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Editors’ Note: The last few years have
been a discouraging period for those in
the U.S. who want fundamental change
in the direction of freedom and equal-
ity. Though struggle against the
powers-that-be goes on, as always,
struggles in the last few years have
tended to be episodic and isolated. It’s
hard to find signs of a widespread will-
ingness to fight the bosses and the
government. This lack of movement
among the mainstream of the popula-
tion is, in all likelihood, the root cause
of the general political drift to the right
and, as well, the evolution towards
social-democracy among so many left-
ists whose radicalism had been
spawned by the movements of the late
'60s and early '70s. One evidence of
this latter trend was the evolution of
the New American Movement (NAM)
away from the revolutionary New Left
politics of its origin, culminating in its
merger last year with Michael Har-
rington’s Democratic Socialist Organ-
izing Committee (DSOC) — a tiny
social-democratic  sect  that  had
emerged from the break-up of the old
Socialist Party in 1972. That split-up
had been itself a reflection of the Viet-

nam War, since the Socialist Party of
the 1960s had been firmly in the hands
of the ‘‘State Department socialists”
who thought the Communists were
such a threat that it merited allying
themselves with U.S. bosses, by sup-
porting the U.S. government’s imper-
ialist foreign policy. This fit in with the
practice of cooperation with the bosses
which characterized the union chiefs
who controlled the Socialist Party in
those days. The split in the SP created
three groups — the majority formed
the Social Democrats USA, made up of
such class-collaborationist union lead-
ers as Lloyd McBride of the United
Steelworkers and Albert Shanker of the
American Federation of Teachers.
They had no compunction about sup-
porting U.S. imperialism in Indo-China
{and anywhere else) right to the bitter
end. In 1981, for example, Shanker's
AFT ran a major spread in the ‘“‘Am-
erican Teacher’' supporting U.S. policy
in El Salvador as a struggle for ‘‘dem-
ocracy’’ (even while members of the
Salvadoran teachers union were being
tortured or hunted down by forces of

the local dictatorship). Another outfit
that came out of the break-up of the old
SP was the group headed by ex-Mil-
waukee mayor Frank Zeidler which
resurrected the name ‘‘Socialist Party”’
for itself. This group opposed the Viet-
nam war but more on the basis of lib-

eral pacifist than class-struggle
grounds. And finally, the third frag-
ment from the old SP was Harrington’s
liberal group who had no consistently
anti-militarist or anti-imperialist posi-
tion (for example, they have supported
U.S. military aid to Israel until just re-
cently) but who simply followed the
evolution of the liberal mainstream in
its belated opposition to the Vietnam
War. Democratic Socialists of America
(DSA) is the organization which re-
sulted from the absorption of NAM by
Harrington’s DSOC. Chris Nielsen,
whose piece on ‘‘DSA and Libertarian

Socialists'’ we are printing here, rec-
ommends the ‘‘democratic socialist™
milieu — and specifically DSA — as an
appropriate area for participation by
anti-authoritarian socialists or anar-
chists. Though we disagree with Chris’
conclusion, we think he raises a num-
ber of issues worth discussing. Social
democratic ideas are on the rise, and
the sort of position Chris argues for is
one that needs to be answered by liber-
tarian ‘socialists.

What is ‘‘social-democracy’’'? Social-
democracy is not unique in pursuing
or supporting short-range changes to
benefit working people — the revolu-
tionary libertarian unions of the early
decades of this century, such as the
IWW in this country, used militant tac-
tics for goals short of class emancipa-
tion. Social-democratic politics is typi-
fied by a reliance on electoral politics
with the union bureaucracy providing
the major base of support. Social-dem-
ocratic tactics have traditionally led to a
statist conception of what socialism is
all about — socialist politics get de-
fined in terms of what state policies the
social democratic leaders will imple-
ment on our behalf once in office, and
structure of socialism usually gets de-
fined in terms of nationalization — and
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certainly this is the content of DSA’s
politics. Of course, it is true that some
people who have proposed the use of
social-democratic tactics have not pro-
posed statist solutions. There was the
now-defunct People’s Bicentennial
Commission (an off-shoot of NAM)
which proposed the idea of ‘‘self-man-
agement’’ in a market framework,
achieved through the electoral process.
{An old idea, first advocated in the
1800s by LaSalle, the father of the Ger-
man Social Democratic Party.) And
then there are the tiny Deleonist sects
like the New Union Party and the So-
cialist Labor Party who propose to use
the electoral process to abolish the
state (eventually) and institute indus-

trial self-management. Chris, on the
other hand, is not recommending so-
cial-democratic politics for our partici-
pation because he wishes to defend the
actual political content of social-demo-
cratic groups like DSA but only because
he believes that such politics represent
a necessary intermediate stage in the
evolution of the consciousness of the
American people towards a socialist
future.

There are several responses we could
make:

(1) We think the consciousness of the
working class is a product of its own
collective activity. The main problem is
that people presently aren’t aware of
the potential power that workers have
for changing society. The awareness
that worker solidarity provides the
power for creating a society based on’
direct democracy and self-managed
production for collective benefit is only
created through the experience of soli-
darity in action. The main thing that
has to happen for a change in con-
sciousness is people breaking through
their passivity. This is why we rest our
strategy on collective direct action. On
the other hand, by furthering the reli-
ance on politicians and union bureau-
crats, social-democratic politics sup-
ports those institutions and practices
that impede widespread direct action
by working people.

(2) The outcome of a process of social
change is determined by the actual
character of the movement that is the
motive force behind the change. A
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mass social movement that creates a
new set of social relations prefigures
the new social configuration. A society
based on mass direct democracy and
self-determination can only be the out-
come of a movement which has that
character. On the other hand, a move-
ment that defines its politics by what
policies its leaders will implement once
they have their hands on state power,
or which is defined primarily by pursuit
of state programs, will simply end up
bolstering bureaucratic state control —
it is completely utopian to think other-
wise! Although it is possible for a small
group to put forward the idea of using
the state to dismantle the state or using
the state to implement workers’ self-
management of production, mass poli-
tical parties tend to adopt statist con-
ceptions of their objectives — it is no
accident that social-democratic parties
have tended to define the movement
towards socialism in terms of nationali-
zation. The electoral process is defined
in terms of disagreements over what
state policy should be. Thus, social-
democratic movements invariably come
to define socialism, to one degree or

another, in terms of the state running
things — social-democracy can only be
a transition to more state control.

(3) Within the labor movement, elec-
toral politics has always been used by
the union bureaucracy as a safety valve
— a way of avoiding militant action that
might provoke an undesirable con-
frontation with the employing class.
When workers raise issues that go be-
yond the narrow confines of what the
established order accepts as part of its
collective bargaining system — a short-
er workweek, healthier working and
living conditions, plant closings, racial
and sexual discrimination,etc. — they
are encouraged to think in terms of
legislative changes. Social democratic
politics, like the union bureaucracy it is
based on, tends to reinforce passivity
instead of working to overcome it. Be-
cause it tends to define politics by an
orientation to getting certain leaders
into power, it tends to encourage peo-
ple to look to leaders to do things for
them instead of encouraging collective
self-reliance and contributing to the
development of consciousness, actually
doing nothing to develop revolutionary

debate

or class-consciousness because it bases
itself on the wrong kind of practical ac-
tivity.
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Along with Chris” piece we are print-
ing two replies, one by a member of
Workers Emancipation and the other
by a member of the Anarchist/Lib-
ertarian Socialist Association of Santa
Barbara. Though we don't buy Chris’
idea of a social-democratic ‘‘stage’’ in
the evolution of society towards liber-
tarian socialism, some of us did expert-
ence our own personal social-demo-
cratic “‘stage’’ in our political develop-
ment. Dennis Hayes was formerly a
staff writer on the Socialist Labor
Party’s “The People’'. Manuel Santos
was a participant in the Portugese
social-democratic movement during the
Portugese revolution of 1974-75.
We encourage others to join the dis-
cussion.

O

DSA & Libertarian Socialism

The idea that libertarian socialists
should involve themselves with the
Democratic Left [i.e. social-democratic
organizations and ‘‘single-issue’’ re-
form movements — eds.] — including
organizations like the Democratic So-
cialists of America (DSA) — couldn’t
even really be called “‘controversial”’
among libertarians. In my experience,
the notion elicits argument at best and
scornful insult at worst. Nevertheless, 1
present my own arguments in a spirit of
comradely challenge. Since I came to
consider myself a libertarian socialist
or anarchist a few years ago, I've de-

“veloped along two — many would say
contradictory — lines. First, I've ex-
panded by exposure to libertarian the-
ory, and continue to be in broad agree-
ment with it in the ultimate perspec-
tive, the long term requirements for the
achievement of socialism or commun-
ism. In the intermediate perspective,
however, in my effort to involve myself
in political action, I've become severely
critical of libertarians’ unwillingness or
inability to relate effectively to non-lib-
ertarian or non-revolutionary socialists
and progressives — an unwillingness
or inability that tends to leave them
with nobody to relate to but other ‘‘un-
compromising’’ libertarian revolution-
aries.

My reading of the libertarian press
for the most part shows me isolated in-
dividuals and transitory grouplets trud-
ging along in a self-defeating rut of
apocalyptic revolutionism, utopianism,
and sectarianism. They show little or
no sense of a concrete strategy for in-
jecting their ideas into the movement
for social change as it exists in this
country and as it can be reasonably ex-
pected to develop in the foreseeable
future. My experience of trying to work
with libertarians politically has been
discouraging and frustrating for the
same reasons. Because of this, I joined
Portland New American Movement in
1981, as it was in the process of merg-
ing with the Democratic Socialist Or-
ganizing Committee. Portland NAM
had a strong history of local organizing,
some existing projects I could agree
with, and its stated politics were close
enough to mine that I felt I could work
within it (though I had my doubts about
DSOC and the merger). It also had
enough good people in it that I could
feel like a member of an active organi-
zation and community, rather than like
an alienated revolutionary hermit. It
was — and I think continues to be, as
Portland DSA — a reascnably coherent
socialist group, linked with a nation-

wide organization, with roots in the
real, existing social movement.

Since the nature of that movement
and its likely course of future develop-
ment are central to my thesis, I'll
sketch out my views on them. First of
all, we have to be clear that the existing
social movements don’t include a
meaningful socialist tendency of any
kind, whether social-democratic, Len-
inist or libertarian. Socialists are active
in such movements, of course, often in
important ways, but they don’'t have
much influence in the name of social-
ism. Socialist theory is not generally
accepted or even welcomed in the
movements that exist today. Socialist
activists are, as long as they aren’t
perceived as doing propaganda work
for socialism. This poses a big problem
for all socialists, including us — how
do we present our ideas if people aren't
interested in them?

The movement as it exists is frag-
mented, made up of dozens of single-
issue movements and organizations —
labor, environmentalists, anti-militar-
ists, feminists, racial minorities, civil
libertarians, lesbians and gays, energy
activists, tenants’ rights advocates —
who usually work in isolation from one
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ALTERED STATES?

Chris raises several issues. Unfortu-
nately, his argument is not as straight-
forward as his tone and attitude are con-
structive.

No one can predict with certainty the
course social struggles will take. It’s less
difficult to suggest that we avoid what
has been tried and found wanting. Chris
advocates ideas and action that have al-
ready contributed to some of the most
obscene barbarism of this century. He
responds tothe current hiatus in positive
social movement in the U.S. with an ar-
gument of desperation and defeat. For-
tunately, the alternatives tojoining DSA
are promising, thoughit could be argued
that the gloomy alternatives Chris de-
picts are no less gloomy than the course
Chris advocates.

Chrisneglectsdiscussing the concrete
experience of ‘‘progressive,’”’ populist,
or labor patties, much less evidence of
DSA’spolitics, save a quote from a Santa
Cruz mayor., This neglect is consistent

with Chris’ argument, which rests
mainly on his perception of the form that
successful social struggles take.

Chris states that ‘‘ideological labels
and formulas tend to become fetishes
thatweblind ourselveswith. . .”" Asitis,
the concepts that convey Chris’ under-
standing of DSA as well as of social
change remain buried in undefined
phrases like ‘‘democratic socialism,”
‘“‘class consciousness,”’ and for that
matter, ‘‘libertarian socialist.”’ As a re-
sult, semantic confusion stalks Chris’
arguments.

Buzzwords

Few things in life are as predictably
confusing asthelexicon of social change.
Anyone who examines modern revolu-
tionary literature must wade through a
swamp of buzzwords that mean different
things to different people. Take the word
“*socialism.’’ Most ears and eyes, from

Gdansk to Detroit, identify ‘‘socialism’’
with dictatorships like the Communist
Party states of the East, or European
labor party reforms. Yet among many
political groupsinthe U.S., ‘‘socialism™’
refers to some non-existent stateless so-
ciety in which institutions are directly
and democratically controlled by a
majority of the people.

The semantic confusion reflects an-
other dimension of the problem. Ideo-
logically loaded words have become
weapons in the mouths and pens of
status quo keepers who monopolize and
restrict connotation, deliberately con-
fusing and inhibiting the free flow of
ideas. If elites in the West identify ‘‘so-
cialism’’ with ‘‘totalitarian” Eastern
regimes, and if their counterparts in the
BEast identify ‘‘democracy’” with ‘‘op-
pressive’’ Western social orders,
shouldn’t those of us who use terms like
‘‘demoecratic socialism’’ divulge our
meaning? Equally compelling cases
could be made for ‘‘anarchism,” *‘an-
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Nielsen. . ..

another or worse, at cross-purposes,
seeing each other as rivals. They also
tend to be fragmented along geograph-
ical lines, especially minority and poor
people’s grassroots organizations that
don’t have middle-class liberal backing
channeled through national organiza-
tions like NOW, ACLU, and the Sierra
Club.

The issues these groups address all
point toward the heart of the multi-
farious crisis of our society — the crisis
of capitalism, authority, racism, and
patriarchy — but they fail, as single-
issue movements, to make the neces-
sary over-arching analysis that would

enable them to unite and resolve the
crisis. The necessary analysis is that of
libertarian and feminist socialism, you
and I would agree. But that analysis is
far from being accepted by even a sig-
nificant minority in the movement.

As I say, the issues these groups are
struggling with all point toward this
analysis, but not with enough clarity for
it to be obvious to most people. Bour-
geois-democratic and American indi-
vidualist mystifications trap most peo-
ple into some variation of ‘‘just wanting
to make the system work for us too."”
They ask for ‘‘equal opportunity’” to
enjoy the fruits of capitalism, not for an

abolition or even radical restructuring
of capitalism.

There are two contradictions here (at
least), and they’re the key to the radi-
calization and unification of the move-
ment. One contradiction is hidden in
the system itself, a system that mas-
querades as a democracy and a free
market but is really a hierarchical mon-
opoly of wealth and power that has un-
til recently been able to afford conces-
sions to the working class. As the cur-
rent crisis of capitalism deepens, the
true nature of the system will become
more apparent. The American Dream
of freedom and wealth for all will dis-
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archo-syndicalism,’” “‘libertarian social-
ism,”" etc. :

‘*Class Consciousness’’?

Chrisinsists that the DSA can contrib-
ute to ‘‘class consciousness.”” What is
class consciousness? For those disaf-
fected with or confused by leftist jargon,
there is no such monolithic concept. In-
voking it clarifies nothing. Among our
milieu we might agree on a ballpark def-
inition: a collective awareness of power
by individuals who share common per-
ceptions of — and interests in — chang-
ing their social environment. Essential
to this perception is the subversiveness
and power our fate as workers bestows
on us — our class experience.

Class is a similar social experience
people encounter, especially where they
work. For most of us, the experience is
perceived as oppressive tension — a
tension somehow more focused, more
unbearable at work than the hollow and
impersonal relationships we individ-
ually experience in society at large that
alsoare part of our class experience. The
special tension imbues work with an ex-
plosive character. It derives from work’s
manipulative and irrational content and
especially from the possibility of im-
mediate, collective confrontation with
the system and its social functionaries
that the workplace uniquely offers.

Qur class relationship is to small num-
bers of people who individually control
workplaces and wealth producing re-
sources, design and fashion strange and
hostile technologies of domination, and
collectively benefit from a state and
ideologies that preserve this arrange-
ment. This implies a paradox. The dom-
inators control all who have not accumu-
lated incomes on which to survive and
therefore must work for a wage. But the
dominators do not independently gener-

solve in the harsh light of austerity and
repression imposed by monopoly capi-
tal in its frantic effort to save itself.
Fragmentary movements to reform or
democratize capitalism will founder on
the fact that monopoly capitalism won’t
allow itself to be reformed or democra-
tized, though it may manufacture the
appearance of allowing it.

The other contradiction isn’t as read-
ily apparent, or won't be until the
above dynamic shows itself to at least a
significant minority of people. This is
the fact, obvious to socialists, that
““equal opportunity’”” to compete with
others (men, whites, workers in
another region or country) can do no
more than reproduce social injustice in
a more generalized form. Though racial
minorities or women may make gains
as an abstract group, it will only be a
minority of individuals in those groups
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atetheir power; the dominated do, inthe
form of increasingly absurd services
rendered in return for a wage. This par-
adox is the real marvel of modern so-
cieties, reproduced in quite the same

who will “‘succeed,’’ leaving the rest as
disenfranchised and dispossessed as
ever. And workers who compete reg-
ionally or internationally for the reten-
tion of job-creating capital will find
themselves more and more at the
mercy of capital.

This will lead to the development of
class consciousness. On the other
hand, it’ll become increasingly clear
that monopoly capital is the main bar-
rier to the aspirations of single-issue
popular movements. On the other
hand, the failure of monopoly capital to
integrate all members of a particular
interest group will broaden single-issue
movements’ analysis to include the
whole working class and working class
interests. This will in turn lead to more
radical analyses of the system and
more radical demands on it.

Increasing class consciousness and

way in otherwise different societies all
overthe world, Class consciousnessis an
awareness of the paradox, and the es-
sential impotence of the dominators by

S

the beginnings of a socialist viewpoint
will open the movement up to socialists
to make programmatic proposals. The
proposals that are initially accepted
and struggled for by the movement will
be, first, those that seem the most
practicable and, second, those that are
presented by trusted activists within
the movement, rather than by revolu-
tionary ideologues. They will basically
be reformist proposals that could be
implemented through the medium of
state power (national, state and local),
and a large part of the activity of an in-
creasingly unified movement will be for
the purpose of achieving and influenc-
ing state power.

State power is the preoccupation of
both Leninists and traditional social
democrats. Of the two tendencies,
Leninists will tend to be discounted by
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virtue of their system’s vulnerability.

Class is by no means monolithic. It
doesnot exhaust the experience of social
oppression. Class does not encompass,
for example, the specific oppression of
women, gays, blacks, etc. Thus, women
execs, black businessmen, and gay
landlords may experience limits to ‘“up-
ward mobility’’ (such as it can be). But
class does provide a common ground
and, most importantly, real power for
liberating all people who work for a boss
and who do not manage other workers.
That power, though latent, can cre-
atively liberate work from the domina-
tion of capital and the state, and can in
some cases combine the elan of free ex-
pression and play with work. The point?
Class power is uniquely adaptable to the
fight against non-class-based social
phenomena like sexism and racism.

Under what circumstances does class
consciousness emerge? Chris is correct,
Ibelieve, in associating it with crises, but
incorrect in implying that it emerges
more or less mechanically, manifesting
itself in stages that initially tend toward
the political machinery of the ‘‘Demo-
cratic Left.”’

Socialand psychologicalupheaval and
trauma prompt people to question the
rules and powers that govern their lives
and thatisolate them from similarly situ-

Nielsen. . ..

the vast majority of Americans because
of their ideological association with
foreign totalitarian governments hos-
tile to the United States. Only in the
most extreme class conflict — amount-
ing to civil war — will authoritarian so-
cialism be considered seriously by a
significant number of Americans.
Social democrats, like the dominant
tendency in DSA today, have the most
likelihood of being listended to. Their
programs are radical but not revolu-
tionary (normal people are afraid of
revolution, not infatuated with it),
they’ll be operating through recognized
institutions like the Democratic Party,
and they’ll almost certainly be backed
by the ‘‘corporate liberal’” faction of
capital. This will be both their strength
and their weakness. The strength will
come from their closeness to present
power circles, the wise appeal of their
“‘reasonable’” programs and rhetoric,
and from the comforting idea that the
system can be changed "‘‘democrat-
ically,”’” without upsetting anyone too
badly. It'll just be seen as an ‘‘evolu-
tion of society’” in the minds of most.
The weakness will come from the
probable inability of a social democratic
government to do any better than such
governments have done in Europe over
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ated people. Questioning goes on in of-
fices, schools, factories, bars, and
among TV audiences everyday. But
questions must lead to some direct col-
lective activity, some independent form
of rebellion, or the perception of — and
will to assert — common interests —
‘‘golidarity,”’ to define another buzz-
word — will prove elusive.

Thisis why class consciousness cannot
be intellectually injected from some ex-
ternal source. As Chris at one point
seemstoagree, socialist ‘‘preaching™ —
the majority of ‘‘propaganda work’’ by
left parties — will not do. There simply
is no substitute for concrete activity, the
immediate experience of rebellion in
which people discover a power inde-
pendent of the state, workplace, and
media hierarchies. Nor is this collective
perception a mere shift in perspective; it
is an emerging awareness of real possi-
bilities toregain control over life through
joint action among people who perhaps
had very little direct contact with — or
eveninterestin — each other. Class con-
sciousness may be compared to a collec-
tive ‘‘eureka’’ phenomenon, a kind of
secular revelation of alternative reality,
of freedom through imaginative struggle
and creative organization.

The important thing here is that class
consciousness makes revolutionary

the last fifty or more years, from the
tendency of social democrats to become
social bureaucrats with an interest in
managing capitalist crisis with all the
familiar panoply of mystification, aus-
terity measures, and repression. In
other words, traditional social democ-
racy will fail, and once again people
will be faced with the necessity of solv-
ing the crisis.

‘There won’t be a simple progression
from liberalism to social democracy to
revolutionary socialism, either in the
minds of most people or in society as a
whole. There will be a period of oscilla-
tion between timid social democracy
and decrepit conservatism, as there has
been in Europe, probably with more
radical swings than we see in Europe
because the crisis will be deeper and
more generalized. In this unstable con-
text, with reformism failing and bar-
ring the kind of civil war that could lead
to authoritarianism, it’ll be possible for
a resurgent grassroots movement to
develop a new kind of politics. People
who worked for social democratic re-
form only to see it fail will struggle fora
far more direct, radical, and egalitarian
form of both socialism and democracy.

This is the kind aof situation libertar- -

ians would hope to be able to act on

ideas seem practical. Today, the major
barrier to radical collective action is that
it appears to be impractical. Why? Be-
cause peopledonotbelieve they have the
power tochangetheirlives for the better.
This is why, in my view, direct action in
the workplace and in the streets is a
necessary condition for the rediscovery
of our collective power and thus for
positive social change in the current
period. The DSA bases itself on social
forces that actively organize opposition
to direct expressions of rebellion.

‘iDemocratic Socialism’’?

The springboard for Chris’ appeal —
and for DSA politics — is the belief that
‘‘revolutionary ideas and organization™
are for the time being impractical.
Chris’ alternative: make the best out of
the prevailing unfavorable balance of
forces by uniting existing organizations
behind a DSA-led political coalition.
(According to ome version, if labor
leaders, politicians and other promi-
nent coalition figures call themselves or
their proposals ‘‘socialist’” long
enough, a ‘‘mass base for socialism’’
becomes possible!) It is worth noting
that in rejecting the ideas and legacies
of direct, self-managed rebellion in
favor of party-dominated, state-imple-

constructively. The state we find the
libertarian left in today, however,
doesn’t give us much hope for influ-
ence. And I believe that without a fun-
damental re-evaluation of libertarian
politics, we won’t be able to develop
that influence. We can’t be confident
that the sccial change we want will
happen through a natural, ‘‘dialec-
tical’’ progression from reformism to
revolution. There will be opportunities
to be taken or lost, and some of them
will be crucial. We’ll be facing the twin
dangers of civil war with authoritarian
reaction and of inter-imperialist war
with nuclear holocaust.

How can we best develop the ability
to act in a crisis, to propose our ideas
and programs effectively? How can we
go from being an atomized milieu of
squabbling sectarians to being a force
to be reckoned with in society? I'm not
talking about organizing for the seizure
of power or any such idiocy; I'm talking
about becoming a widespread, coher-
ent network of influential activists —
people whose opinions are respected by
others in the general social movement.

Attempts to form such networks have
failed miserably so far. I believe the
main reason they’ve failed is libertar-
ians’ refusal to involve themselves in



mented ideas and action, DSA defines
“‘democratic Socialism’’ as minority-
controlled machine politics in the Dem- @
ocratic/Republican tradition. In effect,

the DSA rejects the self-activity and oo O

class consciousness that could make oo Qy

imaginative ‘‘impractical’’ ideas plaus- P o &

ible. 2
Just what DSA’s politics are or are Q

likely to be is not the matter of conjec-
ture that Chris’ conspicuous neglect of
the topic tends to imply. DSA bases it-
self on organizations of unsuccessful
(to put it delicately) struggle. DSA’s
leading lights and supporters include:
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e International Association of Machin-

ists president William Winpisinger,

whose fickle support for labor in- “It's on a hunger strike’’

cludes refusing to mobilize the cru-
cial support of machinist union
members intheairline industry while
the state matter-of-factly smashed
the PATCO (air controllers) strike
and union in 1981.

e UAW leader Douglas Fraser, who
pleaded for — and received — state
support for declaring Chrysler work-
ers’ jobs and living standards null
and void and who personally ordered
the breaking of a Detroit auto plant
occupation on the heels of an earlier
successful occupation in 1973.

e The DSOC apparatus, eloquently
personified by the quixotic Michael

Harrington, whose ‘ ‘party within the
Democratic Party’’ (the Democratic
Agenda) supported the Carter and
Kennedy nomination bids as the
“left-wing of the possible.”

o NAM, whose decentralized political
character defies generalization, even
after the sharp division over the
DSOC merger creating DSA and in
which NAM was the apparent junior
partner.

At once a fledgling party and party
caucus, the DSA stakes its chances on
providing an impotent surrogate to the

direct action that can lead to a discovery
of real power. Where governed minds
begin to question government, DSA
peddles confidence in ‘‘popular’’ gov-
ernment that remains out of direct, pop-
ular control. Where challenges to pol-
itical and economic elites emerge, DSA
proposes vesting its leaders with what
amounts to undelegated power to
choose, define and control the methods
of struggle. Surfside socialist Rotkin’s
slogan *‘You get peopleorganized so you
can take power; and you take power for
the purpose of getting people organ-
ized'’ suggests the essential limits and
arrogance (but not the danger) of DSA’s
chosen political activity: vote-herding.
Ironically, one of Socialist Party militant
Eugene Debs' most famous statements
was to the effect that if people can be
“'1ed’’ to socialism, they can be led any-
where. If Rotkin's view of top-down *‘or-
ganizing’’ for change isn’t consistent
with “‘authoritarian socialism,”’ Chris,
what is?

Barren Roots

Chris acknowledges that a DSA-led
coalition has ‘‘potential as a counter-
revolutionary force.”” Chris’ apology is
misleading. The potentialis in fact a ten-
dency that is documented in blood.

o

the reformism of the existing move-
ment. The libertarian rejection of all
statist politics and bureaucratic organi-
zation, and the revolutionary rejection
of compromising reformism are based
on “‘principle’” — or ideology — and on
“lessons’’ from past revolutionary fail-
ures. Compromised revolutionaries are
continually criticized for having given
up their anarchist purity to work with
statists, and thus either being coopted
or betrayed and crushed, as in the
Ukraine in 1918-21 and Spain in 1936-
37. And the failures of the uncompro-
mising revolutionaries are generally
blamed on the perfidy of the counter-
revolutionary left-in-power, rarely on
strategic mistakes by the revolution-
aries themselves, as in Germany in
1919-20, Hungary in 1956, and France
in 1968.

These criticisms and blamings are
half true. The left-in-power has indeed
proven its potential as a counterrevolu-
tionary force. But I think these revolu-
tionary failures are at least as traceable
to, on the one hand, the failure of the
revolutionaries to gauge the maturity of
the situation both internationally and
domestically. These twin failures, ob-
jective and subjective, have made all
past revolutionary attempts turn out to
be quixotic, futile demonstrations.
Every uprising has been, to a greater or

lesser extent, isolated in a small area.
In every case, effective power — econ-
omic, military and ideological — has
been maintained by the rightist, leftist,
or bourgeois democratic regime in
power or coming into power.

There have, on the other hand, often
been gains made in these situations
{and in reformist movements), either in
the form of better living conditions for
the working class or in heightening the
tension between working class and rul-
ing class. In Poland, for example, re-
peated mass uprisings by workers have
forced concessions from the state on
living conditions, and the state has only
been able to make good on them by
putting Poland in hock to Western
banks to the detriment of the nation’s
— and the world’s — financial stabil-
ity. The government is walking an
ever-shakier tightrope, and the workers
have gotten better and better organ-
ized. Though mnot revolutionary, the
Polish working class is definitely radi-
cal reformist, and every successive
frustration of their desires can only
make those desires stronger and more
coherent.

Correspondingly, in the west, social
democratic reforms have created the
idea of entitlement to basic social serv-
ices and a decent wage, and even the
relatively passive American working

e ————— —

i — e ———————

class is showing itself unwilling to give
up these gains. Every new level of re-
form tightens the spring of potential
capitalist crisis by one more notch, and
should be welcomed and actively
worked for by all socialists, including
libertarians. The difference between
American and British workers is sub-
stantial; Americans are hardly even re-
formist yet. They basically accept the
capitalist equation, ‘‘good business cli-
mate = investment = jobs = liveli-
hood for workers,”” and seem as likely
to blame foreign workers as domestic
capitalists, let alone capitalism itself.
With more time and struggle and dis-
appointment in old answers, they may
look in more progressive directions for
solutions.

Where will we be when they do? If
the past is any indication, we'll mostly
be working in small, isolated theoreti-
cal groups or in single-issue move-
ments, with little prospect of influenc-
ing the direction of the movement as a
whole. Single-issue movements are
necessary, as the components of a
larger, unified movement, and theor-
etical groups are necessary so we can
develop our analysis, strategy and tac-
tics. But they re not enough. These ef-
forts won't contribute substantially, I
believe, to libertarian influence in a

b
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The tendency stems not from *‘the im-
maturity of the situation,”” ‘‘the failure
of objective conditions,”” and least of all
from the failure of ‘‘revolutionaries to
gauge the maturity of the situation. . .”
It stems from the social institutions and
legacies which DSA, like its predeces-
sors and contemporaries in the Second
International, rests upon.

Tt is more than an irony that the ex-
plicitly labor and socialist parties emerg-
ing around the turn of the century in the
West traced their origins to labor upris-
ings and open social rebellion. These
parties tended to develop a strikingly
similar set of ideas and actions in re-
sponse to the failure of general strikes
and insurrections to thoroughly revolu-
tionize society.

Unions and political organizations
created amidst open struggles never-
theless maintained an organizational
existence and considerable influence

when the struggles receded. In these
conditions, revolutionary struggle was
no longer on the agenda; the ideas and
action ofindirect struggletook hold, here
as tactics, there as strategy, but ultim-
ately as the organizational raison d’etre
for “‘social-democracy.’”’ The view com-
monly expressed came to be known as
‘“‘evolutionary socialism,’’ the tendency
as ‘‘social democracy,’’ afterthenameof
such famous parties as the German So-
cial Democracy of Marx and Engels.
These parties advanced a program of
parliamentary politics and union organ-
ization to manage and unite people for
immediate, limited reform while await-
ing a gradual transformation to socialism
through the ballot, a transition admin-
istered by the state. The gradualist ap-
proach was and remains in direct oppo-
sition to the explosive, rapidly changing
character of social rebellion and class
consciousness, i.e. of real social history.

In theory, the mass social democratic
parties, and the unions upon which they
were based, spoke for the millions of
people they nominally counted as mem-
bers and supporters. In practice, the
parties and unions made a virtue of col-
laboration, institutionalizing the passiv-
ity of grassroots support by elevating
electoral activity and labor contract
management to the level of first prin-
ciples. These activities were, after all,
the bread and butter of the union and
party leadership.

The parties and unions also developed
hierarchical structuresof a contradictory
character. Onthe onehand, their basis of
support was the working people who
constituted an overwhelming majority.
On the other hand, unions and parties
developed as independent structures
whose original purpose became irrele-

M

“'Too long have the workers of the world waited for some Moses to lead them out of bondage. He has not come;
he never will come. I would not lead you out if | could; for if you could be led out, you could be led back again. |
would have you make up your minds that there is nothing that you cannot do for yourselves.”’

— Eugene Debs (1905)
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unified mass movement for social
change in this country.

I'm convinced that when the move-
ment begins to look for an overarching
theory to unify it and give it coherent
purpose, it will look in the direction of
Democratic Socialism. It's simply the
most logical and easily-imagined al-
ternative to the reactionary trend we’re
seeing in capital now. People will nat-
urally tend to organize along lines that
are somewhat familiar to them, accord-
ing to programs that seem workable,
given political power. The extension of
democracy into the economic realm is
one that large numbers of Americans
can be expected to support at some
time in the intermediate future, and
coherent political organizations that of-
fer this idea as a program can be ex-
pected to draw increasing support.
These organizations will be the seed-
beds of a unified social movement.

It’d be disappointing, of course, to
see this development merely take the
form of a social democratic party on
European lines, though it seems inevi-
table that there will be a strong move-
ment in this direction, especially as the
more liberal faction of capital lines up
behind it. The question for us is, what
will be the most appropriate response
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for libertarians to the emergence of
social democracy in the United States?

My answer is that we should give it
critical support. Not capitulate to it, not
let ourselves be absorbed in it, and not
vaguely accept it as an “‘evolutionary’™
step toward our ideals, but contribute
to its growth for the explicit purpose of
pushing it farther than a traditional
social democratic movement would
ever go — and certainly to help initiate
a break with social democracy if and
when it turns out to be a failure. To

oppose social democracy politically, af-

ter it’s achieved power in this country

and failed to fulfill people’s desires,

will make perfect sense. To oppose it
now, ideologically, is absurd — unless
we're more concerned with ideology
than with politics. If we're ever going
to change from ideological hobbyists to
political activists, we're going to have
to learn the difference. (To make a
semantic clarification, I'm not speaking
of ‘‘politics’’ in the alienated, authori-
tarian sense, but in the widest possible
sense: the determination of power re-
lations in society.)

We should employ the same kind of
strategy in organizations like DSA that
DSA is using with respect to the Demo-
cratic Party and the unions, that is, the
formation of a ‘ ‘party within a party,’’ a

coherent tendency of libertarians with-
in the Democratic Left. We should take
on positions of responsibility in Demo-
cratic Left organizations; we should
enter our theoretical articles in their
discussion bulletins and participate in
strategic debates; and we should work
to develop specific spheres of activity
so that we can concentrate our influ-
ence and become a recognized faction
of the Democratic Left, identified with
a coherent constellation of issues and
strategic ideas.

By doing this we could gain experi-
ence as activists in national, regional,
and local organizations; we could use
the resources of those organizations to
further our own growth as well as
theirs; and we could increase our
credibility as long-term members of the
social movement, rather than appear-
ing in sporadic ‘‘interventions’’ as
ideological exhibitionists. We could
also form alignments with the more
radical and grassroots-oriented tend-
encies within Democratic Left organi-
zations, to counter the inevitable drift
toward bureaucratization and centrist
politics. We would thus be performing
a role similar to that of the Jusos
(Young Socialists) wing of the German
Social Democratic Party and the auto-
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vant alongside the realities of maintain-
ing an orgamizational existence amid
such hostile forces as industry and the
state. Ultimately, the unions, but even
more so the parties, came to rely on the
state and the perversities of lobbying
and logrolling as the power base for en-
forcing the social democratic program,
itself defined more and more exclusively
by adistinct social layer of union officials
and professional politicians. This, in a
nutshell, remains the contradictory per-
specvtiveof DSA, which today proclaims
““We join with the liberal-labor wing of
the Democratic Party, that unstable alli-
ance of some of the worst and most of the
best people in the land. We see this
reaching out as the road toward the crea-
tion of a new first party of the American
left.”’

gestionnaire [self-management] tend-
ency of the French Socialist Party.
These groupings have ties with more
radical extra-party formations as well,
like the German Greens, and so should
we. They also have the ability to force
debate within their parties, and they
act influentially on some crucial party
issues, like the Pershing missile ques-
tion in Germany.

The other thing we’d be doing, of
course, is lending our energy to the
growth of these organizations in them-
selves. I think this is necessary for the
purpose of developing a basis for more
radical action in the future. In a con-
servative, confused society, we have to
act with awareness of and respect for
the limitations in people’s minds. This
doesn’t mean accepting those limits as
our own, but we do have to learn to re-
late to them in an effective way. We
can’t just preach at people, as revolu-
tionaries are so famous, and so justly
derided, for doing.

Unless our activity were purposeful,
we would end up merely working to
raise social democracy on our backs.
And some of our energy would,
whether we liked it not, be channeled
into building up the same bureaucratic
systems that we actually wish to dis-
mantle. Part of my apology for this is
that the development of such systems
is inevitable as part of a social move-
cratic movement in the U.S., and that
we have to accept that to some extent
for now. I don’t believe we'll ever see
the development of a social movement
tailor-made for us, and we should be
able to tolerate some social democratic
bureaucratization as well as we could
tolerate a lot of other things — provi-
sionally. The provision is that the or-
ganizations we join be open enough to
dissent so that we can organize, criti-
cize and agitate within them without
fear of repression. If nothing else, our

The historical fruit of social democracy
has been unstable, if material, reforms
during periods of relative prosperity.
Butreform was won mainly by the threat
— perceived or real — of direct action by
workplace or minority movements, not
by social democratic statecraft. The rec-
ord of reform isoutweighed by the bitter,
tumultuous interludes of barbarity to
which social democracy has contributed.

The growth of social democracy has
tended to come at the expense of the
fighting organizations of workers — the
last and only real defense against totali-
tarianism — and the popularization of
the state as a “‘neutral’’ and essentially
benign institution. As a result, social
democratic unions and parties have his-
torically created a political and social at-
mosphere for war and holocaustal rule:

would put their claims of multi-tend-
ency democracy to the test for all to
see.

The other part of my apology is that I
don’t think we’d find ourselves alone in
these organizations, and I think we'd
be able to do a lot more than yap at the
heels of bureaucrats. My experience in
DSA has been one of finding consid-
erable sympathy for libertarian ideals
like openness to debate, local auton-

=——

® The social democratic parties and
unions actively mobilized workers for
the international terror of World
Wars I and II, and countless other
conflicts, while enforcing war-time
production and state-regulated labor
schemes at home.

¢ The (German Social Democracy, in
successive acts of suicidal folly, re-
fused appeals to mobilize arguably
the most fully organized (and clearly
well-armed) working class in the
world in the 1930s while Hitler con-
solidated the Third Reich.

e In Chile, the social democratic marx-
ist Allende ordered the disarming of
the workers at the urging of the gen-
erals before the coup that for

B
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omy, and base-oriented rather than hi-
erarchical organizing. Most of my com-
rades — scholar and DSA theorist
Stanley Aronowitz, for example —
would agree on self-management as a
crucial part of socialism. The main dif-
ference is their idea of a transition to
socialism being a matter of change in

degree, rather than in kind — of a
gradual, cumulative evolution of social-
)
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“That's the way this job is, Bledsoe—interminable periods of boredom

active presence in these organizations and brief moments of intense excitement!”
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Havyes. ...

ten years has drowned Chilean pro-
testina seaof blood and ‘‘disappear-
ances."’

e In Poland, the social democratic
tendency dominant in Solidarnosc
actively worked with the Church and
the Stateto disarm and isolate the so-
cial rebellion, paving the way for the
December repression.

Such is the legacy of social democracy
and the working basis of DSA politics.

If there is one thing we can learn from
the living history of modern social move-
ments, it is that their outcome reflects
the organization and character of the
movement. Chris makes an artificial
separation between the movement of
DSA-style reform from the ultimate
goals he seeks. Far from sharing com-
mon ground with the ‘‘long term re-
quirements for the achievement of
socialism or communism. . .,"" the DSA
cheerfully, if unwittingly, champions a
recipe for defeat and demoralization. It
may be true, Chris, that one could ben-
efit from going through a ‘‘social demo-
cratic stage,”’ i.e. renouncing social
democracy once and for all. But this pre-
sumes that workers and revolutionaries
can survive such historic repression that
social democracy has set the stage for.
The legacy of social democracy is attrib-

- utable ultimately to a conception that

substitutes the party for the movement,
and the electoral maneuvering of mach-
ine politics for the self-activity of popular
direct organization.

Chris’ ad hoc attempt to justify DSA
politics by asserting ‘‘Society is the
state, we are ourselves the state,
whether we like it or not,”” is difficult to
accept as more than a misleading meta-
phor. Itis an admission that autonomous
struggles, and therefore any hope for
the future, are impossible; that such
autonomous phenomena as Solidarnosc,
which emerged in ‘‘truly totalitarian”
Poland, never existed. This confused
section of Chris’ appealis, in a word, in-
credible.

Alternatives?

What are the alternatives to DSA?
Chris’ criticism of the “‘unwillingness or
inability that tendstoleave [libertarians]
with nobody to relate to but other un-
compromising libertarian revolution-
aries’’ is well taken, although exag-
gerated if taken as a characterization of
our milieu. We are not as isolated as you
think.

Many of usare taking advantage of the
current lapse in generalized rebellion to
publicly exchange our ideas and digest
our experiences in such publications as
Processed World, No Middle Ground,

M
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Strike!, and ideas & action. Others are
active in ‘‘single-issue’’ groups oppos-
ing nuclear weapons and power or put-
ting up an alternative information net-
work on Latin American and Caribbean
struggles. Still others are active in work-
place organizations. Those of us who can
arrange todoso are coming together this
July (see box on page 9).

Still, Chris’ criticism of inactivity re-
mains valid; we cannot harbor illusions
aboutthelimited scope and impact of our
activities. In fact, a regrettably increas-
ing amount of our time is spent devising

strategies tokeep body and soul together
and still have enough lefi over to keep
modest, if promising, political projects
alive.

No unifying strategic perspective or
concrete set of ideas and actions organ-
izationally links our milieu. Such things
are crucial. But they cannot be manufac-
tured from fossilized ideas, particularly
ofthose ontheleft who pretend to design
the architecture of tomorrow’s revolu-
tion from the ghosts of past defeats.

It can be said that our ideas of direct
action and self-managed struggle have

an immediate application and simplicity
that, as these things go, are far more
‘“logical and easily-imagined’’ than the
confused and misleading designs of so-
cialist statecraft advanced by the DSA.
Butit willtake the shockwave ofrebellion
andthehuman movement it throws up to
imbue dormant imaginations with the
creative perspective of rebellion — the
perspective that constitutes a genuine
opportunity for social change in the
direction of humanliberation. Then, too,
will the current passive maleise among
our milieu be put in proper perspective.

— Dennis Hayes
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ism rather than a fundamental break
with capitalist production relations.
My own present perspective is that a
fundamental break with capitalism is
ultimately necessary, but impossible
without the social movement going
through a developmental period that

includes reformism. I agree with DSA .

that in order to move society toward
socialism, we have to move toward so-
ciety as it is. That doesn’t mean com-
promising on what we believe in or
want for society; it means compromis-
ing on what we think we can get, for
now. It means finding out what ordi-
nary (non-activist, non-socialist) people
want, and proposing socialist programs
that fulfill their needs.

Mike Rotkin, DSA member and
mayor of Santa Cruz, ran for office in a
conservative town as an open socialist-
feminist. He hasn’t back-pedalled on
his politics; in fact he presents his suc-
cess as an indication that moving to-
ward the center politically might not be
what’s needed — as opposed to moving
toward people. He ran a campaign
based on grassroots neighborhood or-
ganizing for municipal social services,
and recognizes the continuing — in-
deed escalating — necessity for ongo-
ing organization after taking power, to
end people’s passivity in relation to
government. At a ‘‘Community Con-
gress’’ in Portland in October, Rotkin
said:

The real key is trying to find ways
that we can catalyze people to get or-
ganized themselves, so that they
don't hear about what it means to
have power collectively but that they
experience it in some direct way.
And I think that means a lot of organ-
izing has to go on not around the
kinds of goals that some of us might
like to see people organizing around,
but around the kinds of goals and
concerns that people themselves ex-
perience.

Having micro-state power in Santa
Cruz has allowed Rotkin and his pro-

gressive associates on the city council
to raise issues, initiate programs, and
stimulate self-organization among the
people of the city in a way that indi-
cates the democratic essential nature of
socialism. He’s been able to demon-
strate a socialist practice that’s defi-
nitely not the usual centralized, bu-
reaucratic, authoritarian mold. His per-
spective on state power is that ‘‘You
get people organized so you can take
power; and you take power for the pur-
pose of getting people organized.”’

The traditional libertarian critique of
state power is certainly important, but I
believe it needs to be revised and put in
perspective, not fetishized as it often is
by libertarians. The state is not, as
many anarchists would seem to have it,
a monolithic, foreign entity, a discrete
block of political power that can be
‘‘smashed.’’ The state is the organiza-
tional scheme of capitalist society (as
Castoriadis described it), a system of
interlocking hierarchical structures that
seeks to integrate all sectors of society
into a controllable, totalitarian whole to
facilitate capital accumulation. It
doesn’t exist somewhere ‘‘above’” soci-
ety; it pervades society. It’s not a static
institution; it changes and expands,
and in fully developed capitalism it's
extended itself farther into the fabric of
society than the early anarchists could
ever have foreseen. In developed capi-
talist society, the state has come close
to actually replacing society, if by soci-
ety we mean individuals and groups
and their interrelations. Individuals
and groups are being assimilated into
the state, and their interrelations are
being redefined and redirected by the
state, in the interest of capital. We
have entered the era of totalitarian
capitalism.

This means, I believe, that we have
to revise the libertarian project.
Whereas in earlier times the state
could be conceived as an alien entity
that could be resisted and ultimately
destroyed by determined collective ac-
tion on the part of an autonomous soci-

ety, today the possibility of developing
an autonomous society is severely lim-
itec. Society is itself the state; we are
ourselves the state, whether we like it
or not.

Evidence for this proposal is every-
where. Whereas in the days of classical
revolutionary socialism (say, until the
end of the Spanish Civil War) there
were workers' organizations that could
maintain (sometimes armed) autonomy
against capital and the state, this is not
so today. All unions everywhere are in-
tegrated into capital and the state,
either on the truly totalitarian model of
the Soviet Union or the corporatist
model — soon to be totalitarian — of
Western Europe and the United States.
Community organizations and social
mutual aid networks are few, small and
weak, and most of their efforts are
channeled almost automatically into
the state, because that’s where the re-
sources are to address community
needs. As Mike Rotkin said in an ad-
dress to the DSA’s Western Regional
Conference in August, only a small
minority of Americans are active mem-
bers (as opposed to passive members)
of ary organizations at all. As a society,
we are losing the capacity for self-or-
ganization, because of the encroach-
ment of totalitarian capitalism on every
aspect of our lives.

Under these conditions, I believe
that the libertarian project has to in-
clude working for the development of
the most basic movement for social
autonomy and change, and I believe
that the principal work being done in
that direction is now being done in the
Democratic Left. This will necessarily
involve some form of state politics, be-
cause of the extension of the state into
most aspects of our lives. If the distinc-
tion between state and society has in-
deed broken down, then struggle with-
in society implies and necessitates
struggle within the state. Though as
libertarians we have to struggle to
break out of this limitation, we have to

)=
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To the ballot box!

(temporarily, of course)

by ManuelSantos

Debate on the question ‘‘Reform or
Revolution?’’ is at least as old as the
socialist movement itself. Chris Nielsen
seesreformingthe system, not as an end
in itself, but as a necessary step on the
way to achieving Libertarian Socialism.
Chris poses the idea that the system’s
failure to live up to the increasing expec-
tations created by the reform process will
— through dialectical acrobatics, per-
haps — lead to increased class con-
sciousness and revolution.

Chris' naivete is sometimes alarming.
He writes that the strength of Demo-
cratic Socialists ‘‘will come from their
closeness to present power circles, the
wide appeal of their reasonable pro-
grams and rhetoric, and from the com-
forting idea [of being] seen as an evolu-
tion of society in the minds of most.”’ But
how does the ruling class view such re-
forms? In the latter’s eyes, this process
of reform is one of either buying time by
granting some temporary concessions,

or co-opting the people from the pursuit
of more threatening actions. For ex-
ample, capital has been recently apply-
ing the idea of ‘‘quality circles’’ and
“‘worker participation’’ in industrialized
countries. Why? To make it appear that
unionism is unnecessary, to raise pro-
ductivity, to get workersto participate in
their own exploitation. Such tactics seek
to give an appearance of self-manage-
ment without the substance — the idea is
toforestall the development of a demand
for genuine self-management — a con-
cept advocated, in one form of another,

by such workers organizations as the

Spanish CNT or the French CFDT.

Chris writes about the possibility of
forming abroad unity of the left. But this
assumes that social-democratic politics,
such as advocated by the DSA, has more
in common with genuine socialism than
with capitalism. Looking at the past per-
formance of social-democracy, I don’t
think this is true.

Social-democracy sells the worker to

the state. The character of social-dem-
ocratic politics is exemplified by the be-
trayal of the European working class at
the beginning of World War L. The pos-
sibility of worker solidarity across na-
tional boundaries was undermined by
social-democratic appeals to national-
ism — as each national working class
lined up behind its own governent. As
Herman Gorter wrote in 1915 in his Im-
perialism, World War and Social Dem-
ocracy, ‘A class which for twenty years
has been taught to trust the bourgeoisie
canno longer combat it.’’ It seems to me
that social-democratic rule would be as
likely to result in nationalist conscious-
ness asin class consciousness — witness
the Argentine left’s pro-war nationalism
during the Malvinas incident. Or, more
close to home, Michael Harrington'’s es-
pousal of protectionism. Workers might
be rallied for a war — and attacking the
working class of other countries — under
the rationale of ‘‘defending our hard-
won reforms.”’ A war — especially if it
takes place abroad — could be made to
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accept it for now as the limitation that
exists in the minds of virtually every-
one in this country and in the actual or-
ganization of society.

I fear that unless the various single-
issue movements and political tend-
encies can be drawn together under the
umbrella of a more or less unified so-
cialist theory, the state and capital will
find it possible to perpetuate the frag-
mentation of the movement by coopting
some segments of it and playing them
off against the others. I see Democratic
Socialism as the theory most able to
counter the present reactionary trend,
and to establish a base for further,
more radical movement. If the very
basic notion of Democratic Socialism
isn’'t established, I don’'t see how a
more radical vision could ever arise.

The broad movement for Democratic
Socialism, as long as it’s truly multi-
tendencied and doesn’t itself become
totalitarian, is open and malleable
enough for us as libertarians to work
within it. The best way, in fact, to pre-
vent the totalitarianization of Demo-
cratic Socialism is for libertarians to
join with near-libertarians within the
movement to agitate for a more open
and base-oriented politics than tradi-
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tional social democracy.

T've chosen DSA mainly because of
its local strength and because, as with
NAM, I felt I could provisionally or
nearly agree with most of its perspec-
tives. I am less in agreement with the
politics of DSA, but I still see DSA as
the organization with the greatest po-
tential for building a Democratic So-
cialist movement in the foreseeable fu-
ture. If DSA becomes more conserva-
tive and closed rather than more radical
and open, I'll lose interest in it, and if a
better organization emerges, I'll join it.

I'm sure there’ll be enough ferment
in the Democratic Left as a whole, and
the social movement as a whole, to
counter the bureaucratic trend of social
democracy. Along with the Democrat-
boosters and union hacks in DSA, there
are community organizers and others
with a more base-oriented approach. If
DSA became too closely identified with
traditional social democracy when the
larger movement demonstrated a de-
sire to go farther, I'm sure it would
split or otherwise engender the rise of a
more radical formation. People in the
U.S. are tired of bureaucracy, and a
political organization that just offers
more will merit the same contempt as

others that have come before it and will
deserve to be superceded. In any
case, I see the social movement as too
broad to be actually dominated by
DSA, or by any other organization.

1 do hope, and am willing to work, for
the development of an effective liber-
tarian organization. Such an organiza-
tion could contribute a great deal to the
development of a truly and radically
democratic socialist movement. But as
I've laid out here, I consider as crucial
to the success of such a project the
ability of the organization to work
closely with the various tendencies of
the Democratic Left. Ideological labels
and formulas tend to become fetishes
that we blind ourselves with, using
them for alienated self-justification
rather than collective self-realization.
The libertarian project is still vital, but
it’ll be dormant until it finds a way to
connect with the real, existing move-
ment of society.

— Chris Nielsen

Note: Chris invites responses to this
piece. His address is 5215 N.E. 30th,
Portland OR 97211.



seem more desirable to workers than
fundamental social change.

Nationalism is one of the dangers of

. social-democracy.

And what if a deepening social crisis
does take place? The social-democratic
bureaucrats and intellectuals will al-
ways cringe in horror at the possibility
of “‘opening the floodgates of anarchy’’
— i.e., direct action that threatens the
established institutions. Their call will
be for more law and order. After all,
under what other social climate could
their reform orientation flourish? In the
meantime the working class has been
disarmed, with no autonomously or-
ganized movement. A working class
caught like this might rebel but would
not have developed the means for cre-
ating and running a new, equalitarian
society.

History is not a science. One cannot
simply sit down and develop a theory of
history that can predict the process that
will bring about a revolution, particu-
larly of the kind desired by anti-auth-
oritarians. In so far as history shows
anything, it indicates that a revolution
is a creative, spontaneous act that can
occur under many different circum-
stances. Revolutionary situations have
occurred in backward, repressive reg-
imes such as the Czar’'s Russia, more
recently in bureaucratic collectivist Po-
land, and in the liberal capitalist
France of May 1968. :

A generalized crisis of class society
and of the state pose the possibility of
fundamental social changes, of hitherto
undreamed-of possibilities. Such a crit-
ical juncture may take place under
many different types of system —
fascist, bureaucratic collectivist, social-
democratic, etc. Why suppose that
social-democracy is necessarily “‘the
next stage’’ before a revolutionary
change? If we wind the clock back to
the Czarist Russia of 1917, we could see
that Chris would be suggesting that we
support ‘‘actively’’ the Kerensky gov-
ernment because the Russian people
pust first experience social-democracy
to realize that it won't do and then
move towards a revolutionary change,
such as a revolutionary federation of
Soviets. But was this the thing to do
under those circumstances? I don’t
think so.

The Issue of Democracy

Chris writes about the grassroots
democracy existing within DSA. Here's
a question: Assuming he's right about
this, how permanent a feature of DSA
is this? Chris himself gives us some
evidence that a more powerful DSA
means a less democratic DSA when he
indicates that DSA is a less satisfactory
organization than NAM was. We can
only expect that DSA will become

“‘more conservative and closed rather
than more radical and open.’”’

Chris fears that unless our activities
are directed to libertarian purposes
““We would end up merely working to
raise social-democracy on our backs.
And some of our energy would,
whether we like it or not, be channeled
into building up some bureaucratic
systems we actually wish to dis-
mantle.” You bet! I suspect that the
reason for DSA’s involvement in grass-
roots movements, and its own internal
democracy, is that it is a very small or-
ganization and is anxious for all the
help it can get in order to grow. Maybe
they don’t want to appear authoritarian
because they would risk turing off mili-
tants like Chris. I suspect that the in-
volvement of DSA — and the Cam-
paign for Economic Democracy also —
in grassroots movements is just a
trampoline to get into power. I'm not
suggesting a conspiracy theory in
which DSA activists are just cynical
power mongers — though that might
develop. I am saying that the actual
role of an organization — especially if it
is large or influential — goes beyond

————

the subjective wishes of any one mili-
tant and often even of the majority of
the members. I believe that structures
shape people more than people shape
structures. )

During the revolution in Portugal in
1974-75 I belonged to the social-demo-
cratic party. My rationale was that an-
archists were a small crowd with less
than adequate organizational skills, but
social-democrats were  democratic,
realistic and occasionally would talk
about seli-management. It soon be-
came apparent that their radicalism
was a front which they maintained dur-
ing those two years when the popular
mood was one of deep reform. Even the
Socialist Party was Marxist at that
time. Later on, when things cooled off,
the social-democrats became middle-
of-the-road and the Socialist Party be-
came social-democratic.

The social-democrats will be out
there hunting for votes whether we

[turnto page42]
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help them or not. Are we to use our en-
ergies, as anarchists, for this? How
does the common person view parties
today? The majority of people certainly
view parties — and the government as
well — with scorn or distrust. To the
extent that workers vote, we observe
that they vote, not so much for the
party of their class as for any party —
even a conservative one — that locks
like it can provide security and =mploy-
ment. Oscillation between a conserva-
tive and a pro-labor party seems to be
the pattern in industrialized nations.
Chris’ assertion that social-demo-
cratic rule would expose the inherent
contradictions of the system and pos-
sibly trigger a. movement for deeper
changes doesn’t correspond with ob-
ervations of what really goes on. Often,
the inadequacies of social-democratic
governments induce people to vote for
the conservatives the next time around.
Workers, of course, want to hold on to
whatever comforts they've gained un-
der capitalism. If they bother to vote at
all, they'll vote for any party that locks
like it can protect their present level of
well-being. This leads me to the con-
clusion that the workers will struggle
for radical alternatives, not when they
experience social-democracy, but when
they see that capitalism is not capable

_—

Kowalewski. . . .

Jan Rulewski’s proposal did not involve
an immediate mobilization of the
masses.

It was not clear how power could be
seized from the bureaucracy without a
direct confrontation, without a qualita-
tive leap in the counterpower of civil
society represented by Solidarity. A
passive strike, even on a general scale,
would not allow the problem to be
solved. Jan Rulewski’s tactic was based
on illusions which had, for several
months, been rejected by the masses
and a growing number of union lead-
ers. Nor was it without significance that
parliamentary democracy appeared to
Jan Rulewski as the form by which the
working people should come to power.
The more radical currents, while not
dismissing parliamentary democracy,
favored its combination with genuine
council democracy.

The tactic proposed by Lodz, Krakow
and Warsaw Regions had an obvious
advantage over that put forward by
Bydgoszcz. Still, it displayed a weak-
ness which can be found in all the tac-
tics advanced during the Polish revolu-
tion in 1980 and 1981. In its struggle to

solve the question of power, even the

of providing anymore, i.e. when it be-
comes completely bankrupt in their
eyes.

Class Compromise

There is another thing that makes me
very uncomfortable with the idea of
joining DSA or the like. To join them
means to enter the world of endless
class-collaboration — only by class
compromise can the social-democratic
machine serve both of its masters,
Capital and Labor. For example, we
have the Socialist government in
France that tries to balance the national
budget by exporting weapons and tries
to quence French capitalism’s thirst for
energy by developing nuclear power. Is
Chris asking us to ‘‘actively’’ support
an American Mitterrand?

We have witnessed the failings of
social-democracy many times over. So-
cial-democracy hasn’t worked and can’t
work — in part because it maintains
governmentalism, and in part because
it does not work to abolish the profit
motive and competition as the basis of
the economy. Social-democrats not only
pursue a policy of accomodation to
capitalist society, a number of social-
democrats also advocate some form of
“‘market socialism.”’ To see the prob-

most revolutionary current within Sol-
idarity had nothing to propose on ‘‘the
struggle to win over the army.”” Such
was the feeling of power emanating
from the mass movement that the most
aware members fell victim to the illu-
sion that this strength would be encugh
to neutralize the army, and that the
problem of confrontation was not yet
posed. Solidarity and the whole of the
mass movement would pay for this illu-
sion in the hours that followed.

The National Commission did not
come down in favor of any of the pro-
posed tactics. It was content to call for a
referendum on the system and the form
of rule — which was not in contradic-
tion with any of the tactics put forward.
The debate remained open on the way
in which the problem of power should
be resolved. However, a defensive atti-
tude prevailed in face of the risk of at-
tack by the state against Solidarity and
society, although it was evident that
whoever took the iniative and struck
first would have the advantage in the
event of a confrontation.

— Zbigniew Kowalewski
February 1982

lems with this, it is enough to look at
Yugoslavia where the market and sta-
tism are combined. Their market so-
cialism, which also includes so-called
“‘workers councils’’ in the factories as a
means of popular participation, has not
prevented inflation, foreign debt, un-
employment — including 700,000
workers with no choice but to work
abroad, flagrant inequalities in living
standards between regions, etc.

State and Society

In order to bolster his decision to be
involved in statist politics Chris dis-
cusses the relation between State and
society. Anarchist analysis has always
maintained that the two are separate
and that the existence of the first is not
only unnecessary but is an impediment
to the free development of the second.
Anarchists have also defined the State
as that hierarchical institution holding
a monopoly on violence over a certain
geographical area, which allows a
minority of the population — an ex-
ploiting class — to rule over the rest of
society.

No matter what political game is
being played in society, ultimately the
game will only go as far as the State
will allow. In a so-called ‘‘democracy’’
power doesn’t rest with the elected
party but with the upper class, the
military, secret services, etc. During
the decisive moments, the State will al-
ways try to intervene. It is not really
accountable to society — force is only
accountable to more force.

In lieu of these considerations, anar-
chists have generally agreed on the
idea that economic, social and indiv-
idual liberation are contingent on the
destruction of the state apparatus, and
that the freedom enjoyed by society
varies inversely to the power exercised
by the state, and, furthermore, that
self-management can only be achieved
through self-activity and, thus, labor
and social movement organizations
have to be autonomous of the State, as
well as developing a sense of self-con-
fidence and independence among the
people involved.

But now Chris is asking us to alter
these fundamental tenets in a funda-
mental way. In his attempt to “‘revise
the libertarian project’’ I'm afraid he’s
running the risk of giving it up alto-
gether. He believes in the necessity of
a social-democratic regime because not
only is this stage supposedly necessary
for the achievement of class conscious-
ness but also because struggling inside
the state is unavoidable since it ‘‘per-
vades'’ society and in ‘‘developed cap-
italist society, [it] has come close to ac-
tually replacing society..."’

I would agree that many states seek
total control of society and that it is in
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society. Social democracy fails to ar
complish this because its goal is “‘ef

ficient”’ paternalistic = government
complish this because its goal is abso-
lute social welfare under state tutelage;
its goal is ‘‘efficient’’ paternalistic
government with promises of security,
freedom from unemployment, eic.
Whereas State Communism has at
times meant the violent imposition of
Big Brother, Democratic Socialism is
supposed to be a ‘‘peaceful’” evolution
towards what is in face essentially the
same goal.

Chris believes that in the past it may
have been possible for revolutionaries
to work outside the sphere of the state
but today the state is so powerful that
we have no choice but to be activisis
within the framework of the State. But
would Chris be willing to tell all those
rebels who suffered at the hands of the
state in the past — in 1871, 1905, 1936,
etc. — that it was so much easier in
that era to organize outside the sphere
of the state? In fact, it has always been
hard to organize outside the channels
of political activity established by the
State.

Chris’ attitude is a defeatist one. But
I don’t think civil society has lost out
yet. What we want to do is work to
develop a movement that attempts to
break with capitalism and the state, not

towards a movement that strengthens
them now while maintaining a pretense
of defeating them later on.

Anarchists and the Reformist Left

This January [ attended a lecture by

DSA member Stanley Aronowitz at a
University of California campus. His
talk was interesting but the positions
he put across were ones that I, as a
Libertarian Socialist, felt very uncom-
fortable with. His entire message was a
social-democratic one: support for the
French Socialists, electing ‘‘progres-
sives’’ through the Democratic Party,
his belief in the need to be “‘soft”” on

_vital companies that might go on a

capital strike if threatened with sociali-
zation, his satisfaction with the beha-
vior of large national companies in
Sweden and France (such as the na-
tionalized auto-maker Renault). T was
left with the clear sense that this is not
what I believe in. Whether Stan!ej? says
he’s not ‘“‘way over on the left”” be-
cause he means it or just doesn’t want
to scare Americans, I got the sense tht
he was, in some ways, deceiving his
audience.

To.me, libertarian socialism has tobe
different than social-democracy and all
the authoritarian sects or it will be
nothing. I think revolutionaries have to
be honest with working people, with
students. Would workers cringe in hor-
ror at the mention of libertarian social-
ist tactics and goals? I don’t think so.
For one thing, government has been
traditionally seen as an enemy by the
American individual. One ideology that
is now trying to tap this sentiment is
right-wing ‘‘libertarianism.” I think
there is definite potential for a concetp
of socialism that takes it away from its
statist proponents and opposes govern-
mentalism. But only the working class’
own activity against the bosses and the
government will allow the development
of this potential.

We cannot join a social-democratic
organization because we differ funda-
mentally from social-democracy in both
tactics and goals. Of course, it is true
that many socialists claim that their ul-
timate goal is a classless, stateless
society. The real differences between
libertarians and other socialist tend-
encies, however, lies in what they pro-
pose for the present. Anarchists be-
lieve that it is utopian to expect any
statist method to lead to a society of
generalized self-management. Chris at
times seems to believe this but then
undermines this understanding by
adopting social-democratic tactics. But
he rationalizes this by calling these
tactics ‘‘temporary,”’ a ‘‘necessarv
stage,’’ etc.

Small gains and reforms are valuable
and make living in the short run more

enjoyable. But there are various ways
of achieving ‘“‘realistic’’ demands —
demands for short-range changes.
Some tactics prolong the passivity of
the working class while others, such as
workers strikes, develop self-confi-
dence and expose the cruelty of the
system (for example, when striking
workers confront cops).

With the social-democrats in power,
we could expect them to pursue a policy
aimed at capitalist recovery, which is,
of course, likely to mean appeals to
workers for moderation, for conces-
sions, and, most importantly, workers
will be asked to limit their self-activity
and let their legally elected and sup-
posedly ‘‘accountable’” legislators
make social changes as they see fit.
Such is the reactionary essence of
social-democracy.

Today's world is in a state of crisis, a
condition that calls for drastic changes
before it’s too late. As a species we
cannot afford even a half century of
reformist evolution. As we've wit-
nessed in Europe, this process didn't
prevent — and actually contributed to
— two world wars. More faith in gov-
ernn.ent can only bring us more wars.
We know that the solution can only be
society rising from below and abolish-
ing all states. This is a message we
have to spread: no faith in govern-
ments, power directly in the hands of
the people. We have to be bold, yet re-
sponsible.

Chris believes that we are isolating
ourselves by keeping to a steady course
of radical criticism of the existing
structures. He says we have to involve
ourselves in reformist organizations,
such as DSA, so that we don’t isolate
ourselves, so that we can be activists.
But I think we have to be clear on what
sort of isolation we're talking about. Is
it being isolated from parties, poli-
ticians and bureaucrats, or is it being
isolated from the people? I don’t think
isolation from the first implies isolation
from the second.

I believe that the anarchist move-
ment can work out an activist strategy
for itself without falling prey to the
reformist, legalist traps of the state.
The state would like to channel all op-
position in ways it finds non-threat-
ening. Social-democracy falls into this
trap, anarchy rejects it. To us, getting
people to go to the ballot box isn't the
only form of activism.

By being in DSA, Chris is giving up
working out a realistic anarchist strat-
egy, and, instead, follows a social-
democratic one, effectively becoming a
social-democrat. Social-democracy is a
Faustian pact in which the working
class loses its soul in exchange for a
welfare check and a free tooth check
up. U
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