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“Left” Economism
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and the
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by Mike Ely (1980)

I. INTRODUCTION

August 1928—0n the campaign
trail, Herbert Hoover pompously an-
nounced, "We in America Loday are
nearer Lo the final triumph over pover-
Ly than ever hefore in Lhe history of
any land. The poor house ix vanishing
from among us. . We shall soon, with
the help of God, be in sight of the day
when poverty will be banished from Lhis
nation.’* Thare were many who actual-
ly believed him. These were the heady
days of a “chicken in every poL."”" U.S.
imperialism had come out of World
War | as the only genuine vietor. [t got
fatter and cockier as it elbowed older
rivals out of the way and gorged itsell
on Lthe peoplex of the world, For the
first time whole nations were in debl Lo
the finance capitalists of Wall Street.
The American economy revved its way
through the 1920°s in explosive specu-
lation and expansion. Paolitically
American capitalism seemed invincible,

Despite exploitation, oppression and
the fact that even during the boom
years many millions lived in despera:
tion, despite resurgent lynch terror
meant Lo preserve Lthe sharecropper
system in the South and fierce repres-
sion against Black people in the North,
no one could deny that capitalism was,
aL least, providing steady employment
and allowing mosL people Lo pul food
on Lheir Lables. For a small upper crust
of skilled workers, the expanding em-
pire actually meant that they could win
mare privileges over the masses of
workers. And Lheir reactionary
gratitude toward “Americanism™
poisoned the political climate in the
whale warking class. especially the sec-

tion organized into the craft unions,
Professors HnlEmn]y declared, "“"Ford
has defeated Marx.”

Mever bhefore had illusions pene
trated so deeply into the American
waorking class.

October 1929—in a blinding flash,
the bloated siock markel collapsed,
and world capitalism quickly sank into
a chaotic depression unprecedented in
iLs scope and severity. In three years of
straight downward slide, whole bran-
ches of industry collapsed. 5,761 hanks
failed. By 1933, industrial produclion
was cul in hall.

For the millions of wage-slaves, the
inahility of eapilalism Lo profitably ex-
ploit them meant that starvation itself
stared them in the face. One Lhird of
the working class was turned out
without hope of finding a job. Wages
for those still working were slashed as
each capitalist fought Lhe gruesome
battle to cut costs Lo survive, In the
scramhle for cheap production, work
intensity climbed. In the cotton mills
of the Carolinas, even young workers
started dropping dead on the mill
floors from overwork and heart failure.

This catastrophe was not confined to
the industrial working class. Huge
numbers of white collar workers found
themselves with their hands Lhrust
deep into their suil pockets in the soup
kitchen lines. Hundreds of thousands
of farmers wenl bankrupt and were
driven from their land, migrating in
greal waves across the country (a pro-
cess that actually began hefore Lhe
Depression hit the cities). Small
businesses fell like dominces. Students
prolonged Lheir schooling (especially in
the free universities) hecause Lhere
were no jobs waiting at the end of it.

Black people were driven oul of the
firsi toeholds they had established in
Morthern industry. In Chicago, where
Black people were 11% of the popula
tion, Lhey made up a quarter of those on
relief. In the West, Mexicans and
suspected Mexicans were shipped oul
af the country in hoxcars.

A river of men flowed through the
railroad yards, the hobo jungles and
along the endless rails, looking for
work, looking for a way out, just look:
ing. Every major city had its " Hoover-
villes,” colonies of the displaced,
driven to living in Larpaper and tin can
shacks. Nothing seamed permanent
any more, not for anyone. All of socic-
ty, from top to bottom, had been hit by
an earthguake.

The illusions built over decades were
deeply shaken.

In the first years of the Depression
the capitalists simply urged patience
and faith. "Prosperity is right around
the corner.” They made a hil song oul of
the ditty “Happy Days Are Here
Again!" Bul now fewer and fewer he
lieved them. Anger and desperation fill-
ed the workers. Never before had Lhe
religion of " Americanism”™ seemed so
hollow and deceitful. Millions were
looking for answers and radical ideas
won a tremendous and growing ao
dience.

Twa years into the Depression, the
hourgenisie nervously sensed Lhe
political danger the crisis posed for
their whole established order. Presi-
dent Hoover whined to Congress on
Dec. 8, 1931, "Within two years, there
have been revolutions or acule social
disorders in 19 eountries, emhbracing
more than half the population of the
world."*



-l---n.--q--—--allno-.-ln-l-ﬂ

FTH}_!!“-'.R 1, 1929

YORK, TUESDAY. SET -

of n Convention
Trade Union Unity Leag!

i i Sl R

NEW

Picked at MOSLEM RULER
- Judge's FEARS S0L001 Masses
Questions JONNE REVOLT, Launch

faam nrd canatiiudbh g HniiR of abfaers e coammiTi
shnried -u-rl.m.h-n-dmvm |||ﬁ¢l-1u-
k

ul.u.nl-lllm-i

_—

ial [Tpsni?

h jantion iR ?ru—ﬂi‘ili!h_l:.?“r'[:- ot |
- e . 'I"hk to Stifle Rﬂxh | CLEVELANE b, Brp- o —Wikh i siboglien =l 1The wial
- A Thruout Colonies | wn.m-m-udw-' b sty LassF pror g el The deleguies
¥ Prevent i r-'?- ' " | risions. The aaTehliEs el =es = wreal Ty ol Wi ward, e R
dice; Attack Union 12 Batiles Orvernight e Frdisrutiom of 1aber —T
= f A Tha ol vkrimus Lomed bl Tr lﬂﬂp—ﬂ"dlnulrﬂl'“tﬂ"w'ld- i ﬂinh—ﬂ-
P Judye HmeniTs india, Turkex Dersif,|  were then o THE SRR liaht plunnrd | ot s W st o . e oo
3 the selustitn ol 10 Eqyph. Neid: Retiess 1;'.":::-::“"- '"..2 1:;. thea el : t:.r:r: e '.“T'h s St e lats as when Wiliiam T Fasld
:I:r:uamn: e T munT e e wectetary by Fut Toslrh: Eresident of The Natieal Vomars Unlem: T =
4 % 11"‘ - ﬂ‘mt Hnuﬂl ghiieen | Jaln Bk el BT
- o, -nﬂ:hl:::l:: : .-' ':;‘iu: Fﬂ':-':"h: I":u | pagRBET Jumrs F.:u T vrn.:_-l' K :::lr:l oL ul l-ﬂl.l-dl.qlw 55 il ekt TR L]
rgluns mlied & o & W e e
i =P ‘.u:l..:'-._... l = - ¥
lll-l]ll Tn l Frpuah & & il v qummindd I CLEVEL-'LND. Gepl. -L_m *-'I\!I'H'll‘l 'q."“n.: clasn has ﬂr‘inh!d- ™ MOVEE
gty “:—:uﬁ {hree erowded day® o convention in Shovenian 3 yditorinm, ever 700 delegates fra most basie industrie
‘ “ E‘m v tn ;.."'",.}."L",:.‘"‘"" Les representing w fighting nationil industrial fanions In re
R ALL PARADES T BT i others eBISREI AN event the Saegaes m#fu'ﬂn'&" o thelr S o
A e Lk i ol workera Lo repre m. e fr
I\ L__- T g | workers’ represcntaliv " 1 the working and industry, have
Dafense Offers JEMCAALEM, Frieies. bo g U sclven o0 B natignal ale for clans WBF apaing the caphialist wyatem BO under thein
mi'tn:tp tn Arrested T..‘u'l"’-.’.‘.'.."ﬁ'«‘.f.’-."'.".: ers aigainst exploitation and discriminaiof
camio, b C. Bt = Teder L“"".,.".;":.’T:‘..’.".L'.""‘.‘-".‘L;I' The of & new labor mov ement wad eniirely clear 18 Americ
irwarif n-c":.-—_--.--- (i = Fume Tuni CIBES, assembled iR ihis convenlion, after they had heard, and themsely ﬂ{n:
"""‘_._,.." Aar 4 T et b playerss centralized inlo larger and larger oo ations and com
w;ﬁ;& EHIST HHH‘EHS ” 3 e {mnchiner.
[ They're All Guilty,” Is Crv | Worker aft
? I_m.ﬁ‘. :
FEMAN increased paverty of B
F. of L. unlons and the nnd W
was clem
hvemasstred

Miners in Battle g

- u-rududlln-w-'
= .
= ,...-n..-n-...ﬁ:cn-\
-
'—',.u."..-'h_u'uf- to Save Prisoners Fress Han
—-n—ru-lh_l-l- M-..ud--nn“ﬂ.- —— .
I-—ﬂ!-hl-:.!:r‘r"-mnu-—hum et S BEE CARLEY i o d Caauplesit, 58, & =4
pur= ) T ,n.:{u,ﬂ-llu . B b= .-lu.[w-ﬂ:'l“-lm-}lw"h“d
st ariermisaiion VHL. ooty RN |l-|.-r-l.-lnl.-nll-ﬂ'"- 8 §— s i . el
ol gueies a el i e Pedesuiion of Lo, o
QEHLER, DUNNE o
e la— -

-
E
3
e
tiﬂ
iy
i
Iy
2l
2|l
=
g4 |
1
F
'

aat
w il Cleveland Communists W e ias: 1=t CoArmie
me|” Wil Defy Them --""-""""...m'r:n.-"" o..-nlu X
| cuvEAD. e, S 121 o s I':_-'F:'F:_#H! Third m P
-ll"'"'--""'-"‘ i i | Lgi]
S e & T Tk oz GAR SELL 0UT NEARING PACIFIG 0 Japs
= ..=- - . e ;utu.n'r!l ¢ty Wal
B et W TESS f:."'-‘"‘ﬂr';-ﬂ-“:ﬂ;:_h,:"‘ _— _— o thind e W i g
oo o Gl e, G —_— 'TU%WH J muﬂu:{ﬁs-mﬁgmﬂ'm-.__’-";_‘_ -
Rodics oy’ Flans ‘ Fart op Trade Tstm Uakiy et -""-_
 — g R g
i e = sLapocEsRERIL miherin digtien, sl S4 - . —_
i, bl Lt V! e —
. —-.—--:u.rm';r—u '-‘-F.-_:
e -__: reiy=3
-

ket -
wy =
mlwﬁt_ll'* - sl WPt
» . Defense Greetd @eﬁgg_‘.&_&-ﬂlﬂxz:ﬂﬁ =
mariie in 2nd Week of w_,_,_,:_::_.‘_:____---n-:,—:;;;l !
e e T ey o e Effigies of
S smitn b s s S Burned
"'!.."'........Ip‘.q.-_n..u-n-i_:




TUUL

In 1932, two distinguished guests at
Franklin ID. Roosevelt's inauguralion
were overheard discussing Lheir grow-
ing fears:

“Cientlemen,” one of them hegan,
“It's revolution, I'm telling you. . |
can see ‘em now, howling up Fifth
Avenue with blood in their eye, howl-
ing up Market Street and Beacon
Street and Michigan Avenue!™

“Who?""

“Why, the bhirds that get hungry,
that's wha!™"

In the erisis, the stench of capitalism
became overpowering. There was no
place Lo hide from the major questions
of society and the future. Self-
proclaimed "“armies’’ of jobless
waorkers converged on Washington,
D.C. Inoking for help and reliefl.

Populist “'share-the-wealth™ move-,

ments sprang up everywhere. [n 1932,
the Communisli Party wrote. “The
masses are beginning rightly to sense
that Communism has an important
message for the human race and they
want to know what it is.""'

The CPUSA rushed into the 1930s
determined Lo create a revolutionary
movement. [t declared “the Com-
munist Party must raise before Lhe
toilers in the United States the revolu-
tinnary way out of Lhe crisis,” “only
the destruction of the capitalist
aystem, the establishment of the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat, of Soviet
power, can free the millions of
toilers."*

In the decade that followed, millions
took up the struggle against the effects
of the erisis. Hundreds of thousands
passed through the ranks of the Com-
munist Party, and the whole working
class—in fact the whole country—was
influenced hy its work.

When the smoke of the decade
cleared, there was no trace of a mass
revolutionary movement among  the
American peaple!

This article will dig into the roots of
how this happened. And for that rea-
son, it will most definitely not be a nos-
talgic trip through the past battles of
the CPUSA's “better days.” In fact,
the lessons of the thirties are
overwhelmingly negative lessons for
revolutionaries today. Even in the per-
iod of 1929-1935, when the CP was
clearly a revolutionary organization
that upheld the goal of proletarian rev-
olution, the line it held on how to do po-
litical work in the working class helped
set the stage for the later move into
open revisionism. Here we are nol at-

tempting an overall summation of the
CPUSA, its work in other major fields
and all the factors that contributed to
the rise of revisionism. We are focusing
on the line, “left " economism, that led
the work of the CP in the early Depres-
sion, and especially the way that line
got carried out in the trade union work
of the Party, the building of the Trade
Union Unity League.

For years, the revolutionary move-
ment that grew out of the 1960s has
been plagued by the tendency to resur-
rect the lines of the thirties uneritical-
ly. Xerox machines and old documents
have kept dogmatists busy all through
the last decade. New and old revision-
ist parties promote now one, now
another, of the “old” CPUSA's politi-
cal lines and organizational plans. At
times it seems like we are watching a
competition over which group can
most guickly re-enact the CP's slide
down the road to hell.

Even among genuine revolutionar-
ies, there still exists a lendency o
swallow uncritically the revisionist
CP's historical summation of its own
past.

In the last years there have been a
whole series of hooks published by the
CP and its admirers Lo establish its or-
ganizational “lineage” to the “glory™
of the past. and to spread its summa-
tion of the thirties: The works of
William Z. Foster (American Trade
U/nionism, History of the CPUSA,
Pages From a Worker's Life); John
Williamson's Dangerous Scor; and
Labor's Untold Story, by Morais &
Boyer, among others. In addition there
is a collection of memoirs by social-
democrats formerly in the CP: Peggy
Dennis' The Autobiography of an
American Communist; Al Richmond’s
Long View from the Left, etc. Add to
this Black Bolshevik, by ex-CP {and
present CPML) figure Harry Hay-
wood, who manages to uphold every
wrong line the CP ever had on trade
unionism, even when some of these
conflict with each other. In all these
upside-down accounts, the economic
struggle the workers waged before
World War 2 was the greatest heights
the class could aspire to, and the CP's
role in organizing that struggle the pin-
nacle of communist work.

All history is written to fight for a
political line. The pro-revisionist
histories present a certain (narrow) pic-
ture of the economic struggle of the
'30s in order to glorify economism; the
fanatical anti-communist social demo-
erats (such as Irving Howe and Lewis
Coser, and Theodore Draper, whose
books are standard bourgeois texts on
the period) paint a picture of some
perfectly good trade unionism ruined

5

by “Stalinist” zealots who insisted on
tainting it with politics on “orders
from Moscow.”" The history we have
written here is written to root out econ-
omism, not praise it.

Any nostalgic attachment to the po-
litical lines of this period, because of
the breadth of the motion among the
workers or because some of the leaders
of the struggle called themselves
communists. completely misses the
point of studying history. It is not an
accident that almost every opportunist
line to emerge within the revolutionary
movement today wrapped itsell in the
mantle of one period or another of the
“old” CPUSA. This includes Lhe
Mensheviks who split from the RCP in
January 1978. Of course, these par-
ticular opportunists consider the CF of
1929-1935 a little too "left”"—they hase
themselves on the CP's more openly
rightist periods.” However, the “left”
economism so characteristic of the CP
in the early Depression has been taken
up lock, stock and barrel by some Lo
day (the Communist Workers Party,
for example’), and it remains a devia-
tion quite suited Lo the present period,
especially since it is so able to disguise
itself with revolutionary phraseology.

The CP lost its bearings right at the
moment of its greatest opportunity.
For us. in the 19805, the practical rele
vance of these historical lessons is obh-
vious.

II. CP’s INTERNAL
STRUGGLE,
PREPARING FOR
CRISIS

Far a full year before the stock
market crash, the Communist Party
raced against Lime Lo shake up its own
ranks and prepare to play a revolu-
tionary role in the turmoil it knew was
coming.

Seven years of 'peaceful
prosperity.”” with its sccompanying
reaction and repression, had cut away
at the broad influence the Party had
won in the post WW1 upsurge and the
early 19205, Its numbers shrank to a
few thousand members, concentrated
especially among foreign-born workers,
whao, because of their invelvement in
the revolutionary movements of
Europe. tended to have a much higher
political level than many native-born
workers. These losses were inevitable,
to one degree aor another, during such a
period of ebb. But within the Party
there arose a strong rightist tendency
that thrived on and in turn fed an in-
tense demoralization.

By 1928, this more and more openly



revisionist trend became concentrated
in the line of Jay Lovestone (Party
head since 1927) and his supporters.
Their consistent line had been to em-
phasize third parly coalitions with
various reformers, social democrats,
farm populists and trade unionists. As
these forces, one by ane, merged into
the political campaigns of bourgeois
politicians, like Wisconsin Senator
Rohert LaFollewte's presidential bid,
the Lovestoneites fought within the
Party to have Communists follow
these “progressives’ into the clammy
waters of the American “"mainstream.”

“{}ur big demonstrations and mass
meetings are altogether ton much con-
fined Lo events that appeal only to the
revolutionary and more progressive
worker who, after all, is the exceplion
in the American working clasa  _the
practically unsophisticated masses of
American workers cannot be reached
hy these mass meetings and mass
demonstrations. They can only he
reached by discussions of problems
and issues which they understand and
recognize. Capitalism, unfortunately,
is not yet an issue with them, nor isit a
problem of theirs.”

But surrounded hy the signs of
rapidly approaching crisis, with Lhe
clear analysis of the Communist Inter-
national that stabilization was coming
to an end, the Lovestone leadership of
the CP and all that they represented
stoad aut more and more starkly as an
ohstacle Lo seizing Lhe opportunities
arising.

In 1928, the Communist lnterna-
tional launched an international strug-
gle against those determined to stick
their heads in the sand and ignore what
was coming. It wrote that the “present
stabilization perind is growing into a
period of gigantic cataclysms.""

A political confrontation was brew-
ing as the two lines sharpened up,
driven by events. The three major
Lovestoneites (Gitlow, Lovestone and
Pepper) produced a thesis of “Ameri-
can Exceptionalism,” a smug, agnostic
rejection of Marxism-Leninism. They
announced the "*Hooverian Age,” “an
epoch of affluence and magnificence, of
peace and prosperity .. "' ©A power-
ful technical revolution is Laking place
in the United States, a tremendous ra:
tionalization, an increase in the forces
of praduction, which in its effects can
be compared to a second industrial re-
volution,”'"

The struggle broke out and raged
over the question of whether crisis was
coming. and ultimsately whether there
was a possibility of revolution in the
United States. When Lovestone and

his closest supporters were expelled,*
the Party had consolidated itself
around @ new line that touched every
area of its work, on the Black national
question, on the guestion of crisis and
the laws of capitalism—and what con-
eerns us in this article—a new view of
political work in the working elass and
the trade unions, the line of “revolu-
tionary unions.”

Throughout 1929, this political two-
line struggle within the Party was
paralleled by a campaign to create a
masa revolutionary organization to
lead the upsurge of the masses that in-
tensified crisis and impoverishment
would bring. September 1, 1929, two
months before the crash on Wall
Street, the Trade Union Unity League,
a federation of “revolutionary trade
unions,’” was gavelled into existence at
its Cleveland canvention.

The very fact that this struggle took
place, that communists anticipaled the
crisis and fought to prepare their own
ranks, is testimony to the science of
Marxism, and puts the lie to the scrib-
blinga of bourgeois economists and his-
torians who declare that the crash was
unforeseen and unforeseeahle. At the
same Lime, the new line of the Party
shawed the powerful weaknesses in un-
derstanding that accompanied its re-
newed revolutionary spirit. And these
were weaknesses that were going to
have a powerful influence on the ability
of the CP to carry through with its
plans to build a revolutionary move-
ment.

Changes in Trade Union
Line—from TUEL to TUUL

Like every other aspect of the CP's
political line, the trade union strategy
of the Party was in sharp crigis as the
Roaring "20s prosperity dréw Lo a
close, Since 1922, the Party had
hasically followed a policy of concen-
trating on the economic struggles in-
volving the established trade unions,

* Lovestone's expulsion in 1929 was
preceded by the palitical struggle with a
tiny elot of Trotskyites, whase dishonest in-
trigue scarcely took the farm of a major line
struggle. In any case, Lhey are incidental Lo
Lhe evenls we are analyzing here.

In passing it i= interesting Lo note Lhat
the Lovestoneites degencraled completely
into renegades, stoal pigeons, CIA agenis
and general professional anti-communista.
Alter yoars of political intrigue within Lhe
American trade union movement, love
stnne beeame the CIA's favorile nperative
within the lahor movement, especially in-
ternationally. He was involved in arranging
union credentials for CIA agents bound far
Latin America. and ather unsavory service
Lo imperialism.

seeking Lo build a national movement
of left-wing caucuses—"the militant
minority "—within them, to
amalgamate them into industrial
unions, and radicalize the working
class hy seizing the leadership of the
unions and taking them tn the left.
This was the policy of “horing from
within,”” closely associated with
William Z. Foster, a leading member of
the CP and the leader of its trade union
work for vears. Foster's policies were
based on the assumption that winning
leadership of the majority of workers
by leading their economic struggles
was the necessary step toward any
political movement.

It may be accepted as an axiom Lhat
whoever controls Lthe trade unions is
able to dictate the peneral policies,
economic, political and otherwise of the
whole working class.”"”

And further, according to Foster, this
process had to go through established
trade union channels hecause ap-
proaching the workers directly and
politically would inevitably produce re-
jection. As Foster later explained it

“the old trade unions had the vital ad-
vantage of speaking the same language
as the broad masses in respect of
religion, patriotism and general Ameri-
can traditions while the dual unionist
revolutionaries were usually anti-
religious, anti-patriotic, and altogether
scornful of American traditions in
general,

*“The basic advantage of boring from
within as a method over dual unionism
was that the militants, by being inside
the old unions, negated altogether the
adverse affects of several of the above
strong mass opinions and predilections
and greatly modified those of the rest;
with the general result that the
militants had a hetter approach to the
workers and were thus epabled to win
to their side large and ever decisive
masses of them for policies of class
struggle.”""

The Trade Union Fducational
League [TUEL), founded by Foster
hefore he joined the Party, was
adopted by the new-born Communist
Party in 1922 to be its major weapon in
the triumphant march through the
unions.

“Our main strategy was to revolu-
Lionize these |AFL craft) unions by giv-
ing them Communist leadership
{through organized minorities, and
such official posts as we could
eonquer). by amalgamating them into
industrial unions, and aside from par-



TUUL

tial support of existing independent
Inon-AFL) unions in unorganized in-
dustries, by arganizing Lhe unorganiz-
ed masses into the old ones. The TUEIL
national center directed this general
minority movement and challenpged the
AF of 1. bureaucrats for leadership of
Lhe masses,”""!

It didn’t work Lhat way. By 1923, the
very “‘progressive’’ trade union of
ficials thal the Party planned Lo unite
with in a “lefl-progressive hloe” were
patching up their differences with the
main hody of Lthe union hureaucracy
and helping to launch a massive expul-
sion campaign against Communists.
The union structure did not move to
the lefi, but instead dove headlong into
a frenzy of wheeling and dealing. bribe-
Laking, “'labor” banking and infamous
new schemes Lo help speed-up Lhe
workers. Where the Party had suc-
cessfully won some leadership of the
coconomic struggle, in Lhe coal mines
and garment industry. the influence
did not lead to secure positions within
the union struclure, bul Lo massive
and violent expulsion fights.

Mast important of all, from a com-
munist point of view, the policy did not
lead Lo the political radicalization of
Lhe working class.

Although Foster hitterly fought the
Lovestone faction for control of the
Party. and ultimaiely oppozed their re-
jection of Lthe line of the Communist In-
ternational, his line on trade union
work was based on a similar view of
straight, steady work around the day-
Lo-day concerns of the masses. When
the line was put into practice iL met
wilth failure, and when struggle broke
out it did not follow the plan and lead
Lo radicalization of the masses through
union positions for the “militant
minorily.” Conditions had changed.
the economic struggle died down dur-
ing Lhe "20s, and with it the willingness
of union officialz to allow themselves
Lo be dragged into confrontation with
the employers evaporated.

Three industries did provide the
Cominunisis with a mass base: Lex-
tiles, coal and the garment industry.
All three of these industries missed the
“golden glow'" of prosperity. For
various reasons, vicious price wars,
layoffs and wage culling swepl Lthem
years before the overall Depression
ilself broke oul. Because of Lhe intensi-
ty of the oppression. the rapid im-
poverishment and the man-killing
speedup, and because there was a large
percentage of immigrant workers con-
centrated there, the Communists won

massive influence. But instead of seiz-
inge eontral from Lthe well-entrenched
hacks, they were expelled, often Lak-
ing thousands of workers with them.

In 1928, under pressure from the
Communist International and from
stark reality. the CP broke with "'bor-
ing from within” and started Lo
organize independent unions. In
September, 1928, the National Miners
Union INMU) was formed out of Lhe
militants of the crushed 1927 miners’
sirike o " Save our union.” With that
defeat the AFl-affiliated United Mine
Waorkers had bheen bhroken organiza-
tionally throughout the coalfields and
is Lreachery had earned the hatred of
the more active and advanced waorkers.
The NMU wvowed to replace it wilh
militant “class struggle’” industrial
unionism. Similarly the National Tex-
Lile Workers Union was formed aL Lthe
same Lime, out of the ashes of the
strike of 26,000 cotton mill workers in
New Bedford, Mass. In December,
1928, the revolutionary fur workers,
their organization intact after years of
hitter and bloody struggle in the New
York parment distriet iwhere the AFLL
hacks had driven out 12,000 mem-
bers—Lhe whole New York member-
shipl. united other expelled and mili-
tant garmenl workers around Lhem-
selves and their Communist leaders to
form the Meedle Trades Industrial
Union. These were the first results of
the new line of the Communist Party in
Lhe Lrade unions, and Lhe signs that the
Communists were breaking with
religious awe for Lhe established labhor
institutions.

Dual Unionism

Conventional wisdom among social
democrats, revisionists, bourgeois
historians and even some genuine com-
munists is that the CommunisL Parly,
driven hy frustration, flipped into an
infantile, sterile and sectarian
ultra-"left”” binge in Lthe late Lwenties,
and recovered its senses barely in Lime
Lo make ils hisLoric contribution Lo Lhe
American working class: the building
of the industrial unions in basic in-
dustry and the passapge of unemploy-
menl insurance.

By forming dwal unions (unions
apart from and sometimes paralleling
the existing AFL craft unions), this
story has il, the Communists violated
sacred principles and cut Lthemselves
off from Lhe "'mainstream of American
labor.” Gloricusly pure but inevitably
rejected.

Foster, despite the fact that he led
the ParLy's practical union work of Lhis
period, and even gave iL critical en-
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dorsements in his later histories.'” is
undoubtedly a major source of Lho
“dual union™ taboo. After all it was
Foster himsell whose main contribu-
Ltion Lo Lhe theology of American revi-
gionism was that dual vnionism was
the U.S. revolutionary movement's
original sin: “Dual wunionism has
poisoned Lhe very springs of progress
in the American lahor movement, and
i% largely responsible for its present
saorry plight.”" ™

I his view even Lhe most hidebound
craft unions restriclted to skilled {and
usually white) workers had, as Foster
put it. an inherently “working class
characler under Lheir veneer of bour-
peois ideology and reactionary leader-
ship. . . 7" The very idea of forming
dual unions" conjures up Lthe image of
“splitting Lthe working class™ il you
succeed, ond sterile isolation il you
don’L.

‘I'his ignores the fact that the work-
ing class was (and ig) already splil, inlo
a politically hackward lahor aristo-
cracy, and the broader masses of or
dinary workers, among whom iL was
fand is) extremely important Lo build
up a revolutionary political pole, in op-
position to the reactionary outlook ac
tively promoted by the bourgeoisie's
representatives in the unions whaose
social base comes from this labor
aristocracy. This certainly does nol
mean Lhat the task of communists was
{or is) Lo smash Lhe existing unions, or
o sel up special economic organiza-
tinns for the most advanced workers.
But the eriticism of dual unionism
leveled apainst the TULUL that has
heen standard gospel about Lhis period
really amounts to Lhe viewpoint of the
labor aristocracy and Lhose like AFL
head Samuel Gompers (the George
Meany of his day) whe claim that they
are the "legitimate’” spokesmen of Lthe
whole working class,

Any concrete analysis of the objec
tive conditions in the working class at
that time shows that by the time the
crisis got poing, the AFL was so
isolated from the profound turmail
among the industrial workers that Lo
try to center political work inside of it
would violate the basic principle of
uniting with the masses,

Throughout the ‘20s, the AFL
shrank steadily, and was more and
more exclusively based on the most
skilled workers, and focused on Lhe
battle for privileges over the masses,
The few industrial unions within the
Federation were hardest hit. Some, like
the brewery workers and the seaman’s
union, simply folded. The United Mine
Workers, the largest and most influen-
tial union in the U.S., disintegrated
under the combined assault of the pro-



found overproduction crisis in coal
(starting in 1922) and the pruesomely
reactionary policies of the John L.
Lewis clique. In 1920, the AFL had en-
compassed 19.4% of the working class,
and in major struggles was actually a
vehicle for leading the broad masses,
including the unskilled. By 1930, the
AFL: barely spoke for 10% of Lhe
workers, even by its own figures.

Greal sections of American industry
were virtually untouched by union
organizalion, including most of steel,
auto, electrical equipment. rubber, ce-
ment, Lextiles, chemicals, food. ail and
non-ferrous mining. Where unions did
exist Lhey were usually so corrupl and
consérvative that they were worse
than useless, éven to the workers who
helonged to them. and were propped up
a5 an instrument of the employers. It is
typical that the AFL opposed
unemployment insurance far into Lhe
Depression on the grounds that the
“dole” undermined Lthe individual ini-
tiative that "made America great™"!

Fortune magazine reported the ob-
vious: “The Federation has been suf-
fering from pernicious anaemia,
sociological myopia. and hardening of
the arteries. . " Wherever struggle
broke oul. new unions sSprang up.
arganized by those expelled from the
AFL, including "'‘non-political®”
unionists, socialislz and wvarious
defeated bureaucrals, all competing lor
the leadership of the masses. Com-
munists were not Lhe only ones forced
to give up neat little plans for “horing
from within.”

Bul in facl. there is @ very serious
error associabed with dual umonmism,
and that 15 syndicalism. a tendency
which has historically  been  deeply
rooted in the U.S. rﬂvnlu[.innar_y move-
ment, including the Industrial
Workers of the World (IWW) au the
beginning of the century. Syndicalism
goog Lhe task of tronsforming owner-
ship of the means of production from
the hands of the capitalists to the
workers as principally an economic
question, neglecting Lhe key role of Lhe
state and =stale power, of pulilil:ul
revolution, in this transformation.
Usually this means organizing the
working class to fight for socialism on
an economic basis—shop by shop and
industry by industry—and neglecting
the political organization of the
waorkers, their organization Lo earry
out revolutionary political struggle
and eventually political insurrec
tion—a line that often involves under-
estimating or even denying the nced
for the political party of the working
class as its highest form of organiza-
tion. In the old IWW, it even took the
form of a stand against such political

siruggle as the fight against the first
world war, and calling on the workers
to concentrate instead on building up
the battles against their employers.
For Lthe CP in Lhe period we are Lalk-
ing about here, this syndicalism shows
itself clearly in the very idea of
“revolutionary unionism,” as though
industrial unions which can only he
organized on a shop-by-shop and
industry-by-industry basis were the
basic revolulionary organization of Lthe
working class. This is tied to the CP's
economist line of unfolding political
waork mainly around the struggle over
wages and working conditions. What
was wrong with the CP’s line was not
%0 much the “dual™ as the “unionism.”

Gastonia

In.the spring of 1928, in the small
Morth Carolina mill town of Gastonia,
the new CP-led textile union got its
baptism of fire. The struggle in
Gastonia was a first glimpse of coming
changes in the consciousness and ac-
tivity of even the more backward sec-
tions of the working class. And it broke
out at the climax of the two-line strug-
gle with the Lovestoneites within the
Party including the sharp internal
debate over how to conduct political
work in the working class upsurges.

The hourgeoisie was proud of the po-
litical hackwardnéss of the Southern
white workers. They were religious, ra-
cist, filled with the ignorant backward-
ness of rural life, and held up as ex-
amples of why revolution was only the
un-American scheme of foreigners.
When they rebelled under Communist
leadership it was a political statement
that electrified the whole country, and
inevitably brought out the most deter-
mined hatred of the oppressors.

Year after year of intensifying ex-
plnif.al.i.cm, a warkduy of eleven and
Lwelve hours, the nerve-wracking: work
of tending several looms at once, and
the constant "'strétch-oul™ increasing
the work load on each worker, all the ef-
fects of the intensified competition and
crisis within the textile industry
brought the workers Lo Lhe limits of
human endurance. Every institution in
the company towns stood against
them. Even the preachers were
notorious for teaching Lhat the Bible
opposed bathing, in order Lo excuse the
company housing without indoor
plumbing. Within days of being con-
Lacted by Lhe National Textile Workers
Union, the workers felt they had what
they had needed for years, a leading
canter with experience in fighting the
oppressors, and Lthe promise of outside
reliel to keep their families alive when
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the wages stopped. Contact between
the union and a few active workers,
two speeches Lo crowds of workers
from the Loray Mills, and the strike
was on.

Right from the start. the bourgeoizie
tried Lo redbait the strikers and divide
the workers from the Communisis, The
Gastonia Gazette ran a full page ad
“paid for by the Citizens of Gaston
County,” declaring:

“The strike at the Loray is something
more than merely a few men striking
for better wages. IL was npol in-
augurated for that purpose. It was
started simply for Lhe purpose of over-
throwing this Government and
ﬂeat.my:ing property and to kill, kill,
|| Ml

A federal mediator at the scene an-
nounced Lhal a settlemenlt was in-
conceivahle until “the workers divorce
themselves from their communistic
leaders.” In its present form iL was
“not a strike, but a revolL.”

The strike was a sharp challenge Lo
the whole heavy hand of class rule in
the South. Nominally the demands of
the sirikers were simply the means to
life itself. They demanded a weckly
wage of $20. a forty-hour week, no
more piece rate, better living condi-
tions in the company housing, union
recognition. The mill superintendent
replied, "' You realize that if we should
comply with Lthem, it would mean Lhat
we would virtually give vou the plant.”
All the local pillars of seciely were
mobilized against them: the press, the
Mational Guard. sheriffs. Lhe
nightriders called “The Committee of
100, all aimed al stomping oul the
spark that threatened to ignite Lhe
Southern working class and spread
throughout the country.

The strikers were almost immediate-
ly evicted from their company housing
and forced to live in tents pitched in
the mud. Facing beatings and gunfire
almost constantly, they organized arm-
ed self-defense. When the lawmen and
thugs fired, they fired back. When the
local police chief led a drunken charge
on the union hall, he was blown away.
These strikers knew Lhe odds they
were up against. but they considered
their lives intolerable and were deter
mined to change things no matter
what. This is what made their struggle
a manifesto that threw cold fear into
the hearts of Lhe bourgeoisie and
brought support for their fight from
across Lhe South and throughout the
country.

Workers came from every Southern
state. By foot, horse and ramshackle
car they came to support the struggle.



The funeral of four
men killed by Detroit
police during a
Hunger March of 3000
led by the TUUL and
the Unemployed
Council, demanding
jobs or income from
their former employ-
er at the Ford River
Rouge plant. There is
a sharp contrast be-
tween the portrait of
Lenin that hangs over
the funer-
al=obviously symbeli-
zing the cause for
which these men gave
their lives—and the
DAILY WORKER's
treatment of this
struggle, which focus-
es solely on the im-
mediate demands of
the workers and in no
way uses it to bring
out the need for
revolution.




In surrounding mill towns, every twist
and turn of the strike was waltched in-
tensely. Advanced forces cagerly made
contact with the union and the Party
and repeated attempts were made to
turn the strike into a general sirike of
the mills in the area,

Calls went out to the National Guard
to mutiny and join the strikers:

“Workers in the National Guard: we,
the striking workers, are vour bro-
thers. Our fight is your fight. Help us
win the strike. . Refuse 1o shool or
hayonet your fathers or hrothers.
Fight with your class, the striking
workers.”™™

In the few short months the strike
lasted, bhefore it was crushed in a
bloody wave of lynch-mab terror, a
political battle raged among the Com-
munists sbout how to conduct the
strike. [i paralleled the strike itself in
intensity and bitterness.

The question was whether or not and
how the strike should be " politicized,”
as iL was then said, and one of the
sharpest ways this came down was
over the issue of whether or not the
strikers should take up the “race ques-
tion.”” All but a few of the workers were
white, as a result of Jim Crow practices
by the owners. The CP strike leaders
opposed taking up the question of Jim
Crow at all, fearing that it might divide
the white strikers and undermine some
of the support the strike was receiving
from the community.

Fred Beal, the main CP strike
nrganizer. recounts with scorn in his
autobiography, how another comrade

"hrought orders from the Comintern
and fraom the Central Committee that |
emphasize the Negra Question. I ex-
plained that there had heen only Lwo
Negroes working in the mill and that
they had fled when the strike started,
But Weishord argued that this silua-
tion invalved other things than a mere
atrike.

"[t’s not just a skirmish. We muslL
prepare the warkers for the coming
revolution. We must look ahecad and
smash all feelings of inequality.” he in-
sisted.

“| failed to understand how it was
possible to bring into the strike the
question of Negro rights when there
were no Negroes involved.”'

Beal's viewpoint was ridiculously
narrow, since this strike was Laking
place in the heart of a region kept
backward by a sharecropper system
that could not survive without the
semi-feudal oppression of Black people
feven though many sharecroppers were

white). In fact, the huge supply of labor
availahle to the mill owners, including
the many sharecroppers wha had work:-
ed in the mill at one time or another in
the pasi, was a tremendous ohstacle tn
the strikers. True, the strike could be
waged without any reference to Black
people at all—but it was a fantasy Lo
say Lhat the situation of the strikers
had nothing to do with the nppression
of Black people. Certainly there was a
hasis to “politicize” the sirike in this
sense.

In nearhy Bessemer City, the line of
trying Lo spread Lhe struggle from
(iastonia into a general strike in Lhe
Southern textile industry—a line also
opposed by the open rightists within
the Party—hegan to hecome a reality.
The workers struck one of the few mills
that employed hoth Black and white.
At a union meeting, the whites re-
quested that a Jim Crow wire be
stretched between the workers, The
Communist organizer of the meeting,
George Pershing, strung it up. The
Black workers lefl the meeting and
never came back: and the strike
erumbled until it consisted of just a
few blacklisted workers pickelting a
humming factory.*

Even more Lelling was that when the
national CP leadership sent a leading
Party member, Otto Hall, Lo rool oul
this hetrayal of the new "'Negro pro-
gram of the Union, the RILU, the
Party and the CL*" he capitidateod foo!
To the disgust of the Party center, he
suggested that the Black workers be
arganized into a separate organization
&0 that the issue of the wire would not
enme up. Hall was Black and this was
not a case of being infected with the
prevalent racism. Rather it was a case
of giving in to what seemed maost
"practical"—after all, if it's only =
union that you're after, why go up
against segregation, which wasn't
even really an issue at stake in Lthis im-
mediate hattle?*'

Even after the strike was crushed,
the twa lines were carried right into Lthe
kangaroo courtroom where 15 strikers
and leaders were railroaded on murder
charges, in connection with the
shooting of the police chief. Some Com-
munists simply protested their in-
nocence, even though the Party’s line
was Lo proclaim the fight of self-
defense. One comrade, Edith Miller of
the Young Communist League, spit in
the face of the anti-communist
hysteria, openly declaring that revolu-

* The RITA was the Red International of
Labor Unions, the international organiza-
tion of revolutionary amd communist-led
unions, and the Cl is the Communist Intee-
nalional
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tion was the agenda of the working
class, and when challenged on the
question, bholdly defended  atheism
from the witness stand.

The problem was that the two lines
that were in contention within the CP
aver how Lo conduct Lhis strike were
hoth wrong, although one was clearly
counter-revolutionary. The open
rightists, including most of the on-the-
spit leadership of the strike who were
associated with the Lovestone faction
{fand who left the Party shortly afier),
fought tonth and nail for the line that
“the struggle in Gastonia was Lo win
the strike for ils immediate benefits
and not for forming Soviets,” as Fred
Beal, the main CP organizer. later
wrote '

Instead of sceing Lhe sirike as a
“sehonol of war,” as Lenin had said, “a
school in which the workers learn o
make war on their cnemies for the
liheration of the whole people.” the
other line saw Lhis strike as though il
wore the war itsell, as though this
struggle lor a spreading of it) could
lead in a straight line w revolution,

CP strike leader Albert Weishord
declared ot a sirike meeting:

“This strike is the first shot in a battle
which will he heard around the world.
It will prove as important in transfor
ming Lhe social and political life of this
ecountry as the Civil War itself.”*

Here Weishard completely identifies
the strike with insurrection, as thuugh
they were the same thing. But this
blurring over of distinctions, which is,
in the final analysis, rightist, was
presented in a very “left” form. While
Beal, the open rightist, was trying Lo
talk the workers out of carrying guns
(apparently he Lhought this strike was
looking too much like an insurrection),
the “left” line was clmming that
hecause of the guns it already was an
insurrection.

As a nationally distributed CP pam-
phlet summing up the Giastonia strike
said;:

“The struggle in Gastania has reached
a far higher stage—that of armed
strugile. - Jthis| furnishes irrefutable
proaf of the process by which the inner
contradictions of capitalism in the im-
perialist  period hring on economie
strugggles which speedily take on a
palitical character.” "

True, especially because of condi-
tions in Gastonia, the strike did raise
sharp political issues—this is why it
stond out so clearly that the openly
rightist line was wrong. But the fact
that the strikers took up guns against
the law did not in and of itself mean
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that they were acquiring a revolu
tinnary Marxist outlook, thal they were
wagring a consciously palitical straggsle
0¥ i "”.FLIHL!'F:' T snemiel |'l|['|r.f mcwre Lhan
the terms of ihe sale of their labor
Wi

THE WORKERS' ANSWER!

In factl, when Lhe CP did try Lo bring
Marxism Lo this strike, it was badly in-
fecied with the economism and syndi-
calism that appeared in such a “left”
form in the Party’'s declarations. The
Young Communist League was the
main npen face of Lhe Parly during Lhe
strike, In a speech thal drove Lhe open
rigghtist Fred Beal up the wall, the YCI.

By Fred Ellis
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As it turned out, “rationalization" (speed-up, layoffs and
other capitalist attempts to get out of the crisis) didn't
automatically spread to revolutionary politics among the
workers. Underestimation of the task of communists to
transform the consciousness of the masses is what the CP's
line during the early Depression had in common with all

economism,
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representative gave the following an-
nouncement abl a press conference
when he arrived in Gaslonia:

“I am here for the purpose of organi-
zing Lhe Younpg Communist Workers
lLeague, The principle view of the Com-
munists i% conbrol of the eountry by the
workers. Under Communist control the
Loray Mill and every ather mill would
he operated by a general commitbes
made up of one representative worker
from each department, and Lthey would
elect a manager who would be responsi-
hle to this general commit Lee. <7

AL thia point, Beal cul the YCI.
representative off and told him Lhat
from now on only he, Beal, would speak
Lis Lhe press; he eonsidered Lhe speech a
provocation. Bul the real prohlem is
not that it upped the ante as far as Lhe
mill owners were concerned. The mill
owners, faced with deadly eompetition,
were of Lhe opinion Lhat il they gave in
even around wages and working condi-
tinns Lhey d pgo broke, which was
almost as bad as communist revolu-
Lion. The real problem is Lthal this
speech is sucker-baiting—an attempt
Lo “sell” sncialism tn Lhe workers on
the basis that this is how Lhey can
satisfy their cconomic demands. L
recks of syndicalism, and is at holtom
a8 Lhorouphly reformist attempt Lo
make the goal of revolution scem “eon-
crete’” to the workers, as though con-
trol of the Loray Mills was whal Lhey
had been seeking all their lives

The enmhination of open rightism hy
the CPers involved in the strike on a
day-lo-day level with the emply hom-
hast heaped on from outside formed a
unity—hoth aspects meant that the CP
was doing little to actually divert this
spontaneous ballle inle a conscious
part of the revelutionary struggle,
That’s why the same man, George Per-
shing, who made the brash YCl. state-
minl qunLr'tI ahove on his first du_‘.r in
town, was alsn Lhe man who later
strung up the Jim Crow wire al
Hessemer City. The general rhetoric
about revalution quickly melted in Lhe
heat of practical work.

III. “LEFT"”
ECONOMISM

At the Labor Day, 1929 convention
in Cleveland that founded the TUUL,
CP spokesman William Dunne de
clared:

“The main ohjective of the RILU, the
overthrow of capitalism, requires for
its attainment organization of the



workers in  disciplined battalions
around a program which meels the dai-
ly needs of the masses.”"™*

For this purpose they set out to build
an organization that would win wide
spread influence among Lhe workers by
focusing on the burning economic
needs of the masses, unionize them,
gnd then be the arena for increasing
*the class consciousness of the masses
on the basis of their experience in these
struggles.” This they saw as the first
and central step to take on the road to
revolution:

“The building of the TUUL, the
development of the new unions into
organizations of struggle for the daily
demands of the workers, especially in
the basic indusiries, is a prerequisite
for turning our Parly into a mass Par-
Ly, capable of leading the warkers in
their struggles against capitalism.”*"

So naturally, following this line, the
convention of the “‘revolutionary
unions’ spent the major part of the
meeting broken down into 16 different
industrial caucuses developing a pro-
gram of immediate economic struggle
for each branch of industry, and
cementing the organizalional ties that
were hopefully to be the basis of
massive unions that would soon aweep
America.

Down Lo the smallest details, the
new organization was built along union
lines—local hodies were going to be
Trade Union Unity Councils, patterned
after the central labor bodies of the
craft unions.

Here was a rival center of union
organization thal was going to fashion
itself into the perfect vehicle for the
coming upsurge of the workers. “The
heart of the convention was the strug-
gle against capitalist rationalization
and all its evil consequences of speed-
up, unemployment, accidents, occupa:
tional sickness, low wages, ete.""™ Any
worker who accepted the "basic pro-
gram of class struggle” was welcome.
And the entire thrust of the organiza-
tion made it clear thal this “class
struggle’ was simply the opposite of
traditional “class collaboration™; it
meant “'a militant strike policy " plus
a general orientation that the bosses
and the workers had nothing in com-
mon—a notion that does not at all
overstep the bounds of trade unionism.

At the end of the three-day conven-
tion, & rousing plenum “enthusiastical-
Iy passed a series of resalutions and
slogans that were intended to inject
revolutionary politics: *‘Build the
Trade Union Unity League! Fight
Against Imperialist Warl Defend the

Soviet Union! Fight Against Capitalist
Rationalization! Organize the
Unorganized! For the 7-Hour Day,
5-Day Week! For Social Insurance! For
Full Racial, Social and Political Equali-
ty for Negroes! Organize Youth and

Women! Defeat the Misleadars of
Labor! For World Trade Union
Unigy!" ™

An eclectic mixture of slogans tack-
ed onto the end of a convention over-
whelmingly immersed in laying plans
for massive unionization drives. This
was what the CP saw as the first step
in combining the immediate economic
demands of the workers with the major
political questions that faced the class.

On the one hand. the slogans took a
stand against the oppression of Black
people and called attention Lo Lhe
urgent political question of a new im-

ialist war aimed at the Soviet
nion; on the other, the whole move
ment was so consumed with its central
focus on alleviating the escalating im-
poverishment through militant
unionization strikes, that even the
most baldly utopian and reformist
slogans like the "“7-Hour Day" slipped
in as a major "'rallying cry.”

What was the plan behind this "revo
lutienary unionism'' and how was it go-
ing to enable the Communist Party to
lead an uprising to overthrow the
system and the government? In short,
what was supposed to be 'revolu-
tionary" about this unionizsm?

To understand this, we have Lo get a
picture of what the CP thought was go-
ing on in the world, end how Lhey
thought workers became revolution-
ary. In a nutshell, they thought that
capitalism was so rotten ripe, that the

ion was going Lo be so pro
found and leng lasting, that the
masses were plunging into such pro-
found impoverishment. .. that every
demand for the very means of life
would challenge the system itself. As
the CP summed it up a few years later:
"Fight For Bread Is A Fight Against
Capitalism.”**

From the struggles against the ef-
focts of the crisis, out of the crying
needs of workers driven to starvation
by unemployment and wage culs,
would come ever greater explosions
and the approach of revolutionary con-
sciousness and the revolution itself,

As the CP portrayed its smooth ride
to power:

“The revolutionary way oulL of the
crisis begins with the fight for
unemployment insurance, againsi
wage cuts, for wage increases, for relief
to the farmers—through demonstra-
tions, strikes, general strikes, leading
up to the seizure of power, Lo the

12

destruction of capitalism by a revolu-
tionary workers' government.”"™'

There was one little problem with
this theory. It was based on idealism,
not on the actual laws of development
of society. As we shall see in a moment,
the result of this was that the CP got
stuck, completely bogged down in a
long fruitless battle to complete the
first stage—winning the majority of
the workers Lo its leadership in the
economic struggle.

But first, we have Lo examine exactly
what is wrong with this whole plan for
revolution theoretically, their view of
crisis, and their view of consciousness.

Crisis and Consciousness

The CP's view of crisis was that
capitalism, in the era of imperialism,
was so moribund that it was impossi-
ble to maintain even the most tem-
porary prosperity without constantly
increasing the ahsolute impoverish-
ment of the masses. The misery and
desperation of the masses could only
mount until they were driven to deliver
the final blows to the system.

“Any recovery, therefore, that may be
registered from the present economic
crisis can, at most, be only very partial
and temporary in character. It must
soon be followed by another crash still
more far-reaching and devastating to
the capitalist system. ™

Owverall, the system was seen to be in
a permanent tailspin. What they over-
looked was exactly the possibility of a
world war affecting capitalism the way
Warld War 2 ultimately did. In his
book Imperialism. The Highest Stage
of Capitalism, Lenin laid the basis for
the understanding that imperialist war
for redivision of the world plays the
role under monopoly capitalism that
sconomic crisis played during its
earlier stage—that of purging and
recrganizing capital so that it can once
again reproduce itself profitably, until
the next spiral of crisis and war,

Although hindsight makes it easy to
eriticize the CP's conception that a
revolutionary situation would quickly
develop in the U.S., such a develop-
ment was not inconceivable at the time
this analysis was made, and of course
revolutionary situations did develop in
other countries during this period of
capitalist crisis. Nor was the CP's
analysis based on the assumption that
economic crizis alone would give rise to
a revolutionary situation, since the CP
specifically pointed out that the world
was moving toward war, either among
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the imperialist powers or beiween the
imperialist powers and socialism, or
some combination of the two (which is
in I'a.:; whal; I‘:uppl-nl.-d], and thﬂ!, Lthe
revolutionary situation would most
likely arise in conjunction with this
development.

What the CP thought was most like
ly was revolution in Germany, combin-
ed with attacks on this revolution and
the USSH and an inter-imperialist war
between the U.S. and Britain. Again,
this isn't how things developed, hut it
ign't so far off the mark—Waorld War 2
did develop as a combination of inter
imperialist rivalry and a war Lo defend
socialism, and did give rise Lo revolu-
tion in many countries. What is really
insane about the CP's line is that they
paid no attention toits practical conse-
quences—here they correctly predicted
that the world was about to enter a tur-
bulent period of war and revolution,

According to this cartoon and the
Party document that accompanies
it; the main task of a communist
newspaper is to help build the
struggles the workers are already
waging. But as Lenin and the Rus-
sian Revolution had already

shown, a newspaper's main task to “train the
masses in political consciousness and revolutionary activity” through drawing
from these struggles and a thousand other examples to create a single compelling pie-
ture of a system that the workers must and will overthrow. This cartoon of a muscle-
bound charicature of a worker degrades the task of training the workers in the

and they still made the economic strug:
gle the “ecenter of gravity” of their
work, as though the economic crisis
and the economic struggle were the
mosgt revolutionary elements in the
situation.™

In the course of the struggle against
Lovestone's ‘“American exceptional-
ism.” the CP had fMlipped from classic
right economism to a new, “left’” form
of the same economizm. Whereas
before Lhey held that the working class
was too bhackward for communist
politics and had Lo be spoon-fed
through a long perind of economic
strugggle where it would learn its
precious “‘lessons” by summing up
“the experience of hard knocks.” now
that severe crisis was coming, the CP
simply assumed that the same idealist
process was going Lo be Lelescoped inLo
a few stormy years. The same underly-
ing theory of how the masses come to
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grasp the need for revolution and
soctilism tas preseroed

It is extremely telling that the same
month that the TUUL was founded,
the aily Warker reprinted prominent:
ly a theoretical article written by CP
founder C.E. Ruthenberp in 1923, ex-
pounding Lhe economist theory of con-
SCIOUSNESS:

“|Tha CP rejected the] ‘'method of pro-
paganda,” that is, that we should pre
sent to the working class our indict-
ment of the capitalist system, focls
about the exploitation of the working
class, the theory of surplus value, the
class struggle and the materialist con-
ception of history, and by publishing
hooks, newspapers, pamphlets on the
subjecl and through agitation al
meetings, convert a majority of the
Wimrking elass Lo a beliel in our analysis
of the existing capitalist social order



and the way in which the evils of this
system can be abolished.”

To rely on that method would mean
“we could wait for another million
years and there would be no pro-
letarian revolution nor a dictatorship
of the working class,” Ruthenberg
wraote. The method the CP adopted was
“"quite a different method."

“The policy of the Communist ParLy is
to associate itself with the workers in
the everyday struggle. Communists
fight with the wage workers and
farmers in support of the demands
which they make of the capitalists
because it is in these struggles and
through these struggles that the
workers learn the character of the
capitalist system, and there is
developed the will to power of the
workers, the determination to triumph
over the enemy who exploits and op-
presses them.

“The everyday struggles of the
workers create the most favorable con-
dition for establishing the influence
and leadership of the Communist Par-
ty. The workers learn by experience the
character of the capitalist system.
They learn by their experience in the
struggle that the government under
the capitalist system is merely an
agency of the capitalist for maintain-
ing the system of exploitation. They
learn this not through theoretical
presentation and proof of the facts, but
through the hard knocks of their ex.
perience with the capitalists, and with
the government which supports the
capitalist system.”""

What Ruthenberg has written here is
a direct attack on the teachings of V.1
Lenin. The line Ruthenberg opposes,
although in a slightly vulgarized form,
is the line put forward by Lenin
in What Is To Be Done, and the line
Ruthenberg puts forward is an almost
word-for-word repetition of the line
l.enin attacks.

Lenin made it unmistakably clear
{to anyone who cared to read him), and
the experience of the Russian
Bolshevik Party certainly confirmed
his line, that the task of communists i=
to divert Lthe workers from the spon-
taneous struggle against the
employers (“class against class,” as
the TUUL militantly put it), into an all-
around struggle against the capitalist
system—a struggle the workers cannot
wage unless they are trained through
agitation {as well as taking up strug-
gles around questions that bring out
the need for revolution). Lenin's view
was what Huthenberg was caricatur-
ing—that the principal role of commu-

nists is to transform the consciousness
of the workers and the masses, to
“create public opinion,” as Mao later
put it, so that when the conditions for
revolution are ripe, the working class
can seize political power. Without
diverting the workers’ spontaneous
struggle in this way, there can be no
question of ever actually seizing power.

What Ruthenberg does distort is the
central role of revolutionary agita-
tion—especially exposures. This does
not mean simply giving “facts about
the exploitation of the working class,
the theory of surplus value' etc., as
though it amounted to passing out
economic charts and free copies of
Capital at factory gates. Speaking of
the absolutely central importance of
organizing political exposures
{especially through a newspaper, nol
just "agitating at meetings'), Lenin
rips up the economist theory of “rais-
ing the activity of the workers”
through “political agitation on an
economic basis” (exactly what Ruthen:
berg is calling for), and declares:

"The consciousness of the masses of
the workers cannol be genuine class
consciousness, unless the workers
learn to observe from concrete, and
above all from topical {current),
political facts and events, every other
social class and all the manifestations
of the intellectual, ethical and political
life of these classes; unless they learn
to apply in practice the materialist
analysis and the materialist estimate
of all aspects of the life and activity of
all classes, strata and groups of the
population. Those who concentrate the
attention, observation and con-
sciousness of the working class ex-
clusively, or even mainly, upon itself
alone are not Social-Democrats; for its
self-realization is indissolubly bound
up not only with a fully clear
theoretical—iL would be even more true
to say not so much with a theoretical,
as with a practical understanding. of
the relationships between all the
various classes of modern society, ac
quired through experience of political
life. That is why the idea preached by
our Economists, that the economic
struggle is the most widely applicable
means of drawing the masses into the
political movement, is so extremely
harmful and extremely reactionary in
its practical significance.” "

This basie, underlying economist
theary (that "economic struggle is the
most widely applicable means of draw-
ing the masses into political move
ment'’} was never rooted out. Indeed,
although it took a different form from
before, it was the guiding line of the
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CP's work during the whole period we
are discussing las well, of course, as
after, although again in a different
form).

Suddenly here, in 1929, was a crisis
that promised an endless succession of
hard knocks. What could an economist
expect except a rapid, automatic and
widespread “‘radicalization”? The
masses were going directly into a
revolutionary mood.

* A sure radicalization is being brought
ahout by 30 to 40 cents a day wages for
Kentucky miners, $3.50 wages for a
T0-hour week for Southern textile
workers, and similar conditions in
other industries. Starvation wages are
destroying the capitalistic illusions of
American workers and 25 cent wheat is
making poor farmers their allies.” ™

Whereas before, revolutionary agita-
tion was premature because Lhe
workers hadn’'t vet completed the
stage of economic struggle, now iL was
unnecessary because the masses were
already revolutionary. The role of the
communists was now simply to race to
catch up with the masses, win the
leadership of the majority of workers
in their inevitable resistance to the
crisis, cement organizational control,
and hold on Light through the storms
leading to revolution itself.

Social-Fascism

The very same Lheoretical error Lhat
made the CP think that it did not have
to divert the economic struggle from
its spontanegus course, led to Lremen-
dously overestimating the easze with
which the Party would win the leader-
ship of the struggle for unions and
relief, After all, if capitalism 1= in such
desperate straits that it cannot grant
any concessions, and at every turn
must answer struggle with ''fasciza.
tion." and if every struggle for reforms
quickly reveals the struggle for revolu-
tion lurking right below the surface—
what will the reformists do in the class
struggle? The very fact that they are
committed opponents of revelution
will force them into the open camp of
the bourgeoisie even before actual
revalution erupts. All non-
revolutionary forces would be forced
by their very nature Lo attack any
struggle the masses waged for
unionization, or relief, ar hread.

“It iz no accident that whenever a big
strike movement breaks oul, the capi-
talist press shrieks that it is due to Com-
munist influence, and the A.F, of L. and
Socialist Party leaders wail that the
masses have gol beyond their control.”



TUUL

“It is true that all struggles for daily
bread, for milk for children, against
evictions, for unemployment relief and
insurance, for wage increases, for the
right to organize and strike, ete, are
directly connected up with the gues
tion of revolution. Those who are
against Lthe revolution, who want to
maintain the capitalisL system, are
prepared Lo sacrifice these struggles of
the workers in order io help the
capitalists preserve their profits.

“Only those can courageously lead
and stubbornly organize the fight for
the immediate interests of the toiling
masses, who know that these things
must be wan even Lhough it means the
destruction of capitalist profits, and
who draw the necessary conclusion
that the workers and farmers must
consciously prepare Lo overthrow
capitalism.” "™

In other words, reformism is dead,
the very profundily of the crisis killed
it. The committed leaders of social
democracy, frightened and repelled by
the revolutionary nature of the fight
for reforma, would flock to the defense
of profits. Social democrats, in the U.S.
and internationally, had become social-
fascists. a wing of hourgeois terror. On-
ly Communists could lead the militant
fight for reforms, because only Com-
mumists stood for revolution. The
working class had become a clear field.

To the extent that the CP in this
period branded these reactionaries as
agents of capitalism, we have no quar-
rel. And countless examples, like the
bloody suppression of the workers of
Berlin in 1929 by the “socialist™ police
chief Zorgiehel, prove that these right-
wing socialists were certainly capable
of wviciously. even terroristically de
fending capitalism.

The problam is that the whaole situa-
Lion was far more complex than the
CP's simple view of a downhill fall,
where the choice is "either fascism or
social revolution.” Overall, there was
still & role for social democrats to play
as reformises, confusing the masses by
spreading countless pipedreams and
aschemes about how to alter the system
here or there and make things hetter.
There was still plenty of room for the
aocial democrats of many kinds to
slither around among the oppressed
spreading their poison. That was still
their principal role.

In fact, the theory of “‘social-
fascism" principally led the CP in a
rightist direction, just like the whale
“left” economist line did overall, If

reformists were going Lo expose
themselves decisively through their
fascist atlacks on reform struggles,
then little more was needed to win
leadership from them than being the
most militant and consistent defenders
of the economic needs of the masses.
What should have been a fierce
political and ideological struggle over
how capitalism works and what it
takes to get rid of the system, simply
became a competition between which
political trend could best lead Lhe
everyday struggles. Contrary to
economist pospel, reformists are often
skilled at leading struggles tactically
without "selling them out”—the prob-
lem is they leave things at that.

At the same time, communisLs, who
represent the overall and long-range in-
terests of the working class, fight for
these interests in the day-to-day bat-
tles as well, which somelLimes means
that the fight for victory in these bat-
tles is subordinated to the working
class’s higher interests, Given this, the
only way communists can successfully
compete head to head with reformists
within the limits of the trade-union
struggle is by becoming reformists
themselves—and even there, the old,
original, proven reformists often have
the advantage.

IV. POLITICAL
WORK

Agitation and Propaganda

In practice, because the working
class movement was still in an overall
ebb (1929-1933 saw a deep lull in
strikes overall), despite very sharp out-
breaks within it and a mood of tense
anticipation on the part of the broad
working class, the Party found itself in
a position where the great volume of its
work was agitation after all. But this
was not strictly Marxist agitation

“which not only fans every spark of
discontent and arouses indignation at
every outrage, but knits together all
these outrages into a coherent picture,
tracing each to its source, and probes
beneath the surface, scientifically
analyzing the development of events
by means of capitalism’s inherent laws
and arming the masses with an under-
standing of historic developments in
terms of these laws and with a
knowledge of the laws themselves, !

Instead. what the CP focused on, in
ita leaflots, the Daily Worker and its
spoken agitation, was economic ex-
posures combined with calls to action.
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Since the line was that people learn on-
ly in the course of struggle and
especially the day-to-day struggle, this
apitation econcenlrated on sparking
some action. The many thousands of
CPlers, locked into trade-union work,
heat their heads against the walls try-
ing to find just the right economic ex-
posure and demands to unleash the
fury of the masses and create the
school of “hard knocks™ for conscinus-
ness-raising.

This was tied to some of the most
hackneyed and wooden “'propaganda’’
imaginable. Actually, there was not all
that much genuine communist propa-
ganda—Marxist material (written or
spoken) which examines things in an
all-sided way and weaves various
events and elements together to create
an overall picture. Rather, Lthe main
thing was **propagation of the ultimate
program of the Party,” as iL was said,
which often sunk to the level of simply
saying: it's bad here, it’s not like that
in Russia. Foster's book, Toward a
Savier America, writlen Lo serve as Lhe
main propaganda piece when Foster
ran for President in the 1932 election,
contains a8 long section on Soviet
Russia which 15 unhearably boring, far
more boring than a few quotes can cap-
ture,

This is because what it attempts to
do is paint a pie-in-the-sky picture of
the USSR, through a step-hy-step com-
parison of conditions in the USSR and
the U.S. on an economic basis. Endless
statistics .on the construction of
railroads, tractors, hydroelectric
plants and so on. Wages in the U.5.
and the USSR, Health care in the U8,
and the USSR, Crisis here, uninter
rupted prosperity there. Of course,
these statistics did represent Lhe
tremendous advances the Soviet work-
ing class was making in socialist con-
struction, and did paint a sharp con-
trast hetween conditions in the Lwo
systems. But really. what they amount
to is an effort to say to the US
workers: look, the workers really have
it good in Russia. There is no attempl
to inspire the workers with the pro-
spects of emancipation and the
transformation of class society. In
fact, according to this view, classes
and class struggle did not exist in the
USSR -and everything was just a mat-
ter of higher and higher development.
No wonder this seemed so strange and
utopian to many who read it land the
many more who skipped the rest after
the first few pages). In fact, this whole
section is a typical example of an
economist (and petity-bourgeois) view
of socialism.

With this kind of “propaganda.”™ no
wonder it seemed like a distraction and



THE ADVENTURES OF BILL WORKER

GET UP AND FIGHT

economist work which

hundreds of thousands Lo

Is this cartoon training the workers to be, as Lenin said, “a tribune of the people,”
“able to explain to all and everyone the world-historic significance of the proletar-
iat'sstruggle for emancipation,” and put themselves at the head of the massesin the
struggle to overthrow capitalism? Or isit training the workers in the point of view
that what the Communist Party is all about is something for everybody, a coalition
of self-interests, while the workers' place is in the economiec struggle?

even an obhstacle to the CPers doing
the Parly's mass work. More and
more the summation was Lhal such
work was a little “lefi,” but really
there was nothing very left about it [t
geemed “abstract” and “‘alien”
because it was not connected to reality
as only Marxism could connect it, and
because it was done in the absence of
communist agitation, which, as Lenin
said, draws workers into the point of
view of Marxism “from living ex-
amples and from exposures, following
hot upon the heelz of what is going on
around us....These comprehensive
political exposures are an essential and
fundamental condition for training the
masses in revolutionary activity,”*™
General, superficial dogma pasted onto
leaves the
workers untrained in politics doesn’t
educate anybody.

“Left" Economism Adjusted
Rightward

The coal fields had long represented
the great hope of the TUUL for a major
breakthrough in basic industry. The
miners were one section with a forty-
year history of industrial unionism. By
the late twenties, the capitalist crisis
and the cynical betrayal by the Lewis
machine had totally wrecked the once

dominant UMWA.

Union menbership had dropped from
tens of

thousands. And every step of retreat in
the 208 had been a bloody battle,
where miners, often led by Com-
munists, fiercely fought for Lheir very
lives. John L. Lewis, president of the
UMWA, was righteously hated by the
veterans of the mine wars. And the
chances were excellent for the
emergence of a new union led by
revolutionaries.

Miners were literally starving. Un-
employment in the coal fields was
tremendous, the result both of
mechanization and of the owverall
slump. In 1923 there had been 704,800
miners working. A decade later only
406,300 were left. 300,000 families had
been driven out.

In 1922, wages had been 20.84 an
hour. In the Depression. they dropped
to an average of §0.64 and as low as
£0.28 in Pennsylvania. The tons of coal
were often measured in at 2,800 or
even 3,000 pounds, further cutting the
wages of the miners.

In 1931, 40,000 miners struck in the
Pittsburgh coal fields under the leader-
ship of the TUUL National Miners
Union. A magnificent rank-and-file
organization was built under brutal
conditions. Midway into the strike, the
national Party leadership summed up
that the Communists directly involved
were =0 engrossed in building the
strike in and of itself that they had fail-
ed to build the Party organization
among the workers, and actually had
dissolved the local Parly apparatus in-
Lo the strike organization. They also
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had failed to build the NMU, which,
since it was known as a “red” union,
was closely associated with the Party.
After this criticism, miners were drawn
into the Hunger Marches in Pittshurgh
and Washington, D.C., the struggle
around the Secottsboro case, and “Red
Day’® marches warning the im-
perialists not to invade the Soviel
Union. But after the strike was erush-
ed, little lasting organization remain-
ed, most particularly little Party
organization. This and similar disap-
pointments throughout the Parly's
work brought the whole line into ques-
tion.

In many ways the struggle over how
to sum up the 1931 miners’ strike
paralleled the inner-Party struggle
over Gastonia. But this time it was
resolved in a more openly rightward
direction, The afficial sum-up (actual-
ly written by the Executive Committee
of the Communist International, bul
adopted by the U.S. Party) criticized
the line of liguidating the Party, but, in
contradiction to the line of building
Party campaigns and the Party in its
own right during the strike, put for-
ward the following view of how Lo
bring out and build the Party:

“It was not made clear that a separa-
tion and counterposing of these Lwo
tasks [i.e. winning Lhe strike on the ane
hand, and building the Party on the
other—RCP| or the emphasis of the one
at the expense of the other, conceals
within itself the danger of a political
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one-sidedness or deviation. A lack of
clarity remained as to what was to be
characterized as the main obfect that
the Communists were Lo pursue in the
strike struggle: that if one wants Lo
state the main object in one word, and
in rl;lnim,,r s0 avord the danﬁl!r of ane-
sidedness, then neither the simple win-
ning of the material results which are
contained in the strike demands nor
the mere utilization of the strike for Lhe
strengthening of the Party organiza-
tion, should be designated as the main
aohject, but that, on the contrary, the
revalutionization of the striking
workers should be the main object. The
most important thing is that the Com-
munists strive, through their agitation
as well as through their entire par-
ticipation in the strike, to give the
broad masses of the strikers the ox-
perience and the firm conviction that
the Communists have advecated or
carried through correct strike tactics
and strike leadership. It 15, however,
impossible to instill this conviction in-
to the masses of striking workers if the
Communists do not exert all their
energy in Lhe struggle against the
employers 8o as to win the strike."

Officially, “‘revelutionization’’ re-
mains the object. But what does it
mean in practice? It means subor-
dinating everything, including the
agitation of the Communists, to giving
the tactical leadership that carries the
immediate struggle through to victory.
The economist understanding of the
relationship between consciousness
and struggle, step by step led Lo the
subordination of politics to economics,
while in name "“combining”™ the two.

In practice, the Party conceded the
obvious fact that revolution was not
about to spring full blown from the
unionization demands of the workers.
Rut the resolution of the problem was
not a determined struggle to find the
ways Lo develop that revolutionary mo-
tion. Instead the Party went down that
well known path of trailing whatever
was springing from those struggles. If
the upsurge was not coming as quickly
as expected, more attention was need-
ed to the “little questions,”

Party shop papers, a major Com-
munist activity in the working class,
started to be replaced more and more
by union shop papers. Even these drop-
ped more and more of the political pro-
gram of the TUUL and focused on the
most particular questions possible,
And those shop papers that remained
nominally " Party’ were bogged down
with guestions like oil on the shop

floor. "

In fact, the working class was not a
clear field for the Communists, and
every struggle swarmed with forces
eager to lead. It is not surprising that
the very label of “red” became an
obstacle in this competition to see who
would lead the broadest masses. With
economism in command, what the
Communists summed up from their
own school of hard knocks was wrong.
The words “revolutionary”™ and “class
struggle’' became devalued and meant
little more than “militant.” And more
impertantly, the struggle over whether
to hide Lhe face of the Party was resoly-
ed by changing it—the CP more and
more put itself forward as the home of
the best fighters, the party of militant
resistance.

Here you have the greatest erisis in
world history grinding on, a time of in-
tense political turmeil, class forces
throughout the world colliding in
events that are affecting the course of
history: massive collectivization of
agriculture in the Soviet Union,
upheavals in Cuba and Nicaragua, red
hase areas fighting for Lheir lives in Chi-
na, whole strata of the American popu-
lation ruined and thrown into turmoil as
never before, as well as rising counter-
revolution in [taly, Germany and so
an—and in the middle of this, the me-
chanical wview, the straight-line as-
sumption ahout how people learn, leads
the CP to bury itsell ever deeper in the
narrowest concerns of Lthe workers.

In an article entitled “The Fight
Against Sectarianism in the NMU."
the CP wrote:

“Our local [TUUL| unions lead a life
of their own entirely separate and
apart from the life of the masses. They
are 3o engrossed in their own internal
problems and the general campaigns
and problems of the revolutionary
movement that they have no time to
deal with the problems facing the
miners with whom they are in contact.
Mine local meetings, instead of
discussing the burning needs and
demands of the miners in that par
ticular mine and the actual organiza-
tion and leadership of & local struggle
arpund such demands, are taken up
with interminable discussions on the
Communist Party election campaign,
the campaign against the Dies Bill, the
state of the local International Labor
Defense organizations, ete., ete”

While claiming that the political
campaigns are important, the author
gets down to his basic point:

“The trouble is that they are wrongly
introduced, they are not considered in
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relation to the problems of the masses
of miners in the midst of which the
local works. Each campaign is treated
as something separate and apart from
other campaigns and is not used to fur-
ther the central task of the loeal
union—Lthe arganization of the miners
in its mine for struggle against Lthe coal
operators’ offensive. Miners join our
union primarily (o defeat wage culs
and win better conditions. When they
find out that the local organization
relegates such matters to second place
they leave the union.’""*

There was partial truth to this—the
workers recruited on an economic basis
expected simple trade unionism. After
all, that is what they signed up for.

Political campaigns and the waorkers
were separated more and more, 5o as not
to disrupt the trade union work with
“abstract’’ questions from outside Lhe
direct experience of the masses. In the
CPUSA internal journal Party
fdrganizer there are instructions on
how to intimately connect the political
issues of the day to whatever is drift-
ing around on the plant flaor. Want ta
dizcuss the fascist seizure of pawer in
Germany? Start with the way the hoss
pushes guys around in your depart-
ment. Want to discuss the oppression
of Black people under capitalism?
Then talk aboul how workers in the
same shop must stick together or else.
What to explain how socialism
represents a qualitatively higher form
of human society? Then bone up on the
comparison between how your shop-
mates live and the conditions within
the same branch of industry in the
USSH. '™

Since economism, basically, assumes
that workers don't care ahout anything
that doesn't touch them personally,
and don’t aspire to anything more than
a full belly and a secure, peaceful life,
even the line of the CP in this period
where it was expecting revolulion any
minute, led to political work that view-
ed the world through the grimy win
dows of the factory. And in the final
analysis, these politics are politics that
tail and reinforce the bourgeois view of
“what's in it for me” —they are not fill-
ed with the revolutionary sweep of a
class struggling for the emancipation
of all.

Millions were awakening to struggle,
lumbering into action based on a glim-
mer of the class antagonism in society,
eagerly looking to understand more.
And the revolutionary work of the Par-
Ly among workers got more and more
vulgarized to fighting the bosses,
building the unions, following the Par-
ty. and someday we'll have it made like
the Russian workers (i.e., lots of



goulashl
Economism and Reformism

The sharp contradiction belween
“revolutionary™ in the Party’s line of
finding a “‘revolutionary way out of the
crisis” and the reformist content of
this line shows itsell in the 1932
Presidential campaign.

On the one hand you have the book
Toward a Soviet America, which is a
monument Lo Lhe fiery tone the Party
was capable of at Lhat time. Certainly
it is nothing like its later geritol-
reformism. In this book Foster exposes
and denounces capitalism. The church
and religion are lambasted as the
opiate of the people. The Boy Scouls
are shown to be a training ground for
militariam and fascism. There 15 even a
section calling for “'racial amalgama-
tion'"! This work targets “the idiocy of
the capitalist system, its planlessness,
its antiquated moral codes, its warp
and woof of exploitation,” and loudly
proclaims the goal of a " United Soviet
States of America.” "’

On the other hand there is the line
the campaign actually took oul across
the country, as exemplified in Foster’s
Chicago speech, the high point of Lhe
campaign. Here Lhe reformism that lies
sitde by side with general phrases about
revolution in Foster's hook now stands
naked. Aftor listing the offects of Lhe
crisis, the oppression of the masses,
and the prospects for more of the same,
Foster pet= down to his point: “Can the
A.F. of L. leaders and the Socialist Par-
ty be relied on to obtain relief?"” The
answer, of course, is "No!” Only a
“umited strugple against starvalion”™
can provide relief. "' If the poor wish to
have their voices heard . then they
must elect their own direct represen-
tatives and go to Washington Lhem-
selves.” "Solidifying their ranks,
building their commitiees everywhere,
Ithe masses—RCP] can face Congress,
the Senate, and the President with an

irresistible force that will achieve
results.””
And what are these ‘“‘resulls™?

Foster runs down an extensive pro-
gram Lhat lists every concern of the op-
pressed people in the U8, anend to
the attacks on wages. immediate
relief. . All relief and insurance Lo be
financed by taxes on wealth and
capitalist income. .. “Unconditional
equality for Negroes'". . ' Against the
new robber war. Stop the manufacture
and shipment of munitions. All war
funds for the unemployed.”

And how far reaching will these
results be?

“It is clear Lo us that the workers

will find ways and means of pulling
such a program into effect if [all the
workers=RCP| will join together in
common struggle irrespective to which
political party they adhere, they can
win these demands.” |11]

And what is the difference between
the Communist Party and all the
others? Communists believe in masas
pressure from below to win reforms,
these others want you Lo rély on the
courts, elections and good will.

Revolution? Well, the speech has an
awkward aside that quickly mentions
that somehow these struggles will give
the workers “‘organization, con-
scipusness, power, Lo achieve the
decisive way out of the misery of
capitalism.” " But after they win all
these reforms through mass pressure,
we can only ask Foster why they would
want to.

On the one hand, fire and brimstone
in the textbook, a broken capitalism
compared inch by inch to a young
vibrant Soviet Union, and the apen call
Lo destroy the old society. But on the
other hand, on the campaign trail, the
strict focus is on what is “'winnable™
under capitalism, through coalitions
for mass pressure, coupled with the
most grotesque reformist exaggeration
of what capitalism in crisis can be
forced to concede.

This is a stark example of why the
RCP has characterized *'left”’
economism as revolutionary propagan-
da loosely tacked onto the reformist
politics arising out of the economic
strupgrle,

{IL is only one example among many.
The struggle against unemployment
cenlered nol on exposing Lhe nature of
the capitalist system and unemploy-
ment as a huilt-in feature, but instead
mohilizing millions Lo march for the
Warkers Unemployment and Social In-
surance Hill |H. K. 7598| is also rich in ex-
amples, but is outside the scope of Lhis
article.)

In practice, because of its line on
winnable struggles for palpable
demands, the CP undermined all its
own allempls Lo raise revolutionary
consciousness by conducting political
campaigns simply as the militant fight
for reforms. Crisis was portrayed as
simply & ‘“'policy” of the rich:
unemployment as a trick for cutting
wages which the capitalists could
eliminate by “allocation of all war
funds, a capital levy, increased taxes
upon the rich, ete.” "™ Throughout this
period, the very hunger and misery
that the Depression brought were
“"Hoover's wage-cut, starve-the-
unemployed murderous policy.""* The
CP put a face on the enemy and in the
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process obscured his true features. No
wonder millions of workers lincluding
many advanced, in fact, including
many Communists) were not prepared
to resist FDR's demagogy!

Training the Advanced

For hundreds of thousands the
outrages of Lthe Depression were the
last straw. They stepped forward from
the start into intense activity. The
ranks of the radical workers inspired
by and rallied around the flag of the
Russian Revolution were joined by
new forees awakened to political life by
the desperate position of the class.
Many thousands came forward who
wanted to learn, eager Lo Lransform
themselves, to become instruments of
the struggle. And they rallied around
the CPUSA, hecause it was Lhe mosL
revolutionary organization in the work-
ing class.

Most of the struggles the CPUSA
led in the early thirties were actions of
this advanced section of the class,
preparing the conditions for massive
upsurge. The movement they created
ealled Lo the millions to awaken and
struggle, and that movement was a
training ground, an intense schooling
for the advanced section of the
workers. In a very real sense, Lhe Lrain-
ing miven in that school would have a
profound effect on the direction that
the working class as a whole would
travel.

What role did economism give the
advanced Lo play?

The Party ig poing Lo couple up Lo
the broadest masses by leading the
economic struggle, like a locomotive
backing into a train of cars. Once the
ties are firm and Ltight, and once the
movement is hig enough and bad
enough, the Party will lead its train on
the road to its final goal of revelution
and meat-and-polaloes communism.
The consciousness of the masses is nol
the crucial thing, their motion is. The
advanced? They are the couplings of
the political train. Their role? Win the
respect of the masses by leading them
faithfully as the hest fighters in the
day-to-day struggle: and be ungues-
tioningly loyal to the command struc-
ture of the Party.

The model for a communist worker
was actually not even a trade union
secretary. The Communist Party
upheld the “Jimmy Higginses,” the
working class workhorses, basing their
“effective” work on proletarian in-
stinct, basic class hatred, and
boundless loyalty for the cause and the
Party. Untrained themselves, they
were unable to struggle with the broad
masses to spread genuine class con-
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SCIOUANESS.

Since conscinusness was bn come
from the hard knocks of the immediate
strugele, and since Communist leader
ship would be won by leading that
struggle Lo victory, political eontrover-
sy Lhal mighl alienate even the more
hackward was an ohstacle Lo Lhe
political development of the working
class. This passage from Lhe semi-auler
biographical novel Home is the Sailor,
shows how Lhe workers were Lrained Lo
reduce Lheir politics to whalever was
palatahle, even Lo Lhe most hackward:

“Hart had a lol of screwy ideas ahoul
Communists. As a Catholic, he
thought Lhey were against religion and
he meant to fight for his faith.

* *(in Lo it, bud,’ Billy told him. “No
one's Lrying to take the communion
nut of nur mouth. ['ve been a member
of the Communist Party for over a year
now and no one has even asked me
what church [ belong to, if any. The on-
ly thing the Communists are against
are preachers who use religion Lo cover
up attacks on the people’s rights. Like
this puy Coughlin whe shoots off his
maouth up in Detroit, He's nothing but
a would-be Hitler, IL isn’t - against
religion Lo fight him, it's just anti-
fascist.’ ™

There was never quite a view that it
required a leap in understanding to
hecome a genuine communist, a leap in
grasping the laws of society, of
dedicating one’s life Lo the realization
of classless society, of applying the
seience of revolution Lo the conditions
of the present.

This is the image portrayed in Home is
the Sailor. describing the end of the
“left” veonomist period:

“Having joined the Party. Billy divid-
ed his time hetween the waterfront
union hall and the Communist head-
guarters. Actually there was small dif-
ference then in the work of a party
member and an active member of the
MWIU [the TUUL seamen’s union|,
excepl thal ags a Communist he found
that he was expected to plunge into
whatever work was al hand Lo do. A
union member could take things a little
easier occasionally avoiding
assignments for street meelings,
leaflet distribution and the like.”"*

It is natural that this line would pro-
duce a recruitment policy that was
hasically the old social-democratic
method of “sell-enrollment.” A Party
member was anyone who signed a card;

and there had to be periodic campaigns
Lo figure out who all was actually in the
Party. to get them to pay dues, Lo come
Lo meeLings, even campaigns Lo get
Party members to subscribe Lo the [ai-
Iy Worker!

L.enin, roasting Lhe econamists of his
day in What Ix Te He Danc?, points
out that the historic tasks that the
working class faces demand thal the
advanced worker he Lrained, not as a
trade union secretary, bul as

“a tribune of the people, able Lo react Lo
every manifestation of Lyranny and op-
pression. no matter where it takes
place, no matter what stralum or class
of people iL affects: he must be able to
generalize all these manifestations Lo
produce a single picture of police
violence and capitalist exploitation: he
must be able to take advanitage of
gvery event, Aoioever small, in order Lo
explain his Socialistic convictions and
his democratic demands to all, in order
to explain to ell and everyone Lhe world
historic significance of the prole
tariat's struggle for emancipation.”

The CP in this period didn'L train
anyone Lo be such a tribune. It Lrained
peaple to be hacks and reformists, it
“trained’’ the life out of Lhe
revolutionary-minded workers who
were attracted Lo it

This produced a problem the CP
itself often pointed Lo: despite huge
numbers of workers flowing through it,
the Party had trouble keeping these

le. At the same time, hecause of
the line in which it was training the ad-
vanced, including its own members, it
was crealing a social base for further
maves rightward, Large sections of the
Party had anly the vaguest idea of any
final goal. This crealed favorable con-
ditions for those Party leaders who
wanted Lo drop revolution.

V. DROPPING THE
uLEFUI\" IN
“LEFT" ECONOMISM

In 1832-33, the lowest point of the
Depression was reached. All the ten-
sions in society strained at Lheir limits,
Something was giving way . . the pow-
erful forces that had kept Lhe main
body of employed workers relatively
quiet, the fear, the hope that ' prosperi-
ty is right around the corner.” the lack
of organizatinon, were dissolving in a
new determination to fight their way
out. Every political force in the coun-
try sensed the workers were going Lo
rise. And they prepared.

For four years, the TUUL had boldly
and doggedly fanned any resistance
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among the workers. On paper, they
still expecLed Lhe upsurge Lo challenpge
the system itsell. In 1934, they still
described themselves as working in "a
time when Lhe revolutionary crisis is
ripening.”*"

AL the very same time. in practice,
the CP had already come far down the
road of dropping their political work,
Lo focus more on what actually arises
spontaneously —simple trade unionism
and reformism. In the economic strug-
irle, the line of building “revolutionary
unions” had given way o building “in-
dependent unions,” ie. industrial
unions neither AFL nor TUUL, with
nn  overt political content beyond
militancy. [n a sense, this itself evalv-
ed spontaneosusly, since it was definite-
Iy not the way the plan of the Party
was supposed to unfold, Throughout
the country, in auto, in steel, strong
union locals formed under Party
leadership: the very locals that com-
munists built repeatedly voted not to
affiliate with the openly pro-
communist, openly revelutionary
TUUL.

Given the mood of the majority of
waorkers, and given, secondarily, that
the CP had done 56 little to divert the
warkers' movement from ils spon-
tanenus course, there is nothing sur
prising about this. But for the CP, this
is not how they had planned it: their
idealist schemes simply did not corres-
pond with the actual processes of sncie-
ty. Faced with this development. they
themselves were diverted from Lhe
course they bad set. Since Lhey wor
shipped spontaneity, of course they
howed Lo it

Together with Lhe locals formed hy
social demoerats and “non-political”
unionists the new CP locals became a
major “independent’” trend that grew
up parallel to the TUUL unions.
Despite the intentions of the Party,
despite Lthe plan they laid out for the
economic movement Lo give rise to
revolutionary politics, the actual laws
of development asserted Lhemselves,

In 1933, the main body of the work:
ing class hegan to move. The number
of strikers tripled over the previous
year. Although the Party had not buill
any stable national unions, it had cores
of organizers in every industry, trained
through repeated struggles, ready and
waiting for the ice to break.

But again the world refused to con-
form to the idealist “lefL” economist
scripl. The working class was nol a
clear field where the masses moved
smoathly from one level to the next. In
fact, by 1933, the class was crawling
with every imaginable stripe of refor
mist hustler. Several mass movements
had already grown under anti-



communist leadership—Lhe Bonus Ar-
my encampment of veterans in
Washington whose naive fag-waving
had heen answered with sabres and
gunfire, Coxey's Army of Lhe
unemployed, social-democratic leagues
and unions, and g0 on. Above all, the
hourgeoisic was far more flexible and
resourceful than the CP had ever im-
agined. The capitalists were cerlainly
more aware than the CP that the fight
for bread was not, in and of ilself, a
fight for power, and they bent every ef-
fart Lo limit the struggle of the work-
ing class to every imaginable variation
of the struggle for immediate relief.
Franklin D, Roosevellt brought in a
profound change in capitalist Lactics,
Systematic moves were afoot Lo coropt
the discontent of the masses, to trade
concessions for control of the move
ment. Major anti-communist farces,
especially the section of the AFL
bureaucracy headed by Lewis, were
marshalled to march at the head of the
masses and to steer them into the
waiting arms of the bourgeoisie. The
crime of the reformists was not fun-
damentally, as imagined by the CP,
that they always and everywhere were
forced to “sell out'" the masses, and
erush their economic struggles, but to
contain them palitically within the con-
fines of wage-slavery.

The CP found itself in a frantic com-
pelition over who could most quickly
dominate the movement organiza-
Lionally.

The Disappearance of the
National Miners Union and
the Rebirth of
John L. Lewis

In the spring of 1933 the dam finally
broke in the coal fields. And this time
the miners were able Lo consolidate
their organization. They came for
ward in their thousands. A decade of
retreal gave way to a charge. In mass
meetings, in conventions, in strikes,
the miners organized. Within monthsa,
90% of the miners were unionized! Ar-
mies of armed workers swept up
countless river valleys in the coalfields
carrying Lthe struggle to new camps
and regions. 128,000 joined in Penn-
sylvania. 160,000 in West Virginia.
The South organized quickly, Rallies
were held s far away as Raton, New
Mexico. UMW official John Brophy
wrote: the miners "‘organized
themselves.™

But the union that emerged with a
national contract covering 340,000
hituminous miners was the United
Mine Workers, notorious as one of the
most politically reactionary and cor

rupt unions of all.

The CP had been outflanked by a
top-level decision of the bourgeaisie
Realizing that nothing could stop the
movement, they had resolved Lo con-
trol it. UMWA aorganizers fanned
throughout the coalfields. Companies
rushed to deal with the very union that
they had mercilessly crushed only five
years before. Article 7a of the National
Recovery Act gave the bourpgenisie's
qualified hlessing to the organization
of the workers in company unions and
proven reactionary unions.

Even NMU organizers jumped on
the UMW handwagon. Finally, the CP
recopnized the obvious, and the NMU
was officially dissolved.

The CPUSA, which had planned Lo
win unchallenged leadership of the
mass struggle by its proven militancy.
found itsell in stiff competition with
non-revalutionary forees for Lhe leader-
ship of these siruggles. And the logic
of its economist line led it even further
down the road toward shedding its
revolutionary program.

The ohjective fact was that. with Lthe
working class as a whole not yel in a
revolutionary mood and a revelu
tionary siluation nol on the horizon
despite the Depression. Lhere was no
way Lthat eommunists could expect Lo
have decisive political leadership over
the bulk of the trade unions, since
these organizations, hy definition, in-
clude advanced, intermediate and
backward workers. But the CP didn’t
gee it that way. Because Lthey believed
that leadership of the unions was a
prerequisite for revolution, Lthey judg:
ed the success or failure of Lheir work
by how well they had seized Lhe leader-
ship of the unions. This was also linked
ta their line thal economic crisis would
automatically revolutionize the work-
ers, The question that posed itself
especially starkly to them when Lhe
working cluss as a whole hegan Lo go
inte maotion was—why weren't Lhey
leading iL? And this question of leader-
ship was vulgarized, so that instead of
being a question of the Party’s leader-
ship of the advanced and Lheir political
training to put themselves at the head
of millions when a revolutionary situs-
tion did emerge, and the hroad in-
fluence of the Parly in political life
even though it might bescontroversial
and not immediately followed by
millions, it was reduced to—why
wasn'L the Parly at the heads of the
organization of the masses in their
millions? This iz why the line of
“fighting sectarianism™ came more
and more to the center stage, The Par-
ty began Lo consider iL a liahility Lhat
they were directly leading only a sec
tion of the masses—Lhnse that tended
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to be relatively advanced and most
apen Lo radical change—and began o
speak of “hreaking oul” of this mass
hase hy tailaring iLself Lo the attitudes
and prejudices of the working class in
its majority.

In the summer of 1933 the Party call-
ed for an emergency meeting. Three
hundred leading Party cadre gathered
in New York for “an extraordinary
Party Conference.” There was an acute
crisis in the Parly's whele work. 'he
upsurge was starting and from the
beginning it was obvious thal Lhe Par
Ly was nol leading it. They surveyed
the TUUL and summued up its obvious
wonknesses,

This is how Lhe CP appraised Lheir
influence in the 1933 miners’ sirike:

“I'The Communist Parly and the NMLU|
play an insignificant role in these mass
sirikes. We are almost completely
isoluted fram the masses of miners and
cannol even speak al Lheir meetings,
pickel lines. and other gatherings.™
I'The NMU, Magship of the TUUL fleet,
did not] “have one single well-
functioning mass local of Lhe
employed. Since the 1931 strike the
Parly mnever appeared before  the
miners as a political organiza-
tion  the Maily Worker and current
literature were nol known even Lo Par-
Ly memhbership,'"**

In the railroads, vears of resolutions
calling for an organizational break-
through had yielded nothing, the in-
dustry  “remaoins  largely—well, we
might call it "unexplored werritory.” ™
The National Textile Workers Union
had the same membership (1,000) that
it had claimed in 1929, and was in 1933
“after a long period of passivity, begin-
ning Lo participate apFain, Lo some ex-
tent, in strikes.” The Marine Workers
Industrial Union was leading ocea-
sional struggles, here and there, did
some considerable work among the
unemployed on the waterfronts, hut
was basically sLill an organizing com-
mitlee, Steel, supposcdly a major con-
centration, was dead. And the TULUL
Auto Workers Industrial Union had a
declining  membership in Detrait
although there were some hreak-
Eh"'“ﬂhs being made outside Motor

Ly

For the Party overall, the concenira-
tinn on economic struggle had led to a
drop in the circulation of the faily
Waorker. The rapidity of the turnover
among new recruits was shown by
pointing out that several thousand
membhers had heon recruited in the firsy
half af 1933. and in the seme period Lhe
overall membership of the Party had
declined. ™
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(iiven the whole logic of the CP's
politics at this point, their motion, and
the level of the political struggle within
the Party, it is nol surprising what the
outcame of the "Extraordinary Con-
ference” was. In an “Open Letter” Lo
the membership they laid oul the ob-
vious situation and called for a re
newed and intense struggle Lo seize the
front of the economic struggle. War
was declared on “political formalism™
and “'sectarianism’” —meaning political
waork thaol might got in the way of be-
inge the best fighters and organizers of
the day-to-day struggle and. related to
that. there was Lo be a struggle against
“right errors,” meaning, in this case,
mainly defeatism over whether the CP
could really win leadership of Lhe spon-
Lanenus strugele.

The Upsurge and the CP's
Capitulation—
Or, Who Diverted Whom?

Durings Warld War 1, the centrists of
the Second International justified Lheir
political capitulation Lo Ltheir awn
bourgeaisie with Lhe words, " Hopes for
a revolution have proven illusory, and
it is not the business of a Marxist Lo
figght for illusions.” This same spirit
now filled the CPUSA. For four years
they had awaited the sponiapeous
revalutionary turn of Lhe working
class. They had fought Lo catch up and
lead every spontaneous outhreak. And
now as the storm broke, and struggle
swept through American industry in
1934, ‘35, and "36, the CPUSA waltched
the struggle slip into the hands of their
swaorn encmies, those hidebound trade
unions that “left” economism had
sworn would never lead anything ever
again. The CPUSA was by now far
more solidly committed to tailing spon-
taneity and leading economic strikes
than they were Lo their own political in-
dependance. From 1934 on, iL was a
greased slide to the right.

This is not the article Lo describe in
detail the struggles of Lhe upsurge
itself, It is difficult to sketeh Lthem in a
few quick lines. By 1934 about a
million and a half workers were swepl.
into the battle. Major strikes broke oul
in Lthe trucking industry, in auto parts,
in the mines and in textiles, The strug.
gle of the longshoremen of San Fran-
ciscn in 18934 mushroomed into a major
General Strike as the entire working
class of Lthe west coast entered into a
test of strength with the bourgeoisie.
In the yvears that followed there were

the giant battles of rubber, steel—
the stronghold of the open shop—
aulo {with the famous Flint sitdown
strike), and countless other branches of
industry. The pent up anger, the op-
pression, the repeated assaults Lhat
the Depression had created called into
heing the mosl extensive movement of
the American working class.

From 1934 on the CPUSA was clear-
ly engaged in a process of negotiating a
merger of its TUUL forces with the
other currents that were rising for in-
dustrinl unionization. The major ques-
tion was how much organizational in-
Muence the Party would have within
that movement.

In 1934, the TUUL issued a call for
creating a federation of independent
unions which would be formed along
industrial lines, and which the TUUL
would merge into. It was an offer to
completely drop any idea at all of com-
hining economics and politics in ex-
change for basic leadership of the in-
dustrial union movement. There were
no Lakers.

After years of equating the unioniza-
tion of industry with the road Lo a new
society, they were siaring at a situs-
tion where Lhey might be isolated or
aven kepl out of the unions that were
actually forming. Outflanked, political-
ly unarmed. the CPUSA capitulated.
In 1935, the TUUL was dizsolved, and
its active core rejoined the AFL as in-
dividuals.

Shortly after, the AFL bureaucracy
split in two, and John L. Lewis led Lhe
formation of the Committee for In-
dustrial Organizalion Lo serve as the
cénter for Lthe unionization of basic in-
dustry. Lewis had fifteen years of ex-
perience thal proved there was nothing
inherently anti-capitalist about in-
dustrial unionism. He sel oul to
reproduce on a national scale his feat of
leading and containing the miners
struggle. With the obvious blessing of
the top levels of the bourgenisie, the
CI0O captured unquestionable control
of the movement. Organizationally
they needed Lo absorb Lhe base Lhat the
CP had built, they needed the skilled
and dedieated organizers, and they
wanted Lo avoid a noisy fight with Lhe
Left that might disrupt the single-
minded concentration of Lhe workers
on unionization. The CIO temporarily
reversed the long-standing policy of
simply expelling and isclating Com-
munisis. But politically they set the
stiffest possible terms for the CP's par-
ticipation, complele subordination.

In these swirling waters of this
movement, the CPUSA got pulled
down by the undertow. They were Lhe
fool soldiers of the war, its finest front
line organizers. They were driven Lo
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white-hot activity, and Communists
were among Lhe 88 workers murdered
by the hourgeoisie in its frantic efforts
Lo beat the movement down. Bul the
bourgeoisie was using dual Lac-
Lics—repress all you can and co-opt
what you can't repress. The CP pro-
vided Lhe organizers, but they did
not lead. Lewis summed up the rela-
tionship coldly: “Who gets the hird,
the hunter or the dog?"’ Politically,
Lewis and Lhe pro-capitalist forces he
led were undoubtedly the hunter and
history shows how compleiely they
bapged the game.

In a sense, the CP summed itself up
with its epitaph to the murdered Com-
munist. Morris Langer. Langer, a
worker since the age of 12, had become
a Communist. He joined the revolu-
Lionary party of his class to dedicate
his life to the destruction of class socie-
ty. In 1932 he led several bloody bat-
tles Lo organize Lthe cloth-dying sweat-
shops in New Jersey and was brutally
assassinated by gangsters there who
planted a bomb in his car. His funeral,
attended by ten thousand workers,
became a powerful demonstration of
class hatred against this system. But
his epitaph written at that time by his
comrades showed the way the vision of
the workers was narrowed by
economism. Under Langer’'s picture in
their hall they wrote, “We will
remember Morris Langer by building a
greater union.” 7

V1. SUMMATION

The myth aof the thirties as a "high
point” turns reality completely upside
down. The decade opens with tremen-
dous possibilities, a section of the class
eager to dive into revolutionary work
and tear the system down. And it
closes with the working class over
whelmingly, almost unanimously,
cemented into the reactionsry, im-
perialist *“New Deal"” coalition. Waves
of revolutionary-minded workers were
maolded into little more than militant
union organizers. A whole generation
of workers saw the class struggle as hit-
tle more than a fight to better the sale
of their labor power.

Thousands who had yearned for
revolution were left high and dry by
events, disillusioned, frustrated and
confused, A few, who clung to their
union positions, became some of the
most cynically dishonest demagogues
of the “labor movement.”

The 1930's left behind a working
class that had been given a political
lobotomy. Considering that, the con-
cessions around unionization and
social insurance were a cheap deal for



TUUL

the capitalists. In fact, the unions,
especially with the new and more
favorable redivision of the world which
U.S. imperialism achieved after World
War 2, were less of a concessian Lthan
they were the consolidation of a new
and powerful political machine con-
trolled by big hacks tied to the hour-
geoisie’s apron strings. with an ap-
paratus extending through a key sec-
tion of the working class. The unioniza.
tion of basic industry in the U.S, cer-
tainly did take place on a political basis
just as the CP once predicted—hut in-
stead of automatically revolutionary
politics, it was on the basis of the sur-
rendering and sinking of the revolu-
Lionary aspirations that at the begin-
ning of the decade had burned =o
hrightly among many workers.

The point of this is not to dismiss the
importance of the economic struggle.
Without a doubt it was a crucial arena
of class struggle during this period, the
early Depression. The authursts were
not just hohum affairs where the
workers respectfully presented their
demands, but vielent upheavals where
the workers protested the very condi-
tions of their lives, risked almost cer-
tain defeat, for a chance to Lake a
swing at the hated class enemy. It
would have been criminal for com-
munists to stand back, expecting Lhe
purity that never comes. But it was
just as eriminal, and far more seduc-
tive, to allow the political task of
preparing for revolution to disappear
in the flush of struggle. Here was
something real, they said, as they alfow-
ed revolution to become unreal, distant
and misty. The very reason Lo unite
with the workers in their economic
struggle is not to get lost in the strug-
gles that the warkers are quite capahle
of initiating and conducting {and in
fact have been for a century and a half),
hut to lead them off the treadmill, to
revolution,

In a recent report, the Central Com-
mittee of the RCP, USA wrote,

“in such work, as in all work, com-
munists must not limit themselves to
the confines of the trade unions or
reduce their political line to the level of
spontaneous trade-unionist struggle
inor still less to the explicitly bourgeois
paolitics of the trade union hacks). In-
stead they must carry out strictly
Marxist agitation and propaganda and
all-around revolutionary work to raise
the workers' sights to the broad and
decisive questions in society and the
fundamental political struggle for
socialism, reaching its highest form in

the armed struggle for the seizure of
power. "

For various reasons it is fairly
unlikely that an actual revolutionary
situation would have emerged in Lhe
19305 even if there had heen a
tharoughly revolutionary Parly.
Events refuted the Lheories about o
permanent economic decline, and the
U.S. was able Lo emerge from Warld
War 2 sufficiently strengthened Lo en-
joy another perind of stablilization, a
period of 'prosperity” and reaction. It
did not develop that the hourgenisie
could no longer rule in Lthe old way (the
Depression never actually produced a
sharp political crisis). And the illusions
held by the workers never went from
heing shaken Lo heing shattered. with
millinns ready Lo die rather than live in
the old way any longer. However, it is
not inconceivable that things could
have gone otherwise, especially if they
had gone differently in some other
countries as well. The point is that Lhe
course events followed was very much
influenced by the subjective fac-
tor—the line the CP followed and pro-
pagated among the masses.

A revolutionary section of the wark-
ing class would have had a tremendous
effect on the last several decades,
especially the 19680s. Even if all that re-

‘mained of the CP Loday were a revolu.

tinnary legacy—and nol a revisionist
one—Lthe strength of Lhe revolutionary
maovement would he quite different go-
ing into the 1280s.

It is exactly because the CP was not
gimply a thoroughly corrupted and
revisionist organization from Lhe
heginning that gives the whole ex-
perience its urgent significance. A
revolutionary Party, rooted among the
warkers, had a tremendous apportuni-
ty to transform the political landscape
of the U.5., and they threw it away.
The source of the problem, ultimately.
did not lie in ohjective conditiong out-
side the Party, including the overall
trends in the international communist
movement, but most fundamentally
the inability of the Communist Party
to thoroughly defeat the reformist and
economist lines that it was horn with
and which were continunusly recreated
and enforced by the pressures of
bourgeois society itsell,

The CP began the decade as a revolu-
tionary party which mainly carried out
a wrong line, a line not based on the ac-
tual laws of society. It ended up being
transformed, dropping its goal of
revolution and eventually becoming
tharoughly counterrevolutionary.

in the CP of the early Depression
there is little to emulate, but much Lo
learn from, These are mistakes which
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we, the revolutionaries of Lhe 19805,
cannot afford to repeat.

Footnotes

Lo rving Beenstein, The Loan Years
THveraaile Mriess, Comibreilge,
18608, p. 247 Jack Allen & John
b.. Betis, Mistary: [I5A
{American ook, T968), p 527,

2. William Z. Foster, Totrard Sovder
America International
I"ulilishers, Mew York, 1R p
HER

4. Bornstein.

4. Teward Soviet America, p. v,

B, The Wav flut tpamphlet),
manifesto and principal  resole-
tions adopied by thie Eighth Con-
vention of the Communist Party
ol the USA in Cleveland, (thin,
April 28, 1934 (Workers Library
Publishers, N.Y., 1934), p. 12,

fi. See Wil Klingel and Jdoanne
Puihounios, frepcirtont Seroglox
i Haitding  the  Nevolutioeery
Coenmuemint Pariv. 1I8A (RCE
Publications, 197H).

7. Sev “There WIll e Rivolution,
But Wishing Waon't Make 10 50,
Heeewslitron, January TR0

B, Puarty Cheganizer, Jan-Feb, 1928,
p- WA (Arcle by Max Boedacht)

9, fith  Wuarld  Congeoss of  Come
nesenisd Fitermationnl, | 9248,

I, The Commeenis, Dee. 1928, Arti-
cle on The 1928 Elwctions,”
quated by Theodore Draper,
American Commignism  asd
Soriet  Russia  (Viking  Pross,
N.Y.. 1960y, p. IRL.

11, The Dhuaily Warker, [hee. 26, 1928,
Thisl,

12, William #. Foster, Bankriprey of
the American Loabor Movement,
1922, quoted by Draper, p. 70,

14, William &, Foster, Feron Brvan o
Sealin (Moternational Pubilishers,
1937), p. 55.

14, The Communist, October 150, p.
#RA, Article by William Z. Foster.

15 From Hevae o Sialin,  pp.
277-2R1.
6. Willlam ¥ Foster, Amerean

Tracle  Urminnizm  aternacional
Puhlishers, N.Y., 1947), p. 8,

17. The Communist, Nov, 1935, Arti
el iy Fostor,

1. Hernstein, p. 506,

19. Fred Beal. Word From Nowehere,
p. 117,

20, lrving: Howe & Lewis Coser, The
American Cummaeisi Party (o
Capn Press, N.Y., 19741 p 259,

21. Beal p. 115,

22, Sowthern Keposwee, Winter 1974,
pp. 188, 194,

23, The Commumixt. June 1929, Arti-
cle by Cyrie Briges, “The Megra
Question in the Southern Textile
Sirikes”

24, Beal p. 113,

26, Howe, p. 258,



1.

.

1.
32,

3.

A+

6,
A7,

M,

William Dunne, Gastonio, € iadel
af the Class Kireagele in the New
Souck INY., 1929), quoted by
Hiowe, p. 261.

Heal. p. 112,

William 1unne, The
Warker, Sopt. 1929,
Party Chegramizer, May 1930, p. 10,
Larbisr Uity forgan of the TULIL,
Sept. 14, 1999,

From Brvan to Stelin, p. 219,
Thee aily Worker, Sepl. 3, 1929,
p- 2

The Wavy (. p. 29,

Tiel.

Towwand Soviet America, p. 69,
IEmphasix added.)

Ihicl.. pp. G4-66.

The Daily Worker, Sepl. 20, 1929,
p 4. Article by Charles E. Ru-
thenberg, “Hoad e Proletarian
Hevolution.™

V. L Lenin, What Is To Be Dane?
(Foareign Languages Press. Pek-
ing, 1975}, p. K.

Toward Sovier America, p. 261.
(Emphusis added.)

Haily

40.
11,
42,
43,

44,
15,

46,

47.
1M,
49
A,

The Way Cut, p. 23,

Rruu!'ul'{lm. Jan. 1980, p. 37.
Lenin, p. #T.

Three articles in The Communist
expreas Lhe different lines: “MexL
Steps in the Coal Sirike” hy
William #. Foster, 1931, p. 70%;
“Some Lessons of the lLasy
Miners® Sirike” hy 5 Willner,
1932, p. 27; und ~ Lessons of Lhe
Sirike Struggles in the USA,”
Hesolurion of vhe KO0, 1831,
p. 402,

Harty Organizer. Feh, 1934, p. 31,
The Communist, 1932, p. 697, Ar-
Licle by Tom Johnson, “The Fighl
Agprainst Sectarianism in the Na-
Linnal Miners Union,” (Kmphasis
in original )

Parry Chrganizer, Morch 1994, pp.
ME3Z. This is only one of many ex-
amples of this line

Toward Saviet America, p. 341,
The Dwily Warker, Sept. 13, 1932,
Torward Suvfer Ameriea, p, 244,
American Trade  Unionism, p.
2000,

23

51.

57.

fiM.

Heth McHoenry & Frederick N
Myers, Hime is the Saifer (Inler
national Publishers, N.Y., 194H4),
p. 10K,

Ibid., p. 166.

laznin, p. 99,

« Party Crganizer. March 1934, p.
1

The Communizi, 1933, pp. 975,
B7H,

The Communize  Tnternational,
1933, “The Extraordinary Con
ference of Lhe CPUSA™ pp.
R52-65T,

Philip 5. Fener, The Fur &
Leather Workers Union (Nordan
Press, Nowark, 19500, pp. 382,
304,

Revedetion, OeLdNov. 1979, “T'he
Prospects for Hevolution and the
Urgent Tasks in the [Decade
Ahead: Documents from  ihe
I'hird Plenary Scasion of Lhe Sec-
ond Central Committee of Lhe
RCP, USA," p. 17



kasamaproject.org



