Preamble
Before I begin my presentation I’m going to tell you a few details of about my personal anti-fascist history.

When I was sixteen years old in 1959, I read the 1943 best-selling book Under Cover: My Four Years in the Nazi Underworld of America by John Roy Carlson, the pen name of Arthur Derounian, about fascists active in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s. I thought I was reading about the past, but by rude coincidence, the secretary of the school where my mother taught kindergarten gave my mom a racist, anti-Semitic pamphlet whose author, Lyrl Clark Van Hyning, the secretary’s mother-in-law, was a prominent, active American fascist profiled in Carlson’s book. From that moment on, anti-fascism became essential to my political outlook.


After the unexpected resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan in Mississippi in 1978 and the Klan-Nazi massacre of anti-Klan demonstrators led by the Communist Workers Party at Greensboro in 1979, I joined the National Anti-Klan Network, working closely with Anne Braden and Reverend C.T. Vivian. For more than six years I served as the network’s principal researcher, but in 1985 I resigned when the leadership, at the urging of Lyn Wells and Lenny Zeskind, changed the name, and implicitly the mission, to Center for Democratic Renewal. Part of my sermon today reflects that important distinction.


Meanwhile, I produced a slide program about the Buchenwald concentration camp in Nazi Germany, and I assembled a collection titled The Nazi Scourge: Postal Evidence of the Holocaust and the Ruination of Europe, which I narrated and exhibited across North America and in Europe for the next thirty years. In 2007 I sold the Nazi Scourge collection to the Florence and Laurence Spungen Family Foundation; today you can study it on the Spungen Foundation website: https://hub.catalogit.app/spungen-family-foundation-holocaust-postal-collection/folder/scourge-i-main-exhibit
In 1995, after Timothy McVeigh bombed the federal building in Oklahoma City, the FBI and counterterrorism experts told the media that it was the work of Middle East terrorists. I told them it wasn’t; it was perpetrated by domestic fascists almost exactly following the script in William Pierce’s novel The Turner Diaries, which is the manual for a Nazi revolution in the United States. USA Today and the Gannett News Service featured and quoted my analysis alongside an excerpt from The Turner Dairies that closely matched what McVeigh had done.

Editors of The U.S. Anti-Fascism Reader, published by Verso in 2020, included in their book my speech to the June 1982 meeting of the anti-Klan network in Atlanta, titled “The Ku Klux Klan and Fascism.” Evidently its lessons are still deemed useful more than forty years later. 
Those are highlights from the first five decades of my anti-fascist experiences. I think they qualify me to explain and evaluate critically the anti-fascist tactics and strategies that the left has employed in the past, and to suggest how to improve them while combating today’s fascism.
The title of my presentation today is 

Fighting fascism in the Donald Trump era

Although socialists and communists have traditionally called for united and popular fronts against fascism, and have chanted “¡No Pasaran!” — “They Shall Not Pass!” — as they led those fronts, they were almost always too late to prevent fascist victories. You might think that repeated defeats would have prompted comrades to reconsider their theories and methods of combating fascism, but evidence of such re-evaluation is scant.

Three main problems are responsible for the failure of traditional left strategies to combat fascism. First is the matter of properly defining fascism so that its distinctive features are clearly understood. Second is identifying the strengths and vulnerabilities of fascism. Third is devising tactics and strategies that most effectively undermine the strengths and capitalize on the vulnerabilities.

Let me take those points in order.

First Point: Defining Fascism

Familiar definitions of fascism, often quoted by socialists and communists are these: the Communist International and Georgi Dimitrov called fascism “the open terrorist dictatorship of the most reactionary, most chauvinist, and most imperialist elements of finance capital”; R. Palme Dutt called it “a system of direct dictatorship ideologically masked by the ‘national idea’ and representation of the ‘professions,’ — in reality, representation of the various groups of the ruling class”; Leon Trotsky wrote, “fascism leaves the social system untouched . . . . the most ruthless dictatorship of monopoly capital”; and Daniel Guérin defined fascism as “a strong state intended to prolong artificially an economic system based on profit and the private ownership of production.”


These Marxist attempts to identify characteristic features of fascism are useful to an extent, but none of them highlight the aspects that fuel and empower fascism to overtake and subjugate traditional capitalist governance, yet those are the features that we most urgently need to counter if we are to prevail.

Most important to recognize, fascism is Bonapartist, which means it imposes dictatorial rule over all classes of society when the dominant class is too weak to rule in its own name. To clarify this distinction, contrast these two statements: In The Communist Manifesto in 1848, Karl Marx and Frederick Engels declared, “The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.” Four years later, in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx wrote the converse: “Parliament completes its death scene and fades out, left in the lurch by its own class, by the army, by all other classes. End of the parliamentary regime and of the rule of the bourgeoisie. Victory of Bonaparte. Parody of an imperial restoration.”

Marx began The Eighteenth Brumaire with the observation that history repeats itself, “the first time as high tragedy, the second time as low farce.” In this book, Napoleon Bonaparte was tragic, while his nephew Louis Bonaparte was farcical. This quote is from Marx’s final paragraph:
Driven by the contradictory demands of his circumstances, and having to keep in the public eye as a substitute for Napoleon, hence executing a coup in miniature every day, [Louis] Bonaparte, like a conjuror who has to come up with constant surprises, brings the whole bourgeois economy into confusion, violates everything that seemed inviolable during the revolution of 1848, makes some tolerant of revolution and others desirous of it, and produces anarchy in the name of order, while stripping the halo from the whole machinery of state, profanes it, and makes it loathsome and laughable.


Does that sound familiar? Yes, in my opinion Marx’s teachings are more useful than Dimitrov’s in the era of Donald Trump.
Trump’s governance is Bonapartist, but we still need a comprehensive practical definition of fascism. For that I turn to Alfred Sohn-Rethel in his 1978 book The Economy and Class Structure of German Fascism.
Sohn-Rethel originally wrote several of the essays that came together in his book in the 1930s and 1940s, one of them as a clandestine Marxist economist inside Nazi Germany and the others as an exile in Great Britain. His most creatively useful insight is in a passage that summarized Marx’s pertinent lessons in the chapter of Capital Volume One titled “Absolute and Relative Surplus Value”:

A Marxist analysis will help us to understand the system more fully. We know that capitalist profits are reaped from the amount of work which laborers perform over and above that necessary to produce the value of their wages. This unpaid labor represents the “surplus value” which can be “absolute” or “relative.” It is called relative when its extraction is associated with increased labor productivity because it can be enlarged without an extension of the labor time. This implies a general technological advance of society and marks a progressive stage of the capitalist mode of production. In the early epochs of capitalism the measure of the surplus value depended on the absolute length of the working day and, when this met with outer limits, it depended on the speeding of labor. This Marx calls “absolute surplus value” because the technical and the social conditions of labor then are tantamount to a fixed, absolute magnitude. Judged from the angle of these Marxian categories the essence of the fascist economic system is recognizable as a reversion of the capitalist mode of production from the relative to the absolute surplus value extraction. [pages 92-93]


In simpler terms, the fascist economy replaces free labor with forced labor to resolve capitalism’s crisis of profitability.  Profit from chattel slavery in the southern United States before the Civil War is another example of absolute surplus value.

Sohn-Rethel defined “true” fascists, as distinct from bourgeois, as “those who comprehended the regime in terms of the counter-revolutionary class struggle.” [page 104] To achieve their counter-revolution they employ the full arsenal of proletarian weapons. The Nazi Party supported a communist-led strike of 20,000 transport workers in Berlin in November 1932, a strike that the social democrats and the trade union bureaucrats opposed. Yet, Sohn-Rethel wrote:
Needless to say, the fascist party was not anti-capitalist. On the contrary, it thrived on capitalism, — on a capitalism struggling desperately for survival. Only when things went economically wrong for bourgeois society did the Nazi Party flourish and vice versa. Their election successes and membership rose and fell in exact parallel to the unemployment figures. During the years of prosperity between 1924 and 1928 the Nazis as good as disappeared from the political arena. But again, the deeper the capitalists subsided into crisis, the more firmly did the fascist party sit in the saddle over them. [page 133]


Not anti-capitalist to be sure, but as I noted earlier, fascist governments were and are Bonapartist — they rule dictatorially over all classes, representing the interests of a ruling class that has proven too weak to govern in its own name. Sectors of the bourgeoisie are instrumental in orchestrating the fascist triumph, but it is important to learn what makes certain sectors more reactionary, more terroristic, more chauvinistic, and more imperialist than others, and what conditions favor their triumph. 

This was Sohn-Rethel’s explanation:

The essence of fascism is counter-revolution in late capitalism when the standards of bourgeois society are utterly discredited. [page 155]

This deserves to be reread a dozen times. Late capitalism, when the achievements of bourgeois technology generate insoluble crises. When the standards of bourgeois society are utterly discredited. Often fascist movements have recognized this aspect more readily than much of the left. Attempting to build an anti-fascist movement by reinvigorating the social order that has been utterly discredited cedes anti-establishment ground to the ultra-right. The crisis is not the failure of backward obsolete capital to compete with modern, highly productive capital. It is the failure of the most advanced. Sohn-Rethel explained:
It is clear, therefore, that enterprises of this new modern type which are run on the principle of structural socialization of labor but continue along private capitalist lines, are under continual coercion to produce. So long as they are not totally closed down, thrown on the scrapheap, so to speak, they must produce regardless of whether there is a demand for their products or not. And if there is no demand of a real kind, that is, of reproductive values, then an alternative demand, that of non-reproductive values, must be created in order to keep the world in motion. Non-reproductive values are products which are not consumed either directly or indirectly into the maintenance or renewal of human labor power and social life or into the renewal of productive machinery. Among these, armaments obviously have pride of place, and in our most recent experience since the 1960s onwards can be added the manufacture of waste products and space exploration. In order to make the demands effective a state power is needed to compel the population to pay for this production. [page 30]

With that insight we can see, besides the enormous socially wasteful costs of waging war, why capitalists like Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk invest their idle billions in Moon and Mars rocket projects, why we have a record surge in casino and on-line gambling, and why crypto currencies, which have no practical use except to launder money and facilitate criminal transactions, command trillions of dollars in speculative capital that has no productive outlet.
This, then, is the economic motor of fascism; it is not merely a heavy-handed device to regulate class struggle. Recall that tech bros were liberal idols who led revolutions in everything from on-line commerce to electric automobiles until they became shameless flunkeys for fascism when their enterprises became beholden to government contracts and protection for continuing growth.


Sohn-Rethel showed that the strongest and healthiest bourgeois industries provided no significant support for Adolf Hitler, but neither could those sectors stop Hitler. They were imprisoned by their own economic prosperity; their only strategy for the duration of the crisis was defensive — to stall, marking time with a liberal or social-democratic regime until the rest of the economy could recover. But the collapsing sectors were “freed” by the crisis. Again from Sohn-Rethel:
The overall position can be summed up by saying that, paradoxically, the economically sound parts of the German economy were politically paralyzed, whilst only those economically paralyzed enjoyed political freedom of movement. This freedom of movement was put to untrammeled use by all the financially desperate elements of the population. These comprised, apart from the unemployed, the white-collar proletarians — teachers, post office workers and the like — and the mass of farmers and small property owners who had a decade ago lost their savings in the post-war inflation and now through the collapse of share prices felt themselves pushed to the brink of proletarianization themselves.

. . . the iron and steel magnates had slipped into the subordinate position. . . . Only a determined policy of re-armament could realize their aims and free the full productive potential of their plant from the restrictive shackles of the market system, opening up the sluice gates for an all-out resumption of activity. [pages 44-46]


Today’s counterparts of the Nazis’ iron and steel magnates are fossil-fuel and aerospace tycoons.

After explaining the conjuncture of forces that swept the Nazis into power — which seems to me substantially parallel to the emerging situation in the United States and other Western countries today — Sohn-Rethel went on to explain the economic function of the ostensibly senseless aspects of Nazi rule:

It was not merely that the fascist dictatorship was particularly indebted to this kind of stupidity and ignorance. This mere psychological fact hides a far deeper motive. The switch to the terroristic control of absolute surplus value production by the state meant that the bourgeois elite had to smash not only the proletarian organizations but also the mass basis appropriate to their own previous control through relative surplus value production, mainly the unions and social democracy; these they had to replace with a different mass basis: that of National Socialism. . . . The [fascist] vanguard is by no means the bourgeoisie’s obedient tool for the disarming of the proletariat. The fascists perform this function only if they can ride roughshod over the bourgeoisie too, forcing it to go the way they want. [pages 69-70]

Despite this, the bourgeoisie, with a great deal more power in theory, could not overturn Nazi rule, because at best they would be trying to reconstruct the system whose failure had brought the Nazis to power. Sohn-Rethel taught that the contradiction of a state-run economy for private profit requires the rule of terror.

The terroristic power of the fascist party serves not only to eliminate political enemies. It is the suspension of bourgeois laws which is the hallmark of fascism and it is by this means that it financially guarantees that the state can wield its entrepreneurial function smoothly and can aid and abet monopoly capital in its state of peril. [page 129]

Thus, every aspect of fascism that differentiates it as a political force and as a ruling social order — terroristic paramilitary repression, forced labor, and flouting or suspension of legal constraints — is thrust forward not only by the will of demagogues and the backing of the most reactionary financiers, characters who are present somewhere during every moment of the bourgeois epoch. A combination of objective conditions elevates fascism to prominence and invests it with momentum — conditions that once again have begun to haunt capitalism. Those are the features that define fascism.
Second Point: Strengths and Vulnerabilities of Fascism

Shortly after Benito Mussolini seized power in Italy, and two years before he consolidated his dictatorship, German Communist Party leader Clara Zetkin told the Executive Committee of the Communist International:
The mistakes of the Communist Party consisted in their regarding fascism as merely a militarist and terrorist movement without any profound social basis. . . .
We must realize that fascism is a movement of the disappointed and of those whose existence is ruined. Therefore, we must endeavor either to win over or to neutralize those wide masses who are still in the fascist camp. . . . We must struggle ideologically for the . . . soul of these masses. We must realize that they are not only trying to escape from their present tribulations, but that they are longing for a new philosophy. We must come out of the narrow limits of our present activity. . . .

We must also win over to our side those elements who sympathize with fascism in good faith. We, who are not marching into the void, but into a bright future, must reveal this future to sincere elements among the fascists. We must strive to bring the fight home to every single soul.

Let me underscore that: We must win over or neutralize the fascist base. We must struggle ideologically for their soul. We must come out of the narrow limits of our present activity.

Unfortunately, Zetkin’s advice fell on deaf ears. For the next decade the European left continued to function both electorally and in the trade union movement as it always had done. Socialists attacked communists; communists attacked socialists; neither fully understood the Nazi threat, until it was too late. Neither seriously attempted to convert or neutralize fascists.

By the time fascism was at the threshold of power, mobilizing for a united front or a popular front was liberals’, socialists’, and communists’ only recourse. As the Reichstag’s oldest deputy in August 1932, Zetkin issued the call in her opening address:

The most important immediate task is the formation of a United Front of all workers in order to turn back fascism, in order to preserve for the enslaved and exploited, the force and power of their organization as well as to maintain their own physical existence.

Before this compelling historical necessity, all inhibiting and dividing political, trade union, religious and ideological opinions must take a back seat. All those who feel themselves threatened, all those who suffer and all those who long for liberation must belong to the United Front against fascism and its representatives in government.

But by then it was too late. Or if not yet too late, as in France and Spain, the popular front proved too weak and divided to prevent its subsequent military humiliation. Zetkin died less than six months after Hitler rose to power; her wise advice died with her.

In the United States today, it is not yet too late. 

Donald Trump and JT Vance are incipient fascists, not mature fascists. The United States is not yet a fascist dictatorship. But returning to the status quo ante is not an option, not only for the pertinent reasons that Sohn-Rethel identified in the 1930s economic crisis in Germany, many of which similarly afflict the U.S. today, but also for reasons that specifically afflict our country. Keep in mind that our federal, state, and local governments are resolutely undemocratic by constitutional design, by legislative intent, by judicial assent, by executive fiat, and by institutional corruption. They have been unrepresentative of majority public interest since their inception. 

Liberal politicians plowed the field that right-wing agitators and their mass followers sowed, cultivated, and harvested in the economic soil that brought the so-called Great Recession to fruition. President Barack Obama told the bankers who had bilked billions of dollars from investors with their junk-mortgage derivative contracts, and who had evicted millions of less affluent families from their homes, that his administration was the only thing that stood between them and the pitchforks, while his Treasury Department kept them solvent and his Justice Department declined to prosecute them. Should anyone be surprised that plebeian and fascist right-wing demagogues seized the opportunity to lead the pitchfork brigades, and have led them ever since, while liberalism rightly took the blame? 


Counter-trends to Trump’s relatively unchecked strong state are increasingly feeble and subject to repeal; his authoritarian executive power is the inverse of Congressional legislative paralysis. Campaigning to make Democratic Party strongholds even less democratic by gerrymandering, as liberals now demand, is a mug’s game; it undermines our ability to win over or neutralize Trump’s base with superior political and ethical principles. 

Members and supporters of the left should neither exaggerate the peril of our current circumstance nor take comfort in constitutional platitudes and occasional social-democratic electoral victories. Absent a modern counterpart to the Reichstag Fire provocation, we are not facing imminent political illegality. Nevertheless, our strategies, alliances, policies, political lines, slogans, and mass mobilizations must flow from understanding that the perilous situation of the American working class and oppressed peoples can and probably will worsen. Restoring the neoliberal status quo ante is not an option; it would not be a sensible choice if it were.
So what should we do?

Third Point: Strategies to Combat and Defeat Fascism


My initial answer to that question is to quote from the 1966 Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee Vine City Project position paper:
White people who desire change in this country should go where that problem [of racism] is most manifest. The problem is not in the Black community. The white people should go into white communities where the whites have created power for the express purpose of denying blacks human dignity and self- determination.


In Chicago, members of Students for a Democratic Society who responded to SNCC’s challenge formed the Union of [White] Organizers to undertake that program. A few years later, while I was discussing this work with Walter Collins, a Black member of the Southern Conference Educational Fund staff, Walter gave me a copy of his October 1970 report, which began with a section titled “SCEF: What it can, should, and must do.” This was his statement:

The Black community in the South will be organized. It will be organized because its condition, the conditions of people who live there, and the attitudes and actions of white people as regards that community and its conditions will force it to become organized.

Poor and Working Class white people in the South must be organized because otherwise they may provide a ready made base for a fascist army, because otherwise they thwart the Liberation Struggles of Black People in this country and thereby stagnate the Revolutionary Struggle in this country and in the world.

They can be organized because they are some of the most exploited and misused people in America. They can be organized because there are alternatives to the poverty, misery, illness, ignorance, and joblessness with which they must contend.

They will be organized if SCEF will fund and totally support white people who are politically conscious . . . , morally responsible . . . , antiracists . . . , [and] have an understanding of or willingness to understand Poor and Working Class white Southerners, and have enough of a commitment to them, their education, and their freedom that they are willing to travel across the South to white working class communities, or to places frequented by white working class people, staying long enough in these communities and visiting often enough these places so as to establish rapport with white people from these communities. Once such rapport is established, then white organizers can begin to educate, radicalize, and politicize white people from those communities encouraging them to turn their communities into communities that are resistant to the manipulation, brainwashing, and control of white politicians. . . . SCEF should and must support white field organizers, white field organizing, and support or initiate organizations in white working class areas, organizations that will fight white racists and white, right-wing Capitalists, organizations that will fight white institutionalized racism, and the organizations and institutions (white) from which so much of the racism emanate. SCEF must do these things because they are the most effective ways to build a base in the white working class community and they are the most real and relevant things that any white or predominantly white left organization can do to concretely support the Black Liberation struggle at this period in History.

SCEF adopted Walter’s proposal. He urged me to leave Chicago and relocate to the South as a member of the SCEF staff, to help implement that program, which I did in 1971.

In responding to the SNCC challenge, white radicals of the 1960s and 1970s obeyed Clara Zetkin’s 1923 advice to win over or neutralize the masses in the fascist camp by struggling for their souls. It’s impossible to prove whether or not our organizing strategy prevented or reduced the possibility of a fascist victory, but I think it’s fair to say we made a big difference. 
Who will initiate a similar organizing drive among the MAGA base today? 
Whoever does cannot expect to win support for democracy by demanding to disfranchise districts that elect MAGA candidates. To the extent we rely on and support parliamentary democracy as a defense against fascism, we must fight to make this country more democratic, not less.

Whoever does cannot expect to win support for Palestinians in Gaza, self-government for Greenland, and an end to wars against Venezuela, Iran, and Cuba by demanding that the United States and NATO arm Ukraine with weapons of mass destruction. We must be consistent, principled fighters for peace, not apologists for war.
If you campaign for candidates who call MAGA voters “deplorables,” don’t expect to defeat fascism. If you campaign for candidates who bailed out billionaire bankers after they robbed working people and evicted poor people from their homes, don’t expect to defeat fascism.

I’m perfectly aware that my views are controversial, and I’m eager to hear your rebuttals. But let me remind those of you whose memory might have been shaded by subsequent events that SDS in its heyday before 1969 had a method of resolving political differences that avoided splits and contention: If you have a different idea, show us. You try your plan; we’ll try ours. Let’s find out which one has greater promise, or not. Maybe reviving that lesson could be our contribution to today’s activist generation.
Now is the time to heed Clara Zetkin’s warning, before it’s too late.
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