked decisively to the Popular Front, a joining of middle-
brow tastes with unwholesome political messages. Pete Seeger
and Harry Belafonte, Joan Baez and the Hollywood blacklist
victims who returned successfully to work (Jules Dassin, Ring
Lardner, Jr. and Joseph Losey, among others) would naturally
top these aesthetes’ undesirables list from 1950s to at least the
early 1980s.

A newer, comprehensive view of the badly misunderstood phe-
nomenon of Hollywood Marxism included Tender Comrades:
A Backstory of the Hollywood Blacklist. Its nearly 800-page
oral history of the survivors (and some non-survivors, recorded
earlier) set a larger process of scholarship in motion. A biogra-
phy of Abraham Lincoln Polonsky, Hollywood’s so-called ‘Last
Marxist’, and several major film study monographs, completed
the set of studies by myself and collaborators. Throughout, the
sympathetic investigation of a left-leaning popular culture
during Hollywood’s Golden Age and beyond was a continuation
of Marxism in the United States into cultural particulars, just as
the broadening of the volume with the help of many writers into
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the Encyclopedia of the American Left offered a parallel effort to
summarize all available scholarship on the larger subject.*

Radical Hollywood sought to encapsulate the Marxist criti-
cisms as well as the film work of Marxists themselves. Bearing
the additional weight of hundreds of otherwise mostly forgotten
‘B’ movies newly available, it urged a social history approach of
seeking to grapple with the group working in Hollywood and the
wide spectrum of their (arguably) left-wing work, from populist
cowboy films to anti-fascist wartime dramas and post-war noir,
not to mention slapstick proletarian comedy, children’s films, ani-
mation and further influences upon the first era of television. The
effort to examine the materialist basis for radicals’ work within
the changing nature of the film industry and television set this
mode of work apart, as weli, from much (though by no means all)
of the auteurist effort that even leftish avant-gardists had made
their own in film journals and film departments since the 1960s.

This Marxist film scholarship was not and could not be
precisely textual. It sought to discern the logic of a coherent, weli-
organized school of writers, editors and others, in their efforts to
create a different cinema, with increasing creative control from
the film-makers (minus the control of banks and producers). The
vision of an independent cinema of the Left could not be real-
ized, although by the later 1940s, films made by small companies
or units of large firms with a degree of autonomy made some
strides in that direction—just as the dime fell upon the activists.
That this scholarly work had to be done so long after the fact,
and in face of the anxiety of writers, directors, and actors, even
decades later, at pinpointing their past connections with the Left,
set the task in more than one way. Octogenarian Marxists in the
film community had nothing left to lose, and almost every reason
to talk about their work, of the constraints imposed upon them
by the mechanical Marxism of leading Communists, and of their
own efforts to reach goals at once political and artistic.”

This cultural work was set, in miniature, to pose the largest
question of which the author is capable, short of a massive defeat
of the Empire (in fact all empires but first of ali the one closest
to home), a revolt against existing class systems, and a drastic
collaborative effort to turn back the ecological disaster now on
the horizon.

The task, first posed in the early issues of the journal Cultural
Correspondence (1976-83), might be phrased as the attempt to
turn Adorno upside-down, as Marx was said to have turned Hegel
upside-down, dialectics intact. Perhaps, if the writer of this book
can indulge himself once more autobiographically, the extended
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project of transforming comic art into a new expression of rebel-
lion, but also of historical understanding, might enable popular
culture to provide a pathway to, and a renewal of, the artistic/
radical excitement of the 1910s, 1930s—40s and 1960s.5

.Was it possible that mass participation in mass culture, in a
wu!er sense, could be a learning experience akin to the sociali-
zation of labor? Could the pursuit of self-recognition become a
form of global awareness heretofore unimaginable? Technology
seemed, by the second decade of the twentieth century, to have
made. this improbability possible. How could we describe a
Marxism capable of grasping such prospects, and of informing
mass nonviolent activity against the leviathan state and those it
served? We do not know. But perhaps we are learning.

A‘ filmed dialogue from 1982 between two twentieth-century
giants of Marxism, newly available in 2012 thanks to YouTube,
takes us back to the hinge of the nearest previous historic moment
when the future of capitalism was in doubt. This historic dia-
logue may offer some valuable hints on another moment in store.
Here_, C. L. R. James and E. P. Thompson together contemplated
the significance of Polish Solidarity and the European anti-nuclear
movement. For James, the challenge posed by Solidarity recalled
the virtual dissolution of the Hungarian state in 1956 when the
near-revolution brought workers’ councils suddenly if briefly into
exxslzence. Soon, he argued, Social Democratic and Communist
parties, already in crisis, would be in free fall, replaced by social
movements so massive that to call them political parties would
be a misunderstanding. Thompson, for his part, suggested that
the peace movement (of which he was a crucial leader and
spokesman), sweeping across capitalism’s advanced states, was
a perfect counterpart. Capitalism, despite its vaunted claims
to democracy, had become identical with its military-industrial
complex beyond any parliamentary influence. Mass movements
would be needed to move past the existing parties of govern-
ments on each side of the Cold War division, and might be able
to do so soon.”’

) These hoped-for futures did not, of course, come to pass. As
in the 1970s, corporate capitalism regained its footing, indeed
rolled over a collapsed Soviet system as the usa seemingly held
out the iron fist of military superiority over any threat to its own
I}egemony. But James and Thompson had pointed to the loca-
tion of gaps in the apparent all-consuming power of the system.
To extend their view backward in time, it was the years shortly
before the outbreak of the First World War that last saw mass
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movements of unskilled workers, outside of and sometimes over-
taking the unions of well-paid craft workers. Women’s rights,
bohemianism, radical art movements flourished simultaneously,
for good reasons and with the promise of a very different future.

We have not reached that future yet, to say the least. But the
Thompson-James dialogue nevertheless reminds us, in impor-
tant ways, of the recent waves of protest and their sensibility. If
Marxism has a task beyond the exploration of the existing sys-
tem’s ills, it may be to relocate what ordinary people in motion
can do, and how, so far as we can understand, they might move
beyond the challenges made in 2011-12. In doing so, Marxism
will have truly found its own historic purpose as well.
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