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C.L.R. James and W.E.B. Du Bois: Contributions to the  
Past, Present, and Future of Unorthodox Marxism

By Ken Lawrence 

We say: After imperialism, state-capitalism.
C.L.R. James, September 13, 1948

I ask: After state-capitalism, what next?
Ken Lawrence, 2011

It’s a paradox of Marxism that many people who owe their intellectual achievements 
to insights and analytical methods originally promulgated by Karl Marx and Frederick 
Engels, and who often call themselves Marxists (or whom others call neo-Marxists), 
have scant regard for or personal involvement in the cause to which Marx and Engels 
dedicated their lives and talents: the liberation of humankind from exploitation and 
oppression by organized revolutionary action of the exploited and oppressed masses 
themselves. One might call them socialist bystanders.

So it is perhaps not surprising that many academic admirers of C.L.R. James, who 
dedicated himself to that same cause within the Marxist political and intellectual 
tradition, also avoid participation in the revolutionary movements of our time. Part 
of the reason is common to every comprehensive theory of human society and history 
that embraces universal concepts of philosophy and political economy: their very uni-
versality invites selective picking and choosing of whatever each student finds useful 
in Marxian or Jamesian theories, and passing over what seems less useful or more de-
manding. As one who joined Facing Reality in 1967 for its revolutionary activity, I am 
dismayed by this eclectic streak among academics, even though these consequences 
are plainly inevitable. I begin with that complaint because I fear that some of the ideas 
I shall develop here will inevitably lend support to liberal abstentionist and reformist 
politics that are in no way compatible with the views I advocate.

There’s more to this difficulty than my summary acknowledged, at least for adher-
ents of James’s politics. Nello, as we called him, was among the very few Marxists of 
his generation who was equally grounded in movements of oppressed Third World 
peoples struggling for independence from imperial colonizers and among movements 
of proletarians in metropolitan countries of Europe and North America struggling 
for revolutionary socialism. Despite his charismatic leadership in both contexts, Nello 
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never successfully fused them into a unified organization. But he did succeed in imbu-
ing each of the constituencies, from Pan-African and Pan-Caribbean to proletarian, 
with respect, appreciation, and solidarity for the others. In an age that now takes 
such comradeship for granted, even if it is often more rhetorical than real, I think 
that might live on as his greatest gift to Marxism, which wasn’t always so inclusive.

*

Besides explicitly political interventions, James was a man of letters, fulfilling the call-
ing of black intellectuals among whom he felt most at ease. He is best known for his 
1938 book, The Black Jacobins, a history of the Haitian revolution. He crafted a play 
on the same subject, Toussaint L’Ouverture, which starred his friend Paul Robeson in 
the title role. Writers Richard Wright, Chester Himes, and Ralph Ellison were other 
personal friends. (James’s second wife, Constance Webb, published a biography of 
Wright in 1969.)

All those facets of James’s life were worthy achievements, and if Marxism has a future 
in the twenty-first century and beyond, as a phoenix rising from the ashes of the 
Soviet Union’s collapse and from the shame of China’s emergence as a burgeoning 
capitalist colossus, it will benefit more from unorthodox Marxian contributions like 
his than from the legacy of its more powerful, more numerous, and more notorious 
adherents. To explicate this vision, I must first clarify my meanings of orthodoxy. 

*

Marxists are broadly divided into two categories: those who declare themselves ad-
herents of Marx’s doctrine, and those who champion Marx’s method. The Hungarian 
theorist George Lukács proclaimed the most extreme version of the latter:

Let us assume for the sake of argument that recent research had dis-
proved once and for all every one of Marx’s individual theses. Even 
if this were to be proved, every serious “orthodox” Marxist would 
still be able to accept all such modern findings without reservation 
and hence dismiss all of Marx’s theses in toto—without having to 
renounce his orthodoxy for a single moment. Orthodox Marxism, 
therefore, does not imply the uncritical acceptance of the results of 
Marx’s investigations. It is not the “belief ” in this or that thesis, nor 
the exegesis of a “sacred” book. On the contrary, orthodoxy refers 
exclusively to method.
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(But an intelligent observer might question the usefulness of an analytical method 
that could not get anything right.) 

James’s Marxist followers in the Johnson-Forest Tendency, Correspondence, and Fac-
ing Reality groups embraced both prescriptive doctrine and analytical method in 
varying measures. Martin Glaberman was so doctrinaire that he frequently countered 
political rivals’ assertions simply by showing that one or more of an opponent’s state-
ments was contradicted by a passage written long ago by Marx or Engels. (I used to 
deploy this Talmudic style of debate myself, particularly in the heyday of red-book 
Maoist “anti-revisionist” sectarianism, as a method of beating sanctimonious declara-
tions of Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy down to earth.) Even so, James and his followers 
(including Marty) were more inclined than most Marxists to jettison or transcend 
doctrine that collided with reality.

In the United States after World War II, the Johnson-Forest Tendency placed a greater 
priority on revolutionary action than on adherence to doctrine and method, so they 
remained inside one or another wing of Trotskyism long after they had elaborated a 
coherent theory that clashed with Workers Party and Socialist Workers Party majori-
ties. Eventually in the early 1950s they followed the logic of their political evolution 
to organizational independence, and abandoned Trotskyism for good, becoming the 
publishers of the workers’ paper Correspondence. 

*

The biggest practical difference between academic and revolutionary Marxists with 
respect to doctrine is that revolutionary Marxists must profess an adherence to it as a 
condition of organizational acceptance, a concept that has no scholarly value. This has 
been so ever since V.I. Lenin’s and Rosa Luxemburg’s attacks on Eduard Bernstein’s 
social-democratic revisionism of Marxism, and is oddly contrary to the practice of 
Marx and Engels (with respect to doctrine only), who suppressed Marx’s Critique of 
the Gotha Program on grounds that, as long as both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat 
regarded the program as socialist, its doctrinal shortcomings were not worth fussing 
about publicly. 

 A consequence of deference to putative orthodoxy is that theoretical and strategic 
novelty must always be supported by genuflection to Marxist tradition. James and 
his co-thinkers were as skilled at these frills as anyone. But the demand for orthodoxy 
can become a fool’s errand within a dialectical system of analysis, in which transcen-
dence of contradictions internal to individuals, groups, organizations, classes, and 
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nations through negation and synthesis is the essence of political success. Despite 
the constraints of doctrinal and Trotskyist organizational traditions, Johnson-Forest 
pioneered radically new frontiers of Marxist analysis.

*

Probably the first manifestation of Jamesian political innovation was the notion of 
autonomous insurgency, in opposition to the traditional view that revolutionary in-
surgencies must be led by the organized working class, and in the Leninist variant, by 
the proletarian vanguard party. James’s departure from that aspect of orthodoxy was a 
direct and logical consequence of his political rearing in the anti-colonial cause, and 
moved to the center of his Marxist career when he organized a movement in solidar-
ity with Ethiopia in opposition to the invasion and conquest by fascist Italy in 1935 
and 1936.

No one could seriously argue that feudal Ethiopia under Haile Selassie was somehow 
historically more progressive than its industrialized European conqueror, nor mistake 
Ras Tafari for Lenin. This effort in international solidarity united James with his 
boyhood friend George Padmore (Malcolm Nurse), who had been a Stalinist Com-
munist. By placing the independence of feudal Ethiopia in the context of worldwide 
anti-imperialist struggles for colonial independence, James and his allies clashed di-
rectly with the People’s Front, the Communist International’s strategy for combating 
Nazi Germany and fascist Italy by allying with democratic imperialist governments 
and opposing revolutionary challenges to their rule.

(A Popular Front policy is a pledge to support a liberal bourgeois government or 
coalition in common cause, and not to make a revolution. It differs from a United 
Front policy, in which parties make common cause for an immediate programmatic 
aim while retaining independence in all other political respects.)

Once imbued with the conviction that freedom struggles of oppressed people merited 
support, encouragement, and solidarity independent of their links to or leadership by 
proletarian or Marxist political parties, it was a short step to support the autonomous 
freedom struggles of African Americans in the United States, as James advocated in 
his 1939 discussions with Leon Trotsky in Mexico, and later to extend that judgment 
to advocate and support autonomous insurgencies by women, youth, and other sec-
tors of the oppressed masses that needed not stand aside waiting for their proletarian 
Marxist vanguard to take the lead.
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*

A second defining feature of Johnson-Forest politics was the view that industrial 
unions were obstacles to, not enablers of, proletarian insurgency. In the early 1940s, 
a number of the members had taken up residence in the Detroit area and had secured 
employment in the automobile industry, mostly in factories organized by the United 
Auto Workers CIO industrial union. When war came, the UAW leadership, heav-
ily influenced by the Communist Party, adopted a no-strike pledge for the duration 
of the war as official union policy. Johnson-Forest members became involved in the 
Rank and File Caucus that opposed the no-strike pledge, and in the process of build-
ing that opposition, supported and encouraged robust workers struggles, including 
wildcat strike actions, which violated official union policy, violated existing contracts, 
and often violated the law.

Since wildcats were opposed to both the companies and the union, their only source 
of strength was that of the workers themselves. Without an official organization back-
ing a walkout, there was no predictable pattern of grievances, timing, and resolution 
to such action. By its very nature, a wildcat strike was not only independent of the 
union, but arose spontaneously when accumulated local grievances reached a break-
ing point. Yet these struggles addressed the most basic aspects of life in production, 
and the power to control it. From these experiences, Johnson-Forest members grew 
to embrace workers’ independence and spontaneity as virtues, not as deviations from 
proper Marxist leadership.

*

Over time, identification with these concepts of autonomous struggle that erupted 
unpredictably and spontaneously, without the intervention of a political vanguard, 
became a defining feature of Jamesian political identity.

One corollary was a need to redefine Jamesian revolutionary organization that did 
not cast it as the vanguard, and to affirm the potential and validity of spontaneous 
insurgency that did not depend on vanguard instigation and guidance. It may be 
surprising in retrospect that the group never sought lessons from Rosa Luxemburg’s 
writing in this context, but it did lead them to translate and study youthful writings 
of Karl Marx that stressed alienation of labor (not impoverishment) as the factor that 
stimulates and gives birth to struggles for human liberation, providing the philosophi-
cal foundation for Marx’s statement in Capital that “be his payment high or low, the 
lot of the worker must grow worse.” So writings of the young Marx served as justifica-
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tion for these departures from orthodoxy as understood by the main Marxist parties. 
Today “autonomism” is widespread on the revolutionary left, occasionally serving 
as a bridge that links anarchists and Marxists, but its early Johnson-Forest iterations 
were not widely echoed among Marxists, while “alienation” has been captured and 
co-opted by psychology.

*

Along with acceptance of the “young Marx” theory of alienation and the gradual 
infusion of autonomism (though not yet the term, nor the full flower of the concept) 
and spontaneity, an additional departure from Marxist orthodoxy erected by James’s 
group before they abandoned Trotskyism was the theory of state capitalism. The phrase 
itself had a checkered existence by the 1940s, because many libertarians had applied 
it to the Leninist and Stalinist U.S.S.R., and within Trotskyism, other factions (one 
led by Tony Cliff [Ygael Gluckstein] in Britain) also applied it to the Soviet Union, as 
a way of differentiating Stalinist class society from traditional bourgeois capitalism. 
The Johnson-Forest version was a significant departure from those.

Once again claiming adherence to Marxist methodological orthodoxy, James and his 
followers situated their theory of state capitalism within Marxist tradition and justi-
fied it on two grounds: First, that Frederick Engels had anticipated state capitalism in 
this passage of Anti-Dühring:

In the trusts, freedom of competition changes into its very opposite—
into monopoly; and the production without any definite plan of capi-
talistic society capitulates to the production upon a definite plan of 
the invading socialistic society. Certainly, this is so far still to the ben-
efit and advantage of the capitalists. But, in this case, the exploitation 
is so palpable, that it must break down. No nation will put up with 
production conducted by trusts, with so barefaced an exploitation of 
the community by a small band of dividend-mongers. 

In any case, with trusts or without, the official representative of capi-
talist society—the state—will ultimately have to undertake the direc-
tion of production.* This necessity for conversion into State property 
is felt first in the great institutions for intercourse and communication 
— the post office, the telegraphs, the railways. 

If the crises demonstrate the incapacity of the bourgeoisie for manag-
ing any longer modern productive forces, the transformation of the 
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great establishments for production and distribution into joint-stock 
companies, trusts, and State property, show how unnecessary the 
bourgeoisie are for that purpose. All the social functions of the capi-
talist has no further social function than that of pocketing dividends, 
tearing off coupons, and gambling on the Stock Exchange, where the 
different capitalists despoil one another of their capital. At first, the 
capitalistic mode of production forces out the workers. Now, it forces 
out the capitalists, and reduces them, just as it reduced the workers, 
to the ranks of the surplus-population, although not immediately into 
those of the industrial reserve.

But, the transformation—either into joint-stock companies and trusts, 
or into State-ownership—does not do away with the capitalistic na-
ture of the productive forces. In the joint-stock companies and trusts, 
this is obvious. And the modern State, again, is only the organization 
that bourgeois society takes on in order to support the external condi-
tions of the capitalist mode of production against the encroachments 
as well of the workers as of individual capitalists. The modern state, 
no matter what its form, is essentially a capitalist machine—the state 
of the capitalists, the ideal personification of the total national capital. 
The more it proceeds to the taking over of productive forces, the more 
does it actually become the national capitalist, the more citizens does 
it exploit. The workers remain wage-workers—proletarians. The capi-
talist relation is not done away with. It is, rather, brought to a head. 
But, brought to a head, it topples over. State-ownership of the produc-
tive forces is not the solution of the conflict, but concealed within it 
are the technical conditions that form the elements of that solution.

* [footnote by Engels] I say “have to.” For only when the means of pro-
duction and distribution have actually outgrown the form of manage-
ment by joint-stock companies, and when, therefore, the taking them 
over by the State has become economically inevitable, only then—even 
if it is the State of today that effects this—is there an economic ad-
vance, the attainment of another step preliminary to the taking over of 
all productive forces by society itself. But of late, since Bismarck went 
in for State-ownership of industrial establishments, a kind of spurious 
Socialism has arisen, degenerating, now and again, into something of 
flunkyism, that without more ado declares all State-ownership, even 
of the Bismarkian sort, to be socialistic. Certainly, if the taking over 
by the State of the tobacco industry is socialistic, then Napoleon and 
Metternich must be numbered among the founders of Socialism. 
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If the Belgian State, for quite ordinary political and financial reasons, 
itself constructed its chief railway lines; if Bismarck, not under any 
economic compulsion, took over for the State the chief Prussian lines, 
simply to be the better able to have them in hand in case of war, to 
bring up the railway employees as voting cattle for the Government, 
and especially to create for himself a new source of income indepen-
dent of parliamentary votes—this was, in no sense, a socialistic mea-
sure, directly or indirectly, consciously or unconsciously. Otherwise, 
the Royal Maritime Company, the Royal porcelain manufacture, and 
even the regimental tailor of the army would also be socialistic insti-
tutions, or even, as was seriously proposed by a sly dog in Frederick 
William III’s reign, the taking over by the State of the brothels. 

Second, for capitalism to have survived World War II, it must have achieved a new 
stage of development.

On this latter point, Johnson-Forest drew an analogy with World War I. When war 
came, Lenin initially refused to believe that Social Democrats had supported their 
governments in war, contrary to all traditional Marxist expectations, and contrary 
to the watchword that the workers have no fatherland; they comprise a single class 
globally. Faced with irrefutable proof of betrayal, Lenin withdrew to study Hegel, and 
emerged from his new understanding of dialectics with a new theory: half a century 
after the Commune, capitalism had reached a new stage, called imperialism by Lenin. 
Imperialism explained the betrayal of proletarian internationalism.

For Johnson-Forest, capitalism forty to fifty years after imperialism must have achieved 
yet another new stage globally, called state capitalism. This was a theory of capitalism 
everywhere, fully elaborated in James’s 1950 book State Capitalism and World Revolu-
tion, not a theory of Soviet exceptionalism. I don’t recall whether they expressed an 
opinion as to whether this was a “higher” stage than imperialism, which Lenin had 
designated “the highest stage of capitalism.” (Michael Kidron, situated in Cliff’s other 
theory of state capitalism, had declared imperialism “the highest stage but one.”)

Marty linked the critique of unions, the enthusiastic support of independent move-
ments of African Americans, women, and youth, and the political conclusions of 
the state-capitalist analysis in his 1955 pamphlet Union Committeemen and Wildcat 
Strikes: The widespread revolt of auto workers that year, he wrote, prefigured “the 
creation of social and political organizations of a different type, of a different struc-
ture altogether, from those which were developed in the days when unions for the 
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most part struggled over wages with employers and the state did not have the direct 
responsibility that it has today for maintaining the economic order.”

I was not enamored of the state capitalist theory, except in the abstract way that En-
gels hypothesized it as a theoretical limit of capitalist development, and to that extent, 
no theory of capitalist “stages” was necessary; Engels had foretold much of Lenin’s 
imperialism too in that passage. I accepted a Bonapartist explanation for Stalinism in 
the Soviet Union, and otherwise regarded private capitalism as flourishing, not visibly 
being overtaken by state-centered concentration. Readers will understand that my 
opening epigraphs summarized what I consider to have been James’s greatest theo-
retical mistake. (I’m not complaining; I’ve had substantial disagreements with every 
political organization I’ve joined. That’s the nature of Marxism.) 

*

The answer to my rhetorical question in the opening epigraph ought to be, “Social-
ism, of course,” but the state-capitalist head does not yet appear on the verge of top-
pling over as Engels predicted it would.

Had Nello witnessed the collapse of the U.S.S.R. and the relentless privatization 
that followed, or the past decade’s bourgeois transformation of China, I have no 
doubt that he would have acknowledged his group’s theoretical failure on this point. 
Either that, or we would need theories proposing one or two new stages of post-
state capitalism. Although I’m not able to honor the state capitalism theory with 
deference, nor was that my only heresy as a member of the group, I think the other 
theoretical props—autonomism/spontaneity/anti-vanguardism and alienation as a 
social force—effectively defined the group’s politics and, despite Marty’s passion for 
doctrine, should allow reasonable observers to characterize this political tendency as 
an unorthodox variant of Marxism. The practical validity of these positions became 
evident in the Southern Freedom Movement in the U.S., followed by the urban 
ghettos insurrections from 1965 to 1968, and the 1968 uprisings in France and Italy.

In the wake of those events, the political prestige of James and Glaberman reached its 
peak, and Nello came to reside and teach in the United States (living in my home in 
Chicago for six months in 1969 while he taught at Northwestern University and met 
frequently with black revolutionaries throughout the Midwest). That prestige and in-
fluence did not persist; it was eclipsed within a few years by more traditional Bolshevik 
Marxist-Leninism, especially by the Maoist so-called “new communist movement” 
of the 1970s. Along with the Maoist ascendance came a theoretical attack led by the 
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French hard-liner Louis Althusser, which declared that Marx’s life’s work lacked the 
unity that we understood. Althusser declared that Marx had experienced an “episte-
mological break,” in which he allegedly repudiated his youthful idealism and adopted 
a ruthless materialism, having purged his politics of all traces of humanism. Althusser’s 
following was largely limited to academia, but Maoism dominated among radical in-
surgents. Eventually James relocated to Brixton, and his later years saw more of his at-
tention devoted to Third World issues than to proletarian revolution in the metropoles.

*

Facing Reality and the earlier Johnson-Forest Tendency and Correspondence groups 
had more than their share of doctrinaire true believers, but they were best distin-
guished by their attitude of optimism, that revolutionary impulses are all around us, 
and that the most unlikely spark can ignite a revolutionary struggle. This was the 
infectious element that I gleaned from George Rawick upon his return from a year in 
England with James. I had known George since my earliest contact with the Young 
Peoples Socialist League in 1959, but in those days he had been one of many ex-
Trotskyists; by 1962 he stood out as a visionary, owing to James’s influence. Another 
five years passed before I joined Facing Reality, and even then with misgivings about 
theory, but revolutionary optimism and enthusiastic engagement in struggle were for 
me the decisive factors.

No one had a more intuitive grasp of radical insurgency than Nello and his follow-
ers. That political asset commanded the greatest respect. But the opposite side of 
that coin was the absence of a coherent theory of bourgeois (or state-capitalist) rule. 
Debates about the relative importance of economic base and political (social, cultural, 
religious) superstructure were of scant interest to them. They assumed that class and 
socialist consciousness arise automatically in the course of struggle; that ruling class 
power was largely illusory, subject to catastrophic collapse when challenged by mass 
insurgency; and that, in any case, the “muck of ages” is not likely to be cleansed until 
a revolutionary transformation occurs. Having disdain for any suggestion that an op-
pressed or exploited class or stratum ought to wait for the revolutionary proletariat to 
arrive on the barricades, the need to attack the apparatus of hegemonic rule as such 
seemed pointless. 

In the United States, the rise of Black Power challenged that complacency. For those 
of us who had come of political age in and around the Student Nonviolent Coordi-
nating Committee, and were influenced by Robert F. Williams, Malcolm X, Stokely 
Carmichael (Kwame Ture), H. Rap Brown (Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin), Max Stanford 
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(Akbar Muhammad Ahmad), Rudy Shields, the Black Panther Party, and other black 
separatist or nationalist militants, the demand that white allies in struggle go into 
our own communities and combat racism that infused them was a challenge that 
could not be ignored, whereas elders like Marty simply shrugged it off as a legitimate 
demand but one that could not be met except incidentally in the course of workers’ 
struggles. Although they acknowledged the leading revolutionary character of the au-
tonomous black freedom movement, they rejected the assertion that white supremacy 
was a key, the key obstacle to class unity. They believed the mere example of insurgent 
black leadership would carry more weight than (as they saw it) prejudices and back-
wardness that would inevitably persist until eventually washed away by proletarian 
revolution and the constitution of society anew.

It wasn’t only nationalists and separatists who assigned a special responsibility to white 
radicals. In 1956, Conrad Lynn, a radical integrationist, wrote, 

In many respects the situation of the Negro in the South is analogous 
to that of oppressed colonials. Regardless of his economic station, he 
is barred in many crucial areas from participation in the national life. 
. . . Small groups of dedicated whites all over the South risk everything 
to stand by his side, foreshadowing the ultimate reawakening of the 
disadvantaged whites.

The importance of courageous example in the tradition of John Brown, based upon 
elementary principles of right and wrong with no suggestion of self-interest, was a key 
ingredient of all the analyses asserted by revolutionary black theorists in the U.S., but 
was absent from Jamesian theory. 

In a 1997 interview, Marty summarized his unaltered view in these words:

Marx believed that the conditions of life and work of the proletariat 
would force the working class to behave in ways that would ulti-
mately transform society. In other words, what Marx said was: We’re 
not talking about going door-to-door and making workers into ideal 
socialists. You’ve got to take workers as they are, with all their contra-
dictions, with all their nonsense. But the fact that society forces them 
to struggle begins to transform the working class. If white workers 
realize they can’t organize steel unless they organize black workers, that 
doesn’t mean they’re not racist. It means that they have to deal with 
their own reality, and that transforms them.
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I never understood how individual examples of moral courage could contradict spon-
taneous mass self-emancipation; it seemed clear to me that they would be comple-
mentary. Karl Marx thought so too, as Jasper Collins (my pen name when writing for 
Sojourner Truth Organization) showed in 1978, in the Preface to the second edition 
of STO’s pamphlet on White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Question:

Marx wrote that “the proletariat, which will not allow itself to be treated as rabble, 
regards its courage, self-confidence, independence, and sense of personal dignity as 
more necessary than its daily bread.” Some will argue that this quote from 1847 re-
flects a youthful humanism which Marx later outgrew. That isn’t true either.

Here is how Marx ended his Inaugural Address launching the First International in 
1864:

If the emancipation of the working classes requires their fraternal con-
currence, how are they to fulfill that great mission with a foreign pol-
icy in pursuit of criminal designs, playing upon national prejudices, 
and squandering in piratical wars the people’s blood and treasure? It 
was not the wisdom of the ruling classes, but the heroic resistance to 
their criminal folly by the working classes of England that saved the 
West of Europe from plunging headlong into an infamous crusade 
for the perpetuation and propagation of slavery on the other side of 
the Atlantic. The shameless approval, mock sympathy, or idiotic in-
difference, with which the upper classes of Europe have witnessed the 
mountain fortress of the Caucasus falling a prey to, and heroic Poland 
being assassinated by, Russia; the immense and unresisted encroach-
ments of that barbarous power, whose head is at St. Petersburg, and 
whose hands are in every Cabinet of Europe, have taught the working 
classes the duty to master themselves the mysteries of international 
politics; to watch the diplomatic acts of their respective Governments; 
to counteract them, if necessary, by all means in their power; when 
unable to prevent, to combine in simultaneous denunciations, and to 
vindicate the simple laws of morals and justice, which ought to govern the 
relations of private individuals, as the rules paramount of the intercourse 
of nations. 

The fight for such a foreign policy forms part of the general struggle 
for the emancipation of the working classes. 

Proletarians of all countries, Unite! [My emphasis]
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Marx felt so strongly about this that he quoted the lines about proletarian morality in 
the opening lines of the 1871 pamphlet, The Civil War in France, his stirring defense 
of the Paris Commune.

In September 1865 the International unanimously adopted a resolution addressed 
“To the People of the United States of America”:

Since we have had the honor of expressing sympathy with your suffer-
ings, a word of encouragement for your efforts, and of congratulation 
for the results, permit us to add a word of counsel for the future. 

As injustice to a section of your people has produced such direful 
results, let that cease. Let your citizens of to-day be declared free and 
equal, without reserve. 

If you fail to give them citizens’ rights, while you demand citizens’ 
duties, there will yet remain a struggle for the future which may again 
stain your country with your people’s blood. 

The eyes of Europe and of the world are fixed upon your efforts at 
re-construction, and enemies are ever ready to sound the knell of the 
downfall of republican institutions when the slightest chance is given. 

We warn you then, as brothers in the common cause, to remove every 
shackle from freedom’s limb, and your victory will be complete.

Finally, in May 1869, Marx wrote the “Address to the National Labor Union of the 
United States.” In it the International urged the NLU to oppose vigorously moves by 
the U.S. government toward war with England, just as the English workers had pre-
vented the European powers from going to war for slavery in the U.S. The victorious 
war against slavery “opened a new epoch in the annals of the working class.” A war 
would crush this movement. What follows next is the most explicit statement of our 
argument to be found in Marx:

The next palpable effect of the civil war was, of course, to deteriorate 
the position of the American workman. In the United States, as in Eu-
rope, the monster incubus of a national debt was shifted from hand to 
hand, to settle down on the shoulders of the working class. The prices 
of necessaries, says one of your statesmen, have since 1860 risen 78 
per cent, while the wages of unskilled labor rose 50 per cent, those 
of skilled labor 60 per cent only. “Pauperism,” he complains, “grows 
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now in America faster than population.” Moreover, the sufferings of 
the working classes set off as a foil the new-fangled luxury of financial 
aristocrats, shoddy aristocrats, and similar vermin bred by wars. Yet 
for all this the civil war did compensate by freeing the slave and the conse-
quent moral impetus it gave to your own class movement. [My emphasis]

It was one thing to acknowledge black revolutionary leadership; another, to agitate 
among those reluctant to follow it. This debate was never fully joined within Facing 
Reality—neither the debate over the (political, social, cultural) methods of bourgeois 
rule in the United States, nor the possibility of confronting them directly within the 
superstructure of society, although Marx spoke and wrote plainly about the “ideologi-
cal forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.” In this 
respect especially, the workerism of Jamesian politics was truly unorthodox, and in 
my opinion not praiseworthy.

To give this political category its name, as an organization we never addressed the fact 
of hegemony, the term assigned by Antonio Gramsci to rule by consent, not mainly 
by force, when consent is secured by the ruling class view of society and social rela-
tions being shared by the oppressed and exploited classes, thus having an outlook 
that clashes with their own material class interests and strengthens the power of their 
masters. Over time, hegemony can shackle and restrain the lower castes and classes of 
society as effectively as chains and dungeons.

It’s important to acknowledge that Facing Reality’s political practice was (in my opin-
ion) excellent despite its theoretical avoidance. When residents of Detroit’s black 
ghetto revolted in July 1967, I wanted to see it for myself. I had met Marty Glaber-
man several weeks earlier at a Students for a Democratic Society forum in Chicago, so 
I called him to ask for lodging, which he and Jessie generously provided. By the time 
I arrived, the group was busy writing an agitational leaflet in support of the uprising, 
and they invited me to participate. It was titled “Detroit, the July Days” (borrowing 
from Lenin), and was headed by a cartoon of the Ford Motor Company factory with 
the words “Soul Brother” in tall letters above the building, the legend that merchants 
spray-painted on their stores to discourage arson. The next day we distributed those 
flyers to mostly white workers at factory gates during shift changes as an appeal for 
solidarity with the insurgents, and I was sufficiently impressed that I joined the or-
ganization that day. 

*
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Ironically but not coincidentally, ghetto rebellions and Black Power demands arose 
against a backdrop of academic scholarship that explored theories of cultural resis-
tance and institutions of opposition to ruling authority. Those studies had gained 
respect above all in the new “history from the bottom up” scholarship of Edward 
P. Thompson, author of The Making of the English Working Class, and others. With 
perfect timing, George Rawick had spent 1963-64 and 1967-68 in London working 
closely with Nello, and while there, he and Thompson became friends and collabora-
tors. Among the fruits of that stimulus was George’s publication of the ex-slave narra-
tives collected by the Federal Writers Project in the 1930s, and his own introductory 
volume, From Sundown to Sunup: the Making of the Black Community.

Here in the United States, the successes of black liberation initiatives led logically to 
the demand for Black Studies programs in the universities, and no one in the world 
was more qualified to teach that subject than James. After a couple of brief speaking 
opportunities by way of Canada, Nello finally secured a visa to enter the United States 
for an extended period in the late 1960s to teach classes at Northwestern University 
in Evanston, and so it was that he lived in my home in Chicago for the duration 
of that semester, spending every spare non-teaching moment meeting with radical 
student-, community-, and factory-based black activists. After that he spent several 
years teaching at Federal City College (now University of the District of Columbia) 
in Washington.

*

Most U.S. Marxists defined themselves by adherence to one or another theory and 
party line regarding the Soviet Union. Johnson-Forest had resisted this trend, despite 
the group’s Trotskyist heritage and authorship of the theory of state capitalism. James 
insisted that Marxism must be understood as thoroughly American, and the vehicle 
for teaching this was the 1935 book Black Reconstruction in America 1860-1880 by 
W.E.B. Du Bois, which James in his lectures characterized as “the greatest book on 
American history.” James had been assisted in reaching that judgment by William 
Gorman (Morris Goelman, whom we called Willie), a man James had called “one of 
the ablest men and the most brilliant I have ever met in the movement.”

Du Bois wrote Black Reconstruction at a time when Marxism had its greatest influ-
ence on his thinking, and as proletarian insurgency was rising in the United States. 
Mass strikes of textile workers, teamsters, and West Coast dock hands had radicalized 
many liberals, including Du Bois, by example, and rendered older debates obsolete, 
overtaken by events. Alongside that upsurge came a sharper revolutionary edge in 
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socialist and communist agitation. The effect on Du Bois was profound. As Willie 
wrote in a 1950 tribute,

No sooner did there arise a Negro proletariat, integrated into  
American labor by the mechanism of capitalist production, than the 
Du Bois-Washington dispute was altogether transcended. The Tal-
ented Tenth did not serve to release and guide these new energies, it 
fettered them. . . .

A great work of this kind is always a climax of historical accumulation. 
Everything was poured into its writing: the slave system, the slave 
insurrections, the murder of Abolitionists, fugitive slave rescues, the 
last letters of John Brown, the Civil War, the intervention of Marx’s 
International Workingmen’s Association, the Year of Jubilee, the Black 
Codes, Ku Klux Klan terrorism, post-Reconstruction peonage, the 
monstrous crimes of world imperialism, southern lynching, northern 
labor, chauvinism, World War, the crash of 1929, the pauperization 
of the Negro masses and intelligentsia both, Italy’s assault on Ethiopia, 
the rise of industrial unionism, new waves of Southern terror, the 
threat of another world war.

In the chapter entitled “The General Strike,” Du Bois presents the Ne-
groes’ physical movement from the Underground Railroad to the mass 
enlistment in the Union Army, not as the flight of a broken people, 
but as a purposeful weakening and paralysis of Southern economy, as 
the necessary prelude to its fundamental reconstruction. This was part 
of a larger conception that the Negro in the South was not simply a 
long-suffering but essentially a revolutionary laboring class which at-
tempted “prematurely” to remake Southern society in its own image 
through land seizures and government based upon mass participation. 
And if the prosperity of European imperialism was built on the mas-
sacre of the Paris Communards, America’s rise as a participant and 
leader in world plunder was built on the unbridled deceit and terror 
which broke Black Reconstruction in the South. 

Du Bois did not prove that black-and-white-unite-and-fight was wrong, exactly, nor 
did he intend to. In fact, it was heroic, as portrayed by Muhammad Ali and Kris 
Kristofferson in Howard Fast’s Freedom Road. But if winning such former Confeder-
ate commanders as James Longstreet and John Singleton Mosby to the Republican 
cause wasn’t enough to insure its success, that should serve as strong evidence that 
something more had been needed.
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Du Bois had the misfortune to publish at the very moment when Communists world-
wide were abandoning revolutionary agitation in favor of the Popular Front alliance 
with liberals and imperialist democracies. His book came under attack from the Com-
munist Party in the form of the 1937 book, Reconstruction: The Battle for Democracy 
1865-1876 by James S. Allen (Sol Auerbach), which scolded Du Bois for failing to 
understand the Civil War and Reconstruction as a bourgeois, not proletarian, revolu-
tion. To Willie, this had been Du Bois’s great achievement:

Whenever he was inspired by the Negro masses, Du Bois has made 
notable contributions to the breaking of the traditional molds of 
American thought. His work is restricted to the Negro question only 
in origin and theme; its full implications belong to the search for a 
new way of life for the whole American people by the best representa-
tives of American thought in our time.

When Nello returned to America as a teacher in the 1960s and 1970s, this became his 
most oft-repeated lesson, as he strove to Americanize the fight for socialism. Du Bois’s 
view was central to George’s “Master and Slave: Resistance” chapter of From Sundown 
to Sunup. But these views departed from doctrinaire Marxist orthodoxy. Marty never 
agreed with Du Bois’s analysis of slavery and Reconstruction. He knew better than 
to oppose Willie on matters of American history, and I doubt that he ever challenged 
Nello on it. His 1979 and 1980 critiques in Urgent Tasks of my 1975 pamphlet Karl 
Marx on American Slavery should be read as surrogates for that debate.

Marx himself was not so doctrinaire a Marxist, having hypothesized in 1877 that 
Russia could have avoided a bourgeois stage of development altogether: “If Russia 
continues to pursue the path she has followed since 1861, she will lose the finest 
chance ever offered by history to a nation, in order to undergo all the fatal vicissitudes 
of the capitalist regime.” George wrote to me that he planned a publication that “will 
come down much closer to you than Marty but without any sort of direct attack.” I 
doubt it was ever published.

*

Controversial, perhaps, but my pamphlet on the class nature of American slavery was 
not a deviant or eccentric interpretation of Marxism in 1975. After reviewing a draft 
of the manuscript, Hal Draper had sent suggestions that I incorporated in the final 
version, and Herbert Aptheker encouraged me to publish it. Thus my interpretation 
had secured at least provisional approval of two respected Marxists who represented 
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otherwise conflicting political currents—anti-Stalinist Independent Socialism and 
pro-Soviet Communism, respectively.

Nevertheless, I would have presented a more coherent defense of my interpretation 
had I better understood that plantation slavery was not historically unique as an ex-
ample of unfree labor engaged in commodity production. Unfortunately, at the time 
of my public debate with Marty on the class nature of American slavery (and in my 
private correspondence with Eugene Genovese, similarly debating his ersatz-Marxist 
theory of the antebellum South as a paternalistic, so-called “seigneurial” quasi-feudal 
society), I had not yet read Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s book The Economy and Class Structure 
of German Fascism, which I eventually encountered in 1980 after the main thrust of 
my political work had shifted to anti-fascist activism in the wake of the Ku Klux Klan 
and Nazi resurgence.

Sohn-Rethel—whose unorthodox streak had incubated in the secret Communist 
underground within Nazi Germany, which cannot have been a comfortable cradle 
for an independent creative theorist—wrote, summarizing Marx’s lessons in Capital 
Volume One:

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. 

This is a more useful explanation of fascism’s distinctive features than those previously 
set forth by Marxist theoreticians Georgi Dimitrov (“the open terrorist dictatorship 
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of the most reactionary, most chauvinist, and most imperialist elements of finance 
capital); R. Palme Dutt (“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 (“fascism leaves the social system 
untouched . . . . the most ruthless dictatorship of monopoly capital”); and Daniel 
Guérin (“a strong state intended to prolong artificially an economic system based on 
profit and the private ownership of production”). My 1981 manifesto Fighting the 
New Ku Klux Klan / Nazi Threat incorporated Sohn-Rethel’s analysis and derived its 
strategic conclusions from his explanation of fascism as “trans-capitalist.” 

In a 1986 Afterword that had not yet been written when I was urging anti-fascist 
activists to study Sohn-Rethel’s book, Jane Caplan explained the consequences of his 
teachings clearly and crisply:

Sohn-Rethel’s analysis has a certain force: he argues that under fascism 
the extraction of absolute surplus value was the dominant form, and 
was the means by which German capital was rescued from its valoriza-
tion crisis. This was made possible only by the Nazi regime’s terroristic 
disciplining of the working class, which broke the connection between 
increased productivity of labor and reduction in the value of labor 
power. This was because the cost of wage goods did not fall, and there 
was little or no compensation paid for the increased working hours or 
intensity of labor. In other words, the price paid to labor fell below its 
value: wages did not rise sufficiently to cover the cost of reproducing 
labor power. . . .

As the editors of the German edition point out, Sohn-Rethel’s con-
cept of a reversion to the production of absolute surplus value also 
gives us a fresh understanding of the hideous “logic” enacted in the 
enslavement of a workforce and the unremitting workday of the SS 
concentration camps.

Viewed from that perspective, enslaved workers at the margins of capitalism a century 
earlier were not so exceptional, and in that case, insights about American slaves’ capac-
ity for revolutionary mass action that James had gleaned from DuBois and imparted 
to me became more broadly applicable, if not universal.

The pressing political challenges of anti-fascism had drawn many activists into mass 
struggles outside and largely in opposition to the electoral quagmire. Fortified by 
these insights along with more than three decades of anti-fascist engagement, I have 
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concluded that the passive, reflective aspects of Facing Reality’s political style were 
probably a useful antidote to the arrogant, manipulative, factional, often disruptive 
and deceitful interventions that characterized many Marxist sects in the 1960s, but 
they all too easily metamorphosed into abstention from militant engagement. This 
continues to be a problem among some of James’s political followers.

*

Sohn-Rethel illuminated the economic base of Nazi Germany. Gramsci attempted 
to explain events in Italy’s fascist superstructure, particularly why substantial sectors 
of the proletariat had abandoned socialism and communism, and had embraced fas-
cism. But he began with universally applicable insights about the relationship between 
belief and action.

The coexistence of two world views, often contradictory, one ex-
pressed in words and the other shown through actions, is not always 
due to bad faith. Bad faith may be a true and satisfactory explanation 
for single individuals or even small groups, but it is neither true nor 
satisfactory as an explanation when this contradiction is found in large 
numbers of people. Then this contradiction must be the expression of 
deeper contradictions at a historical and sociological level.

Such contradictions reflect the following: a social class has its own 
world view but not as yet consciously. This world view is shown only 
in action, when the class moves as an organic whole, and since this 
happens only sporadically the world view is manifested sporadically. 
This is one reason why the class is not yet conscious of its own world 
view. However, because of social and intellectual subordination, this 
class borrows a world view from another class and asserts this bor-
rowed world view in words although in action a contradictory world 
view is manifested. It must be remembered that this subordinate class 
does believe in the borrowed view because it does follow it in action 
in “normal times,” that is, when the class is subordinated, divided, and 
does not act as an organic whole.

*

Let us return to the issue of hegemony. All governance is either by force (including the 
threat of force) or by consent, or by some combination of the two. Rule by the lash 
or at gunpoint is expensive as well as unseemly, so given a choice, consent is always 
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preferable. Besides being expensive, rule by force is susceptible to defeat by greater 
force, as such disparate cases as Kenya, Cuba, and South Africa demonstrate.

Consent can be manufactured in many ways, and all of them have worked at one time 
or another: lies, deception, trickery, bribery, corruption, superstition, religion, the il-
lusion of choice, divide-and-rule, bait-and-switch, scapegoating, and so forth. From 
Machiavelli to Rasputin to Goebbels to Rove and Emanuel, advising overlords how to 
manipulate and manage their underlings has been a respected calling. Consent does 
not necessarily imply approval. This observation by the liberal historian David Potter 
about white Southerners in the Confederacy, few of whom owned slaves or aspired 
to own slaves, illustrates the point: “They feared the destruction of a familiar social 
order and defended the evil institution of slavery less because they believed in human 
bondage as such than because they could not conceive of their social order without 
slavery.” He might have added: To the extent they tried to conceive of it, they could 
envision themselves being enslaved; better to consent and fight to preserve slavery as 
it was than to risk that. 

But even the slaves had in some respects consented to slavery, viewing it as their 
normal condition. That’s the point of Hegel’s chapter on Master and Slave in The 
Phenomenology of Mind. The slave must negate his master’s view of the world that 
he holds within himself in order to throw off his real master. George Rawick began 
From Sundown to Sunup with this understanding. “The will of the master and the 
will of the slave both appear as a contradiction within the slave.” He illustrated 
with excerpts from Frederick Douglass’s narrative that told how unsure of himself 
Douglass had been, both before he struck for freedom and after he had secured it. 
Even in a society ruled by the lash, hegemony bolstered rulers’ control of their most 
abject subjects.

The contradictions of slavery were sufficiently acute that tens of thousands of slaves 
did resist, run away, revolt, and defy their masters. When war came, they did conduct 
their “general strike” by the hundreds of thousands, as Du Bois wrote. The theoreti-
cal difficulty is not to understand the slaves; it’s to understand the non-slaveholding 
whites. It’s a fact that slaveholders’ hegemony weakened considerably among white 
Southerners during the Civil War, and that desertion and anti-Confederate resistance 
were widespread, but they were nowhere victorious except in parts of western Virginia 
and eastern Tennessee, and in isolated Deep South enclaves. Their “blindspot,” as Du 
Bois called it, stood as a barrier to common cause with slaves.
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Surely this is a problem that merits the attention of Marxists. The alternative is to hold 
that defeat of radical Reconstruction was inevitable and not worth fighting for. If we 
believe it should have been worth fighting for and could have won, then it’s necessary 
to adduce a program that might have given that revolution a better chance to succeed. 
The Popular Front answer to this challenge was to promote modern capitalism as the 
successor to plantation slavery. James never advocated that, but his sermon on this 
subject went no further than to emulate the black proletariat. Hegemony is the reason 
why that would have been and is insufficient.

The uneasy convergence of Gramsci’s insight about hegemony and Hegel’s insight 
about the slave’s need to purge himself of the master within him/herself drew new 
attention in the context of New Left historiography that unearthed and reported 
evidence of institutions and cultures of resistance created by exploited and oppressed 
people since the dawn of civilization. In some instances, it required simply dusting 
off classics, such as The Ancient Lowly by C. Osborne Ward and (George’s favorite, 
despite its limitations) The History of the American Working Class by Anthony Bimba. 
But inspiring and suggestive as these were, they offered no prescriptions.

James offered a descriptive lesson in his 1962 review of Raymond Williams titled 
“Marxism and the Intellectuals.” In a passage about the English Revolution, he wrote, 

Suddenly in 1646, Lilburne, his colleagues and his followers in their 
struggle against Cromwell, hitherto their leader, laid down imperish-
ably the political premises of the individualist revolt against semi-
feudal society. It came like a bolt from the blue. Why and how? The 
answer is crucial. Freed from the mental domination of both the Roy-
alist enemy and their own Presbyterian leaders, they discovered their 
own ideas of what political and religious freedom should consist of. 
They discovered the political premises and perspectives of their own 
class. . . . 

What happens in a revolution is that the class for the first time finds 
itself free to think its own thoughts and give some concrete form to 
its own experience accumulated over the generations. 

He went on to describe the situation in America, which could apply equally today, 
half a century later, even if the sixties might count as a fourth great crisis:

The American bourgeoisie has never been seriously challenged for the 
leadership of the nation. In the three great crises of American his-
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tory, the War of Independence, the Civil War and the Depression, 
the bourgeoisie was able either to maintain unchallenged its official 
control of the state, or, in 1776, to form a state and an army to carry 
out its war. All the objective causes that can be given for this are subor-
dinate to the fact itself. And one continuing cause and effect is that the 
American bourgeoisie has been able to establish itself abroad and at 
home, in the national consciousness, as the originator and guardian of 
individual liberty, freedom and equality. . . . All this inhibits the work-
ing class in independent class action and independent class thinking.

James listed there all the features of Gramscian hegemony without ever typing the 
word or acknowledging the theorist. He firmly declined to be prescriptive, resting 
his optimism solely on Marx’s guarantee that socialist revolution is inevitable because 
the very conditions of work under capitalism allow no other course for workers. But 
if that statement of the principal obstacle is accurate, as I think it is, then any revo-
lutionary project ought to confront it directly. Using the master-slave dialectic as a 
guide, it seems clear that enabling the working class to view itself as a potential ruling 
class, rather than conceding the bourgeoisie’s view as the “national consciousness,” is 
the key to that negation. For intellectuals, conviction can arise from ideas, but most 
people are persuaded by experience, not by abstractions.

The historical experience with the demonstrated ability to transform mass conscious-
ness in that direction is the exercise of dual power, institutions of class rule (originally, 
soviets; more generally, workers’ councils) that exist alongside and in opposition to 
official government authority, by which the proletariat directly takes charge of pro-
duction and governance, and rules in its own name on its own behalf. To the extent 
radical agitation and organization has a goal, that should be it, and indeed that was 
Gramsci’s prescription in his 1919-20 articles Soviets in Italy, published in English 
translation by New Left Review, September-October 1968. 

*

This became the strategy pursued by Sojourner Truth Organization, a Marxist group 
that grew out of the collapse of Students for a Democratic Society at the end of the 
1960s. I was the person who introduced STO to James, and James to STO, when I 
invited Noel Ignatin (now Ignatiev) to a public meeting in Chicago with Nello as the 
speaker in 1968. Noel described that event and its effect on him in his “Meeting in 
Chicago” chapter of C.L.R. James: His Life and Work, the Summer 1981 special issue 
of STO’s journal Urgent Tasks. Noel was better known on the left for having popular-
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ized the term “white skin privilege” in his 1967 pamphlet White Blindspot (published 
originally under the byline J. H. Kagin), which was based on lessons that he had 
drawn from Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction. 

At the time, Noel and I were friends. His politics were Stalinist; mine were not, but 
I did not regard Stalinists as enemies. I had met Noel originally at the 1960 national 
conference of the Provisional Organizing Committee to Reconstitute a Marxist-Le-
ninist Communist Party in the United States, where he gave a humorous report on his 
trip to Cuba, along with Theodore W. Allen (known in the POC as Molly Pitcher). 
Ted was later Noel’s collaborator, author of a public letter to Noel that came to be 
titled Can White Workers Radicals be Radicalized? in reprint editions of the White 
Blindspot pamphlet. The POC was an ultra-left split from the Communist Party; 
among its original leaders was Harry Haywood (Haywood Hall Jr.), the author of 
the CP’s old line on the Negro Question that had advocated self-determination for 
the Black Belt. 

Noel and I had both been founding members of the Union of (White) Organizers, a 
group of Chicago leftists who were attempting to honor the Black Power challenge. 
Among younger white radicals at the time, and as SDS was splitting into three war-
ring factions with worse to come, those issues and opposition to the U.S. war in 
Vietnam were more central to our political lives than attitudes toward the U.S.S.R., 
China, Albania, Czechoslovakia, and other international flashpoints that absorbed 
the Old Left. (The co-founder of STO with Noel, Don Hamerquist, had been an 
important figure in the Communist Party, slated for greatness until he opposed the 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia.)

*

In 1970 I was heavily engaged in organizing against the U.S. war in Vietnam, and 
particularly in building support for resistance to military conscription. SNCC had 
raised the slogan, “Hell, No! We Won’t Go!” Muhammad Ali’s defiance, which cost 
him his heavyweight boxing championship title, was worldwide headline news. One 
of my personal friends, Walter Collins of New Orleans, a black member of the South-
ern Conference Educational Fund staff, was headed to prison for refusing induction. 
I wrote a pamphlet, Thirty Years of Selective Service Racism, in support of the cause 
and specifically in solidarity with Walter’s case. Ironically, Walter’s experience largely 
reprised the World War II draft resistance struggle of Winfred Lynn, the brother of 
Conrad Lynn, and among Lynn’s supporters had been C.L.R. James.
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Walter’s family had roots in the Garvey movement, and links to generations of white 
Southern radicals. His mother Virginia Collins (Dara Abubakari) had been a member 
of the SCEF staff in the 1940s and 1950s, working with James Dombrowski. She was a 
member of Queen Mother Audley Moore’s Universal Association of Ethiopian Women, 
and a Vice President of the Provisional Government of the Republic of New Afrika. 

Walter’s SCEF staff report of October 8, 1970, included an analysis and critique of 
the Black Panther Party, including the BPP’s “obsession with interracial meetings,” 
and how that clashed with the pervasive insurgent nationalist mood of the black 
community at the time. He appended that to his evaluation and set of recommenda-
tions,“SCEF: What it can, should, and must do.” These are excerpts:

The Black Community in the South will be organized. It will be or-
ganized because its conditions, the conditions of the people who live 
there, and the attitudes and actions of the 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 provide a ready made base for a fascist army, 
because otherwise they thwart the Liberation Struggles of Black Peo-
ple 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. . . .

SCEF should and must support white field organizers, white field or-
ganizing, and support and/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 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 con-
cretely aid and support the Black Liberation Struggle at this point 
in History.
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Walter gave me a copy of the report, and urged me to relocate to the South and join 
the SCEF staff, which I did a few months later, becoming the Deep South represen-
tative based in Tougaloo, Mississippi, and a reporter for the SCEF monthly paper The 
Southern Patriot from 1971 to 1975.

Walter’s program would not have received explicit support from Nello, and Marty 
would have opposed it. Yet their influence probably played a more direct role in shap-
ing my political work in the South than this practical program. Facing Reality had 
ceased to exist in 1970, dissolved on the success of Marty’s motion, which Nello (and 
I) opposed. Thus there was no outside political structure guiding my work, only their 
training and example. (Summing up in his 1999 book Marxism for Our Times, Marty 
wrote, “Organizationally, the Tendency formed by C.L.R. James in 1941 has to be 
called a failure, but, I believe, a failure that is rich in meaning and lessons for anyone 
interested in democratic, revolutionary Marxism.” I agree.)

STO also used Walter’s SCEF report among its early guiding documents; it’s possible 
Noel got it from me; and several years later I joined STO. George Rawick not only 
encouraged me to relocate to the South, he actually drove me from Detroit to SCEF 
headquarters in Louisville so I could discuss the job with Anne and Carl Braden, who 
hired me on Walter’s recommendation. On the ride south, George and I discussed 
Walter’s program and how it conflicted with our Jamesian heritage. As we pondered 
it, we considered this counterfactual hypothesis: Suppose someone had raised this 
challenge to white Marxists during Reconstruction. Would it not have been worth an 
all-out effort to succeed, even if it seemed contrary to orthodox doctrine and method? 
For both of us, the answer was obviously “Yes, of course,” even though the example 
might have owed more to Elijah Lovejoy and John Brown than to Karl Marx. Score 
another point for unorthodox Marxism. 

My SCEF journalism applied the Jamesian lessons as I understood them: providing 
a forum for workers to describe and discuss their experiences, and in that way to 
provide a mirror that might allow them better to see their own struggles, problems, 
and solutions. Making as modest an intervention as possible, these stories neverthe-
less fulfilled the Gramscian project of challenging bourgeois hegemony, and in some 
instances pointing in the direction of dual power possibilities. I had no blueprint 
to follow, so I experimented with many approaches. Most interesting was the Deep 
South History Project, which researched and published the part of Southern history 
that schools and textbooks omitted.
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Out of that project came pamphlets such as The Roots of Class Struggle in the South 
and Mississippi’s First Labor Union. I brought Nello and George to Mississippi as guest 
speakers, and that in turn led to the discovery of more WPA ex-slave narratives, which 
involved me in that great publishing adventure. I organized against nuclear power, 
and in favor of amnesty for Vietnam war resisters. I joined the United Farm Workers 
boycott of scab grapes and lettuce. I sued the state of Mississippi to end its covert 
activities directed against political insurgents and radicals, and to open the spy files of 
the State Sovereignty Commission. My most direct application of Walter’s proposal 
was organizing white Mississippians to support freedom for the Republic of New 
Afrika Eleven after they had successfully defended themselves from an armed dawn 
attack by Jackson Police and the FBI. 

A report I presented to a Southern regional National Lawyers Guild conference in 
Atlanta, “The American Labor Movement in 1974: Problems and Perspectives for the 
Left,” incorporated some Facing Reality type criticism of unions, but added a new point. 

In 1970 the assets of the American labor movement totaled more than 
$2 billion. Only a small handful of the world’s largest corporations 
are that wealthy. (And control of that wealth is distributed about as 
equitably among trade unionists as the control of General Motors is 
distributed among stockholders.) Furthermore liabilities total only 10 
% of assets.

(I have thought about this often, particularly when members of the 
United Steel Workers tell me how their union is trying to persuade 
them to end a strike and get back to work in order to end the “drain” 
on the treasury—the weekly strike benefit.)

But something else happened in 1970, a new plateau for the labor 
movement. For the first time ever, a majority of the income received 
by national and international unions came from profits on invest-
ments—stock and bond dividends, interest on loans and bank de-
posits, rent on real estate holdings, etc. (The total was approximately 
$700 million while income from dues or per capita tax, fees, fines, and 
assessments came to little over $675 million.

So unions don’t have to have members to make money any more, and 
investing the union’s assets in securities actually brings in more profit 
than investing in organizing, for the first time in history. Actually, 
members are more expensive to have than it seems, since about half 
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of the money they pay in (approximately $333 million in 1970) gets 
returned in the form of benefits from the national and international 
unions, whereas none of the other does. 

Originally I had been scheduled to give the report as a speech to the conference, but 
when the Maoists on the organizing committee got wind of my analysis, they can-
celed my appearance. My friends and I then distributed it as a handout, which turned 
out to be a blessing. Members actually studied it; sharply criticized the organizers 
for denying me the podium; and reprinted it in the Guild Labor Newsletter, which 
stimulated a national debate.

It is not for me to judge the success or failure of my political work. In May of 2010, 
Matthew Quest, assisted by Modibo Kadalie, recorded an interview with me that 
covered my years on the SCEF staff. It is part of the Southern Labor Archives Oral 
History Project; Matthew has prepared a report and evaluation of my labor journal-
ism, focusing on each of the political influences that guided it. 

*

Johnson-Forest, Correspondence, and Facing Reality continually stressed that the 
working class is united, disciplined, and organized by the process of capitalist produc-
tion, not by a vanguard party. They functioned as though those radicalizing conse-
quences of factory life were by themselves sufficient to unleash socialist revolution, 
but the evidence they offered in support of the theory—Paris 1871, Petrograd 1917, 
Budapest 1956—is thin gruel for the nourishment they attributed to it, and the 
surviving morsels of those revolutions are even less able to sustain life, let alone to 
nurture the next one. (Although the Hungarian uprising served as the central prop 
for the Facing Reality analysis, I did not accept that view. Despite exemplary aspects, 
the ugly side of Cold War provocation and quasi-fascist revanchist retribution cannot 
be cropped from the larger picture merely by focusing closely on the elements that 
validated C.L.R. James’s expectations and predictions, as though fulfilling a Biblical 
prophecy.)

Marxism needs a theory of capitalist stasis (stability, equilibrium). In stating this, I am 
implicitly—and now, explicitly—questioning this stirring and inspirational declara-
tion in the Communist Manifesto:

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the 
instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, 
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and with them the whole relations of society. Conservation of the 
old modes of production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the 
first condition of existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant 
revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social 
conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bour-
geois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast frozen relations, with 
their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept 
away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. 
All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is 
at last compelled to face with sober senses his real condition of life and 
his relations with his kind.

Innovation and discovery outstrip imagination, of course, but capitalism seizes, co-
opts, and exploits them in age-old ways. In challenging this Marxian conventional wis-
dom I am borrowing the example of evolutionary science as my model and metaphor.

In 1859, Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selec-
tion, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life. His theory proposed 
that organisms underwent variations from one generation to the next, and from one 
individual to the next. Some variations gave adaptive advantages to the individuals 
that possessed them; others imparted disadvantages. The advantageous variants sur-
vived and multiplied; the disadvantageous ones were less successful and gradually died 
out. Over time, successful adaptive traits accumulated, becoming genetically distinct 
lineages that were no longer capable of sharing genes (i.e., breeding fertile offspring) 
with forbears and near relatives, yielding new species.

Variations and natural selection were easy to demonstrate. Evidence for speciation was 
strong, both in the fossil record and by inference from the proliferation of distinct but 
closely related living organisms. Despite all that evidence, evolutionary scientists were 
largely frustrated in their search for the visible emergence of new species by natural 
selection. Nearly all the observed speciation during more than a century after Darwin 
arose by non-Darwinian methods, such as polyploidy. Otherwise, existing species 
changed and adapted to different environments, but remained genetically compatible 
with their species.

Furthermore, careful examination of the fossil record revealed periods of great up-
heaval followed by very long periods of stability. During the so-called Cambrian 
Explosion 545 million years ago, huge numbers of new complex organisms appeared, 
giving birth to every major group of animals on earth today, over the relatively short 
span, in geological and evolutionary time, of five to ten million years. During that 
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period, many other organisms appeared and rapidly died out. But after the initial 
outburst and dispersal, not much changed for eons, and new species became rare.

In 1972, Stephen Jay Gould and Niles Eldridge proposed an alternative explanation 
for the functioning of evolution, which they called “punctuated equilibria”—of 
diversity followed by prolonged stability, not a steady incremental progression. 
Gould popularized the theory by describing its features as “early experimentation 
and later standardization.”

I think that’s a more accurate description of bourgeois development and revolutionary 
change than “constantly revolutionizing” social relations and “uninterrupted distur-
bance” of social conditions. I dislike this insight immensely. If someone else had 
proposed it, I’d probably have ridiculed it without mercy as the Theory of Permanent 
Non-Revolution. But there it is.

The obvious reason for rejecting it out of hand is because it offers easy justification 
for surrender. In fact, Leon Trotsky’s 1939 declaration did much the same thing. He 
predicted that World War II would trigger a worldwide socialist revolution, but he 
added that if the revolution failed to materialize, Marxism would be proven wrong. 
In that case, the task for communists would be to defend the working class as best 
they could but concede the inability to overthrow capitalism. To that extent Johnson-
Forest’s theory of state capitalism represented a revival of revolutionary optimism in 
place of Trotsky’s defeatist legacy. 

My model is not necessarily the most apt metaphor. Eldridge had actually published 
his theory of evolutionary stasis a year earlier, but he later said that Gould’s genius for 
a “catchy phrase” was the key to its widespread acceptance. “Schmalhausen’s Law,” by 
Richard Lewontin and Richard Levins suggests a less schematic and more dialecti-
cal explanation for both stability and catastrophic change within Darwinian natural 
selection. I am not qualified to judge. 

Looking to the future of organic evolution, it is more likely that the great preponder-
ance of new species will be created synthetically by scientists, or even by children per-
forming science projects, than by natural selection. So let us apply these thoughts to 
the future of socialist revolution. None of us are obliged to be passive observers, forever 
awaiting the favorable objective conditions or the most perfect collapse of authority.

A theory of capitalist stability as its normal condition is surely no worse a threat to 
revolutionary practice than the Popular Front politics that currently prevail on the 
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left, with all the constraints of least-common-denominator programs of self-policed 
action and self-censored agitation, cruel proofs of Gramscian hegemony. It might 
be liberating, by freeing us for tasks that radicals are uniquely suited to carry out (as 
distinct from those to which vanguards aspire), and which might enhance the chances 
of revolutionary success during the rare moments when opportunity arises, without 
deluding ourselves that we have superior gifts for tactical or strategic political or 
military leadership. 

*

The oddest aspect of Marxism, which infects every variant, is that the independent 
contributions of intellectuals (that is, ideas) are valued highly, but the bold and exem-
plary independent actions of brave individuals and small groups are more frequently 
disparaged as deviant, romantic, or insufficiently respectful of mass action. Only from 
a safe distance, which doesn’t tolerate emulation, do Spartacus, Jeanne d’Arc, Nat 
Turner, John Brown, Che Guevara and Tamara Bunke become heroes, and even then, 
the more imposing is the orthodoxy, the more qualified and reluctant is the attribu-
tion of heroism. I think that’s nuts, which brings me full circle in my political life.

I began my political life as a libertarian socialist, and as an old man I’m still a lib-
ertarian socialist (or again, as the case may be, for comrades attuned to my lapses 
and deviations). But I learned my most basic political lesson several years earlier as a 
Boy Scout. My scoutmaster John S. Hawkinson, known to everyone as Hawk, was a 
Henry George single-tax radical. He told me, “Kenny, it may be that you’ll have to 
march down the same rathole as everyone else. But even if you do, you don’t have to 
march in step.”

Though never a Stalinist, I regarded many Stalinists as comrades and good friends. 
Hanging around the POC in the late 1950s, I studied Harry Haywood’s pamphlet 
“For a Revolutionary Position on the Negro Question” and Milton Palmer’s (another 
Ted Allen name) “Economic Situation in the United States” series in Marxist-Leninist 
Vanguard. But the POC writer closest to my world view was Tom Scribner, who 
published a mimeographed newsletter from California titled Lumberjack News and 
Unemployed Worker. Eventually I asked too many questions at meetings, and the Chi-
cago POC leaders told me to get lost.

By then I had joined the Young People’s Socialist League and the Industrial Workers 
of the World. When I joined the Wobblies, there wasn’t much in the way of activity 
until Franklin Rosemont brought Surrealism to Chicago, but it was a great reality 
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check. The IWW had Chicago’s best soapbox orator, Fred Thompson, and the poet 
Carlos Cortez. Together with the anarchist poet Joffre Stewart, they were better en-
tertainers than the rest of Chicago’s left combined. Chuck Doehrer, who once edited 
the Industrial Worker, knew all the gossip and scandalous personal behavior of the 
city’s leftists.

The Chicago YPSL was all business, dominating peace (Student Peace Union) and 
civil rights (CORE, SNCC, South Side NAACP Youth Council, and Chicago Youth 
Committee for Civil Rights) activism. For an activist, there was no better training 
ground. The dominant faction was the (left Shachtmanite) Labor Party Tendency, 
eager to engage in righteous battle with Stalinists, both real and suspected, and with 
the New York based national leadership’s drift to the right, toward the Democratic 
Party. As soon as a coalition of Labor Party and Libertarian factions won a majority 
at the 1963 YPSL convention and moved the national headquarters to Chicago, the 
Socialist Party dissolved the YPSL and expelled us.

In the YPSL’s absence, Chicago politics became more radical, not less, and more lib-
ertarian (that is, subject to considerably fewer bureaucratically imposed constraints). 
In 1965, the Chicago Committee to Stop HUAC, led by SNCC, disrupted the hear-
ings of the House Un-American Activities Committee and chased the red-hunters 
out of town. In 1967, the National Conference for New Politics raised hopes of an 
independent left challenge to Democrats and Republicans, but was stillborn, followed 
logically by the police riot and blood in the streets during the 1968 Democratic Na-
tional Convention.

That was the context of my affiliation with Facing Reality. In retrospect, I think I was 
probably better prepared than most of Nello’s young adherents. I was happy to join an 
organization of like-minded Marxists who would situate my activism in the context 
of international working class and national liberation struggles. I was disappointed 
when the majority voted to dissolve.

Whenever the revolutionary contagion reaches epidemic proportions again, I shall 
be eager to participate in an organization of comrades in struggle, and to accept col-
lective discipline as a condition of effectiveness, in the sense that Marty portrayed 
Johnson-Forest: 

We always understood the mutual support that organization involved 
to mean that members could freely expand their views to the limit 
because they would be protected by the organization and pulled back 
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from ideas that might seem too outrageous. In the Trotskyist organiza-
tions you didn’t dare to make mistakes because you would surely be 
made to pay for them in the next internal dispute.

The remnants of Marxist organizations I see today seem more dedicated to respect-
ability than to insurgency, which I take to be more a sign of pessimism and resignation 
than zealous vanguardism.

*

Being able to take action that is out of step with the commands of official society 
is both the privilege and the duty of revolutionaries. During the years of my par-
ticipation, STO dedicated more time and resources to solidarity activities than to 
point-of-production struggles, which involved us with movements for Puerto Rican 
independence; revolutionary Irish Republicans; South African military resisters; Ira-
nian communist guerrillas, and others. None were bashful about the necessity of 
armed struggle, nor were we in supporting them.

Armed struggle inevitably raises the issue of means and ends. When an entrenched 
ruling class faces a challenge to its survival, violent repression is typically its first 
resort. Serious revolutionaries must anticipate that and have a plan to counter it. 
Despite pervasive reverence for nonviolence as the legacy of Mahatma Gandhi and 
Martin Luther King, neither Indian independence nor the end of legal racial segre-
gation in the United States was won peacefully, and the bloodbath that partitioned 
India ought to have raised doubts about the strategy. Malcolm X’s slogan, “By any 
means necessary,” probably reflects the consensus of most sixties radicals, but leaves 
more unsaid than asserted.

Asked whether the ends justify the means, Trotsky answered, “Yes, if something justi-
fies the ends.” After Salvador Allende was overthrown in Chile, Fidel Castro declared 
that the peaceful road to socialism had been tried and had failed. Danny Morrison’s 
declaration that Irish freedom would be won “with a ballot paper in one hand and an 
Armalite in the other” seems quaint 30 years later, but ending the war hasn’t brought 
freedom yet.

 The issue can’t be willed away, even in an age when political violence is associated in 
the public mind with Oklahoma City, the World Trade Center, and as I write, Oslo. 
That’s part of hegemony too, just as it was in the 1950s when the Saturday Evening 
Post published lurid stories about bloodthirsty Mau-Mau sadists while the British 
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army was slaughtering and torturing suspected and actual members of the Kenya 
Land and Freedom Army. The truth remains that the world’s worst and greatest per-
petrator of violence remains the United States government. 

Gun culture in the American working class and on the radical left was very different 
in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s from today’s version. World War II and Korea had 
created a nation of skilled marksmen, and had glutted the marketplace with sur-
plus military rifles and carbines. The Director of Civilian Marksmanship sold them 
cheaply and sponsored target shooting competitions. Nearly all male workers and a lot 
of women owned guns, and hunting was a ubiquitous working-class activity. 

When I joined the Hyde Park YMCA at about age seven, one after-school activity 
was the (.22 caliber) rifle range. On weekends, my father took me pistol shooting. 
As a young adult, when I worked at a motion picture laboratory in Gary, I would 
keep my shotgun in my locker and go hunting in the nearby Indiana Dunes on my 
lunch break. When my son was eight years old, I bought him a rifle and taught him 
to shoot.

When SNCC comrades went south to organize in Alabama and Missis-
sippi, they took their guns along. Despite the N for Nonviolent, there were 
plenty of armed clashes with the Ku Klux Klan and Americans for the Preserva-
tion of the White Race. Hartman Turnbow became a SNCC hero (and his leg-
end, a song) after he routed the KKK with his blazing shotgun. When the 
Deacons for Defense and Justice emerged in Bogalusa and spread quickly to Natchez 
and throughout the lower Mississippi Valley, the public presence of an armed contin-
gent to the Southern Freedom Movement became evident to everyone, echoing what 
Robert Williams had brought forth several years earlier in Monroe, North Carolina. 
Arms became a central feature of the movement nationally with the birth and spread 
of the Black Panther Party and the Republic of New Afrika.

In the 1960s, I had a federal firearms license, which authorized me to buy and sell guns 
interstate. An SDS group opened a gun store in Chicago called Harper’s Ferry Arsenal. 
During his semester in residence, Nello was impressed that nearly every organizer was 
familiar with weapons, and target practice was a frequent activity. In 1970, the Radical 
Education Project published a booklet titled Firearms and Self Defense—A Handbook 
for Radicals, Revolutionaries and Easy Riders by International Liberation School. At 
Marty’s urging, I wrote a critical but positive review, “Brushing Up on Firearms and 
Self Defense,” which appeared in the September 27, 1970, Liberated Guardian.
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When I moved from Illinois to Mississippi in 1971, I brought with me a single-shot 
.22-caliber pistol for target practice and a 12-gauge shotgun for hunting. Though I 
had not considered political implications other than their possible use for self-defense, 
my guns contributed to my acceptance among poor and working-class Southerners 
who had not previously encountered SNCC organizers or other militants during the 
1960s glory years.

By 1977, the Ku Klux Klan was resurgent for the first time in a decade, 
riding the crest of a violent wave that washed across Louisiana, Missis-
sippi, and Alabama. We quickly identified a white sheriff, deputies, police 
officers, business owners, and a Jackson Daily News editor who were Klan mem-
bers and supporters, and from whom it would have been useless to seek 
sympathy or protection. Movement security once again took on a military dimension.

After a 1978 demonstration in Tupelo, Klansmen chased a carful of demonstrators 
returning to their home, forced them off the road, and beat them with tire chains. 
Black marchers in Northern Alabama were bloodied twice in encounters with the 
Klan. In 1979, KKK members and Nazis gunned down demonstrators in Greensboro 
while television cameras filmed the massacre.

Bennie G. Thompson, then the mayor of Bolton, Mississippi (today a Representative 
in Congress), and I received telephoned death threats on the eve of a march against 
police brutality in Jackson at which we were scheduled speakers. I taped the threat, 
and a reporter friend identified the voice as that of a violent, almost psychotic Klan 
organizer (who later went to prison as a participant in the KKK’s abortive mercenary 
invasion of Dominica).

Although I was then employed by the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker 
pacifist organization, I went out and bought a Smith and Wesson .357 magnum re-
volver, which I carried for the next 16 years, the rest of my time in Mississippi. (My 
AFSC superiors were good sports about this. I could not advocate violence while 
“wearing my AFSC hat,” they said, but I wasn’t required to be a pacifist myself. Thus, 
for example, when I wrote articles in left publications that were sympathetic to armed 
struggle, I used a different byline.)

An important activity of the early 1980s was the struggle to free Eddie James Carthan, 
Tchula’s first black mayor, who had been framed up on a murder charge. By the time 
we won, our organizing efforts had spread around the world, but always they were 
based in rural Holmes County. Often those of us in the leadership would work out 
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our strategy while we hunted rabbits in the cotton rows. As we walked along behind 
Eddie’s beagles, community people would join us one by one, until the fields were 
filled with a mostly black army. It was easy to see what the planters feared.

In 1990, when my political work was mainly directed against police repression, Marty 
sent me a copy of his Detroit Red Squad file from the 1960s, which he had obtained 
through a class-action lawsuit against police surveillance of political activists. He 
wrote to me, “Some of it is hilariously inaccurate—such as the Third World People. I 
haven’t got the faintest idea what that might be. That they met at Bewick every night 
and stored guns and ammo in my basement is some informant trying to feed the 
cops what he thought they wanted to hear.” The reports are dated June 1969. At that 
time, Marty was storing some of my guns and ammunition in his attic. I don’t know 
whether there was any connection, but I wonder if Marty was being disingenuous, 
forgetful, coy, discreet, or merely respectable in his letter.

All this may seem incredible in the twenty-first century, when Second Amendment 
rights are championed by right-wing activists while leftists join liberals in mostly 
futile campaigns for gun control. But it’s hard to think of a more certain prediction 
than the necessity of arms in future revolutionary struggles, if only as a deterrent to 
the inevitable deployment of armed force to crush the rebellion. Perhaps the stressful 
challenge of means and ends is the issue that anchors and blends the various strands 
of revolutionary socialism.

*

Readers who have stayed with me this far will probably agree that some intelligent 
and influential Marxists have held and promoted nonstandard points of view. So far, 
so good. But that says little about their future value, and even less about how such 
systems of analysis might propagate. For an optimistic solution to that problem, I 
turn to Daniel J. Stern.

Dan and I became comrades in the late 1950s when he was a graduate student in 
sociology at the University of Wisconsin and I was a pilgrim to that campus for the 
robust radical and socialist presence that Chicago lacked at that time (partly because 
Senator Joseph McCarthy had not exposed and ousted the witches from his home 
state, but the red scare he personified had taken a heavy toll in northern Illinois and 
Indiana). Dan was a writer for the journal Studies on the Left, published in Madison; 
I was one of its Illinois distributors.
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Although Dan became a career academic—a professor at Northeastern Illinois  
University—his main interest was “the Movement” to which he dedicated his life. 
Dan was impatient with theory. His profound insights, usually drawn from per-
sonal experience, would be lost if not recorded, retrieved, and shared by those of 
us who knew him. Otherwise he was an activist and an enabler, the roles in which 
he excelled.

I next met Dan at the 1965 protest against the House Un-American Activities Com-
mittee hearing in Chicago. The Committee’s principal target was the civil rights 
movement, but its “investigation” grabbed headlines by portraying Jeremiah Stamler, 
M.D., a prominent heart disease researcher, professor, and public health advocate as 
a dangerous subversive.

James Forman of SNCC led a meeting to organize opposition, and hundreds of activ-
ists heeded his call. Our plan to halt the hearing combined a rowdy disruption inside 
the hearing room launched by female high-school SNCC members with a militant 
mass demonstration outside the building. Our outside group charged the police bar-
ricades, hoping to combine our strength with the team of young women inside. 
Dan led the charge, but he was the only one who broke through the line. The cops 
dragged him into the courthouse out of public view and beat him bloody with their 
truncheons, fracturing several of his ribs, while the rest of us were tossed into paddy 
wagons outside and carried off to jail.

After that we met frequently at Dan’s apartment to plan our legal defense. Despite the 
brutality he had endured, Dan refused to allow himself to be portrayed as a special 
victim, because that would have distracted from our battle against HUAC and its red 
hunt. In any worthwhile struggle, one must expect to endure casualties, he said. They 
cannot be allowed to obscure the movement’s aim.

A few years later, Dan was the principal fundraiser for the Black Panther Party in Chi-
cago. To the extent he espoused a political line, it was simply the obligation to form 
an alliance with whatever group posed the most radical or revolutionary challenge to 
the state at the time. Dan worked with communists, socialists, nationalists, pacifists, 
and liberals who shared his commitment, without seeming to prefer any of them.

Dan would take the revolution any way he could get it, but he devoted careful study 
to the exercise of bourgeois power, especially to the secret and conspiratorial methods 
employed by political police, security agencies, and organized crime. These inter-
ests placed him almost a pole apart from the political preoccupations of this essay’s 
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subjects—James, DuBois, and others who focused their main attention on how the 
oppressed and exploited masses can gain and exercise power themselves. 

Dan believed that each activist should put whatever special skills he or she possessed 
at the service of ongoing radical and revolutionary struggle. In that respect, Dan 
and I worked closely together in the 1970s and 1980s as anti-repression researchers, 
teachers, and publicists. At the time, I was a columnist for CovertAction Information 
Bulletin, co-author of The Police Threat to Political Liberty and J. Edgar Hoover’s Deten-
tion Plan: the Politics of Repression in the United States, and author of The New State 
Repression. Dan’s academic post gave him privileged access to official information.

Many years later, Dan told me he had been a member of a secret Marxist sect led by 
Jim Forman, known to members as “the Organization,” or “the O,” whose ideology is 
evident only indirectly through Forman’s published books and pamphlets. Later still, 
Dan was a member of Sojourner Truth Organization when I was.

Dan seemed obviously uninterested in or indifferent to the fine points of theory that 
characteristically defined small revolutionary organizations. I once asked him why he 
had joined at least two of them (and later a third; toward the end of his life he was 
either a member or close sympathizer of the Revolutionary Communist Party, an un-
reconstructed Maoist sect). For two reasons, he said. One is that every activist needs 
the discipline of collective political involvement. But more important, he said, the 
small Marxist sects originate and nurture nearly all the movement’s creative advances, 
while the larger established parties continue to fight past wars and discourage innova-
tion. He added that only the larger parties have the resources and ability to implement 
the political advances developed on the fringes.

That was a profound insight: Marxism has its own dialectical contradiction, negation 
of the negation, and synthesis. Revolutionary theory and practice are opposites, one 
negating the other. Louis Althusser had tried to resolve that contradiction with his no-
tion of theoretical practice, but that had been mostly rationalization, extinguishing the 
distinction between abstract thought and concrete action so that Marxist intellectuals 
could be excused from the tedium of mass political involvement; armchair activism, as 
it were. Dan’s point was that large, established, politically effective Marxist parties had 
scant patience for novelty and nuance, while smaller sects that were defined by their 
doctrinal departures were seldom strong enough to implement their contributions 
directly. Instead, their theoretical contributions were contingent upon their ultimate 
success or failure in the larger Marxist universe.
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That was a remarkably dialectical opinion, especially from a man who professed a lack 
of interest in Marxian dialectics. But it’s probably an accurate observation, at least for 
the subjects of this essay.

*

In conclusion: I have not only revisited themes that are familiar to James’s biog-
raphers, adherents, and critics, but I have also tried to show the practical political 
experiences that gave rise to aspects of his and his followers’ political line and practice 
that seem to have been unorthodox when compared to beliefs and policies character-
istic of larger and better known Marxist parties. Some of the resulting doctrines have 
withstood the test of time, in my opinion; others haven’t. 

Summing up these various segments, it seems clear that yesterday’s Marxist heresy is 
often tomorrow’s convention. That lesson, banal when applied to most scientific and 
humanistic studies, might help us all pay closer attention to fresh points of view from 
unpopular sources on the revolutionary left, and caution us to adopt a more skepti-
cal attitude toward established Marxist political opinions that have become second 
nature. My points of disagreement with my esteemed mentors, and with Marx and 
Engels, honor their memories just as much as my adherence to their more durable 
contributions.

The Black Jacobins by C.L.R. James and Black Reconstruction by W.E.B. DuBois re-
main in print and are widely read today. Reconstruction: the Battle for Democracy by 
James S. Allen is out of print. On the subject of the revolutions that overthrew chattel 
slavery, the unorthodox Marxist texts of the 1930s are regarded as classics today, while 
that era’s Marxist orthodoxy is largely forgotten and unlamented. This is a small but 
significant example of an effective outcome for two leaders who resisted and chal-
lenged conventional applications of Marxist theory. Whether we are concerned for 
the near term or the distant future, only contrarians like James and DuBois can rescue 
Marxism from the fate of becoming religious doctrine. That achievement will prove 
to be their greatest contribution to posterity, of far greater significance than whether 
they were right or wrong about any particular issue.
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