Road M aps, Dead Ends, and the Search for Fresh Ground:
How Can We Build the Socialist M ovement
in the 21% Century?

Dan DiMaggio

Qt iseasy for goodto triunph over evil, if only angeswill get organized
alongthelines of theMafia.OPKurt Vonnegut

For the past seven-plusyears| have devoted much of my lifeto effort to build a
sodalist movement in the United States. As amember of oneof themany tiny sodalist
groupsontheU.S. left, | have organized dozensof anti-war, labor solidarity, immigrant
rights, and other rallies and campagns | have toured the country to speek at college
campuses aboutsodaism. | have set up numerousstudy groupsand conferences and
written and edited hundedsof articles for sodalist publications Mog people might say,
an, youle crazy if you think tha sodalism can be achieved in a county like the
United States! OBut despite the chdlenges, | hopeto continuedoing this for the next 50
Or SO years.

Lately, though | Qe started to wonde jus howthe & **$ aviable sodalist
movement can actudly bebuilt in the U.S. 1Qre been grappling with this question for
much of thelast year as | attempt to overcome afunk rooted in my sense that the current
organizationd forms of thesodalist movement, to which | and many others have given
so much of our time and energy, are adead end. Recently it seemslike every timel try to
raise afinge to hdp themovement, | am overcome by a crippling sense of thefutility of
ital.

My paralysis does not stem from pessimism aboutthe possibilities for sodal
changeintheU.S. Rather, it isrooted in frudrationswith the current methodsof
organization domnant in the sodalist movement, methodswhich make a difficult task
even harder Dif nat impossible. | can®shake thefeeling tha despite our best intentions
we are wasting resources by taking roadsthat lead to nowhere. It doesn®hdp tha the

main form of organization Btiny, competing groups divided by margind differences bis
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out of tunewith the content of our aims ®Qhefull material and spiritud liberation of the
toilers.Ol@e come to feel tha al the heroic effort in theworld cannotinvest inhaently
barren forms with meaning.

This piece is my attempt to stimulate critical thinking abouttheway forward for
theU.S. sodaist movement. | hopethat it will beof interest to practicing sodalists as
well as other progressive activists, because | think that a healthy, attractive sodalist
movement can hdp contribute to the rebuilding of a broader and more powerful l€ft. |
realize | am notthefirst personto say wha iswritten bdow, andthere is much that
remainsunexplored and unanswered. But | hopeit will lead to a produdive and
collaborative discussion tha might open new possibilities for anti-capitalist organizing.

TheCrisis

Ten yearsinto the 21% century, we face a series of crises Deconoric,
environmental, and beyond Brooted in the capitalist profit system. Yet thereal crisisin
this county, as Naomi Klein putit, Gomes from thefact that thereisn®areal left.O
Withouta vibrant, powerful left Bor even the semblance of onebthere seemsto beno
alterndive to what is on offer from our corporate and goveaning elite.

An outside observer might suppo® this should bea historic time for the sodalist
movement. Theglobd economic crisis has discredited capitalism in themindsof
millions A poll by Rasmussen in April 2009fourd tha only 53% of Americansfavor
capitalism over sodalism, with theunde-30 crowd nearly evenly split in its suppot. Add
to this Glenn Beck@ paranoid ranting aboutthe Obama administration® crypto-
sodalism, which makesit seem like there® a sodalist aroundevery corner, and you
might get theimpression that sodalists were ganing some serioustraction.

Unfortunaely, this atmosphee has trandated into few appreciable gainsfor the
sodalist movement. Sure, there have been afew nationd TV appearances and op-eds by
sodalistsin important nevspapers (and Beck has even read some sodalist groupOOVha
We Stand ForOprograms on his show).? But the dirty secret is that there are probably just

" Naomi Klein, (Building a Real Left,O<http://www.commondreams.org/video/2010/09/14#$

%See, for example, an editorial by the co-chair of the Socialist Party USA in the Washington Post: Billy
Wharton, @Dbama@® No Socialist. | Should Know,O<http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2009/03/13/A R2009031301899.html>.!
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afew thousnd organized sodadlists in theU.S. today. Tha nunmber indudes people of
widdy varying levels of commitment and experience. And rganizedOis agenerous
term, as we are divided into dozens of tiny, squabbling organizations Outside of Beck®
mind, 1@n sorry to say, soddists have unfortunaely little influence.

Thisisn®to demean theimportant work being dore by sodalist groupsacross the
county. Sodalists have played critical roles in recent movements ranging from LGBT
(lesbian, gay, bisexud, and tranggende) rights to the anti-war movement, providing
dedicated organizers as well as political leadership. At the same time, they continue
publishing sodalist literature, organizing meetingsand study groups and trying to
educate a new generation of Marxists. Thesodalists organizing today are some of the
mog dedicated, self-sacrificing people you will ever meet Bpeople who should be
praised by anyonewishing for a better world, rathe than laughed at as hopdess dreamers
or criticized fromthesiddines?

Y et thiswork isfar fromenough,as mog practicing sodalists are all too well
aware. Thequestionis whether more can be done or whether theweakness of the
movement today is an inevitable outcome of the period we are in. Despite growing
frudrationswith capitalism aroundtheglobe thisis adifficult periodfor theleft. The
past two decades following the collapse of the Soviet Union have seen an accelerated
ideological offengve prodaiming sodalism imposible. Thereis no denying tha theroad
ahead for sodalists will bean arduousone

But as U.S. sodalist James Cannononce said, Orhe art of politics is knowing
wha to do next. OMy contentionis tha we can take stepstoday to make the sodalist
movement healthier and more attractive, postioning it to grow and win the best activists
to its ranksin the years ahead. Objectively, capitalisn@ crisis poses a seriousneed for a
powerful sodalist aternative, withoutwhich therelentless logic of the system will
continueto assert itself. Growing numbers are coming to recognize that the problems
facing humanity Bfrom poverty to warsto environmental disaster to sexism and racism b
are systemic, even if tha does notimmediately lead them to join an organization. Our
task is to reach these people and show them a movement tha is capable of playing arole

&For an international example, see the comments on the positive role played by socidists in Britain
recently, On Praise of the Far Left,O<http://averypublicsociologist.blogspot.com/2010/12/in-prai se-of -far-
left.ntmi#. !
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in changing sodety. Mog impartantly, this process will involve critically assessing the
organizationd forms of today® sodalist movement and laundhing adesp discussion on
how to overcome the sectarian forms of organization and the sectarian thinking to which
they giverise.

Wha we do right now matters. As Hal Draper wrote nearly 40years ago, 0For us
American sodalists today who look forward to thebuilding of agenuine sodalist
movement, thereis a course we can take which will further this objective and bringiit
nearer, which will fructify thegroundonwhich it will arise, which will make it easier for
its elements to mature from place to place.OY et Draper also warned, O'he course taken
now by American sodalists can also have the oppaite effect: of turning off dispostions
toward a genuine movement; of sterilizing theground on which the seeds of the
movement might germinae; of making it harde for workersto find their way to a
sodalist movement-in-themaking. &

Problems of the Sect Form

It mightbeuseful tofirst lay outthe current terrain of U.S. sodalism. Wha exists
today is avariety of tiny groups often disparagingly referred to as Gects.Ol have usudly
taken offense to theuse of thisterm to refer to almog every group;it makes it soundlike
they are all distanced fromreality and more interested in building ther own organizations
than a broader movement. Some groupslabded GectsOare much better than others; there
isavast distance between the Spartacist Leagu€ and groupslike Sodalist Alternative or
thelnternationd Sodalist Organization (as the Spats always take pansto point out). But
increasingly, | feel tha it mightbeafair term, thoughl will try to avoid it asmuch as

" Hal Draper, O'he Anatomy of the Micro-Sect,O<http://www.marxists.org/archive/draper/1973/
xx/microsect.htm>.!

( The Spartacist League is the publisher of the newspaper Worker sQVanguard, which is mainly filled with
vitriolic attacks on other socialist organizations. One of my friendsin Socialist Alternative asked a Spart
why they keep showing up at our events to deliver long-winded speeches denouncing, for example, our
German sister organization® bad position on Michael Jackson® sex trial, even if they never recruit any of
our members. Their response: Ot |east we can try to demoralize you and make you drop out of the
movement.OThe government couldn® set up an organization that would make the socialist movement look
less attractive.!
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possible, given that it has entirely negaive connottionswhich are notfair to sodalist
activists today.°

Nearly al sodalist groupstoday are basically walled off from oneanother,
mutudly impermeable in terms of ideas and coordinaed work. Thelimited exceptionsto
this statement only provetherule. Each duplicates smilar activities, from publishing a
newspape (thebe-al andend-all for sodalist groups, often drawing on a misreading of
Lenin which | will address bdow), to organizing meetingson the case for sodalism, to
coordinaing study groups and on and on.

Until very recently, | was a member of oneof these tiny sodalist groups Sodalist
Alternaive. Internaiondly, Sodalist Alternaiveisin solidarity with the Committee for a
WorkersQinternaiond, which includes groupslike usin aboutforty other counties.
Other groupsonthe sodalist left in theU.S. indude the Internaiond Sodalist
Organization, Solidaity, the Sodaist Party, the Freedom Sodalist Party, the Sodalist
Equdity Party, Sodalist Appeal, Sodalist Action, Sodalist Organizer, two versionsof
the Freedom Road Sodalist Organization, the Party for Sodalism and Liberation, the
WorkersOWorld Party, Labor@ Militant Voice, the Sodalist WorkersCParty, the still-
existing Communist Party USA, the Revolutionay Communist Party, and plenty of
others (my sincere apologiesif | left your groupout).

Theexistence of al these groupsaways comes off as strangeto thos outsdethe
movement, so it® worth explaining why someonemight join oneand notthe others. |
joined Sodaist Alternaive nearly eightyears ago, immediately after theinvasion of Irag.
| had heard a speaker from our Nigerian sister paty speak six monthsearlier and make a
compdling case for internationd sodalism, which was strengthened by thefact tha he
had been oneof theleaders of the massive genera strikes agang fud price hikesin
Nigeria. So hewasn®jug atalker, butclearly someonewho represented an organization
with ideas tha were actudly able to reach people and mobilize them into action. Given
the paronizing attitudeof many liberal American activists toward Africans Asians Latin
Americans and working people generally Deither tha they need to be saved, or that ther
struggles are different than ours and all we can dois cheerlead them rather than have a

) AsHal Draper wrote, 0To Marx, any organization was asect if it set up any special set of views
(including Marx@ views) as its organizational boundary; if it made this special set of views the determinant
of its organizational form.Q
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genuinedialogueaboutstrategies and tactics Bl foundit immensely attractive to bein an
organization tha induded seriousworking-class activists from aroundthe globe

Still, it took months of convindng before | joined. | wasn®sure why | should join
any particular sodalist groupor wha | would get out of it. | had been extremely active in
the anti-war and student-labor movements, induding the Harvard Living Wage
Campagn, which culminaed in asit-inin 2001that broughttherichest university in the
world to its knees. Sure, | agreed with everything | read, but | was always asking DQvhat
do you guysdo?lt became clearer to me how sodalist ideas could hep build mass
movements after | read bookslike Farrell DobbgITeanster Rebdlion, aboutthe
Trotskyist-led Minneapolis TeamstersOatrikes of 1934. And with the start of thewar in
Irag, it was clear tha this entire system (capitalism) was intolerable, and | needed to get
involved in an organization pledged to overthrowing it.

| was attracted to Sodalist Alternaive in paticular because, in contrast to the
student activist groupsl was involved in, it induded workers amongits leadership, and
emphasized tha theworking class was the key force in changing sodety. | also agreed
with the decision to suppott Ralph Nader@ campaign for president in 2000from a
socialist perspective (thefirst protest | had ever attended was arally outside the 2000
presidentia debates protesting the excluson of Nader), which seemed like ano-brainer:
if youwant to build amass sodalist movement, it@ going to first and foremos require a
break fromthetwo-party corporate dictatorship over U.S. politics. Further, Sodalist
Alternaive didn®trace thar ideological allegiance back to Stalin or Mao, whose appesl
| Qe always struggled to undestand (notto mention tha the groupsthat looked to them as
leaders always turned me off for other reasons athoughl®n open to learning aboutthem
in the future with less hodile eyes). Andthey weren®crazy (Qultra-leftObeing thekinde
word usudly employed), unlike some onthe Bogton left. Ingtead, Sodalist Alternatived
methodsseemed capable of trandating sodalism into aforce tha could actudly be
grasped by millionsof workers and youth. Tha | was joining an organization of jug 150
or so people didn® bother me too much, since every soda movement starts small.
Besides, what other choice do you have if you want to build the sodalist movement
today?
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In retrogect, 1@n glad tha | madethedecision to join. But with time | Qe grown
more and more skeptical tha any currently existing sodalist groupis going about
organizing therightway. Infact, | inareasingly fed tha thesodalist movement today has
more to do with play-acting out some vision of the past than dealing with the complex
guestionsthat face usin the present. The organizationd forms the movement takes today
doalotto contribute to this problem, and deserve a critical assessment by anyone
congdering devoting their life to the struggle for radical trandormation.

Visionsfrom the Pag

To accuse sodalists of (play-acting out some vision of the pastOsoundsharsh, so
it@ worth elaborating onwha | mean. | bdieve that our visionsof how the movement
was built in the past allow many to accept the pury size of our organizationstoday. We
know B or think we know Bfrom studying history, that tiny, embattled forces have on
numerousoccasionsgrown to lead popukr, sodalist revolutions To give two commonly
drawn uponexamples: Didn®the Bolsheviks start out from a miniscule core of exiles,
Plekhanov, Zasulich, and Axelrod? And wasn®it said tha you could fit the entire anti-
war, revolutionay sodalist left (theZimmerwaldists) after the outbreak of World War |
into two stagecoaches? Yet it was thar doggel adherence to the correct program tha
enabled them to eventudly win the allegiance of millionsand lead thefirst successful
workersOrevolutionin theworld, in Russia. But are these comparisonshistorically
correct? TheZimmerwald left, after al, represented figures who had once had the
allegiance of millions and would soonagan.’

Thistype of pioneering attitudehas its postive side it@ the spirit necessary to get
movements off thegroundand push onward through difficult times. But it shouldn®bea
replacement for seriousthinking. While history should be a source of moral suppot, we
also need to scrupuloudy study it to draw lessonsfor our struggles today. Sodalist
groupsstrive to bethe historical memory of theworking classOand spend tremendous
amounts of time and effort studying history. Unfortunaely, many of our readingsof the
past are quite flawed.

* A friend who heard these same examples when he was a member of Socialist Action confirms my
suspicion that these examples are used widely, in many different groups.!
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For alot of groups the Bolsheviks still provideamodd, and thewritingsof Lenin
are drawn uponto hdp provide some guidance on questionsof revolutionay
organization. Othersin the movement have rejected Q_eninism.OY et thereisa
widespread misunderstanding of what Q_eninismO(as practiced by L enin and co.)
actudly was.®

Today, Lenin is often brough outby groupsseeking to judify the existence of
their own tiny organizations We often cite his statement that Qvithoutrevolutionary
theory there can benorevolutionay movement.3 In particular, Lenin warned, a correct
revolutionay theory was important for a youngmovement, onejud getting going Bwhile
an incorrect theory could weaken the movement for years to come. In many readingsby
theleft, hebecomes theorigind splitter (areading re-emphasized by a supeficia
undestanding of the Bolshevik-Menshevik rift in 1903)

Referring to these types of quotes is reassuring when you are trying to providea
rationde for yourtiny group®@existence. The need to uphold the prope revolutionay
theory (or QineQ gives a historic mission to groups of 150Do0r 50, or 20, or even 5. But
it relies upona complete misundestanding of what Lenin wrote.® Lenin® overarching
god wasto build a party tha was capable of sinking deep roots in the Russian working
class, onetha would draw together the mog active and thinking workers and activists
into common action. Thisis wha is meant by the oft-disparaged term Qranguad party.O
Thequot aboutrevolutionay theory isfrom the polemic What|s To Be Don€? in which
Lenin was arguing for amass party alongthelines of the German Sodal Democrats
(SPD). It was not written to jugify the existence of atiny sect, asit seemsto beroutindy
used today. ™
+Foragood exampleoftherethmkmg .c;f what Leninism actually was, see Paul Kellogg, Q_eninism: 1t&
Not What Y ou Think,O<http:/links.org.au/node/1407>.!

. Lenin, What is to be Done?!

"~ For athought-provoking recent attempt to explain Lenin® real project, see the work of Marxist scholar
LarsLih, for example, his lengthy book Lenin Rediscovered: GVhat is to be Done?0in Context. 2006. For a
shorter piece by Lih, see GBcotching the Myths About Lenin® @Vhat is to be Done?@ <http://links.org.
au/node/1953>.!

"" For example, here is a quote from Alan Woods, the leader of the International Marxist Tendency, and
author of agenerally excellent book on the Bolshevik Party, Bolshevism: The Road to Revolution: Orhe
central task facing the US Marxistsis the building of arevolutionary party. And it isimpossible to build a
revolutionary party without revolutionary theory. Many groups exist in the USA and internationally that

claim to stand for Marxism in one way or another, but they fail on two basic questions: 1) the need to fight
for theoretical clarity and 2) the need to link up with the mass movement of the working class. A notable
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In fact, Lenin® key point in writingslike ONhere to Begin?Oand What|s To Be
Done€? was not aboutdodrind purnty. Rather, it was abouttheimplicationsof the
political mistakes of the economists, whom he accused of Gndeavoring to clip and
narrow thework of political organization and agitation.3? He felt tha the workers of
Russiawould respondto expoaures of al forms of oppression, notjud those tha affected
thar immediate econonic interests Bif only the message would get to them, in theright
form. He wanted to reach more people, on more issues, with goodmaterial, and thus
called for asingle naiond newspape to unite themany disparate groupsand providea
focusfor their work.™® He drew bold organizationd condusions writing, Orheimmediate
task of ourParty is. . . to call for theformation of arevolutionay organization capable of
uniting al forces and guiding the movement in actud practice and notin name alone that
IS, an organization ready at any time to suppot every protest and every outbreak and use
it to build up and consolidate thefighting forces suitable for the decisive struggle.3*

It isimportant to recognize the context in which all this was written: thedramatic
advancesin the Russian workersOmovement, along with a growing groundsvell of
sodety-wide protest agang thetsarist regime. The groundwork for such arevolutionay
organization (and to some extent for the workersQprotests) had been laid by thelocal
sodadlist circlestha developed in the 1890s and by the propagandaefforts of Marxists
like Plekhanov and co. even earlier Das well as the heroism of theyouth of the Russian
intelligentsia who soughtto find aroad to the people in the 1870sand 1880s Wein the
United Statestoday arein an entirely different situaion fromthat in which Lenin and
other turn-of-the-20" century revolutionaies were writing and organizing, a period tha
globdly featured major working-class struggles and mass sodalist political paties. The
immediate tasks of American sodalists in the21% century musgt stem from the specific

conditionsfacing usright now. Nondhdess, since Lenin is drawn on so much, and since

L L L L L L L R L
exception isthe WIL, which shares the ideas, program and traditions of the International Marxist
Tendency.OSearch the website of any socialist group, and you will find similarly shallow justifications for
their separate existence.!

"%Lenin, QVhere to Begin?d

"&|n the early1910s, Lenin would reject calls by Trotsky and others for a Ghon-factional newspaper,Owhich
he deemed impossible and in fact harmful given the fundamental disagreements between the Bolsheviks
and the Mensheviks over revolutionary strategy. See, for example, How P.B. Axelrod Exposes the
Liquidators,O<http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1912/jul/29.htm#. The point is to understand
Lenin@ flexible tactics in their proper context.!

" Lenin, QVhere to Begin?d
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| still think he (and other classical Marxists) have alot to teach us it isworth
undestanding wha hewrote. 1t& also important to recognize thet for all his abilities to
size up conaete stuaionsand devel op tactics flowing from them, hewas quite congstent
throughouthis career as a Marxist in thetype of movement heaimed to develop® I will
return to this more later to address Lenin@thoudhts onthe sodalist press.

Thequestiontoday is howto lay the groundwork for the eventud development of
apowerful sodalist movementin theU.S. Many who are new to the movement often
quickly ask why all theexisting soddist groupscan®jus get together and build a united
organization, or at least work more closly togeher. Theusud answvers are tha the
differences between the groupsare too great to judify uniting. Even if anunmbe of
groupsall came together, it would jud result in atill small groupng burdened by even
worse infighting than exists today. Plus each group bdievesit istheembodiment of the
true Marxist program and methods which it mug preserve and defend againg other
groups Louis Proyect, modeator of the Marxmail list and aformer member of the
Soddist WorkersOParty, explainshow hewas initially impressed with the explanations
given to him (back in thelate @09 by a more experienced sodalist for why so many
groupsexist: QHe said tha the experience of oberving theleft from afar is alittle bit like
looking at aman in thedistance whos imageis cloaked by fire and sparks and the
violent strikes heis applying to an unseen object that result in harsh clanging sounds
From afar, helookslike amadman engaged in some bizarre activity. But when you come
close, you can see tha heisthevillageblacksmith smply doing produdive work. Thisis
exactly wha polemical struggle lookslike to the neophye.3° As much as| think that
political clarity iskey, |@e cometo share Proyect@ conduson tha perhgpsthe
neophyiesOskepticism is correct after all.

Theusud respons to these concernsis tha regroupment efforts will have to
await the development of broader struggles, in which groupswill have the oppotunity to
work together more broadly in common action and be able to test out thar points of
agreement. In the meantime, it@ argued, efforts to force sodalists to unite are premature

"( SeeLars Lih, We Must Dare to Dream® Echoes of What isto be Done? in Lenin® Later Career,0
<http://links.org.au/node/1980>.!

") Louis Proyect, OVhy Are There So Many Socialist Groups?Q <http://louisproyect.wordpress.com/
2010/05/10/why-are-there-so-many-socialist-groups/>.!
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andruntherisk of actudly setting the movement back. Y et after nearly eight years of
sodalist activism, | have come, for avariety of reasonstha | will outlinebdow, to
bdieve tha the mog urgent task we face is figuring out how to overcome the divisions

tha exist within the movement and build acommon, united organization of some sort.

How to Advance Revolutionary Theory and Sodalist |deas

Thisisn®to say tha questionsof theory, or the disagreements tha exist today, are
of minorimportance. Lenin was correct when he said that Quithoutrevolutionay theory
there can be no revolutionay movement.Oln other words without a scientific
undestanding that the crises we face today are an inevitable outcome of the capitalist
system, tha the contradictionsof capitalism canna bereformed out of existence, and tha
fundamental, systemic changeis necessary, the movement® focuswill be on the dead-
end of reformism, fruitlessly attempting to patch up the system.'” The question then is
how sodalists actudly can advance revolutionay theory and suppot for sodalist ideas
today.

Thecurrent modd relies uponeach individud sodalist grouptraining its
membersin its version of Qevolutionary theoryOand attempting to trangmit this to the
world. (Revolutionay theory,Oas far as| can tell, is usudly very narowly defined asthe
program and methodsof a specific tiny group. Thekey isto develop a core of people who
undestand these ideas D Qradre.OAs Proyect desribesit, Orhisis the @udeusCtheory of
party building Bdevel op case-hardened @adreQlike the nudeus of some element, like
carbonor uranium. When a catalyst is applied, like heat or the class struggle, the masses
will accumulate aroundthenudeuslike eectrons Tha thetheory anyhow.G®
However, thisis quite problematic in redlity. While it@ better than nothing, walling
ourselves off in our own groupsand focusang on reading our own limited materia isa
severely flawed method. Ingead, the movement desperately needs more debae, debae
which transcendsorganizationd lines, and tha will chdlengeactivists and bring a new

level of theoretical seriousess, aswell asthe potential for expected quditative

"* See Rosa L uxemburg, Reform or Revolution.!
"+ Proyect, QVhy Are There So Many Socialist Groups?d
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breakthroughs This seems a much better idea than smugly sealing ourselves off, content
tha we have therightideas Beven if they are unlikely to ever really reach anyone

Lenin wrote tha Qherole of an advanced fighter can only befulfilled by aparty
guided by an advanced theory.OBy Gadvanced theory,Ohe didn®jus mean agenera
agreement with the basic prindples of sodalism. Rather, as hewrote (in afit of
exubgance), Oro have some conaete idea of wha this means let thereader recall such
forerunnes of Russian Sodal Democracy as Herzen, Belinky, Chernyshevsky and the
brilliant gdaxy of revolutionaies of the seventies; let him remember theworld
significance that Russian literature has now acquired; let him . . . butlet tha suffice! G° |
indudetha quote because it serves to emphasize the wide ggp between the pretensonsof
sodalists today to bebuilding off thetraditionsof the past, and thereality of tha history.
| think we routindy miss out on the broad scopeof wha Lenin and others conaeived. Of
course, we cannotjug will such amovement or even theory or literature into existence.
But hopdully we can hdp to create the groundson which it can develop.

Thismeansmore of an effort to promote dialogue debate, and sharing of ideas
within theentire sodalist movement, to mog effectively train sodalist activists, thinkers,
and writers. As Engds wrote, Ot is theresponsbility of theleaders to enlighten
themselves more and more in theoretical issues, to liberate themselves more and more
from theinfluence of traditiond phrases tha bdong to theold worldview and to aways
keep in mindtha from thetime it became scientific, sodalism demandsto betreated asa
science, tha is, tha it musgt be studied.3° The advance of this science, and the
development of scientific sodadlists, islimited notjug by the period we arein butaso by
our organizationd forms, which impovaish ourthought This doesn®have to mean
reading everything by Slavoj Zizek or burying ourselvesin an ultra-academic approach to
theory. It meansbeng able to explain theway theworld works and to present Marxism in
apopubr fashion. Tha involves alot of hard work, critical thinking, and discussion,
which is hard to get inddethecurrently existing groups given thar limited memberships

and resources.

", Lenin, What Is To Be Done?!
% Engels, quoted in What Is To Be Done?, 699.!
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There are some websgtes that exist to promote thistype of discussion, butthey are
afar cry fromwhat is needed, and have atendency to attract armchar sodalists. The
discussion forum Revleft.com appears to befilled with these types, people who are
always prepared to hurl accusationsof reformism at anyoneengaged in real-world
activism tha goes beyondthe pde of sterile sodalist propagandizing. Marxmail isa
useful mailing list tha aims to encourage discussion and debae, but the audience and
level of paticipation thereis frugtratingly limited ?* The Kasarma Project is a promising
webste aimed at thinking throughquestionsof Gcommunist reconception and
regrouprent,Olargely from aMaoist or pog-Maoist perspective (thoughwith an
unrvalled culture of openness and seriousdebae).

| should point out tha the currently existing groups themselves do produce some
of the best-informed and talented sodalist thinkers and activists out there. Within these
organizations there are quite useful discussons meetings conferences, and study groups
that greatly hep advance thaér membersCtheoretical level and abilities as sodalist
activists (thistype of educationis very difficult to get outside of these groupd). Further,
there are debaes within sodalist organizationsthat often hdp to clarify revolutionay
theory, butthey usudly take place solely within the confines of these groupsandther
tiny memberships God forbid these postionsbe expressed openly in publicationstha
can be seen by al activists. Doing so would suppasedly violate Qlemocratic centralism,O
which istoday taken to mean that debates should remain endosed ingdetiny
organizationsand that only the postiontha winsamajority within aparticular group can
be expressed publicly. AsHa Draper mockingly wrote in criticizing this version of
Qlemocratic centralismQ QL et usbuild a BolshevikOparty by being @isciplinedQike
goodBolsheviks. So, onthebasis of afalse notion of @olshevikQdiscipline absorbed
from the enemies of Leninism, the sect is @olshevizedGinto a contracting, petrifying
coterie, which replaces the bondsof a political cohesion by iron hoopssuch as are needed
to hold together the staves of a crumbling barrel. G

Thisis completely out of tunewith the nature of the period we arein today. First
of all, we are faced with thetask of rebuilding thesodalist movement. This project will

% See <http://www.marxmail .org/maillist.ntml>.!
%Draper.!
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require a process of collective discussion tha goes far beyondthe confines of existing
groupstoday. Astheorganization Solidarity, which has been raising theissue of
regrouprent for many years, writes, OVe bdieve that noneof the existing revolutionay
sodalist organizationsbnot even al of them combined D can synthesize the experience
of worker and soda movement activists and provide a cohaent strategy (known onthe
left as a @rogram( for sodalist revolutionin the U.S. today. Therefore, no onecan claim
to bethevanguad paty oritsnudeus . .. We bdieve tha we have asmuch tolearn as
we do to teach from other sodalist militants. &°

Thisisnotto say tha there are nat important differences between groups and tha
these should be covered up or ignored. We need arich culture of debae inthesodalist
movement, notafalse quest for unity at any cos. Many of the best works of Marxism
have been polemics, which serve to clarify issues and advance Marxist theory. But today,
mog of thedebaes that occur remain contained within tiny groupsba parody of thetype
of redl, broad debate that is necessary. It meanstha others don®bendfit from seeing this
rich culture of debae, or of finding points of agreement. Proyect suggests tha a hedlthy
sodalist press would Genoourage debates over howto interpret [historical and
internaiond] questions. . . since they can make useven more attractive to people
investigating which groupto join. It is naural tha you would want to join agroupwith a
lively internd life.3* Not only tha, but debates chalengeactivists to think throughhow
to present issues, to clarify thar ideas, andto be beter prepared in explaining them to the
wide world, with its diverse audiences. They are an absolutely vital meansof training
activists.

If you see your group as the vehicle for revolutionary change the current
opeaating modd makes sense, butif youwant to strike beyondthis Bas every group
claims they doBthen it really doesn® It meansthé to paticipae in these debaes, which
can be extremely enlightening, you mug first join oneof these sects and agree to thar
postionson every issueunde thesun (or at least pretendto). Thisis an impossibly high
bar to set, especialy given thelow level of coniousess prevailingin theU.S. today,
even amongtho< attracted to the sodalist movement.

% Socialist Organization Today, Solidarity pamphlet.!
% Louis Proyect, Orhe Speech That Jack Barnes Should Have Given in 1974,0<http://www.columbia.edu/
~Inp3/mydocs/american_left/barnes.ntm>.!
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Further, given thenaure of these organizations in place of a healthy internd
debae, what is often generated is atendency to smother any concerns Once they begin to
have doubs aboutthe postionsof the organizations they belongto, many members of
sodalist groupsfind little oppottunity and see very little hopein expressing them. When
ther concerns become too much, they are liable to jus quit the movement, often without
ever even trying to express thar reservations Not only are theindividuds thereby
deprived of an outlet for sodalist organizing, but these organizationsare deprived of the
internd criticism tha mighthdp, in some way, to revitalize them.

Nor isthisidea of Qlemocratic centralismOhistorically accurate. It mimics the
form practiced by thesodalist movement in the past, yet misses the content and essence.
It is grossly out of tunewith how conssioushess actudly develops and with how a 21°-

century sodalist movement mightbebuilt in theU.S.

CBmall Business M entalityO

Themodd of organizationtoday generates wha Marxmail modeaator Louis
Proyect terms a Gmall bugness mentality.OEach group opaates like a Gmall busness
tha competes for market share with other small businesses, except tha we are selling
revolution rather than air conditiona's or aluminum siding 3° This results both in an
inferior produd as well as aweakened marketing ability. Theworld mightbeableto live
with inferior air condittione's and aluminumsiding Bbut ending capitalism is alife-or-
desth question. Wele nat just aiming to stay afloa and send our kidsto collegeDwe®e
aiming to trandorm theworld. Thefact tha mog sodalists undestand this and yet
remain committed to Gmall busnessOforms of organization is disheartening 2

% Louis Proyect, ONhat Kind of Party Do We Need?0<http://| ouisproyect.wordpress.com/2009/03/22/
what-kind-of-party-do-we-need/>.!

% 1t@ interesting to see Lenin@® thoughts on the problems created by the small business mentality of his
time, under conditions of severe police repression where leading activists were often rapidly arrested: O\
circle that is not working yet but only looking for work would not then have to start off like an artisan in
one separate small workshop who does not know anything about the development of the GndustryCprior to
him, nor the general condition of the given production methods of this industry, but, rather, starts off asa
participant in abroad enterprise that reflects the whole nation-wide revolutionary assault on the autocracy.
And as the working of each cog becomes perfected, and as the number of detail workers for the common
cause grows, the denser our network becomes and the less confusion in the ranks is caused by the inevitable
provably [police raid].O(What Is to Be Done?, Lih@ trand ation, 827).!
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Within the confines of the sodalist movement, youwill almog never hear a
competing group®activities praised Bthefocus mug always be on how your particular
group has the best andysis and methods Often, other organizationdmaterials are picked
ove with afine-tooth comb in a search for any flaw in thar argumentation tha reflects
thar mistaken political postionsand methods Whenever | sent outarticles by other
groupsover my own group3internd e-mail lists, for example, | was pressured to preface
them with a short critiqueor risk beng accused of the unpadonéale sin of oppotunism.

Onereault of this pressure is tha each group has to produce its own materials and
duplicate many of the same tasks. They each need thar own websdte, articles, pamphlets,
and books no matter if they®e redundant with others already in existence. 1t& okay to
use classic Marxist materia fromthepast, butamog never literature put out by
competitors.?’

1t@ asif the currently existing groupshopethat potential recruits won®notice that
there are other groupsout there, which would complicate recruiting them. After al, even
drawing attention to any worthwhile material from other sodalist organizationsmight
lead to inconvenient questionsor even worse, someonejoining arival organization. Small
busnesses can®afford to acknowledge let aloneadvertise, their competition.

When goodspeakers from othea sodalist groupscome to town, competing
organizationsusudly refuse to publicize thar events. For example, | wastold | could not
advertise atalk by Sherry Wolf of thel SO on GBexudity and SodalismOPsheis oneof
thefew individuds on earth who has written at length on thistopic Bove the Sodalist
Alternative public email list. Thefact tha | even raised theidea came as a shodk to
some. Asif it@ a bad thing if more people hear aleading sodalist activist, whowrote a
400-page book onthe subject, make the case for the links between sexudity and
sodalism. Appaently, thedange tha people might berecruited to the nefariousI SO is
too great. In defense of my own conrades, | doubtthe | SO behaves much better. At best,
mog groupswill allow ther leading activists to go to other groupLevents, in pat to
make sure tha if any of their never members go they don®get Gonfused, Oas well asto
monitor another group® development (and potentially recruit some of thar members).

% This leads to absurd questions like, (Does our organization have anything on the Big Bang?0(Yes, in
fact, we do.)!
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This methodis like trying to build asodalist movement behind people® backs, hoping to
trick activistsinto beng satisfied with what is provided by individud tiny groupstoday.
It can work for atime with thefreshest activists, but eventudly mos will catch on.

Asfar as| cantell, Lenin, ontheother hand, waswilling to use whaever means
necessary to popukrize Marxism. In the 1890s heand others willingly alied themselves
with the bourgeois democrats who were espousng a form of bastardized Marxism (this
was the period of so-called Qegd MarxismQ. To those who criticized this moveand
blamed it for the problems of economsm and opportunism tha began to creep into the
movement in later years, hewrote, Orhe only ones who fear temporary alliances even
with unreliable people are those with no confidence in themselves, and nota single
political party could exist withoutsuch alliances.OOrhanksto this alliance,Ohewrote, Ga
strikingly quick victory was achieved over populism as well as a hugedissemination of
theideas of Marxism (even thoughin a vulgarized form).G® This didn®mean tha he
abandoneal the need to putforward a clear, revolutionay line But herecognized the
oppotunities to broadcast it to more Russiansthrough such methods

In astuaionwhere congiousess aboutsodalism is extremely low Deven
amongthose people who are joining the movement today B as many resources as possible
need to beutilized to educate people. Ingead, groupstoday encourage activists to get
thar education mainly viathar own meager resources. This has an impact: for example,
with each grouptrying to organize its own speaking tours onlimited resources, this leads
to lower attendance, more mediocre talks (which help encouragethe lower attendance
and make it hard for people to take sodalists serioudy), and greater frugrations While
it@ questionable whether more people would show up if there were fewer and better
talks, | think they could encourage an upward spiral, with success breeding success,
rather than thedownward spiral outlined above which isall too common today.

Newspapers and Publications

A similar problem occurs with the publicationsof today@ sodialist movement.
Unde the current form of organization, each tiny groupfeels compdled to put out its
own newspaper. These rangein qudity and usefulness, with mog tending toward

% Lenin, What |s To Be Done?, 690.!
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mediocrity since they are produced with scarce resources. Despite their mediocrity, they
swallow a tremendousamountof the scant resources available in the U.S. sodalist
movement today.?

It mightbe argued tha it makes sense for each group to publish its own pgper
since thepgoesclearly lay outther distinct postionsonissues. However, while they are
QineOpubiicationsput out by organizationswith a specific program, it@ rare that you
actudly find that QineOexpressed in any detail. Infact, articles and arguments are often
redundant and repetitive both across pgpers put out by different groupsas well as even
within issues of an individud group®paper. 113 sad to say, but | don®imagine many
workers or students out there anxioudy await the next issue of hardly any of them.

Onejudification for publishing anewspaper, in addition to putting forth a group3
distinct views, is that anewspaper aso acts as a @ollective organizer.OAs Lenin
explained, QVith the aid of the newspaper, and throughit, a permanent organization will
naurally take shgpetha will engage nat only in local activities, butin regular general
work, andwill train its membersto follow political events carefully, to appraise ther
significance and ther effect on thevariousstrata of the popuktion, and develop effective
meansfor therevolutionay party to influence those events.3° However, Lenin@vision
for anewspaper was oneaongthelines of Vorwarts, thedaly newspape published by
the German Sodal Democrats aroundtheturn of the 20" century. This was a paper of
such prominence and qudity tha even people wanting to leak state secrets would contact
it. Picture Wikileaks releasing its cables througha mass left wing pgoer and you might
get asense of a21%-century version of wha Lenin was aiming at.**

% Draper recognized this same dynamic, criticizing the publication of socialist newspapers (Gnass organsQ
for the way they drained resources away from producing other literature: Orhe publication of literature is
thought of by a sect as one activity among others, and not one with a high priority. With one exception, it
tends to be pushed to the bottom of the agenda. The exception is the publication of a @nassCorgan, which
tends to take so much precedence over everything else that nothing else can be done. From our point of
view, thisis a grave mistake in priorities. The creation (publication and distribution) of a basic body of
literature is the accomplishment of a political center on which everything else depends. It is the key means
to the end. Thefirst task of thisbasic body of literature is to make possible the formation of the cadres Bto
provide the political nourishment on which cadres can be raised. Without it, no healthy cadre formation is
possible.d

& Lenin, QVhere to Begin?d

& AsLars Lih writes, QJncovering abuses, often with the help of sympathetic whistle-blowers who passed
on incriminating documents, was amajor activity of the socialist press.OLih, 73.!
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Here® what Lenin had to say in Whatlsto Be Done? abouttherole of thetype of

paoe heenvisondl:

In order to becane a Sacial Democrat, a worker must have a clear
conception of the ecanomic nature and the social/political profile of the
landowner ard the prieg, the bureaicrat ard the peasant, the studert and the
homeless tramp Bknow their strong sidesand their weak ones be ale to analyze
the catchwords and the sophismsof all possible kinds by which each class and
eachstratum conceds its selfish dedresand its actual essence Da worker must be
ahble to armalyze how various institutions and laws reflect this or thatintere$ and
how they do so. And this Glear conceptionOcamot be takenfrom ary book: it
canbe givenonly by living picturesand up-to-the-minute indictmerts of whatis
happening atarny giventime around us Bthe things about which everybody has
someting to say or atleag about which pegple whisper among themselves A
QrlearconceptionOcomeswhen peaple realize whatis expressedin such and such
aneven, in such and such statistics, in such and such a judicial decision, ard so
on and so on and so on. Thes all-sided political indictmerts are a necessary and
fundamental condition of the education of the masesin revolutionary

acivities®

A newspgoe or publication of any kind can act as a collective organizer, buta
miniaturized versionis of an entirely different character than what Lenin was advocating
in the pieces usudly quotd out of context to jusify today( publications™ Lenin actudly
ingsted tha local organizationscease trying to puldish thar own pgoers, because the
movement did not have theresources to do s0.3* Today, in apanful irony, we allow

&6L_enin, What Is to Be Done?, 727-8.!

& As Draper writes, Orhere is afundamental fallacy in the notion that the road of miniaturization (aping a
mass party in miniature) is the road to a mass revolutionary party. Science proves that the scale on which a
living organism exists cannot be arbitrarily changed: human beings cannot exist either on the scale of the
Lilliputians or of the Brobdingagians; their life mechanisms could not function on either scale. Ants can lift
200 times their own weight, but asix foot ant could not lift 20 tons even if it could exist in some monstrous
fashion. In organizational life too, thisistrue: If you try to miniaturize a mass party, you do not get a mass
party in miniature, but only a monster.3& This is true also of all the elements of a mass party, including the
newspaper. !

& Onereason he urged this was because of the lack of freedom of the press in tsarist Russia, meaning the
publication of newspapers entailed therisk of arrest of activists. Nevertheless, he was also deeply
concerned about the quality and narrow focus of these local papers. Lih, for example, summarizes one of
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oursalves theluxury of printing dozens of mediocre newspgpers and then quote Lenin to
judtify it. Then we fall back ontheclaim that these are jus (propagandeOpape's (when
usudly they are characterized by weak efforts at agitation D QVorkers should fight back
and build mass movements yaddayaddayadda)) Pwhile quoting from Lenin@® writings
on mass publications®

In contrast, Lenin envisional a pgoe from which workers and activists would
learn Chow to live and how to dieO(as oneworker wrote to Iskra).*® Tha was the
animating force behind his efforts to develop the sodalist press. Accordingto Lih, the
gods of a newspaper for Lenin were to give activist workers Qhe big picture and teach
them to be effective political leaders. . . . Effective leader-guides Gre cultivated
exclugvely by systematic, on-going assessments of all sides of our political life, of al
attempts at protest and of struggle by a variety of classes and for avariety of reasons@In
addition, hewanted to Ohdp local activists get outof GhepitCtha condenmnsthem to
ignorance of what is going onin therest of themovement: (0he sweep of organization
work would immediately become many times broader, and the success of onelocality
would be a congant encouragement to further pefection, to adesire to utilize the
expeience of acomradeat the other end of the country withouthaving to discover it
onesalf. @Findly, Quorking together on a common task would lead to practical co-
ordinaion between different local organizationsand eventudly to the efficient trander of
forces, acorpsof full-time roving revolutionaies by trade, and so on.O

We too need publicationsand mediatha are eagerly awaited and a mug-have for

activists, workers, and students today. These will reflect the resources and state of the
T R e |

his articles making this point: Q_enin states that the reader will search local Russian underground
newspapersin vain for lively and interesting articles with indictments covering a wide range of abuses:
diplomacy, military, church, city, financial, and so on. . . .OThus the conclusion that one single central
newspaper would be far preferable, rather than the thin gruel offered by local papers (sound familiar?).!

& Lenin summarized the difference between propaganda and agitation in What s to Be Done?: OFhe
propagandist, dealing with, say, the question of unemployment, must explain the capitalistic nature of
crises, the cause of their inevitability in modern society, the necessity for the transformation of this society
into a socialist society, etc. In aword, he must present Omany ideas,Oso many, indeed, that they will be
understood as an integral whole only by a (comparatively) few persons. The agitator, however, speaking on
the same subject, will take as an illustration a fact that is most glaring and most widely known to his
audience, say, the death of an unemployed worker@ family from starvation, the growing impoverishment,
etc., and, utilising thisfact, known to all, will direct his efforts to presenting a single idea to the Gnasses,0
e.g., the sensel essness of the contradiction between the increase of wealth and the increase of poverty; he
will strive to rouse discontent and indignation among the masses against this crying injustice, leaving a
more complete explanation of this contradiction to the propagandist.d

8 Lih.!
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sodalist movement today Bbutl think they should be animated by the same force tha
drove Lenin. In my opinion, this cannotbe accomplished withouta seriousrethinking of
theimpact of sectarian forms of organization.

Mog promisingly, we should imagineways to harness the potential of the Internet
to develop new sodalist publications Oneideawould beto develop a webste compiling
thebest articles and andysisfroma sodalist perspective, aswell aslinksto key articles
from all types of sources. It could also be a place for debate, allowing afree exchangeof
ideas between activists across the county and theworld. It could solicit reports from
workers and youth on situaionsin ther workplaces, schools, and communities,
encouraging them to develop a voice, aswell as providing examples of successful
organizing to others. Radical writersOgroupsor tendendes could focus more on
developing origind andingghtful bodies of literature and on popukrizing them, rather
than devoting themselves to trying to produce aredundant QiteratureOliterature that degp
down reflects some sort of conaeption tha thar own specific newspgoer or websteisor
could bea Onass organ.O

Unfortunaely, much of the sodalist movement seems to be stuck in atime warp.
1t@ striking that, to my knowledge the Internet has not produeed much creative re-
thinking by sodalists on organization or publications There has been a proliferation of
left-liberal webdgtes like Truthout Alternd, DailyKos Huffington Pog, and others,
which groupawide variety of voices togdaher and reach many millionsof readers each
month. Y et despite theimmense focus of the sodalist movement on theimportance of
publicationsand literature, no comparable webste with adistinctly sodalist voice has
emerged. Some claim that the GpaceOfor such asite doesn®exist. Of course, the same
people who make this argument never question whether the GpaceOexists to justify
dozensof sodalist groupsdevoting so much of thar resources to pubiishing ther own
newspapers and webgte. The success of sites like Counterpund and ZNet, which are
farther to theleft of thoe listed above oughtto give usencouragement. A lot of things
would be possible if more resources and creative thinking were devoted to braingorming
broader, more creative, and highe qudity projects, rather than focused ontheinne lives
of the currently existing groups Unfortunaely, it not even clear whether theidea of a
broader sodalist webste Bor even e-mail list Dhas been serioudy consdered. If there are
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people who think this way ingde of existing sodalist groups onewould never knowi it,
since debaes usudly are confined within their own membership. But it doesn®even
seem like many sodalists have made much of an attempt to get published onthesites
mentional above Ingead, thetendency isto plow all your resources into developing your
own group®site, which just reproduces mog of the problems assodiated with produdng
your own newspaper.

Findly, | should note tha there are many postive sidesto al the current sodalist
newspapers. First and foremog, they give new activists experience in writing and editing
articles. | can say tha | have benefited persondly from these oppotunities, thoughthere
is no reason they couldn®be improved. Second, while many people see the main problem
with GectsOin thefact tha they are GinnoyingObecause they try to sell their newspapers
on demondrations thistoo hasits postives, as these groupsactudly promote sodalist
ideas amongworkers and activists, even if thesheer number isan irritant. Thisis not
something tha should be given up, butrather improved, with an effort to rethink and
devise more creative ways to get ouridess across. Also, for all thar limitations these
newspapers can also beadecent basic introdudionto asodalist andysis of current
events. The problem istha so much more isnotony necessary, butactudly posibleif
we put our headson straight

Current Divisve Formsof Organization Weakens All Campaigns

CEvery step of real movement is more important than a
dozn programsOBKarl Marx®’

All of theaboveisfocused onwriting, reading, and thinking Bwhat aboutactudly
campagning, the heart and soul of themovement and thekey to buildingareal left in this
county? There® aready too much talking in the sodalist movement that is notin any
clear way linked to practice. Right now, to me, thetop task isto build campagnstha can
fightagang budge cuts, wars, povety, sexism, racism, environmental catastrophe etc.
Unfortunaely, we have not seen major movements of this type devel op despite the

& Q etter to Bracke,O<http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1875/letters/75 05 _05.htm#$
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economic crisis and the growing disillusonment with the Obama administration. Some
onthesodalist left seem to take solace in thefact tha major mass movements during the
Great Depression did notdevelop until several years after it hit, paticularly around1934

Yet | can®hdp butthink tha thecurrent form of organization on theleft is
playing arolein holding thingsback (and will in thefuture), despite thewell-meaning
efforts of activists. [t@ fairly simple to politically recognize and arguetha movements
Grom bdowOare the key to changesodety, but it requires much more sophisticated
thinking to actudly putthese ideas into practice. Organizing a successful campagnon
any issue usudly meansestablishing rootsin a particular community or group of
communities, aswell as relying onleadership by a core of dedicated and experienced
activists who can bring ther collective knowledgeand skills to bear in aunited struggle,
in aliance with broadening sectors of workers, youth, and community members.
Currently, each little group®effort to recruit to its own banne too often leaves different
organizationsattempting to stake outthar own territory by launching campagnson
different issues at the same time. This isn®to say tha there aren®dozens of issues that
need campagning around,but theresult istha goad activists are routindy isolated from
each other and working at cross purposes, weakening all of our campagns This means
tha all meetingsand demondrationshave lower turnout our leaflets and webstes are
worse, we are less able to break into the maingream press, less able to attract new
activists, and onand on.

Thisis notjusg an issue of Godalists are more interested in selling their paper
than building campaignsOa common and largdy false charge (except for thetruly
sectarian groupy. We all want to build winning campagns both to improveworking
peopleB lives and to devel op the capacity to struggle and showthat it is possible to
changesodety. Sodalists are quite often themog energetic and self-sacrificing activists
around.But tha is aso why our (often unintentional) sectarianism is a severe limitation,
because we really do have acruaal roleto play.

Thisis of vital importance right now because theleft is at astagewhere it
desperately needs some wins Victories in united campagnscan hdp raise the confidence
of broader sectionsof youth and workers, ingiring them to become activists themselves.
Throughthis activism they might even beinspired and convinced to become sodalists.
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Additiondly, by bringing more talented activists together, there could be better training
of newer activists, acritical task (and a difficult one, given the paudty of experienced
activists able to provide mentorship and training). Ingead, the ongong ineffectiveness of
our campagnsreinforces theisolation and despar tha many people with progressive
ideas feel in this county. Our protests are reduced to expressionsof mora outrage which,
while importantin thar own right, are far from a strategy for changing theworld.
Contrast them to Bjud to give oneexample Bthe actionstha hdped detonae thecivil
rights movement such as the Montgomery BusBoyaott or thefirst of the student sit-insat
restaurants, which were often meticuloudy planned.

Within each group,there are discussionsaboutwhere best to focusresources and
wha campagnsor projects to take up (tha is, when groupsfeel they have enough
resources to move beyond pure (oropagand&). Should we focuson fighting cuts to
educion, or rebuilding the anti-war movement, or organizing to stop foreclosures?
Should we organize conferences or study groupsto promote sodalist ideas? Each group
recognizes that its resources are limited and it@ only realistic to campaign on afew
issues, at mog.

But imagineif we could have these discussions together, in a broader forum, and
then orient theresources of more of the sodalist movement and more of theleft to afew
strategic, united projects? These discussionscould hgpopen a conferences, strategy
sessions retreats, or othe venues. They would nothave to belimited to members of
current sodalist groups but could seek to bring together all thebest activists onthe
radical left in different areas. Thefact that | can confidently assert tha these types of
discussions are not hgppening is atestament to just how sectarian and lacking in common
sense theleft istoday. If sodalists play an important rolein these struggles, it will hdp
overcome the stereotypetha we are jus abund of insular talkers, and show tha we are
capable of participaingin andleading broad-based victoriouscampagns

Onemight ask who will decide which issues are important? Wha method of
selection should be employed? What aboutall theissuestha get left out? These will be
important questionsto resolve, butl think we shodd acknowledgetha, regardless, there
are better oppatunities for addressing them in thetype of venuel am proposng above
Also, there is no shortage of issuesto take up. Indeed, as sodalists, oppogd to al forms
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of oppression and exploitation, we often feel an obligationto campagn on every oneof
them at once. But if we can strategically decide where to orient more of our limited
resources, and this leadsto effective campagns thiswill raise the corfidence of people
to struggle aroundmany different issues. Jug think abouthow theingiring victories of
thecivil rights movement spurred on thewomen® movement, LGBT movement,
Chicano movement, anti-war movement, and labor movement in the 1960sand 1970s
Noneof thisisto deny the enomousobdacles that exist today, oneof which is
thewillingness to struggle amongthe American people. But thesituaion appearsto be
changing, with growing frugration at the lack of changeunde the Obama administration
providing an opening for organizing struggles from bdow. Andtheimpact of the events
of the QArab SpringOon the constioushess of Americans should not be undeestimated, as
we have aready seen to some degree in Madison, Wisconsn. [t& quite possible that
successful campagnscould have awideimpact and show people tha theeisan
aterndiveto griping and despar Btha it actudly is possible to struggle and win.

No Division of Labor

A similar logic can be applied to the sodalist movement as awhole. Theisolation
of activists with often quite similar views resultsin amisuse of resources and a
replication of labor, which impoveishes the movement as awhole. Indead of having a
real divison of labor, we have people in different groupsdoing the same exact things
fromtrying to gaher reading lists to writing and editing similar newspgpers to organizing
speaking tours and more. Given thevery small number of sodalists aroundtoday, this
meanstha our precious scarce resources are beng misused when it comes to thecrudal
task of popukrizing sodalist idess.®

Thisisn®to say that every grouphas enoughareas of agreement to work together.
But couldn®those of uswho do Bthose of uswhoare interested in building a broader
sodalist movement Dagree to pool our resources? Couldn®we find enougharess of

& A fascinating point by Lenin in What is to be Done?: Qn the mass of cases, these forces are now bled
white by narrow local work, whereas then it would be possible to transfer an agitator or organizer with any
sort of talent from one end of the country to another and there would be constant occasions for doing so.
Beginning with a small journey on party business at the expense of the Party, people would get used to
being fully supported by the Party, would become revolutionaries by trade, would make of themselves
genuine political leaders.d
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agreement to pool our resources to develop goodmaterial for study groups to develop
reading lists, to train excellent speakers and organize speaking tours, and to putout high-
qudity leaflets, newspapers and magazines? Couldn®we devote some people to focuson
developing a strategy of breaking into the mass media? Y et with so many of the existing
sodalist activists caughtup in the day-to-day tasks, this meansthereis very little
oppotunity for adivison of labor.

Indead, sodalist activists are congantly teetering near the edgeof bumout
because they are burdened with doing nearly every task unde thesun. In the absence of
any ability to have a strategic discussion aboutwhere to orient resources, theonly
solution seems to befor them to work harder and do more. Strategic thinkingis replaced
by congant appeals for Audacity, audacity, audacity! OBurnoutis always going to bea
dange Dbutit ishaghtened when activists fed ineffective and isolated, especidly if this
persists ove periodsof years. If you are left to feel asif thefate of theworld degpendson
the success of your groupof 1500r so largdy inexperienced activists, and that it@ on
your shouldersto train new activists, to educate people, to write Bthe pressure can be
ovewhdming.

This also leadsto a dispropationae focusontheinternd workingsof yourtiny
organization Bbecause, if itsideas are thekey vehicle to trandorm theworld, then it mugt
bebuilt up as much as possible. Hal Draper noted this tendency, writing, Orheinternd
life of the sect becomes not a necessary evil keyed to its outside activities, butrathe a
subditute gratification G° GGratificationOmight be thewrongword Das thisinternd life
is often a panful routine of endless meetings phore conferences, naiond conferences,
meetingsto plan meetings and my persond favorite, meetingsto plan meetingsto plan
meetings In pat, thisis a necessary feature of activist lifein general, butit istaken to
absurd extremes within many existing socialist groupstoday, swallowing up valuable
resources and often becoming a subgitute for mass work (or reading or writing or
thinking). It meansyou have to spend tremendousamounts of time oninternd debates,
dues collection (both to finance your activities and as a measure of your membeasO
commitment), micro-managing political education, and more. All of these activities have
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an important place in any sodalist movement, butl question the amountof time spent on
them today.

Narrowing of Vision

Theform of organizationdomnant onthe sodalist left aso lendsitself to a
narrowing of vision. In place of amovement attempting to draw togeher the various
movements aroundtheworld and draw lessonsfrom them, there is atendency to define
thebourdaries of the sodalist movement as beginning and ending with your own group.
Almog every sodalist groupwill issuethe caveat tha they don®consder themselves to
bethevanguad paty, or themass paty, tha they recognize thar forces are modest and
the creation of such a party isgoingto require broader forces and struggles. But this type
of talk ischeap, and far outweighed by the actud mentality within the movement.

| have seen this mentality at work when, in resporse to big events, | have heard
members of my own groupimmediately respond,@o we have a groupthere?Ol e heard
this so often that it feels like no matter theissue from an earthquée in Haiti to a
huricanein New OrleansPall at times elicit asimilar respons: Do we have agroup
there?0It@ as if withouttha, thingsare doamed from the start. My only condusion,
based on how universal thisrespong is (and howlongit remained in my own mind)is
tha thisthinkingis engendeed by the narrow forms of organizationin themovement b
and yet more evidence of theway our thinkingisimpoveished by this form of
organization. The assumption created by our current form of organization lendsitself to
theunfortunaeideatha al knowledgemus beconaentrated in our ranks

If we do nothave agroupthere, tha will not prevent usfromissuing some sort of
prodamation aboutwhat isto bedone There isnathing wrongwith thisin theory Bthe
movement can bendfit from informed debate abouttactics and the sharing of experiences
across borders. But in practice, these types of prodamationsare often embarrassingly
shdlow andyses, reflecting thelow theoretical level characteristic of many groupsand
the misundestanding tha Marxism is some sort of formulato beapplied in every
situaion rather than amethodof andysis requiring first and foremog athorough
undestanding of your subject matter. This type of thinking makes it seem asif the

question of revolutionis an easy one which will in the end redoundto the detriment of
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building asodalist movement in the U.S., ableto tackle al the complex issues we will
face.

To undestand jug how far from Marxism these types of shdlow prodamations
are, jud look at al thetime Marx and Engds spent in libraries engaged in seriousstudy
on amultitudeof topics. They did this not because of some quant academic curiosty, but
because ther historical materialist anadysis meant deving deep into their subject matter.*°
Unfortunaely this same devotionto seriousstudy is not shared by many of uswho clam
to befollowing in Marx@ tradition today.

| was struck by athoughtwhile watching the World Cup with some of my
comrades. After afew beersinaeased ther already highe-than-normal confidence to
comment on seemingly every topic unde the sun, several of them screamed repeatedly at
the TV, QWVhy are they passing the bdl backwards??? What a bund of fools! ! OOf
coursg, in soccer, passing thebdl backwardsis often critical for opening up space,
ganing time, surveying openingsonthefield, and maintaining possession, al important
pats of thegame, butwhich can®be undestoodwithouta thoroughundestanding of the
sport. To befair, anyoneunfamiliar with soccer and unde theinfluence of alcohol can
easily make the same mistake Bbutit struck me as afrightening metaphorfor a method
of thinking all too common amongsodalists.

Onemight excuse this type of thinking as more characteristic of people newer to

the sodalist movement. Perhagpsit@ jus the schematic thoughtthat is a symptom of the

"~ August Nimtz, Marx and Engels and the Democratic Breakthrough, 154-5. QVhat clearly distinguished
the Marx party from any other revolutionary current of the 19" century was exactly the importance it
attached to GwottingCPresearch and study based on what Engels termed at this stage, @he materialist
conception.O. . . Thisincluded distillation of the lessons of the previous revolutionary wave, its causes,
course, and outcome.ONimtz also quotes Liebknecht: QVilhelm Liebknecht, recruit to the Marx party in
early 1850s, spent much time with the Marx household: Marx went to the British Museum daily and urged
usto go too. Study! Study! That was the categoric injunction that we heard often enough from him and that
he gave us by his example and the continual work of his mighty brain. While the other emigrants were
daily planning aworld revolution and day after day, night after night intoxicating themselves with the
opium-like motto: CTomorrow it will begin!,&we the Grimstone band,Cthe Gandits,Cthe @regs of
mankind,d some of the epithets hurled at the Marx party by opponents] spent our time in the British
Museum and tried to educate ourselves and prepare arms and ammunition for the future fight. . . . Marx was
astern teacher: he not only urged us to study, he made sure that we did soO(Nimtz, 153). Nevertheless,

OAn essential trait of Marx® modus operandi was to combine daily organizational activism in the most
detailed way Bwhat today would be called Qicking the stampsQor doing the &N t workPwith theoretical
leadership. The effectiveness of the latter, in fact, was enhanced by that of the former; it made Marx a more
credible leader. Marx epitomized the middle-class thinker who subordinated his life to the revolutionary
cause of the proletariat. Being adoer as well as a thinker had the added advantage of rendering class baiting
ineffectiveQ(Nimtz, 194).!
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Onfantile disorderOof |eft-wing communism diagnosed by Lenin** Thequestionis how
this form of thinking can beovercome. Thereisareal pressureto beable to issuethese
types of shdlow prodamationson every issue (induding the World Cup), because, it
often seems, if you can®provide your own independent answer to every question unde
the sun then your group@®need to exist independently of everyoneel se might be suspect.
Once you join oneof theexisting sodalist groups you feel immense pressure to defend
your group3 postion onall sorts of questionsthat you mogt likely have not studied
thoroughly, from Cubato Israel/Palestine to the permanent revolution and beyond. But
we need to realize there is nothing wrongwith saying, @ don®know enoughabouttha O
when questionead aboutatopic you have not studied in depth.

Marx was not afraid to do this. When youngRussian activists continudly asked
for hisviews abouttherole of the Russian peasant communein therevolutionay struggle
hetold them tha hewas not sure.”” Ingead of jug issuing an off-the-cuff prodamation,
as so many of usyouthful sodalists are proneto do, Marx spent years at theend of his
life learning Russian and immersing himself in studies of Russian sodety and the
commune What humility! Yet for those suppogdly followingin histraditiontoday, it@
often enoughto jug scan the news, do a quick Google search, and then apply aformula
Thisisn®Marxism, and the soone we learn that, the better.

To befair, these problems aren®because of alack of trying onthe part of
sodalists today, who spend an immense amountof time reading and trying to undestand
revolutionay theory. | donotmean to imply any bad faith Bl am merely trying to explain
themindset that seemsto be produced by current forms of organization.

| also don®intend to suggest that we should take an agnogic postion onissues,
nor do| wantto reinforce theliberal ideatha people in each particular area should jugt
work outther own forms of resistance, and we have no rightto comment onthem or
debae with them. But | do mean to suggest that we should all be more hunble, cautious
and meticulousin our studies, notjug out of a sense of respect for those fighting for
sodal jugicein other counties, butalso because by really undestanding the problems
facing activists el sewhere we can learn a lot abouthow to changeour own sodeties. And

" SeeLenin, Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder. See especially his chapter MNo
Compromises?Ofor a parallel with my point about soccer.! A N
" %See Teodor Shanin, Late Marx and the Russian Road: Marx and the @Peripheries of Capitalism01984.!
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we should be dissatisfied with haf-answers or anything that relies too heavily upona
certain formula

Thepointis howto get people to think, and how to mog effectively create the
indgpendent thinkers who will be crudal to thedevelopment of the sodalist movement.
As German sodalist Wilhdm Liebknecht, oneof Marx@ closest contemporaries,
explained, Marx went to the British Museum daily and urged usto gotoo. Study! Study!
That was the categoric injundion tha we heard often enoughfrom him and tha hegave
usby his example and the continud work of his mighty brain. . . . We spent ourtimein
the British Museum and tried to educate ourselves and prepare arms and ammunition for
thefuture fight 32 Thecurrently existing sodaist groupsundoubedly play arolein this
Bdon®get me wrong.But thereis a certain smug satisfaction created by today®
organizationd forms, at theexpense of thedesire to independently Band deegply B study
phenomena That hasto change because Marxism offers the mog advanced and
sophisticated (and correct) way of andyzingtheworld (and changing it).

Tunnel Vision

Anothe unfortunae produd of thesect formistha it leadsto an overemphasison
thehistory of your own group, diverting attention from therich history of thesodalist
movement. 1t@ bad enoughwhen sodalists commit thesin of GRussian Revolutionism,O
thetendency to use the Bolshevik Revolution as aframe of reference in nearly every
discussion even thoughit is an unfamiliar topic for mos youngactivists.** This trend gets
taken to even worse extremes within thetiny groupsthat exist today.

For example, if you haverun across Sodalist Alternaive, you have probably been
told that our British organization played akey rolein the struggle againg thepoll tax in
Britain which broughtdown Margaret Thache. Never mind whether anyonein theU.S.
knows aboutthis struggle Dit® essential in explaining and juifying our existence. Or,
else you@ hear from other groupsabouthowther andysis of the character of the Soviet
Union or other similar regimes distinguishes them Din thel SO& casg, it has traditiondly

"&Quoted in Nimtz, 153.! o

" Or as the band The Minutemen put it in their song QParanoid ChantQ Q keep thinking of Russia, of
Russial OPlease forgive me if |Qe committed this same sin throughout this essay by constantly quoting
Lenin. !
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been ther undestanding tha these counties were Gtate capitalist,Owhile in the case of
other groupsit@ thar undestanding that they were Qleformed workersOstatesOthat gives
them an edgein thar andysis of theworld. There are important lessonsto learn from the
poll tax movement, and even better ones to learn from the Russian Revolution, oneof the
greatest eventsin world history (and even important methodobgical onesinvolved in
undestanding the character of the Soviet Union), but thetendency to discuss these issues
regardless of your audience reinforces the sene that too many sodalists are out of touch
with current reality. A lot of this has to do with bumpsaongtheroad in learning the art
of explaining your ideas, but it also isrelated to degper issues.

Thisisthelogic that Marx and Engds criticized so thoroughly Bthat sectarianism
leadsto afocusontheissuestha are centra in thelife and dogma of the sect, rather than
those that come from existing reality and the struggles to changeit.*® To befair, we study
and make reference to these struggles because we think they hdp usundestand the
dynamic of movements and revolutionsand tactics and strategies for changing theworld.
In this sense, we are acting in the tradition of Marx and Engds, who studied the French
Revolution (and routindy employed metaphas and lessonsdrawn fromit), aswell as
Lenin and otherswho drew uponthe Paris Communeof 1871 | would never, ever, ever
advocte tha people stop studying or discussing the Russian Revolution.

But the necessity of condantly focusang onthe history of our group,or your
historical differences with other groups istoo often adiversonfromfocusang onthebig
questionsof our time. In addition, as Proyect writes, Ofro my knowledge Lenin never
asked people to become Bolsheviks on the basis of how they undestood the Jacobins (°
Theentire pant of studying thepast, for Marxists, isto hdp usundestand howto answer
thebig questionsof our time, which involves relating to consiousess today.

It mightbefair to ask whether blaming the sect form for diverting attention from
the big questionsis correct. After al, it could have more to do with the youthfulness of
the movement and certain difficulties inhaent in educating people. For example, Lenin®

"( Marx@ spirit is perhaps best captured in this quote from aletter he wrote to Arnold Ruge early in his
career, As Marx wrote to Ruge, OVe do not confront the world in adoctrinaire way with anew principle:
Here is the truth, kneel down before it! We develop new principles for the world out of the world® own
principles. We do not say to the world: Cease your struggles, they are foolish; we will give you the true

slogan of struggle.O<http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/letters/43_09.htm#$
") Proyect, QVhy Are There So Many Socialist Groups?d
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wife Krupskaya wrote abouthow in the early days of Russian sodalist activity, it was
more common for intellectudsto lecture at theworkers on issues tha were not at the
forefrontof thar minds Often, for example, they would read them EngdsOOrigin of the
Family, Private Propety andthe Sate (curioudy enough,till beng overused today), a
work sheimplies they had trouble relating to. Meanwhile, she describes Lenin® method:
O/ladimir Ilyich wasinterested in every little detail that could hdp him to piece together
apicture of thelife and conditionsof theworkers, to find some sort of avenueof
approach to them in thematter of revolutionay propaganda . . . Vladimir Ilyich read
Marx's Capital to theworkers and explained it to them. He devoted the second hdf of the
lesson to questioning the workers aboutther work and conditionsof labor, showing them
the bearing which thar life had onthewhadle structure of sodety, and tellingthemin
wha way theexisting order could be changed. This linking of theory with practice was a
feature of Vladimir llyich'swork in thestudy-circles. Gradudly other members of our
circle adopied the same method &’ This method, of asking questionsand listening to the
experiences of workers and communities in order to be able to oatiently explainOthe
idess of sodalism (and, crudally, to undestand the conaete conditionsand
consciousness of the American working class today), isvital to cultivate in the sodalist
movement today.

But the problem is this: How are we suppo®d to focuson these questionswhen
we have to focus attention on making sure whether workers and activists agree with uson
our postion on Cubaor that the Soviet Union was a deformed workersOstate? Or, if not
onthos issues, than onany of anumber of others @rudal Oto distinguishing one
sodalist groupfrom another? Focusng so much mental energy onrelatively minor
historical questionsobscures the big picture, and hampers the movement® organic
growth.

In his recent poghumoudy published memoir North Star, Peter Camejo outlined
how, in his view, these issues were rooted in the organizationd methodsof Trotskyism,
Orhis conaept of the programOwas a defining aspect of Trotskyism. Born as afaction
opposng the Stalinist degradation of sodalism, the Trotskyist movement defended the
foundes of the sodalist movement while at the same time rejecting the cult-like

"* Krupskaya, Reminiscences of Lenin.!
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defication of Marx and Lenin. Thusthe Trotskyists became caughtin aframework that
focused not only onthe correct interpretation of Marx and Lenin butalso on the correct
interpretation of events within Russia. Thisled to therapid development of rigidity in
how they viewed and approached the world aroundthem. Groupsof Trotskyists across
theglobefocused ontheinternd debate over the degeneration of the Soviet Communist
Party and its worldwideinfluence, rather than on the expressionsof theliving struggles
of thar own county. As an ingrument to revive the mass world movement for sodal
judtice, | think tha Trotskyism had historical, internd, sectarian limitationsthat blocked
it from beng able to become acritical force for social change

Wha is necessary, in my opinion, is something tha encourages thinking aongthe
lines of what Burt Cochran said was achieved by the Detroit Labor Forumin the 1950s
Because it is genuindy non-partisan, attempts to address itself to theindgpendent
radical, and seeks solutionsto thegreat problems of ourtimes rather than devoting itself
to theintramural bickeringsof small sects, it has won a postion and attracts larger
audiences than Detroit has seen in the past decade d° Whatever thefate of these Labor
Forums and other similar projects, tha remains precisely wha we need today Ba sodalist
movement tha can be an attractive force, onewhere radicals and devel oping activists will
feel at home. Onetha, ingead of narrowingits vison and focusang on questionsthat
arise froma@mall busnessOmentality, is devoted to truly addressing Qhe great
problems of our times,Ostemming from Qhe expressionsof theliving struggles.OThis
will becrudally informed by acritical study of the movement® past, but not swallowed
up by tha same history.

"+ Peter Camejo, North Star. | can anticipate the objection to these points: GCamejo left Trotskyism and lost
his way,Ogoing to work as a high-paid money manager and later GpportunisticallyOjoining the Green
Party, for the most part jettisoning his socialist program (in reality he seems to have been trying to figure
out how to present it in fresh ways). And besides, the argument will go, he had a bad experience in the
Socialist WorkersOParty during its period of degeneration Dif only he had been in a healthier Trotskyist
organization, he would not have reached these conclusions. In my opinion these are fairly shallow
criticisms that avoid engaging with the substance of Camejo criticisms. For more of Camejo@ thinking
(not to say | necessarily agree with all of it), see his (Return to Materialism,O<http://members.optushome.
com.au/spainter/Materialism.html>.!

", <http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/newspape/amersocialist/amersoc_5705.htm#$
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Why the Sect Form Persists

OMen make their own history, butthey do not make it asthey please;
they do not make it unde self-selected circumstances, but unde
circunstances existing already, given andtrangnitted fromthe

pad. Thetradition of all dead generationsweighslike a nightmare
onthebrainsof theliving OBKarl Marx, 18" Brumaire

Given all theissuesraised above why does the current narrow form of
organization persist? Mog importantly, why does there seem to be noreal organized
expression of theideas |@n raising, since |n sure there are plenty of people outthere
who feel similarly?

My guessistha it has alot to dowith the often-underestimated force of inertia
Despite al thefrugrations it@ till easier to work insde oneof theexisting sodalist
organizations than outside of one Any of thesodalist organizationstoday provides
activists with a structure, a group of co-thinkers, and an already existing organization
with a momentum and mission of its own. Being a member of oneof these groupsgives
you an innumerable number of tasks to do, tasks that could keep many people busy for a
lifetime. You have to produe a newspgper, write for and publish awebste, organize
regular meetings discuss your ideas with new members, design leaflets, hdd pgoer sales,
organize campagnson as many issues as possible, design t-shirts and buttons hold
fundraising paties, prepare reports, and on and on and on, ad infinitum. This leaves very
little time to think aboutbigge picture questions such as whether your group should
even exist. Like Albert CamusOexistentialist Sisyphus we just keep rolling therock up
thehill, taking comfort in theknowledgetha we are at least doing something, even if it
mightturn outto bearelatively futile gesture. (Never mind tha Camuswas extremely
hogile to Marxism and ruled outthe possibility of revolutionay change)

In essence, despite all the clams to the contrary, building your own tiny group
becomes an end in itself. Thisistrue even thoughevery group seesitsrole as hdping to
build a mass movement of workersin this county and aroundtheworld. While thereis
no doubttha sodalist groupstoday play and will continueto play an important rolein
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this process, ultimately, the sect form becomes a hindrance. Ingead of hdping develop
and expand relationswith activists throughouttheleft, it has atendency to cut you off
fromreal, degp connectionswith people outside of your own group and nat jug othe
sodadlists, either. Thismight seem contradictory, since many sodalist groupsdo maintain
and develop broader relationswith others on theleft. But ultimately, they spend much
less time cultivating these relationshipsthan they do oninternd political issues. Others
ontheleft have to dways be consdered from the sandpoint of potentia recruits to your
tiny organization.

Theforce of inetiais compoundel by thefact tha many of the mog experienced
sodalist activists are to befoundin thevarioussects in existence. For anyonenew to the
movement, their knowedgecan be quite impressive Band intimidaing. Thereisanaura
tendency to defer to those who seem to have more experience. Newer activists might not
even knowwha are theright questionsto ask, and might be proneto jug accept the
wisdom of those who broughtthem into the movement. When they start having questions
aboutthe organizationd modd, these are more likely to manifest themselves as feelings
of self-doubtor alack of self-confidence.

Whenever people start to questionthelogic of building a sect, where can they
turn? Wha organized force is out there for sodalists notinterested in joining oneof the
many existing group® Thelandscapeisall but baren. The mos common experience,
therefore, seemsto befor people to drop out of the organized sodalist movement
altogether, leaving those of uswith doubs ingde the movement even more isolated Band
more likely to jud give up onthewhole project, or to continueto begrudgingy build our
tiny groups There are also severe limitationsto raising these types of issues within the
existing groups Despite the democratic formalities that exist within organizationstoday,
they are actudly severely limited. As Proyect explains Orhereal threat to party
demoaracy in [existing Q eninistOformationstoday] is not ham-fisted bureaucratic
interventions It isingdead self-censorship by therank-and-file al theway up to key
leaders who are very wary of chdlenging adopted paty postionsout of fear of beng
tarnished as @etty bourgeois,Onot @ndestanding Marxism,@or of (becoming
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ogracized.3° And an even bigge obgacle isthefact that the space to raise big questions
isextremely limited within these types of organizations since they are predicated on such
ahighleve of agreement onvery specific questions

Those of uswho express skepticism aboutthe usefulness of building these tiny
groupsare often accused of a Qoss of corfidence in therevolutionay capacity of the U.S.
working class,Oor something to that effect. We are charged with Qooking for shortcuts,O
asif we arejug nottoughenoughto face thelong,hard dog required by any struggle for
serioustrandormation. My impression is that these types of accusationshave been
leveled repeatedly over time at anyonelook for away out of the sectarian wilderness. For
example, those who left the SWP to foundof the American Sodalist Unionin the 1950s
were said to have hecome boughtoff by pod-WWII progerity and log their
militancy.33" It all seems so simple when you can just confidently build yourtiny group
jug toughen up!

| strongly disagree with this accusation. Still, it seemsto have a certain validity
when those who give up on the sect form offer no alternaive modd and too often seem to
givein to demoralization > There are plenty of reasonswhy this hgppens foremost
amongthem thedifficulties of startinganew organization. They also mightlegitimately
be bumt out, leading to feelingsof inadequacy, and even fear of disrupting the organizing
beng doneby people who are thar close friends Ingead of hedlthily raising legitimate
concerns, it® more common to suppress them and feel shame, guilt, ange, or other
similar emotions On top of this, there are of course aso the pressures of redlity, of
needing to earn alivingin this sodety, to suppot yourself and your family. If sodalist
activists become demoralized or bumt out, and see nether an aternaive modd, nora
meansto trandorm their own organizations they can belog to graduae school, to jobsin
the union bureaucracy, to non-profit organization, or other accommodationsto the

system.*

(- Louis Proyect, Qlohn Molyneux on Party Democracy,O<http:/louisproyect.wordpress.com/2009/10/27/
john-molyneux-on-party-democracy/>.!

(" <http://www.swans.com/library/art16/Iproy62.html#$

(%The American Socialist Union, for example, closed up shop in 1959, and other projects have also not
succeeded in creating anything long-lasting.!

(&To be clear: 1@n not saying there® anything wrong with working for aunion or non-profit or going to
grad school Bbut in the absence of revolutionary organization, it can be hard to resist the powerful
reformist pressures they can exert.!

Copyright © 2010 by Dan DiMaggio and Cutural Logic, ISSN 1097-3087!



Dan DiMaggio 37

But this demoralization is the produd notjug of doubt aboutthe progoects for
sodalism or sodal changein theU.S., but also douwbts aboutan organizationd modd tha
seems destined to fail. There istoo often a shdlow undestanding of human psychology
opeative in our groups onethat implies that it@ solely political pessimism that drives
people out of the movement. But it@ notjugt political pessimism; it can also bea sense
tha theroad you are going onis a dead-end. When you®@e driving down a dead end, you
don®jus keep going, hogng that eventudly it will lead youin theright direction.
Indead, you usudly turn aroundand look at themap, or ask for directionsat the nearest
gas station, or any number of othe means If thedriver refusesto turn aroundandingsts
on keeping going, it@ undestandable if some people mightjump outof the car.

It doesn@have to bethisway. | would arguethat it is up to those of uswho see
the sect road as a dead-end to fight to develop an dterndive, whaever tha may look like.
Thisisof cruda importance because often the best people attracted to the sodalist
movement are first and foremod activists. They want to trandorm theworld, and they
want practical answvers on howto effectively doit. In my view, those of uswith
experience inddeexisting sodalist groupsbboth those who still bdongand those who
have been bumt out by them Bhave an important role to play in this process.

Building an Alternative

Ot is a seriousmatter to destroy a man® faith without
replacingit.O BVictor Serge, Birth of Our Power>*

As afriend recently told me, Q@n prepared to dedicate my life to this movement B
1@ just like it to have some chance of succeeding.O

We abolutely do have a chance of succeeding. | am fully convinced of the
revolutionay potential in this county and aroundtheworld. | am convinced there are
thousndsof people outthere who right nowwant to join asodalist movement of some
kind, butwhose resources and talents are being wasted, because they aren®organized, or
they don®see existing organizationd forms as having a &hance of succeeding Oldn

(' Serge, Birth of Our Power, 135.!
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convinced there are many others who are not yet sodalists but want to build a powerful,
progressive left. Asthecrisis of capitalism worsenstheliving conditionsfor many,
further pdarizing thegap between therich few and the poorer majority, these camps of
progpective progressives, radicals, and sodalists are likely to grow.

Thechdlengefacing sodaliststoday isto build a credible movement tha can
produdively utilize the resources of al those whowant to fightfor revolutionay change
A magorissuerightnowistha thoughthere are nodoubtmillionsof peoplein this
county who have come to the condusion capitalism is unjug, or tha it just doesn®work,
many seem to feel tha the effort to fightfor a systemic alterndive is hopédess, therefore
they either work hard within the system to patch it up, or else fall into cynicism and
passivity. There@ only so longtha you can futilely hur yourself againg it (though
there@ alot to be said for the nobility of those who do this). And consdering how tough
it istojug survive unde this system, why should working people and others devote
energies to hurling themselves agang an enemy that they don®bdieve we can actudly
overpower?

|®n convinced this potential will only be harnessed Band this widespread
cynicism overcome Bif we ask the big questions | am also ablutely convinced tha
continual existence of many tiny competing organizationsis abad idea, onetha needsto
be chdlenged and broken up, or somehow transcended. 1®n convinced tha, no matter
how ideologically committed they are, mog people are not gaing to give themselvesto a
movement that doesn®seem to stand a chance of winning, or that routindy wastes the
preciousresources of its members.

Tho= of usin thesodalist movement right now, or onits periphey, have a
crudal role to play. While mogt of thebest forces for soaaism in this county will come
from new, freshly radicalizing layers, a sodalist movement is not going to jus drop from
thesky. Therefore, wha those of usin the movement do right now matters a great deal.
Typically we take tha to mean that we have to work harder to build our existing groups
Butif we are buildingon afounddion of sand, al of ourincreased efforts will lead to
very little. Thereis alot to be said for Joe Ramsey@ wordsin theintrodudion to this
issue of Cultural Logic: QPerhapsthemos important thing tha we can bedoing nowis
surveying theterrain uponwhich we stand, discerning what is soil and wha sand,
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marking off wha we know are the dead ends in an attempt to find new and fresh pahsto
open and more fertile groundO

Sometimes the criticisms directed at the soaalist movement make it seem asif it
would bebest if theexisting groupsjud fell apat and disappeared, in pat because they
are seen as an obgacle to such a process of rethinking. Thisis notmy attitude Despite all
of what |Qre written above | have much more respect for those members of (many of)
today@ Onicro-sectsOwho are actudly trying to go out and arguefor sodalist ideas than
for thearmchair critics who always seem to know better. For all thar weaknesses, the
existing sodalist groupsgive new activists experience and training Bin writing articles
and ledflets, pogering, petitioning, organizing Bas well as abasic sodalist eduction.

Y ou can®get these thingsfrom a blog or a webste or amog anywhere else. Even selling
mediocre newspapers has its postive side it@ goad that at rallies somebody promotes
sodalist ideas and tries to organize the attendees and get them involved in long-term
activism. As onefriend, aseriousactivist whois consdering joining thesodalist
movement, recently told me, Q would rather be building a micro-sect than nothing. OAnd
hehas apoint.>® Theproblem istha so much of building a micro-sect involves
differentiating yourself from other groupsand jugifying the existence of your own
particular organization tha thehorizon of possibilitiesis much reduced.

In place of adismissive approach that just writes off members of existing Gnicro-
sects,Owe need a critical engagement with (and anong!) them. This doesn®mean that |
beieve thekey question is GegroupmentOby uniting the currently existing sodialist left
into onecommon organization. Anyonewho lodks aroundat the existing left with a sobea
eye will reasonably ask: Of ou mean you think bringing these people together isthe key?0
| don® Many current sodalist activists are stuck in their ways, too invested in ther own
groups and unableto creatively think throughthecomplex problems we face. Many
others are sectarians by acquired naure and appear incapable of interacting with real-life
human beings | agree with Mike Ely of the Kasama Project, who writes, Q(n sure there
are podkets of creativity within the organized left. But | aso bdieve tha much of the
organized left is, in how it imagines and defines itsalf, both exhauded and relatively

(( Even Hal Draper conceded this point: C‘Unqu&ctionably,‘sometim&s asect may be better than nothing, but
that piece of wisdom does not point to a line.OHe added, Ot does not follow, even from Marx® all-out
abhorrence of the sect-form, that all sects are always equally harmful.Q
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cludess. Mog left projects are running onrouting, self-dduson and sheer vapor. And |
don®think that the new revolutionary movement will mainly emergeout of those current
organized left silosG° Ingead, the key forces are going to come primarily from people
who are outside themovement today, particularly from amongyounge generations who
lack the baggage of the existing groupsand are indilled with theenergy, optimism, and
creativity necessary to take on thearduoustask of building a viable sodalist movement.

These younge forces, however, will notjug automatically findthar way to
Marxism or sodalism Bthey haveto beintroducd to it somehow. We are working with
finite human material, and those currently active in the varioustiny groupshave
important accumulated experience and knowedge Tha iswhy | think it is absolutely
essential to try to start a process of discusson among members of existing organizations
in the hopes of building something tha can actudly be an attractive force tha reaches
younge activists and potentia activigts. If enoughof those people could bewon over and
convinced to spend as much time thinking throughhow to build a broader sodalist
movement as they currently spend trying to expand ther own tiny organizations tha
would bea significant step forward. Perhaps|1@n being nave, butthefact tha the
socialist movement is now made up of largdy younge generationsfor whomalot of the
guestionsdividing groupsare mainly of historical interest meansthere may be more
oppotunities for this to happen.

Some might arguetha Onicro-sectsOare al that can be produced unde the
current conditionsof overall weakness on theleft, minimal levels of mass struggle, and
low congsiousiess. As Marx wrote in 1871,350 long as the sects are (historically)
judtified, theworking class is notyet ripefor an independent historic movementQ the
conveseisaso true® According to this argument, attempting to force theissueand form
broader organizationsis a QroluntaristOmistake that threatensto dissolve the core of
revolutionaies in search of a non-existent broader left. Ingead, it& better to wait it out
and focuson building your own organization until struggles pick up.

Tha isalways apossibility, butit isaso an evasion. In place of critical thinking,

it isaway of nauralizing the current forms of organization, which are notjug reflections

*® Mike Ely, CTiers of Communist Work: One Counter-Plan to Swamp & Sect,O<http://kasamaproject.org/
2010/09/08/tiers-of -communist-work-one-counter-pl an-to-swamp-sect/>.|
57 <http://lwww.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1871/letters/71 11 23.htm>.!
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of current conditionsbutingead represent very specific produds of atortured history.
Further, it assumes tha once these conditionschange and struggles pick up, our current
forms of organization will be able to changealongwith them. | am pessimistic aboutsuch
progpects. And findly, there are absurd forms of GroluntarismOinhaent in accepting the
currently existing organization of thesodalist |eft: it generates a hypeactivity in building
your own group alongwith theidea tha somehow aviable sodalist movement will be
built even thoughyou essentialy write off the rest of the existing soaalist left. Sodalists
are al immensely motivated by theimmense injudices we see in theworld aroundus
and the even worse nightmares that we can see capitalism givingrise to in the future. We
usudly feel like we are in acongant race agang time, and mug build the movement (our
groupg as urgently as possible. But wha if we are condantly falling back in tha race
agang time because we are logng people by virtue of our own self-imposed
organizationd limitations?

Even if it isthe case that Onicro-sectsOare all tha can be built now, then let them
beless pretentious less sectarian, more open to working with oneanother, and more
aware of ther own inheent weaknesses (not to demoralize them butrather to hdp better
undestand therole they mightplay). Let them critically evaluae al ther methods
search out more effective forms, andreally ask if they are preparing theway toward
something better in thefuture. | dor®think thisis asking too much, nordo| bdieve | am
nave to think that there are many people in today® sodalist groupsopen to such an
approach.

Theideas| am putting forward appear to assume the existence of a broader layer
of people who would be open to joining sodalist groups if only they were of a different
form than wha exists today. Isthisthecase or am | jug daydreaming?l think tha a
subgantia number of these people do exist, but having struggled for many years to build
both the sodalist movement, as well as other activist organizations 1Gn also skeptical.
Theradical left istiny, and no organizationd schemais going to changetha in the
immediate future. But 1®n also convinced tha thenunbers of people open to anti-
capitalist and sodalist ideas are growing unde theimpact of theeconomic crissand the
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mouning frugrationswith the Obama administration® policies. Meanwhile, Ghe various
sects have no attractive power.(3®

These people need a home, an organization where they can politically develop,
share ther experiences and ideas with others, learn theropes of activism, get involved in
campagns and promote sodalist ideas (or even just broad anti-capitalist ones) in creative
ways. Thetiny sodalist organizationsin existence today provide some of this, but
ultimately they are fulfilling semi-contradictory roles, recruiting people fresh to activism
(let alonesodalism) and yet trying to convince them of avery specific QineOThisisin
pat anecessary evil, owingto thelack of mass organizations paticularly thelack of a
mass left-wing political paty. But ultimately, these roles are at oddswith oneanother,
and everyonesuffers as aresult. Those who are newly recruited to the sodalist movement
join groupswith afull program that they cannotpassibly undestand. Meanwhile, the
leading members (@adreQ) in existing groupsfocus an inordinate amountof effort on
GeducatingOthese newer members, mos of whomwill leave for any number of reasons
foremog amongthem the difficulty of the political period we are in today and the overall
weakness of theleft. But they aso leave because they undestandably develop doubs
aboutthe particular organization they are bulding. The GeducationOprocessis
unfortunaely too often atop-down ong which may keep youngpeople fromfeeling like
they can make new and creative, quditative contributons Y oungactivists or workers
arrive in groupsin which al the major decisonshave already been made, and then feel
compd led to defend them. 113 like being handed awhole new, ill-fitting wardrobeD
(Here, putthis onOPand being expected to immediately grow into it. Some might, but
mog will feel uncomfortable and eventudly discard it, and even get pissed off at
whoever forced them to dress tha way, or ashamed that they couldn® get themselves into
shgpefor it. Sincethere is no aterndive for them to join (asidefrom other tiny sodalist
groupswho often have smilar problems), this process can adienae them fromthe
sodalist movement altogdher and thuscause themovement to lose even more precious
resources.

Isthe solution to this problem to do as some groups do and set a much highe bar
for recruitment? Some groupshave discussionswith potential members tha goonfor a

%8 Cochran.!
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year before they are approved for membership. And yet, these are often the same groups
who end up burying themselves in mass movements, rarely raising the banne of
sodalism. The problem with this method istha, assuming there are many people out
there right now who are interested in joining and becoming active in building the sodalist
movement, it would begoodto get them involved right away, not to make them jump
throughhoopsbefore they are authorized to hdp do it. And ideologica appealsto
sodalism have an important place, particularly given the crisis of world capitalism today.
Tha@ notto say we need to be screaming GodalismOfrom therooftopsand thinking
tha@ the best way to build the movement; rather, it will in largepart arise organically out
of mass struggles. Yet for alot of people, the biggest problem with (some of) the Gects,O
more than any of the points |Qve raised above is the fact that they are bold aboutraising
thebanne of sodalism. | disagree: we need to continueto boldly raise tha banna Bbut
in new and creative ways, and in organizationstha are broader than thoe tha exist
today!

Hal Drape argued in theearly 1970stha thewhole strategy of attempting to form
membership organizationsrightnow in the sodalist movement was a mistake. This might
seem counier-intuitive Bwha kind of organization doesn®have members? Who makes
decisions? But his point was that the current membership organizationsare inhaently
distorted by all the contradictionsoutined above Y ou can recruit people to an
organization, sure, butonwha basis are they bang recruited? And how does the
emphasis on building a membership organization impact your relationship with those
who are close to you politically, butmight not be open to joining your group?

Ingead of membership organizations Draper called for the formation of political
centers, which would focuson publishing sodalist political literature. Accordingto
Draper, O\ pditical center has an enomousadvantage over the sect® Nationd
Committee or Central Committee which issues directives, theses, disciplinary cases, etc.
to its micro-empire of mini-branches. Tha is: theformer@ relationswith local clubs
sodalist groups trade-union groups workersOgroups and individud activists can be
infinitely varied and flexible. Meanwhile, the latter@ relationsare dichotomized into two
types: with members, therelationrigidified by the by-laws; with nonrmembers, arelation
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hampered by an organizationd barier.(3° In other words a political center would be
more capable of eduating people aboutsodalism, and actudly putting forward and
campagning for apolitical lineBwhich isthe exact aim that mos GectsOclaim to have
today, butwhich thar organizationd methodsoften prevent them from achieving.

1t& clearly notenoughto just pubiish literature though. The essential questionis:
How do we best attract, organize, and train activists today? There has to be an attractive
and hedlthy form of organization tha people notonly can join, butare actively
encouraged to join. You can®join ajoumd or awebdte or ablog Thisis oneof the
advantages that the GectsOhave on dl thar criticsDand it® an important one At the
very least, you can join them and try to build something, working closely with others. We
need organizations but of adifferent character. Too often, it feels like those who reject
the Onicro-sectOform go too far in the opposte direction, albet for avariety of different
reasons

In place of naiond membership organizations Draper@ postion was tha
sodalists should form local circles, in ther workplaces, schools, or cities. Draper drew
this condugon from his own activism, as well as his study of the history of the
Bolsheviks. Summarizing this history, hewrote, On the preceding period, the
preliminaries for amass paty had taken shgpein Russiain theform not of sects but of
local workersCxircles, which remained looge, and foundel looe regiond assodations
They had notdevelopel as branches of acentra organization but autononoudy, in
respon to soda struggles Ploosly.(3° This makes alot of sense, since thebasis of all
organizingislocal (even in theage of the Internet, althoughthe example of Russiaaso
reflected the difficulties of establishing naiond links owing to police repression). Still,
you are going to bebuilding campagnsprimarily with other local (and mainly non
sodalist) activists, co-workers, community membes, etc. Can youimaginethelocal
circles tha made up the Russian Sodal-Democratic movement in the 1890s(unde
conditionsof police repression, where to even hold a meeting was a heroic task) splitting
ove thepoint at which the French Revolution turned repressive, or their postionon
| srael-Palestine (forgive my anachronism)? How can it possibly be correct that the best
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sodalist activists and thinkerstoday are separated from oneanother because of similar
obgacles created by the current form of organization?
Drape arguel tha these circles should establish loos naiond connettions In his

opinion, they should

make contactwith a political certer that makessense from your own
point of view, for help in literature, advice, ard outside linkups, and
work with it to whatever extert you find useful. But thereis no rea®n
against having this relationship with more than one political certer, if
they suit your own political views. Such a political certer may evenbe a
sect but if you do not joinit, it relatesto you only asone political certer
amag others This relationship is a hang-loose relationship: if you do
not have a vote in deciding its affairs, it is likewise true thatit camot tell
you whatto do by exerting its sect OdsciplineGver your own judgmert.
You do not erectan organizational barrier betweenyou asthe acherert of
one sectand someane else who cleavesto another sector none. In your
work, you use whatever literatre you wish, whatever their source. . . . If
enough take this course to break up the sect system, that would be a good
thing for the future potertialitiesof an Americansocialist movemert.
Thereis a better chance of a genuine socialist movement arising out of
such a hang-loose complex of relationships than out of the fossilized

world of sect.®!

| tend to think he@ right, thoughsuch local circles would always have ther own
problems. Wha trendswill dominate? How broad should they be? How to avoid a lowest
common denominaor approach tha stifles debaes? How to avoid them descendinginto a
swamp, a place where anything goes and the theoretical level of the movement is
lowered?How to avoid a state of paralysis, if no one can agree on what thecircles should
do?These are seriousquestions showing howthere is no ssimple path to a more effective
sodalist movement. However, they are problems tha stem fromthe state of theleft in the
U.S. today. They can®jus bewished outof existence. QPolitical centersOshould, as
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Drape arguel, continueto exist, with theaim of providing guidance and pditical
material for these local circles. Further, thelocal circles should be composed of people
with at least some minimal points of agreement tha allow them to work togdher.

| think there is abetter chance of the movement nat descending into a swamp
unde this approach than the current organizations for many of thereasons!| have
outlined throughoutthis essay. It would hdp make clear wha are the essential questions
in the movement, which would arise out of discussionsand debaes on living strugdes,
rather than being accelerated by pre-defined differences between different sects. It would
ideally hdp raise thetheoretical level, rather than loweringit, and it would allow more
goodactivists to work togeher, learning from oneanother, rathe than beng separated
and all fighting separate batles.

The Roadto a Sodalist Movement

QA onecandois push in a direction in which one3 efforts will notbe
waged, no matter what the outcomeOPHal Draper

Am | tryingto dream something into existence? Perhgps In my defense,
according to Lenin Ga Bolshevik who does notdream is a bad Bolshevik.3? He cited the
Russian writer Pisarev, who said, Orherift between dreams and reality causes no ham if
only the person dreaming bdieves serioudy in hisdream, if he attentively oberveslife,
compares his observationswith his castlesin theair, andif, generally speaking, heworks
congientioudy for the achievement of hisfantasies. If there is some connection between
dreams and life then all iswell.OIn Lenin® opinion, GDf this kind of dreaming thereis
unfortunaely toolittlein our movement.3* Amen to tha. We urgently need to build a
movement tha chdlenges leading activists in the sodalist movement today to work
togehe and think more critically; that welcomes new activistsinto the project and hdps

educate them and findther place; that attracts some of thebest activists from avariety of

62 Quoted in Not By Politics Alone: The Other Lenin, Tamara Deutscher, 20.!
% |_enin, What Is To Be Done?!
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movements and allows them to paticipae; andtha effectively deploysthe movement®@
resources in common struggles.

How dowe get there? | realize tha mog of this essay has focused on criticizing
theweaknesses of the currently existing forms of organization. This is not meant to
demoralize those currently active in thesodalist movement, butrather to encourage
critical thinking. As |Qe stated though mere criticism is not enoughbonealso has to put
forward an aternaive, which is quite difficult. | don®have a blueprint for what a
different sodalist movement would look like, and | think it will require a creative
exchangeof ideas involving people who are much more gifted organizers and thinkers
than I. | merely hopeto catalyze such adiscussion by making it clear tha wha existsis,
in my opinion, bath unacceptable and notinevitable. Finding new forms will also take
conaete experimentation and critical evaluation, dongsde ongoing developmentsin
sodety. Oneof themost promising recently was the Dan LaBotz3 sodalist campagn for
Senate in Ohio, which broughttogeher activists from a number of different groupsand
has now led to theformation of the Buckeye Sodiaist Network.**

Neverthdess, here are some ideas for potential forms a new sodalist movement
could take™:

¥ A common webste, newspgoer, and/or journd, with theaim of poging
important news, reports on struggles, sodalist andradical andysis, and
serving as aforumfor debate and organizing ideas

¥ A collaboration to organize arogder of talented speakers on avariety of issues
and work together on building big events for them aroundthe county. Ingead
of poorly organized, pootly attended events with poor presentations these
could be big forums which ingire people to activism. Theroger of speskers
could indudepeople like Dahr Jamail, Chris Hedges, Cindy Sheshan, Glenn
Greenwald (whois speaking at the | SO® Sodalism 2011conferencein
Chicago) important figures from struggles internationdly, etc.

6% <http://www.solidarity-us.org/current/node/3129>.!

% For more concrete solutions, and an idea of what a healthy socialist organization might look like, | like
the ideas outlined in Proyect® essay, QVhat type of party do we need?O<http://louisproyect.wordpress.com
/2009/03/22/what-kind-of -party-do-we-need/>.!
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¥ Big regiond and naionwidesodalist conferences, dongthelines of the | SOG
Sodalism Conference in Chicago (and the Bay Area) but even bigge and
better. These could be geared nat only toward sodalist eduction but also
toward developing action proposls and idess. Thefact tha noinitiative like
this has developed in recent years is somewha disturbing, though
undestandable given thelogic tha Qe outlined.

¥ Joint study groupsand classesin local areas (or viathelnternet), sodalist
education centers, etc.

¥ Loca groupsof activists who join togeher to work on common campagns or
report ondl thedifferent work they®e involved in, even if they are from
different political trends

Thereisnomagic formulafor the congitution of amore effective American
sodalist movement. It will likely involve a variety of different types of organizationd
efforts, combined with agrowth in struggles by workers and youth on any nunmbe of
issues. | am putting forward all these ideas because | think they hold potential for
building a sounde foundaion for this process.®®

On what political basis mightthisall come togehe? It might seem ridiculousthat
| am only bringing tha point up now, since in many waysit isthecentral one Have |
abandonael politics in search of organizationd shortcuts? Have | jettisoned any concept of
a shared program or perspectives as the basis for working togeher?’ | haven@ but | felt

% Inevitably, the objection will be raised that similar projects to what 13n proposing have been tried around
the globe, thus far with limited success. In the late 1990s, the founding of the Scottish Socialist Party was
seen as ahugely promising development by many on the left, but it has failed to live up to its potential. In
Australia, the Democratic Socialist Party has dissolved itself into the Socialist Alliance, partly to exert
Qnoral pressureOon the rest of the left to do similarly, after reaching many of the same conclusions | have.
Y et the Socialist Alliance aso seems to be struggling to develop. In France, the LCR dissolved itself into
the New Anti-Capitalist Party (NPA). All these developments are still playing themselves out, and we will
have to see where they go. Honestly, | personally am not in a position to give much of an assessment of
them at this point, though | plan to write about them in the very near future. However, independent of these
developments, | have come to the conclusion that the current forms of organization of the socialist
movement in the U.S. cannot continue. That point is not dependent on the success of effortsto build a
broader party elsewhere, though it can be informed by them. In my opinion, even if these new efforts don@®
succeed, that should not be taken as avindication of the current forms of organization, or of those who seek
to hold back from efforts to build a broader organization. !

®7 Regardless, the current forms of organization actually hinder the development of groupings with clear,
agreed upon political perspectives. If someone leaves over arelatively minor disagreement, which may be
primarily organizational rather than political, it® asif theyQe been launched into another galaxy.
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tha themog essential questionsto focusonin this piece were organizationd. As should
beclear from all of theabove | think there have to be better vehicles for the discussion of
a program and pespectives than what currently exist.

Imagineif severa of the currently existing groups alongwith undfiliated
sodalists, agreed to approach the questionswe face from a fresh perspective, without
bringing their organizationd baggage with them. Wouldn®it be possible to take afresh
look at thesituaionwe faceintheU.S,, clarify our tasks, and find common points of
agreement on which we could build some type of united organization or project? Isn@®it
at least worth a shot, as an experiment?

Besides, wha dowereally have to lose?

| am hopédul that this piece will hdp generate discussion of the sort necessary to
developing a hedlthy, attractive sodalist movement. As Bert Cochran putit back in 1956,
Of we can find theinne resources to unravel this knotty riddle of our lifetime, then we
have the chance to recongruct the movement on sturdier founddionsand alongmore
mature lines, and the chdlengeof democratic sodalism, compdling andclear, can agan
beflunginto themarket place BPwhere it has unnecessarily been absent far too long &®
Thetask remaing and it@& time we set ourselves to work.
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Discussions with them usually cease, owing to a number of factors ranging from guilt to the hyper-focus of
all resources on building your organization. Y ou end up left with a much smaller pool of people Bthose
who you can convince to stick around inside your organization Bthus making you ask yourself, ONhy don®
more people agree with us?0It makes building support for your politics seem even more difficult (if not
hopeless) than it should be!

Meanwhile, you®e stuck in your own group with people who you might have more disagreements
with, and who might be much less capable or influential activists than those who agree with you on most
guestions but are not willing to join your organization. Y ou end up focusing an inordinate amount of time
on debating with them and working with them, since at least they agree on building your organization. This
is the perverse logic of the current organizational forms.!

% American Socialist, 1956, <http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/newspape/amersocialist/

amersoc_5611.htm#$P

Copyright © 2010 by Dan DiMaggio and Cutural Logic, ISSN 1097-3087!



