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Editorial Statement 

BEYOND PROTEST 

IT IS NOW more or less generally understood that the new 
left needs to find a new approach. Ever since the first sit-ins 
and student demonstrations the new left has relied upon pro­
test tactics as a means of dramatizing the failure of corporate 
liberalism to bridge the gap between rhetoric and reality. Be­
hind this orientation lay the unspoken assumption that once 
the hypocrisy of liberal rhetoric had been exposed, the corporate 
establishment would move to repair its shattered image by 
making real concessions and real reforms. 

From Berkeley to Selma the underlying assumption was 
everywhere the same, and up to a certain point that assump­
tion appeared justified by the results. Over the course of the 
last two years, however, it has become increasingly clear that 
the exposure of token liberalism can gain no more than token 
concessions. When the various Civil Rights Acts and offers of 
"unconditional negotiations" failed to silence the protest move­
ment, the Johnson Administration, far from straining to pre­
serve its liberal image through further concessions, openly aligned 
itself with the advocates of victory in Vietnam and riot control 
at home. 



4 BEYOND PROTEST 

Within the protest movement this failure of the strategy 
of exposure is reflected in the dwindling size and number of the 
independent antiwar committees, the turn from Freedom Now 
to Black Power and the collapse or cooptation of most of the 
protest-oriented organizing projects in the urban slums. Thus 
the question facing the new left today is not whether a new 
approach is necessary, but rather, what should that approach be? 

More than one answer to this question has already been 
suggested by recent developments on the left. In the 1966 
elections there emerged a trend towards a "new politics" of 
coalition with the reform wing of the Democratic Party. By 
trying to elect liberal critics of the war in Vietnam, a group 
like the National Conference for New Politics offers the new 
left an opportunity, as it puts it, "to transform dissent into real 
political power." At the same time the crisis within the protest 
movement has also produced a reaction against the "mindless 
activism" of the past and a new emphasis upon theory and 
education. The formation of the Radical Education Project 
within SDS is an example of this trend. Finally, the concept 
of independent politics has been revived in the form of SNCC's 
turn toward black power and attempts to run radical third-
party candidates in New York, Chicago and elsewhere. At 
present all of these tendencies are still in the formative stage, 
and their conflicting implications remain concealed within a 
common recognition of the limitations of the protest movement. 
As that recognition is translated into practice, however, it will 
become increasingly difficult to espouse one tendency without 
thereby rejecting another. Because the decisions have yet to be 
made, now is the time to examine the available alternatives and 
to assess their political implications. By the time that the neces­
sity for choice becomes apparent, the opportunity to choose may 
already have passed. 

I. 
Whatever else the "new politics" of coalition with liberal 

Democrats may or may not be, it is certainly not new. The 
old left has spent the better part of the last thirty years in a 
futile attempt to transform the Democratic Party into a "pro­
gressive" and "antimonopoly" instrument. The rhetoric may 
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have changed, but the new politics of "peace and freedom" 
has no other goal. In one respect, however, there is an im­
portant difference between the old coalitionism of the past and 
the new coalitionism of today. Ever since the Communist Party 
decided that Roosevelt was not a fascist, coalition politics in 
this country has been predicated upon the assumption that the 
national leadership of the Democratic Party was part of the 
liberal and progressive camp. As late as February of 1965 it 
was still possible for Bayard Rustin to maintain (in his cele­
brated article in Commentary, "From Protest to Politics") that 
the Johnson landslide in 1964 testified to the existence of a 
"majority liberal consensus" which Johnson had only to recog­
nize in order for the Democratic Party to become "an effective 
vehicle for social reconstruction." Within six months Rustin's 
dream of a grand coalition stretching all the way from SNCC 
to the White House had been buried—along with much else— 
in the rice paddies of Vietnam. For the first time in thirty 
years it has become impossible for self-proclaimed radicals or 
socialists to support the national leadership of the Democratic 
Party. 

The war in Vietnam has at once discredited the old coali­
tionism and inspired the new. At the same time that it made 
Johnson persona non grata on the left, it also alienated the 
reform wing of Johnson's own party—which has been driven 
into an increasingly explicit anti-Administration posture. The 
emergence of a liberal opposition to the war in Vietnam has 
provided coalition politics with a new lease on life and also 
a new appeal. Whereas the old coalitionism had always sought 
to obscure its differences with the national leadership of the 
Democratic Party, the new coalitionism affirms those differences 
by defining itself in terms of its opposition to "Lyndon John­
son's war." In this way, the new coalitionism achieves the best 
of all possible worlds. By supporting liberal Democrats (or 
"independent" peace candidates who run on a liberal Demo­
cratic platform), it holds out the promise of "real political 
power"; and by denouncing a Democratic president, it provides 
an outlet for radical sentiments which the old coalitionism was 
compelled to repress. Moreover, since those sentiments seem 
to be shared by many of Johnson's liberal opponents, the new 



6 BEYOND PROTEST 

coalitionism also generates the belief that this time, at long 
last, it is the left which has imposed its program on the liberals, 
imbued them with its opposition to the war. Hence the en­
thusiasm inspired by ventures such as the Scheer campaign 
which permit radicals to believe that they are not so much 
supporting as actually capturing the Democratic Party. 

Behind this belief stands a second and even more funda­
mental component of the new coalitionism. The emergence of 
a liberal opposition to the war in Vietnam coincides with and 
reflects the emergence of a new political generation: not only 
a new left, but also a new liberalism. In the reform wing of 
the Democratic Party, in the academic and professional wing 
of the peace movement, in the private entourage of a Robert 
Kennedy or a John Lindsay, in the pages of publications like 
Ramparts, The Nation or The Village Voice, this new liberal­
ism is now in the process of supplanting the old. A product of 
the more relaxed climate of the post-McCarthy era, the new 
liberalism has more than a little in common with the new left. 
It shares not only the latter's opposition to the war in Vietnam, 
but also its resistance to anti-Communism and its sensitivity to 
moral, as opposed to social, issues. Whereas the old liberalism 
developed in close alliance with the labor statesmen of the 
AFL-CIO, the new liberalism identifies itself with civil rights 
and Freedom Now. For ethnic politics, the new liberalism sub­
stitutes reform politics; for the encrusted welfare bureaucracy, 
the community action programs of the OEO; for the tired 
rhetoric of the Great Society, a genuine concern with the 
quality of American life. 

These attitudes, and the current of thought and feeling 
which motivates them, make it possible for the new liberalism 
to ally itself with the new left quite independently of the ques­
tion of Vietnam. Whether it is a matter of supporting SNCC 
or not supporting Pat Brown, both groups often find themselves 
aligned against both the old liberals and the old left. Despite 
all the furor over black power, the National Conference for 
New Politics still extended its approval (denied to the radical 
peace candidates) to the Lowndes County Freedom Organiza­
tion of SNCC. In short, it would be a mistake to regard the 
new coalitionism as simply a tactical alliance between liberal 
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and radical opponents of the war in Vietnam. It is that, but 
it is also the organic product of a political generation which is 
still in the process of defining itself. So long as that process 
continues, the new coalitionism will also continue. It has al­
ready given rise to local New Politics groups in several states; 
and 'here is every likelihood that the strength and number of 
such groups will increase between now and the 1968 elections. 
Even if the war in Vietnam were to end tomorrow—and it will 
not—the new coalitionism would continue to exercise a power­
ful influence upon the evolving political strategy of the new left. 

In our view this is an influence which ought to be openly 
condemned. When all is said and done, the new liberalism, like 
the old, remains firmly fixed within the ideological and political 
framework of corporate rule. With regard to Vietnam, for ex­
ample, almost none of the New Politics candidates has been 
willing to press the demand for the immediate and unilateral 
withdrawal of American troops. The new coalitionists limit 
themselves to the more "realistic" demand for a negotiated 
settlement. Thus they not only play into the hands of the Ad­
ministration's own "unconditional negotiations" propaganda, 
they also—and this is the important point—make it impossible 
to educate the public as to the real nature of the war in Viet­
nam. To call for a negotiated settlement in Vietnam is to grant 
the major premise upon which the war is based, namely that 
the United States should have a voice in the future of Vietnam. 
To be sure, the liberals do not neglect to point out that this 
voice ought to be of a political or economic rather than military 
character. Unfortunately, it is precisely such political and eco­
nomic intervention which, in Vietnam and elsewhere, has set the 
stage for a later military adventure. So long as the principle 
of interventionism itself—and the anti-Communist ideology 
which underlies it—is not openly repudiated, no effective op­
position to American neocolonialism can possibly be built. By 
obscuring this fact, and by concentrating their fire on the per­
son of Lyndon Johnson rather than the long-range policies 
which he serves, the new coalitionists actually impede the work 
of political education which must be carried through if the 
war in Vietnam is to be brought to an end. 

The same holds true at home. Although the new coalition-
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ism is highly critical of many aspects of the Administration's 
Great Society programs, it neither faces nor attacks the funda­
mental assumptions upon which those programs are based. Far 
from opposing the bureaucratic regimentation of American 
society which the old liberals (and the old left) did so much 
to promote, the new liberals seek only to extend it. The com­
munity action programs of the OEO may provide a few poor 
people with useful services, but their chief effect is to reinforce 
the powerlessness of the poor by coopting potential leaders and 
reducing the rest to the status of clients. The guaranteed annual 
wage might eliminate the degrading procedures built into ex­
isting welfare programs, but its chief effect would be to 
perpetuate dependence on the dole as a permanent feature of 
ghetto life. New public housing projects might temporarily 
abolish the rats and roaches, but they would also place more 
people at the mercy of the same capricious and arbitrary ad­
ministration which controls public housing today. In other 
words, by confining themselves to the demand for expansion 
and rationalization of existing welfare programs, the new 
liberals are also proposing to extend existing techniques of 
manipulation and control. Benign interventionism abroad and 
compassionate totalitarianism at home, such is the program 
which the new liberals invite their radical friends to embrace. 

In the final analysis such a program must inevitably be­
come an instrument in the hands of interests which are neither 
compassionate nor benign. This would be true even if the new 
coalitionists could succeed in capturing the Democratic Party; 
and it is doubly true because they cannot. Despite all the talk 
about "real political power," the most striking feature of current 
liberal politics is its complete impotence. Only within the 
academic and professional middle class has the new liberalism 
discovered a genuine constituency. Its attempts to expand its 
political base beyond this narrow sphere have invariably been 
defeated by precisely that same elitist orientation which under­
lies the liberal program itself. Just as the new liberalism aspires 
to dole out happiness to a mass of clients (and client states), 
so it strives to "represent" the interests of a constituency which 
it is neither willing nor able to organize into an independent 
force. The new liberalism cannot accept the loss of control— 
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and of distance—which a mass organization of the disinherited 
would entail. But it is also barred from the politics of the media, 
the politics of the synthetic image and the distant smile, for it 
lacks the necessary financial support. Possessing neither a mass 
base nor the confidence of the great corporations, the new 
liberalism can offer the new left only as much "real political 
power" as the new left is itself capable of generating. 

Since that power will not suffice to wrest control of the 
Democratic Party from its corporate backers, the new coalition-
ism must inevitably follow in the footsteps of the old. By con­
fining itself to an attack on the person of Lyndon Johnson, it 
is already preparing the way for an alliance with that sector 
of the corporate elite for which Robert Kennedy is the current 
spokesman. The new coalitionists do not regard Kennedy as 
one of their own, but they will support him in 1968 or 1972, 
only to be "betrayed" in exactly the same way and for exactly 
the same reasons as their predecessors were. Like their pre­
decessors they will console themselves with the thought that 
such are the "realities" of political life, and some of them will 
go on to serve as the ideologues of corporate power, imple­
menting bits and pieces of their original program within the 
general framework imposed by the harsh demands of the mili­
tary-industrial complex. Santayana said that those who are 
unable to learn from history are condemned to repeat it. That 
the new liberals should have learned nothing from the past is 
only natural, otherwise they would not be liberals. That the 
new left should imitate their example is neither natural nor 
necessary, for the new left, unlike the new liberals, has some­
where else to go. 

II .  
But where? For lack of a positive alternative to the new 

coalitionism, a part of the new left is now tending towards 
the conclusion that before radicals can move from protest to 
politics, they must first pass through a period of intensive 
theoretical and educational work. Since the "mindless activism" 
of the protest movement has led the new left into an impasse, 
the development of a new theory of American society would 
appear to constitute an indispensable precondition for the de-
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velopment of a new political practice. Within SDS, long re­
garded as the very model of "mindless activism," the forma­
tion of the Radical Education Project testifies to a new interest 
in theory and research as well as a new emphasis upon the 
specific needs of the student community. That this tendency 
is not confined to SDS is apparent in the success of the last 
Socialist Scholars Conference, and in the growing number of 
Free Universities, "counter-universities" and study groups of all 
kinds which have been formed over the last two years. Whereas 
the original inclination of many student activists was to negate 
that side of their character which defined them as students and 
as intellectuals, the crisis within the protest movement seems 
to have led to a negation of the negation. They now attempt 
to find a viable theoretical and organizational base for radical 
politics within the context of the student community itself. 

Insofar as this attempt proceeds from a repudiation of 
the pragmatism and anti-intellectualism of the past, it marks a 
significant advance. That American radicals have never posssesed 
a fully adequate theory of American society and do not possess 
one today; that radical politics in the absence of such a theory 
is ultimately a contradiction in terms; that the accomplishment 
of new theoretical work requires new organizational forms: all 
these are positions which Studies on the Left itself has long 
upheld. Even if the Socialist Scholars Conference or the Radical 
Education Project were to fail to produce a single new the­
oretical insight, their mere existence would still constitute an 
important and necessary step in the right direction. By helping 
to overcome that unbearable isolation which was the lot of most 
radical intellectuals throughout the 1950's, such groups play 
an essential part in the building of a radical intellectual com­
munity—a community within which collective tasks can be 
formulated and collective work accomplished. Without revolu­
tionary theory there can be no revolutionary practice. In view 
of the present state of the American left, the need for radical 
intellectuals to begin to act like intellectuals is all too plainly 
manifest. 

What is equally manifest, however, is the need for a radical 
political practice which would, among other things, permit 
radical intellectuals to formulate their theoretical goals in rela-
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tion to actual tasks and actual struggles. Since the student and 
intellectual community does not constitute an adequate base 
for such a practice, the growing tendency of the new left to 
reaffirm its original campus orientation has a negative as well 
as a positive side. Insofar as that tendency represents a retreat 
from politics as well as from protest, it threatens to transform 
theory into a substitute for, rather than a guide to, political 
practice. Such was the substitution which radical intellectuals 
were compelled to make during the 1950's; and the absence 
of radical political activity throughout that period did not fail 
to leave its imprint upon their theoretical work. Thanks to 
men like Marcuse, Baran, Sweezy, Mills and Williams, we now 
have a fairly good understanding of the ways in which American 
corporate liberalism has succeeded in displacing or transmuting 
those contradictions which Marx correctly believed were in­
herent in any capitalist system. Unfortunately, our under­
standing stops where radical politics begins, as we try to identify 
the new contradictions to which the corporate liberal and neo-
colonial "solutions" have given rise. These problems cannot be 
solved through theoretical analysis alone. Without the active 
intervention of radicals themselves, the underlying strains and 
tensions within the corporate system will always remain partial­
ly concealed and inaccessible to theoretical analysis. In other 
words, the ability of radical intellectuals to elaborate a dialectical 
model of American society depends in large part upon their 
willingness to expose the internal contradictions of the system 
in actual political practice. In the absence of such a practice, 
it will prove extremely difficult to avoid falling back upon a 
static and monolithic model of American society (e.g. Marcuse), 
a model which may then serve as a justification for continued 
inaction. 

The self-justifying and self-perpetuating character of the 
retreat to academia is not unrelated to the material circum­
stances of academic life. The academic and student community 
constitutes a privileged elite within American society as a 
whole—privileged not only because of its standard of living, but 
more importantly, because of the range and variety of life 
styles which leisure and education make available. To reject 
the packaged existence of the media, to experiment with drugs, 
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with sex, with ideas, to develop new forms of personal and 
social relations, all this is to partake in a way of life which, 
however neurotic and unfulfilling, is necessarily denied to all 
those whose need to earn a living absorbs the better part of 
their physical and emotional energies. Hence the ill-disguised 
envy behind the attacks on LSD and the bearded peace march­
ers, hence also the ill-disguised contempt which many of those 
peace marchers feel for the very people whom they are trying 
to influence. The new left may indeed be radically democratic 
and anti-elitist. But it can hardly immure itself within the 
academic and student community without reinforcing an in­
voluntary sense of elitism, an elitism which is at once an in­
surmountable obstacle to radical politics and an indispensable 
precondition for liberal politics. Far from preparing the way 
for an eventual transition to independent politics, the retreat 
to the campus may well prove nothing more than a staging 
ground for the new coalitionism. 

III. 
Is there an alternative? To understand the relevance of 

radical politics to American society it will be necessary not only 
to reexamine that society but also to redefine that politics. 
After all, if the old left still sees no alternative to coalitionism, 
this is not because it does not believe in radical politics but be­
cause the radical politics in which it believes requires it to 
subordinate itself to the liberal cause. For more than thirty 
years the political strategy of the old left has been predicated 
upon the curious notion that the best way to combat the evils 
of capitalism is to strengthen the capitalist state. Whether it 
was a matter of demanding government "regulation" of big 
business or government "protection" of civil rights, the old left 
has consistently behaved as if the state were simply a neutral 
instrument which could be directed to either "reactionary" or 
"progressive" ends depending upon the relative strength of the 
"monopoly" and "antimonopoly" forces. Given this assump­
tion, which owed as much to the legacy of American populism 
as it did to the Popular Front policies of the Comintern, the 
old left had no choice but to align itself with the liberal camp. 
To be sure, the liberals were less concerned with restricting big 
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business than they were with the technocratic and elitist aspects 
of state intervention; but precisely for this reason, they were 
ideally suited to provide the technical and administrative cadres 
for the emerging corporate state. Having hit upon the system 
of regulating big business by awarding it military contracts, the 
liberals then proceeded to purge themselves of their former 
allies, whereupon the old left decided that it had erred in not 
electing enough liberals. In order to correct this mistake, the 
old left has now arrived at the point where it abandons even 
the pretence of political independence for fear of embarrassing 
those very forces which have already destroyed it. 

If this exercise in self-immolation is not to be repeated 
by a new generation of American radicals, the first imperative 
is a reformulation of the radical position on the question of the 
state. The great historic merit of the new left is that it has 
opened the way for just this departure. Because it understands 
that democracy means nothing if it does not mean active 
participation in the decision-making process, the new left also 
understands that the corporate state, despite its parliamentary 
and liberal facade, is not and cannot be subject to democratic 
control. So long as it retains its present bureaucratic and 
hierarchical structure, the modern American state can no more 
be transformed into an instrument of popular democracy than 
General Motors or the Catholic Church can be. Moreover, 
given the obvious structural identity between public and private 
bureaucratic forms, the new left finds no difficulty in recog­
nizing an essential identity of interests between the corporate 
state and its private counterparts. Unlike Marx, the new left 
tends to describe this identity in terms of institutional forms 
rather than class interests. But even so, the new left concept of 
an interlocking "power structure" embracing both government 
and business corporate bodies stands far closer to the original 
Marxist notion of the ruling class than the old left mythology of 
"monopolists" and "antimonopolists" contending for possession 
of a neutral state apparatus. 

Having gone so far, however, the new left has found it 
difficult to go further. Its commitment to democratic values has 
enabled it to develop a penetrating critique of corporate rule. 
But its relative indifference to the social and economic function 
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of that rule has prevented it from projecting a viable alterna­
tive to existing corporate forms. The example of the Soviet 
Union notwithstanding, the bureaucratic organization of Ameri­
can society is not a necessary product of modern industrial 
techniques, but rather of the utilization of those techniques as 
a means of perpetuating the class domination of those who 
quite literally "own" corporate America. It is the institution of 
private property, which confers a real mastery over men under 
the legal fiction of a mastery over things, that stands at the heart 
of every undemocratic feature of American life. What the new 
left, taken as a whole, still hesitates to admit is that the full 
realization of such slogans as "participatory democracy" or 
"black power" requires nothing less than the elimination of 
private "ownership" of the means of production in the United 
States. Rather than face up to the consequences of its own 
analysis of the corporate state, the new left has tended to retreat 
in the direction of a Utopian "counter-community" whose co­
operative institutions can be supported by none other than the 
government itself. Just as the retreat to the campus may pave 
the way for a revival of elitist attitudes, so the retreat into a 
mythical "counter-community" of the urban poor may well 
culminate in an attempt to elect more liberals as a means of 
securing federal support for local community unions and co­
operative enterprises. In short, the longer the new left post­
pones the necessary task of translating its democratic values 
into socialist terms, the more liable will it be to succumb to 
one or another variety of the new coalitionism. 

It is one thing, however, to recognize the need for col­
lective ownership of the means of production, and quite an­
other to project a vision of a truly democratic socialist society 
and a strategy for achieving it. If the new left still hesitates to 
adopt an openly socialist perspective, the major portion of the 
blame must be assigned to the historic failure of American 
socialists to evolve a theory of democratic socialism in the 
United States. The mechanical imitation of Russian (and more 
recently, Chinese) models has been partially responsible for this 
failure; but that imitation was itself conditioned by the 
capitulation of every sector of the old left to the centralizing 
concepts and statist ideology of corporate liberalism. This 
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capitulation was nowhere more complete than in the case of the 
so-called "democratic socialists," whose abject worship of tech­
nocratic manipulation was matched only by their equally abject 
surrender to the political dictates of American imperialism and 
the Cold War. Although it is easy to criticize the mistakes of 
others, it must also be recognized that latter-day socialist critics 
of the old left have not proved capable of developing a viable 
alternative to the coalitionist strategy and corporatist goals of 
their predecessors. As has already been suggested, one of the 
main reasons for this failure was and is the absence of a radical 
political practice upon which a dialectical analysis of Ameri­
can society might be grounded. But inasmuch as we have also 
argued that radical politics requires a radical ideology, we are 
left with the apparent dilemma: without radical politics, no 
socialist theory, but without socialist theory, no radical politics. 

To pose the issue in these terms, however, is itself a static 
and undialectical way of proceeding. If it is true that theory 
and practice are mutually interdependent, then the way out of 
the impasse in which we find ourselves lies in the emergence of 
a radical political movement which sets itself, as a conscious 
goal, the elaboration of a new theory through the process of 
testing existing hypotheses and insights in actual political prac­
tice. In other words, what is needed is a transitional movement, 
one whose purpose will be not only to change society but also 
to change itself. In the absence of an adequate theory of Ameri­
can socialism, there is no point in attempting to organize yet 
another socialist sect whose sole raison d'etre can only be the 
defense of one set of unverified hypotheses against the existing 
sects' equally unverified hypotheses. On the other hand, there 
is also no point in attempting to organize a third-party move­
ment whose formal independence of the Democratic Party con­
ceals an informal dependence upon liberal concepts and liberal 
ideology. At present it may not be possible to project a mean­
ingful alternative to corporate rule. But as radicals we both 
can and must act upon the assumption that such an alterna­
tive does exist, and we can and must orient our political activity 
around the task of developing it. The only way in which a 
radical political movement can overcome the all-pervasive in­
fluence of liberal ideology today is by seeking to create both 
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the theoretical and practical basis for its own transformation 
into a socialist movement tomorrow. 

What would this mean in practice? In the first place, it 
would mean that such a movement ought to value diversity 
over unity, experimentation over orthodoxy, local initiative over 
national direction. Over the course of the past year there have 
emerged perhaps a dozen Committees for Independent Political 
Action and similar groupings across the country. Some of these 
groups have adopted an explicit (although vague) socialist 
position; others have confined themselves to a negative critique 
of corporate rule. Some of these groups ran independent can­
didates in the last elections; others have concentrated on the 
work of political education and community organization out­
side of the electoral arena. Some were formed with the aid 
of existing radical organizations (most notably SDS); others 
grew out of the initiative of unaffiliated socialists or radicals. 
Some seek to base themselves upon an essentially middle-class 
constituency; others have concentrated on work among the 
urban poor. Assuming that the movement towards independent 
politics continues to spread and gain momentum, this diversity 
of groups and tendencies can only be accentuated. And in view 
of the pressing need for the widest possible range of practical 
experimentation, this is as it should be. What must be over­
come is not the diversity of local groups but rather their isola­
tion. To this end the various CIPA's and related groupings 
ought to give serious consideration to the formation of a loose 
national federation capable of providing local movements with 
a means of exchanging information and ideas, coordinating ac­
tivities and formulating common tasks. A federation of this type 
will become an urgent necessity within the next year or two. 
On the other hand, what is neither necessary nor desirable is a 
premature attempt to launch a unified national party, socialist 
or otherwise, for which no real basis yet exists. 

In the second place, a political movement which seeks to 
transcend the categories of liberal accommodation must begin 
by transcending the limitations of the protest movement. The 
whole point of the above analysis has been to suggest that 
radical politics means considerably more than a new form of 
protest against the war in Vietnam. At the very least, a radical 
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political movement must begin to relate its opposition to the war 
to a general critique of American capitalism. Proceeding from 
this critique, a radical political movement should also set it­
self the task of formulating a positive program of radical de­
mands around which new forms of struggle can be developed. 
We may develop a most attractive vision of the socialist alterna­
tive to corporate rule; but if we cannot use that vision as a guide 
to struggle in the here and now, we proclaim its ultimate ir­
relevance. Here again the new left has already led the way 
in attempting to transform the liberal demand for "more" 
into a contest for control of that "more." By raising the issue 
of power and control within the context of even the most 
limited struggles, the new left has taught us how to pose im­
mediate demands in a radical way. What we need now, how­
ever, is not only a means of exposing powerlessness but also of 
overcoming it, of creating forms of struggle through which 
people can in fact achieve some measure of control over their 
lives. This was what the trade union movement achieved at 
one time; and there is no reason why the present generation 
of radicals, working both on the job and in the community, 
cannot develop similar organs of resistance appropriate to the 
new conditions which we face. 

Finally, and most important of all, a radical political move­
ment will need to evolve a long-range social vision to which 
immediate struggles can be related and through which an on­
going program of political education and political action can 
be sustained. We have already argued that the only name for 
such a vision is socialism; but even assuming this to be the 
case, we have yet to relate the concept of collective ownership 
of the means of production to the technological requirements of 
advanced industrial society and the human requirements 
of democratic and nonrepressive forms of social organization. 
This task cannot be solved by theory alone, for one of the 
essential determinants of the kind of society we ultimately 
achieve will be the kind of movement we build today. The 
class basis of that movement, its organizational structure, its 
internal character and style of life, these and other features of 
the movement, which can only be evolved in actual practice, 
will play a key role in shaping the content of an American 
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socialism. At the same time as we seek to develop a long-range 
social vision, therefore, we must also seek to test our present 
ideas, to organize around a limited and partial conception of 
our ultimate ends, to build upon what we already know as a 
means of enabling ourselves to learn more. In this as in other 
respects the prime task of a transitional radical movement will 
be to discover itself, to give form and substance to its vague 
and implicit vision of a new society by unfolding that vision 
in the test of practice. 

Does there exist a potential basis for such a movement 
within American society today? In view of the severe limita­
tions of present socialist theory, we have no real idea of which 
class or classes will be at the center of a new radical movement. 
The interests of the great majority of Americans, including 
both blue and white-collar workers and the urban poor, are 
clearly at odds with those of their rulers; but it remains to be 
determined whether this or that conflict of interests can be 
translated into a conscious opposition to corporate rule. What 
we can state with some certainty is that the corporate system 
itself, taken as a whole, is now entering a period of growing 
crisis and disequilibrium. After twenty-five years of unprece­
dented stabilization, the very means by which American capital­
ism succeeded in staving off an internal collapse have now, in 
their turn, given rise to a new set of contradictions, contradic­
tions whose depth and significance are still imperfectly under­
stood. 

At the root of these new contradictions stands the crisis 
of American imperialism as reflected in the war in Vietnam. 
Dependent for its very existence upon a policy of global ex­
pansion growing out of foreign investment, military spending 
and anti-Communism, American capitalism has discovered that 
it lacks the means of imposing its will upon even a relatively 
small and defenseless nation. Far from constituting the first in 
a long series of colonial wars, the war in Vietnam represents 
a crucial test case for American imperialism; for if it cannot 
win this war, it will find it extremely difficult to mobilize for 
the next one. An American defeat in Vietnam—and what other 
outcome is possible?—cannot but undermine that entire system 
of military spending, foreign investment and anti-Communism 
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upon which American capitalism now depends. This is all the 
more true in that the domestic function of American imperial­
ism is also entering a critical stage. The rise of the military-
industrial complex may have prevented a repetition of the 
Great Depression, but it has also diverted both public and 
private resources from the increasingly pressing task of recon­
structing the physical basis of American life. The much-discussed 
"crisis of the cities" (the rapid deterioration of urban housing, 
transportation, schools and services) is only the most striking 
manifestation of a growing disproportion between the profit 
priorities built into the imperialist system and the actual social 
needs of most Americans. 

At the same time as the imperialist system engenders new 
contradictions at home and abroad, it also reveals itself in­
creasingly unable to cope with the underlying tendencies of 
that corporate monolith to which it has helped give rise. The 
growing trend towards automation and cybernation, the con­
stant threat of inflation and/or unemployment, the diminishing 
impact of new military expenditures upon the economy, the de­
clining gains of even the most privileged strata of blue-collar 
workers—to all this the "new economics" of fiscal management 
has no real answer. By the same token, the new techniques of 
manipulation and control which capitalist concentration has 
made available have proved incapable of arresting that pro­
gressive social disintegration which they themselves have done so 
much to promote. The corporate regimentation of service and 
professional trades has largely eliminated the independent en­
trepreneur, but in so doing it has also begun to eliminate tradi­
tional middle-class forms of family and social life. The rise of 
the corporate state has enormously enhanced the powers of the 
federal bureaucracy, but in so doing it has also undermined 
the entire basis of the old state and local political machines. 
The emergence of the mass media as the dominant form of 
cultural interchange has provided the corporate elite with an 
unprecedented opportunity for totalitarian manipulation, but 
in so doing it has also undercut that entire complex of social, 
fraternal and cultural ties which once played such an important 
part in assuring the stability of American institutions. In short, 
although corporate power is today more concentrated than 
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ever before, it is also more fragile, more remote, less real 
than ever before. Most Americans may still accept the imper­
sonal dictates of the corporate bureaucracy and admire the 
plastic surface of the corporate media; but they do not and 
cannot feel themselves a part of that increasingly alien and 
inhuman universe. 

Because America is a racist country, all of these features of 
the new crisis of American capitalism have found their most 
intense and concentrated expression in the black ghetto. It is in 
the ghetto that the war in Vietnam, the "crisis of the cities" 
and the impact of automation have been most keenly felt; and 
it is also in the ghetto that both the extent of corporate 
manipulation and its underlying failure are most greatly ap­
parent. Up to the present time, however, the revolt of the ghetto 
has not been able to pass beyond the stage of a purely negative 
and increasingly desperate protest against the dehumanizing ef­
fects of corporate rule. Since the problems of the ghetto are 
not confined to the ghetto alone, there can be no solution to 
those problems without a general movement for radical change 
among both black and white Americans. In the absence of white 
radical allies, the revolt of the ghetto must either succumb to 
despair or seek other allies who will use that revolt as a means 
of advancing both themselves and a few black "leaders." When 
SNCC tells its former white organizers to go to work in their 
own communities, it is therefore saying more than perhaps it 
knows; for if those organizers and others like them do not do 
as SNCC suggests, SNCC itself will find it difficult to avoid 
the eager embrace of the new coalitionism. For black as well 
as white radicals, the building of a radical political movement 
without as well as within the black ghetto is a matter of im­
mediate and pressing concern. 

If it is true that the revolt of the ghetto is primarily a 
response to new contradictions within American capitalism, 
contradictions which racist oppression has merely concentrated 
and magnitied, then there is good reason to believe that such 
a movement can in fact be built. Merely because there exists 
little or no spontaneous movement towards revolt in white 
America does not prove that most Americans are profoundly 
committed to the system under which they now live. On the 
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contrary, there is every indication that their strongest desire is 
to "drop out" of that system, to enjoy its limited benefits while 
disassociating themselves from its impersonal routine. But since 
those benefits are neither so secure nor that routine so easily 
avoided as some believe, the urge to escape from the system 
may well be transmuted into a desire to change it. What is 
needed to this end is above all an alternative solution capable 
not only of providing material abundance, but also of fulfilling 
those personal and social needs which capitalism both inspires 
and frustrates. That alternative solution needs to be spelled out 
in clear and meaningful terms; it needs to be related to the 
class forces and social antagonisms created by existing society; 
and it also needs to be embodied in a political movement that 
practices the social values which it preaches. We are not yet at 
the point where we can do these things. But what we can do is 
to put our present knowledge to the test of practice, to seek to 
organize poor, working-class and middle-class Americans around 
our present program for radical change, and to develop the 
theoretical ideas and practical skills which will eventually per­
mit us to form a socialist movement worthy of the name. To 
those within the new left who do not now regard socialism as a 
relevant concept, we say: let us unite around a joint program 
of radical political action and serious theoretical work, and if 
our analysis is correct, you will yourselves help to build a 
socialist movement whose relevance you will not dispute because 
it will arise out of your own experience and your own efforts. 
This is our perspective. But regardless of whether it proves 
ultimately correct, a turn towards radical politics remains the 
sole alternative to a new and disastrous capitulation to the 
forces of liberal accommodation. 

—Robert Wolfe 



PROLETARIAT AND MIDDLE CLASS IN MARX: 
HEGELIAN CHOREOGRAPHY 
AND THE CAPITALIST DIALECTIC 

Martin Nicolaus 

The historical dust has not settled, but at this moment it 
seems clear that a proletariat which does not embrace Marxism 
is entirely possible. Why not, then, Marxism without a pro­
letariat? In a thoughtful article, "Radical Chains: The Marxian 
Concept of Proletarian Mission" (Studies on the Left, Septem­
ber-October, 1966), Oscar Berland argues that this is not only 
a thinkable but also a necessary thought. Ronald Aronson's 
"Repl/' to Berland agrees that the proletariat has lost its revo­
lutionary potential, but forcefidly asserts that to scuttle the 
concept of proletarian mission is to scuttle Marx himself. The 
present paper in general sustains Berland, but puts the argu­
ment in sharper terms. At the same time, and this is its major 
purpose, this paper attempts to show that Marx's mature eco­
nomic theorizing (the core of which Berland rejects as "droll") 
was by no means centered around the concept of a "mission," 
proletarian or otherwise, and that Marx's formulation of the 
laws of capitalist development—unfortunately, for the pro­
letarian cause—can be shown to have been depressingly ac-
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curate and realistic. Bringing to light a much-neglected aspect 
of Marx's work, this paper hopes to stimulate interest in in­
vestigating the usefulness of the surplus-value concept for the 
understanding of modern capitalist class structure. 

I. Hegelian Choreography 

TO BRING MORE CLARITY into the delicate subject of 
Marx's Hegclianism, it is necessary to make a distinction 
among three aspects of the dialectic. There is, first, the context 
of the dialectical movement, which in Hegel is either the time­
less realm of pure logic or a sphere which is called History 
but is only the ephemeral context in which an abstract Idea 
unfolds its purpose. Second, there is the content of the dialectical 
categories, which in Hegel is typically abstract, void of con­
crete reference. Finally, there is the dialectical movement it­
self, the inevitable process by which contradictions unfold, 
affirm, negate and gracefully vanish from the scene with a 
dazzling Aufhebung—annulment, preservation and supercession 
in one motion. With polemical intent I have called this 
movement of the categories in Hegel his "choreography," for, 
it seems to me, Marx remained under the spell of this dance 
long after he had succeeded in bringing the context and the 
content of the dialectic down to earth and under a plain light. 
It was Marx's captivation with this choreography, I shall argue, 
which led him to the prediction that capitalist society must 
inevitably become polarized into two directly antagonistic class­
es, and that, in this polarization, the industrial proletariat must 
play the role of successful negation. 

That this prediction has proved to be mistaken, and that 
its fulfillment seems least probable precisely where it was most 
to be expected, namely in the advanced industrial nations, has 
been apparent for some time. In the second section of this paper, 
I argue that Marx himself developed the theoretical principles 
on which this prediction can be shown to be invalid, and that 
on occasion these principles led Marx himself to make pre­
dictions which explicidy contradict those of the Communist 
Manifesto. My thesis is that Marx's major contributions to the 
understanding of capitalism—the labor theory of value, the 
theory of the surplus, the law of the tendential decline of the 
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profit rate—constitute a body of theory from which the failure 
of capitalist society to polarize, the rise of a new middle class, 
and the declining militancy of the industrial proletariat—in 
other words, the essential features of advanced industrial so­
ciety—can be accurately predicted and explained, and indeed 
that Marx himself did so. In discussing Marx's theory of 
classes I shall be concerned chiefly with his theory of classes 
arising out of industrial capitalism and not with his general 
theory. By the latter I understand the series of propositions 
centered on the ideas that class struggles are the moving force 
of history, that classes and their conflicts arise out of contradic­
tions in the means and modes of production, etc. Nothing in 
this general theory, unfortunately, permits instant and spontane­
ous deductions to the specific conditions which prevail in a 
given society. In the German Ideology Marx was quite un­
ambiguous about the necessity for empirical investigation. The 
general theory is that "given individuals who are active in pro­
duction in a given way, enter into certain social and political 
relationships." However, "The connection between production 
and the social and political structure must in every case be un­
covered by empirical observation, without mystification or 
speculation."1 But Marx himself did not carry out a program 
of thorough empirical investigation of capitalist production un­
til several years after the Manifesto, and it was the resulting 
weakness in his understanding of the capitalist social structure 
which permitted the Hegelian choreography to exercise so 
strong a hold over him. 

Although biographical information about the genesis of an 
idea can provide no more than circumstantial evidence, that 
sort of evidence has its usefulness when it arouses skepticism; 
and when skepticism leads to a fresh examination of certain 
ritual formulations, then the introduction of biographical evi­
dence may prove to be instrumental in bringing back to life 
an idea long after the period out of which it first arose. In the 
present case, the key item of circumstantial information which 
should arouse our skepticism and lead us to look at Marx 
afresh is the biographical fact that Marx proclaimed the historic 
liberating mission of the proletariat before he had more than the 
vaguest notions of the political economy of capitalism, before 
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he had read the bourgeois economists of his day, and long be­
fore he had grappled with the economic problems to which his 
mature theory is the solution. 

The proclamation that the proletariat would make the 
revolution came in the third of a series of philosophical papers 
in which the young Marx worked out a critical stance toward 
Hegel and his followers. In the first of these papers, the Kritik 
des Hegelschen Staatsrechts (written summer 1843, when Marx 
was 25 years old), he still held, with the Hegelians, that the 
French Revolution had created a political state in which the 
distinctions that existed in the private lives of its citizens, in 
"civil society," had no material relevance, or, in other words, 
that rich and poor were equal in the political sphere.2 In the 
second paper Zur Judenfrage (autumn 1843), he amends this 
position drastically by stating that differences of civil standing 
might not be of importance in the political sphere, but that the 
political sphere itself was of little importance, and that civil 
distinctions nevertheless remained civil distinctions, which must 
not be ignored.3 A short time later in the Kritik der Hegelschen 
Rechtsphilosophie, Einleitung (winter 1843-1844), the "dis­
tinctions" of civil standing become "contradictions within civil 
society," a most important change; the relevance of the 
political sphere and of the philosophy that deals with it as if the 
state were the celestial realm here on earth is completely de­
nied; philosophy itself is given a properly philosophical funeral 
with the proclamation that deeds, not words, will change 
society; and finally, the men who will wield the historical broom 
to sweep German thought and German politics clear of their 
interlocking cobwebs are ushered onstage: 

Where, then, is the positive possibility of German eman­
cipation? Answer: In the formation of a class with radical 
chains, a class within civil society which is not a class of civil 
society, an estate which is the dissolution of all estates, a 
sphere which possesses a universal character because of its 
universal suffering. . . . This dissolution of society as a special 
estate is the proletariat.* 

Here the Hegelian context has been liquidated, and the Hegelian 
categories have received a historical content, but the choreo-
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graphy has, for all that, emerged more strongly. Marx has 
discovered no more about the proletariat than that it de­
velops and grows larger as industry does/' and already he has 
it dancing the leading negative role in the dialectic of History. 
Only after this proclamation did Marx begin to read the 
political economists to find, as he wrote later, the anatomy of 
civil society.6 

The record of the collision between Hegelian philosophy 
and the political economy of Adam Smith, Ricardo, and others, 
appears in Marx's Economic-Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. 
None of his works reveals more clearly the difficulties Marx 
experienced, and probably those which anyone must experi­
ence, in attempting to grasp the dismally pragmatic confusion 
of data and theory that prevails in so unpoetic a discipline as 
economics with the intellectual equipment of a sphere so clear, 
uncluttered and even elegant as the Hegelian philosophy. The 
struggle is uncompromising and complex. On the one hand, 
Marx writes that ". . . my conclusions are the fruit of an en­
tirely empirical analysis, based upon a careful critical study of 
political economy."7 And then: "Political economy has merely 
formulated the laws of alienated labor."8 However: "Hegel's 
standpoint is that of modern political economy. He conceives 
labor as the essence, the self-confirming essence of man."9 

Nevertheless: Hegel is wrong "because his conception is formal 
and abstract, [and therefore] the annulment of alienation be­
comes a confirmation of alienation."10 This is a battle of 
methods, of ways of seeing and explaining the world, a struggle 
between disparate epistemologies. Here the dialectic power of 
German idealism struggles like Hercules against the giant, 
Antaeus, the son of Earth; and, it must be said, the outcome 
is the same as in that mythical trial: philosophy lifts its an­
tagonist off the ground, away from the source of his strength, 
and crushes him in midair. Thus Marx seizes upon the 
capitalist production process, its relations of property, together 
with its system of exchange and circulation, and lifts this entire 
edifice of empirical fact and empirical fancy into the Hegelian 
air, where he compresses the pragmatic giant into the single 
concept of ' alienated labor." And Marx aims higher than 
Hercules; he not only crushes his antagonist, but he also be-
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lieves that he can then reconstitute him on a higher level by 
unfolding the content of the fundamental core to which he has 
been reduced. Thus he writes, as only a philosophical idealist 
could write: 

As we have discovered the concept of private property by 
an analysis of the concept of alienated labor, so with the aid 
of these two factors we can evolve all the categories of political 
economy, and in every category, e.g. trade, competition, 
capital, money, we shall discover only a particular and de­
veloped expression of these fundamental elements.11 

Here metaphysics has won over empiricism, not only in method 
but also in substance. Marx's theory of classes, as it was forged 
in this crucible, represents a two-fold defeat for economics. 
First, Marx sees both the division of society into classes and the 
division of labor as equivalent aspects of the touchstone concept 
"alienated labor."12 Only from a perspective beyond economics 
can one afford to ignore the difference between them. A 
political economist, on the other hand, must grasp and explicate 
the fact that the division of labor is not the same thing as 
class division, or else his entire craft runs into confusion. As 
late as the German Ideology (1846) Marx still stands outside 
political economy in that respect, as is shown by his famous 
remark that communism will abolish the division of labor, so 
that man may be a hunter, a fisherman, or a critic as he 
pleases.13 This is a brilliant philosophical vision, but a less poetic 
spirit would not have ventured it without first asking where the 
hunter is to get his rifle, the fisherman his rod and reel, and 
the critic his books—and the answer to those questions is again 
within the realm of the economist, not of the philosopher. 
There is a measure of irony in the fact that Marx puts the 
division of labor and the division of classes into proper eco­
nomic perspective only when he notes that Proudhon has com­
mitted a similar philosophic confusion—for Marx himself, he 
later wrote, was responsible for "infecting" Proudhon with 
Hegelianism.14 

The second and more disastrous effect of the victory of 
philosophy over economics on Marx's theory of classes was 
his discovery that the antagonism of labor vs. capital could 
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be made to "fit" neatly into the dialectical pattern. The earlier 
proclamation of the proletariat as universal negation was 
strengthened and amplified here to the point where the de­
velopment of capitalist industrialization appeared to Marx as 
a fateful unfolding of a contradiction whose path must con­
form to the choreography because it was dialectical. "The 
relations of private property," he writes—and here he still 
speaks of "private property" instead of capitalism, of "buerger-
liche Gesellschaft" (civil society) instead of bourgeois society— 
"are capital, labor, and their interconnections." And then the 
pattern that is fundamental to his thought: "The movements 
through which these elements have to go are: First—unmedi-
ated and mediated unity of the two . . . [then:] opposition be­
tween the two . . . opposition of each to itself . . . [and] clash 
of reciprocal contradictions,"ls Although it became filled out 
with a great deal of historical material, this dialectical schema 
remained the basis of Marx's view of social classes and their 
conflict up to and including the Manifesto, and to a great ex­
tent for the rest of his life. The notion that "capital" and 
"labor" may not be the only determining components of a 
fully developed capitalist society, and the idea that "the move­
ments through which these elements have to go" may not be 
the movements through which any self-respecting dialectical 
contradiction must go, but that these movements may be 
determined by the specifically capitalist contradiction, which 
may be quite different—these notions do not occur until later 
in his work and will be discussed in the second part of this 
paper. Meanwhile, however, the movement of history seemed 
to confirm the dialectical prognosis, making a detailed analysis 
of the capitalist economic process unnecessary; for it was a 
fact, as Engels reported in his Condition of the Working Class 
in England, that the onrush of industrial capitalism was destroy­
ing the previous small middle classes of tradesmen, manu­
facturers and craftsmen, and that the social and economic 
distance between a small number of big capitalists and the 
swelling propertyless proletarians was growing wider and 
wider.1* Was it so wrong to project the impact of primary 
capitalist accumulation into the future, as in this crucial passage 
from the Manifesto? 
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Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, how­
ever, the distinctive feature that it has simplified class con­
tradictions. The whole society more and more splits into two 
great antagonistic camps, two great classes directly opposed 
to one another: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.17 

Only a small leap of faith was required to envision a society 
in which this initial polarization had continued to sharpen, 
finally reaching the outer limits of human endurance; that is, 
a society in which an absolutely wealthy capitalist class con­
fronts an absolutely impoverished proletariat-—and one does not 
need to be a Hegelian to predict that a revolution will occur 
under such circumstances. Yet it was a peculiarly Hegelian 
exaggeration, a Hegelian leap of faith, to assume that the con­
tradiction between capital and labor would continue to develop 
and unfold in this manner until the two classes confronted each 
other with all the unmediated antagonism of a pure negation 
confronting an absolute affirmation. To assume without further 
analysis of the capitalist economic process that the dialectic of 
capitalism must conform to the dialectic of ideas was a most 
Hegelian error of procedure; and the error of procedure re­
sulted in an error of substance. The advance of capitalist so­
ciety has not meant increasingly sharp conflict between capital 
and labor. The most industrially advanced capitalist nations 
typically have the most quiescent, noninsurrectionary prole­
tariats—witness the United States; and in every capitalist 
country there has arisen a broad, vocal and specifically new 
middle class to thwart Marxist theory and to stifle and crush 
Marxist action. Marx's captivation with the Hegelian choreo­
graphy has cost his followers in advanced industrial society a 
heavy price. The prophets of class conflict have too often stood 
powerless to explain or to deal with the class structure of the 
society that their reading of Marx leads them to think should 
never have been. 

II. The Capitalist Dialectic 

A. The Model of Capitalist Economics in the Manifesto 
Marx's contributions to political economy—the labor theory 

of value, the theory of the surplus, the law of the tendential fall 
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of the profit rate—all date from about 1857-1858, the yean 
during which Marx wrote the Grundrisse,18 None of these 
discoveries is foreshadowed in the Manifesto (1848), and in­
deed this early work shows no clear evidence that Marx had 
yet become aware of the problems to which his later contribu­
tions were the solutions. 

Although Marx writes repeatedly in the Manifesto that 
capital employs labor in order to increase or augment itself 
(vermehren),19 one looks in vain here for a theory of precisdy 
how this process of capital accumulation takes place. The 
closest approach to an understanding of capitalist accumula­
tion, and thereby to a theory of the surplus, comes when Mane 
mentions that communism wants to do away with the capitalist's 
appropriation of the net yield (Reinertrag) of production.2® 
But this insight remains unconscious of itself, and the various 
references to capital accumulation are so rudimentary and 
cursory that no systematic theory of accumulation can be ex­
tracted from them or projected into them. The Manifesto's eco­
nomic theorizing in general suffers from a great amount of 
vagueness. Here, for instance, is one example of a powerful 
prediction based on a chain of diffuse economic reasoning: 

The essential condition for the existence, and for the 
sway of the bourgeois class, is the formation and augmenta­
tion of capital; the condition for capital is wage-labor. Wage-
labor rests exclusively on competition between the laborers. 
The advance of industry5 whose involuntary promoter is the 
bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the laborers, due to 
competition, by their involuntary combination, due to associa­
tion. The development of Modern Industry therefore cuts 
from under its feet the very foundation on which the 
bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products. What the 
bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own grave-
diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally 
inevitable.21 

I have italicized the phrase "wage-labor rests exclusively on 
competition between the laborers" in order to emphasize what 
strikes me as the weakest link in this argument. The statement 
is at best a half-truth; it is not even a full truth if one says 
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that the level of wages rests exclusively on competition. But 
even if the statement were correct, then the conclusion that 
workers' associations will bury the bourgeoisie does not follow; 
the only thing that follows is that wage labor will get more 
expensive, from the capitalist's standpoint. And that, of course, 
is precisely what has occurred wherever workers' associations 
(unions) have succeeded in defeating competition from non-
unionized labor; the reduction of competition has by no means 
done away with wage labor or with capitalism. Only if the 
bourgeoisie were absolutely economically incapable of grant­
ing wage demands put forth by associated workers would there 
be any necessary revolutionary consequences in the elimination 
of competition between the laborers. Had Marx at this time 
worked out an economic theory to account for the fact that the 
bourgeoisie is not incapable of raising wages, this particular 
prediction would have had to be argued differently. What the 
excerpt above shows chiefly is that Marx's analysis of bourgeois 
production had at this point penetrated little further than the 
insight that the bourgeoisie turns all human values into market 
values, all human beings into commodities. Thus, here and 
elsewhere in the Manifesto, Marx sees the market as the center 
of gravity of bourgeois society; in this case he goes so far as to 
believe that a change in the market (the labor market, here) 
will produce a drastic change in the whole social structure. 
While this emphasis on the importance of the market cannot 
be discounted, Marx himself in his mature economic works 
came to see the market as a dependent variable, and he then 
identified capital accumulation and production as the real 
fulcrum around which all the other phenomena of bourgeois 
society gravitate.22 

Insofar as the Manifesto contains any theory of capitalist 
accumulation and production at all, which is debatable, that 
theory centers on the concept of exploitation. "Wage labor," 
Marx writes, "creates capital, i.e. that kind of property which 
exploits wage labor, and which cannot increase except upon 
condition of creating a new supply of wage labor for fresh 
exploitation."23 But here all clarity stops, for what exactly 
does exploitation mean? It should be noted that in Capital, 
after Marx had developed the theory of the surplus, he gives 
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this term a very precise, quantifiable meaning; here, however, 
it is more a physical and moral term, denoting suffering, de­
gradation, destruction, dehumanization, etc. The closest eco­
nomic term for this usage of "exploitation" would be destruc­
tive consumption; that is, capital is accumulated by using up, 
destroying the labor commodity in the act of production. The 
more the capitalist deprives the laborer of his commodity, 
labor, the richer the capitalist gets; the fatter the capitalist, 
the leaner the worker. Eventually the workers will become ab­
solutely impoverished, and at the same time, the capitalists will 
have all the wealth of any kind in the nation. The capitalists 
will have everything but no one to sell it to, and the workers 
will have nothing but a world to win. Then, in the terms of 
the Manifesto, a classic overproduction crisis sets in ("too much 
civilization, too much means of subsistence, too much industry, 
too much commerce""), or rather, there is a series of such 
crises, which culminates in the grand, final crisis which will 
bring the revolution. That approximately is the Manifesto's 
model of capitalist accumulation, and this also appears to be 
the model many Marxists still cling to. 

The affinities between this model and the Hegelian choreo­
graphy should strike the eye. For if this is indeed how capital­
ism operates, then it follows that capitalism must throw all 
possible parts of the population into the industrial labor supply, 
which means that all intermediate classes must and will be 
destroyed (which is exactly what the Manifesto says), thus 
creating a society perfectly polarized between an absolutely 
rich capitalist class and an absolutely poor industrial proletariat, 
the two facing each other with the undiluted antagonism of a 
logical contradiction. And then indeed the Aufhebung is nigh. 

But, to return a last time to this economic model, what if 
for one reason or another the total wealth of the nation were 
not a fixed constant; what if there were an increment, say x, 
which arose to augment the total without diminishing the 
wealth of either labor or capital proportionately? The existence 
of this extra increment, this surplus, removes the weight of the 
iron law of destructive consumption. Absolute wealth on one 
side would not necessarily mean absolute impoverishment on 
the other side; which means that capitalist accumulation would 
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not necessarily mean absolute social polarization. And this 
would be especially true if it were discovered that this x were 
not an arbitrary deus ex machina conjured into the system 
from outside, but a regular and essential feature of capitalist 
production itself. 

B. The Discovery  of  Surplus  Value 
If I am correct in saying that the validity of the Hegelian 

social choreography depends on the validity of the simple, 
surplus-less model of destructive consumption outlined above, 
then the liquidation by Marx of the Hegelian choreography 
can be fixed in time and space with considerable precision. The 
spel l  of  that  dance is  broken in  pr inciple  in  the Grundrisse  der  
Kritik der Politischen Oekonomie (Rohentwurf) of 1857-1858, 
a voluminous work which has not been translated into English. 
After a lengthy critique of economic theory which treats 
capitalist production as if it were production in general, as if 
its special characteristics were not worth investigating, Marx 
brings up the central problem of the theory of capitalism and 
proceeds to solve it. How is it, he asks, that at the end of the 
production process the capitalist has a commodity which is 
worth more than the elements that went into it? He pays the 
price of machinery, raw materials and the price of labor, yet 
the product is worth more than all three together. What, in 
other  words,  is  the  source of  the surplus  value (Mehrwert )  
which the capitalist appropriates? The problem is insoluble, 
Marx writes, so long as "labor" is considered a commodity 
like any other commodity (as it was, specifically, in the 
Manifesto) .2S If labor were such a commodity, then capitalist 
production would be: price of machinery + price of raw 
materials + price of labor = price of product. Where, then, 
is the capitalist's profit? If we evade the question by saying 
that the capitalist fixes an arbitrary profit percentage and 
simply adds it to the price of the product, as high as the 
market will bear, then it appears that the buyer of the com­
modity is the source of the capitalist's profit. Yet what the 
capitalist gains in this way, the buyer loses, and it is impossible 
to see how an aggregate surplus could arise out of such trans­
actions. Marx rejected this mercantilist theory, according to 
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which one nation could get richer only by cheating another in 
commerce. This theory is overcome, and the problem of surplus 
value is solved, when one realizes that the worker sells the 
capitalist not "labor," but labor power (Arbeitskraft). Al­
though its price varies with supply and demand, this specific 
commodity has the exceptional quality of being able to pro­
duce more value than is necessary to reproduce it.26 For ex­
ample, all the commodities necessary to keep a worker alive and 
able to work, i.e. groceries, clothes, shelter, etc., have a value 
represented by the letter n. Working in a factory, the worker 
produces for the capitalist a quantity of commodities whose 
value is equal to the value of the commodities he needs to 
consume, in n hours. This n is what Marx calls necessary labor 
time, that is, the time necessary to produce enough value to 
allow the worker to live and work on. But once he is fed and 
clothed, the worker is able to continue to work more than n 
hours, and that is exactly what the capitalist forces him to do. 
If at a given stage of social productivity it takes on the average 
six hours to produce enough for the worker to live, i.e. if n is 
6, then any hours worked in addition to 6 are what Marx calls 
surplus labor, and the product of this surplus labor is the 
surplus product, which, when sold, yields surplus value, a part 
of which the capitalist pockets as profit. 

The specific nature of capitalist production, then, is the 
creation and appropriation of surplus value by the capitalist 
class. To increase surplus value, the capitalist must increase the 
amount of the workers' surplus labor. Marx distinguishes be­
tween two methods of increasing surplus labor. In the early 
stages of industrialization the first method was the prolongation 
of the working day over and above the necessary labor time, 
thus stretching the day to 12, 14, 16 and more hours, up to 
and beyond the limits of human endurance. This form of 
surplus ^accumulation Marx calls the production of "absolute 
surplus. However, eventually the labor force becomes ex­
hausted in this way; the worker dies too young, the laboring 
population diminishes through disease and wages must rise. 
Then, Marx writes, the capitalist class finds it in its own 
interests to limit the working day by law to a humanly en­
durable "normal" length.28 Once that stage has been reached, a 
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point which according to Marx occurs when capitalism has 
taken over all branches of production and becomes altogether 
the dominant form of production,29 then the capitalist class 
turns to the creation of what Marx calls "relative surplus," 
that is, the extraction of more surplus labor within a fixed 
number of hours.30 While the production of absolute surplus 
is possible with the instruments and machinery of earlier 
periods, the relative surplus can only be increased by revolu­
tionizing the whole basis of production, which means principally 
the rapid introduction of modern machinery. Machinery raises 
the productivity of each worker, so that he produces the 
equivalent value necessary to sustain him in less time; that is, 
n, necessary labor time, is reduced relative to surplus labor 
time. In this way, the capitalist can appropriate greater and 
greater amounts of surplus without necessarily working the 
worker to death in the process, although he can also do both. 
For Marx, the production of relative surplus by the use of 
ever more efficient machinery resulting in ever greater pro­
ductivity was one of capitalism's fundamental historical 
tendencies. 

Here we must briefly discuss what Marx called the solu­
tion to the mystery which had plagued all of political economy 
since Adam Smith, namely, the "law of the tendential decline 
of the profit rate."31 This law states quite simply that as the 
capitalist class as a whole invests more and more heavily in 
machinery, and proportionally less in wages, the rate of profit 
will tend to decline. The fact that Marx assumed competitive 
market conditions, and that these no longer are typical today, 
however, does not destroy the usefulness of this law as an ex­
planatory concept. What Baran and Sweezy in Monopoly 
Capital have called the "tendency of the surplus to rise" is not 
only not contradictory to Marx's law, but is in fact only an­
other aspect of it.32 Marx was quite specific, and repeatedly 
so, in stating that the tendential decline in the profit rate not 
only can but must lead to a corresponding rise in the mass of 
profits, and that a decline in the profit rate must tend to 
increase both the rate and the mass of the surplus."3 (The sur­
plus is computed only on the basis of necessary versus surplus 
labor time; but the profit is computed on the basis of invest-
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ment in machinery also, which explains the seemingly contra­
dictory movement of profit and surplus.) Thus in the course of 
capitalist development, Marx held, the capitalist class tends to 
realize a smaller profit rate on its investments, but the volume 
of profits, as well as the rate and volume of the surplus which 
it controls, tends to grow disproportionately faster. For example, 
an 18th-century manufacturer employing one thousand workers 
with hand tools might make a profit of fifty percent, for a mass 
of profit measured in a few thousands of dollars; but a modem 
corporation with an equal number of workers, and a multi­
million-dollar investment in machinery, may make only five 
percent, but its profits may also be in the millions. 

This tendency has important implications for the relation­
ship between the capitalist class and the working class. One of 
them is that the process of advanced capitalist development 
enables the capitalist class to face workers' demands for higher 
wages with an unprecedented degree of flexibility. The small 
capitalist of an earlier period sometimes literally could not in­
crease wages without eventually going out of business. For 
the huge corporation with its voluminous reserves, the refusal to 
grant wage increases is less a matter of life-and-death necessity 
and more a matter of policy. What happens then, Marx fore­
saw, is that the workers' submission to the capitalist class is 
clothed 

. . .  i n  b e a r a b l e ,  o r ,  a s  E d e n  s a y s ,  " c o m f o r t a b l e  a n d  l i b e r a l "  
forms. . . . From the workers' own swelling surplus product, 
a part of which is constantly being converted into additional 
capital, a greater portion flows back to them in cash, so 
that they can broaden the sphere of their consumption, equip 
themselves better with clothing and furniture, etc., and de­
velop a small reserve of savings.34 

Since a large capital can and does expand faster, although 
with a smaller profit rate, than smaller capital, wage increases 
of this sort at this stage of capitalist development may be safely 
granted, for they in no way hinder the accumulation of capital 
or its concentration in the hands of the class of big capitalists." 
Elsewhere, Marx writes that what really matters under capital­
ism is not the absolute level of wages, but the incomes of the 
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classes relative to one another.36 Once capital has accumulated 
a certain volume of surplus, in other words, the absolute im­
poverishment of the workers becomes a negligible possibility 
because it is no longer the essential precondition of capitalist 
accumulation. Exploitation itself becomes a relative term; in 
Capital the rate of exploitation means the ratio of necessary 
labor to surplus labor in the working day. Thus the rate of 
exploitation may escalate almost ad infinitum, yet at the same 
time the working class may live more comfortably than ever. 
The rising surplus makes it possible for the capitalist class to 
exchange its tyranny for a benevolent despotism. 

The saddest victims of capitalist accumulation in its ad­
vanced stage, as Marx charted it, are not the workers but the 
unemployed, the "industrial reserve army." As productivity 
rises, the demand for productive labor in a given industry or 
in all industries generally may drop temporarily, or in the long 
run, will tend to drop permanently. Thus is created a constant 
stream of underemployed, unemployed, prematurely used up, 
obsolete, or unemployable individuals.37 When unskilled labor 
is the standard mode in the society, as Marx posited in Capital, 
then this reserve army serves to depress the wages of the em­
ployed; but, he might have added, at a certain stage in the 
development of productivity only skilled labor can be used 
(e.g. the replacement of ditch-digging gangs by earth-moving 
machinery), so that the unskilled unemployed lose even their 
competitive link with the working class, and as one generation 
of unemployed begets another, a permanent welfare class comes 
into being. At the same time, the greater volume of surplus 
makes it possible to support growing numbers of these people, 
however miserably. In the advanced stages of capitalist develop­
ment, the "exploitation" of the working class appears as 
prosperity beside the poverty of this never-working sub-
proletariat. 

The implications of Marx's theory of the surplus, in short, 
destroy the relationship between capital and labor which the 
Manifesto had foreseen. In the hands of an intelligent capitalist 
class bent on its own survival, the swelling surplus provides 
a cushion against the more acute forms of class conflict, and 
prevents absolute social polarization along the lines laid out by 
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the Hegelian choreography. The specifically capitalist dialectic 
does not obey the laws of the great philosopher. 

C. The Rise of  the  Surplus Class 
The rise of the surplus not only alters the relationship be­

tween the capitalist class and the working class, but it also 
creates an entirely new class between them. While the term 
"surplus class" to designate this stratum does not to my knowl­
edge occur in Marx's writings, the idea and its implications 
were clearly seized and expressed by him. 

The essential feature of capitalism, Marx says, is to ap­
propriate surplus labor. That is to say, labor is productive for 
capitalism only insofar as it yields surplus labor; or, as Marx 
put it succinctly, "labor is productive only insofar as it pro­
duces its own opposite."38 As labor becomes more and more 
productive, it produces more and more of its own opposite. 
This tendency yields what may be called the "law of the 
surplus class" in its most general form: as less and less people 
are forced to produce more and more, more and more people 
are forced to produce less and less. As Marx put it: 

Given an advance of industrial productivity to the point 
where only one third of the population takes a direct part 
in material production, instead of two thirds as before, then 
one third furnish the means of life for the whole, whereas 
before two thirds were required to do so. Before, one third 
was net revenue (as distinct from the workers' income), now 
net revenue is two thirds. Disregarding the class contradic­
tion, the whole nation would now need only one third of its 
time for direct production, whereas earlier it had needed two 
thirds. With equal distribution, everyone would now have 
two thirds of his time for unproductive labor and for leisure. 
But in capitalist production, everything appears and is con­
tradictory.39 

TTie contradiction resides in the fact that the distribution of 
disposable time cannot be equal so long as the capitalist system 
operates by appropriating surplus labor, i.e. so long as it is the 
capitalist system of production; for if everyone worked only 
long enough to reproduce the means of life, there would be no 
surplus for the capitalists to appropriate. What does happen, 
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under capitalism, to the mass of people who are released from 
direct, productive labor by the advance of productivity? The 
question is the same as the question of what happens to the 
mass of surplus value generated by advanced capitalist 
production. 

Marx divided the surplus value into a number of cate­
gories, of which we need distinguish only the broadest, capital 
and revenue. Capital is that part of the surplus value which the 
capitalist reinvests in further production. Revenue includes 
everything the capitalist pays out to himself and others, such 
as dividends, interest payments, land rent, taxes, and most 
importantly, payment for services rendered to his enterprise 
by other than productive workers. A great number of people 
who produce no commodities for profitable sale are essential 
to the capitalist enterprise and consume a part of its revenue; 
e.g. bookkeepers, clerks, secretaries, lawyers, designers, engineers, 
salesmen, etc.—in general, all the people who do not them­
selves control capital (as bankers do) and who fulfill a func­
tion in the vast system of financing, distributing, exchanging, 
improving and maintaining the commodities produced by the 
proletariat and appropriated by the capitalist class.40 From the 
law of the rising surplus, it follows that except during times 
of exceptionally heavy capital investment, the mass of disposable 
revenue must also tend to rise; that is, there must be an in­
crease in that part of the surplus which can be expended for 
the utilization of unproductive labor. 

The surplus not only can, it must be expended for unpro­
ductive labor, for two reasons. 

First, as productivity rises, the number of unproductive 
laborers required to service and maintain the growing capital 
establishment also rises. The number of the traditional unpro­
ductive workers increases, e.g. clerks, bookkeepers. More sig­
nificantly, entirely new branches of unproductive work are 
called into being, of which the banking system, the credit sys­
tem, insurance empires and advertising are the most obvious 
examples, but the growth of the scientific and technological 
establishments, as well as an increase in public education general­
ly, are also in this category. Marx himself pointed to the 
growth of this requirement for nonproductive services.41 
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The second reason why there must be an increase of non­
productive workers is that an increase in the surplus product 
requires an increase in the number of people who can afford 
to consume it. Surplus production requires surplus consump­
tion. The capitalist system is based on the extraction from the 
laboring class of more commodities than that class is permitted 
to consume; the system would collapse if there were not also 
a class which consumed more than it produced. Some excerpts 
from Marx on this problem will be quoted below. 

Together, these two corollaries of Marx's theory of the 
surplus make up what I have called the "law of the surplus 
class, that is, the law of the tendential rise of a new middle 
class. 

That Marx formulated precisely such a law may come as 
something of a surprise to many Marxists. The reasons for this 
surprise, if my conjecture is correct in that regard, are not 
difficult to find. First, Marx's theory of the new middle class 
remained embryonic, though explicit; it was one of the many 
implications of his economic discoveries which he chose not to 
develop further, or was prevented by time from developing. 
The phenomenon which this theory describes, after all, had 
not emerged in its full dominance at the time he wrote. Second­
ly, the works in which Marx does develop this theory most 
clearly (the Grundrisse and the Theorien Ueber den Mehrwert) 
have not been translated into English (as far as I know), and 
the originals are not available in every library. Third, the theory 
of the middle class follows directly from the labor theory of 
value, the theory of the surplus and the law of the tendential 
fall in the profit rate, and there seems to be considerable tacit 
acquiescence on the left in the orthodoxly academic refusal to 
take these Marxist theses seriously.42 Finally, there are still some 
Marxists, particularly in the new left, who have not taken the 
trouble to read attentively anything that Marx wrote after the 
Manifesto, or, worse, anything after the 1844 Manuscripts. 
There is an amusing tendency, at least in the academic circles 
known to me, to repeat an experiment Marx ventured when 
he was twenty-six, namely to try to squeeze the concept of 
alienated labor hard enough to make all the categories of 
sociology, politics and economics come dripping out of it, as 
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if this philosopher's touchstone were a lemon. The drippings 
are flavorful but somewhat lacking in substance. 

To make the data on Marx's theory of the middle class 
more widely available, I should like here to quote a number 
of excerpts at length, all of them from the untranslated works. 

It was apparent to Marx from the beginning of his in­
vestigation of the surplus problem that the class of capitalists 
could not and did not consume all of the surplus which it ex­
tracted from the workers. Thus, in the Grundrisse, a few dozen 
pages after the surplus problem has been raised, we find the 
following footnote: 

. . .  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  s u r p l u s  l a b o r  o n  o n e  s i d e  c o r r e s p o n d s  
to the creation of minus-labor, relative idleness (or non­
productive labor at best) on the other. That goes without 
saying as far as the capitalist class itself is concerned; but it 
also holds for the classes with whom it divides; thus, for 
the paupers, flunkeys, bootlickers and the whole train of re­
tainers living off the surplus product; the part of the servant 
class which lives not from capital but from revenue. Es­
sential difference between this servant class and the working 
class. . . . Thus Malthus is entirely logical when he calls not 
only for surplus labor and surplus capital but also for surplus 
idlers, consuming without producing, or the necessity for 
waste, luxury, ostentatious philanthropy, etc.43 

Here Marx is thinking only of workers, rather, nonworkers who 
perform personal services for the capitalist, not those who fulfill 
a necessary unproductive function for the capital establishment. 
As the following excerpt from the Theorien Ueber den Mehrwert 
shows, he is not entirely clear that there is a difference. 

Although the bourgeoisie is initially very frugal, with the 
growth in the productivity of its capital, i.e. its workers, it 
imitates the feudal system of retainers. According to the 
last (1861 or 1862) Factory Report, the total number of per­
sons employed in the factories of the United Kingdom (man­
agers included) was only 775,534—while the number of fe­
male servants in England alone was one million. What a 
beautiful arrangement, where a factory girl sweats in the 
shop for 12 long hours so that the factory owner can use a 
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part of her unpaid labor to take her sister as maid, her 
brother as groom, and her cousin as |X)1 iceman or soldier 
into his personal service!44 

When one sees the individual capitalist as the embodiment o( 
the capitalist class, however, as Marx does consistently, the in­
clusion of soldiers and policemen together with domestic servants 
m the single category of servants makes more sense. In a rela­
tively well-known section of Capital, he measures out his scorn 
and ridicule impartially to all unproductive workers, including 
valets, politicians, churchmen, lawyers, soldiers, landowners, 
rentiers, paupers, vagabonds and criminals,45 regardless of 
whether they perform their services for the individual capitalist 
or for the class as a whole. 

His contempt for these people vents itself with particular 
ury (in the Theorien) on the dismal parson, Malthus, who 

a vocated the creation of ever larger masses of these idlers to 
6 economy going by consuming its surplus 

pr uc*- What a ridiculous idea," Marx writes, "that the 
surP "s as *° be consumed by servants and cannot be con-
^ x* i L Prod.uctive workers themselves."46 Yet, he writes 

a t us is right about the necessity for unproductive 
consumers^ in a capitalist economy.47 The fact that Malthus' 

reme es or t e evil of overproduction—"heavy taxes, a 
ass o s a an c urch sinecures, great armies, pensioners, 
hes for the churchmen, a heavy national debt and periodic 

costly wars 4 —have been in great part adopted by every ad-
would not -phJMJ. » 

less utopiar^k th^die^ii^^le^cl^^ij^aS m°re,°r 

the working proletariat will make un a W f'26 a 1 

proportion of the total popuLatn ^en^t 7 ""T? 
solute numbers). That, in fact is the grows in ab-
society. [Das ist in der Tat der Gar, a °f bourgeois 

schaft.]49 Dourgeoisgesell-

A1 though Marx had nothing but spit and 
scheme designed deliberately to foster the growth T* any 

srowtn 0f ^ unpro_ 
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ductive class, he was repeatedly forced to recognize that the 
growth of productivity, i.e. the rise of the surplus, created 
precisely such a class. A few excerpts will make that clear: 

In order to produce "productively" one has to produce 
in a manner that excludes the mass of the producers from a 
part of the market demand for the product; one must pro­
duce in contradiction to a class whose consumption stands 
in no relationship to its production—since precisely this ex­
cess of production over consumption makes up the profit of 
capital. On the other hand, one has to produce for classes 
which consume without producing.50 

On a low level of development of the social productivity 
of labor, where therefore surplus labor is relatively small, the 
class of those who live off the labor of others will in principle 
be small in relation to the number of workers. This class can 
grow to significant proportions to the degree that produc­
tivity, i.e. relative surplus value, develops.51 

The progressive transformation of a part of the workers 
into servants is a lovely prospect, just as it is a great con­
solation for them [the workers] that, as a consequence of the 
growth of the net product, more spheres open up for unpro­
ductive workers who live off surplus labor and whose interests 
more or less compete with the directly exploiting class in 
exploiting them.52 

Marx's consistency in this matter can be tested negatively as 
well; if he agrees, as we have seen, with economists who pre­
dict a growth of the unproductive class in the course of capitalist 
development, then he should also disagree with economists who 
think that they can do away with this class without abolishing 
the capitalist system itself. The bourgeois economist Ramsay 
advocated the abolition of interest on capital, i.e. the dividends 
paid by industrialists to investors and coupon-clippers, and 
the abolition of land rent. Ramsay saw no useful function for 
either of these groups. Marx's acid comment on this proposal 
should be read with the phrase about the simplification of 

contradictions (from the Manifesto) in mind: 
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If this bourgeois ideal could really be put into practice, 
its consequence could only be that the entire surplus value 
would fall directly into the hands of the industrial capitalists, 
and all of society would be economically reduced to the 
simple contradiction between capital and wage labor, a 
simplification which certainly would hasten the dissolution of 
this form of production.53 

Here again is the role of the surplus as a complicator of the 
simple class antagonisms reckoned with earlier. (A further, 
minor, example of the distance Marx's theory has carried him 
comes when he discusses economic crises in Volume II, part 2 
of the Theorien\ he writes that his analysis proceeds without 
dealing with "the real constitution of society, which by no 
means consists only of the class of workers and the class of 
industrial capitalists.")54 

The clearest statement of Marx's theory of the middle 
class known to me occurs in his critique of Ricardo's analysis 
of the effect of increased productivity on the labor force. 
Ricardo, like Marx, was a bitter enemy of all forms of unpro­
ductive labor, which were to him as to Marx so many "faux 
frais de production,' false production costs; and consequently 
Ricardo called for the extension of productive labor on a 
maximal scale. While Ricardo saw that only machinery permits 
the efficient utilization of vast quantities of industrial laborers, 
he was troubled by the fact that the growing productivity of 
machinery tended at the same time to make the worker super­
fluous. Marx comments: 

One tendency throws the workers onto the pavement and 
creates a superfluous population. The other tendency ab­
sorbs it again and expands wage slavery on an absolute scale, 
so that the worker's lot changes constantly but he can never 
escape it. That is why the worker correctly considers the 
development of the productive capacities of his labor as a 
hostile tendency, and why the capitalist treats him as an ele­
ment to be constantly eliminated from production. These are 
the contradictions with which Ricardo struggles in this chap­
ter. What he forgets to emphasize is the constant increase of 
the middle classes, who stand in the middle between the 
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workers on one side and the capitalists and landed proprietors 
on the other side, who are for the most part supported direct­
ly by revenue, who rest as a burden on the laboring founda­
tion, and who increase the social security and the power of 
the upper ten thousand,55 (Italics mine—MN) 

These excerpts represent, as far as I know, the most ex­
plicit statements of Marx's theory of the new middle class in the 
entire Marxian opus. It seems entirely possible to explain why 
Marx did not carry this theory further, and it may even be 
possible for someone to show somehow that this theory does 
not contradict Marx's prediction of class polarization and pro­
letarian revolution (although I doubt it); but one thing can­
not be done with Marx's theory of the middle class: it cannot 
be explained away. Even if Marx himself had never men­
tioned the terms "unproductive class" or "middle class," some­
one else would have to draw these implications of his theory, 
for the rise of the middle class follows directly from the law 
of the tendency of the surplus to rise, which is part of the law 
of the tendency of the profit rate to fall, which arises directly 
out of the solution of the surplus value problem, which con­
sists of the labor theory of value. Let me review this chain of 
ideas once more. The labor theory of value holds that the only 
agency which is capable of creating more value than it repre­
sents is labor; that is, only labor is capable of creating surplus 
value. The capitalist system of production consists of the ap­
propriation by the capitalist class of ever greater quantities of 
this surplus value. In a developed capitalist system, the capital­
ist class will concentrate on increasing relative surplus value. 
That is, it will introduce machinery in order to decrease that 
portion of the working day which is necessary to reproduce tne 
workers' labor power, and to increase that portion which is 
surplus labor. On the one hand, increased productivity re­
quires increased investment in machinery, so that the rate of 
profit will tend to fall. On the other hand, the mass of profit 
will rise, and both the rate and the volume of surplus must rise. 
What happens to this swelling surplus? It enables the capitalist 
class to create a class of people who are not productive workers, 
but who perform services either for individual capitalists or, 
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more important, for the capitalist class as a whole; and at the 
same time, the rise of productivity requires such a class of un­
productive workers to fulfill the functions of distributing, market­
ing, researching, financing, managing, keeping track of and 
glorifying the swelling surplus product. This class of unpro­
ductive workers, service workers, or servants for short, is the 
middle class. In short, the middle class follows from the central 
principles which Marx spent the best decades of his life and his 
health in elaborating, and which he considered his historic 
contribution to the understanding of capitalism. If one denies, 
as it seems to me one must, the validity of Marx's class polariza­
tion and proletarian revolution predictions from the Manifesto, 
one does not deny that Marx was a champion of the proletarian 
cause; one cuts out of Marxism only its youthful optimism, the 
product of excessive captivation with the elegance of Hegelian 
idealism. But in order to cut out of Marx his theory of the 
middle class, one has to overthrow Marxism, scientific social­
ism, at its core and fly in the face of contemporary reality. 
There is after all a middle class in advanced industrial society; 
an it must be considered one of Marx's great scientific achieve­
ments (and a great personal achievement, considering where 

s sentiments lay) to have not only predicted that such a new 
middle class would arise, but also to have laid down the funda­
mental economic and sociological principles which explain its 
rise and its role in the larger class structure. The outlines of 
what may become an adequate theory to account for the 
generation, growth, economic function and movement of the 
middle class have to my knowledge not been contributed by 
any other social scientist before Marx or after him. Here is a 
rare accomplishment and a rare challenge. 
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NOTES ON THE NEED FOR A 
SOCIALIST PARTY 

James Weinstein 

These notes were prepared for a conference sponsored by 
Studies on the Left and held in New York on December 27th, 
1966. They were presented at that meeting, as was the editorial 
in this issue by Robert Wolfe. Pressure of other work has pre­
vented me from developing these ideas further; the notes are 
presented to stimulate discussion now. ]W 

I. 
MY APPROACH to socialist politics in the United States starts 
with an estimate of the dominant political ideology of the 
corporations and the nature of the liberal state. Most Studies 
on the Left readers accept the concept of corporate liberalism 
as the ideology of big business, so there is no need for elabora­
tion of that here. But it is important to know, and to remember, 
that this concept is almost totally at variance with the thinking 
not only of ordinary liberals, who form the great majority of 
politically conscious Americans, but also of Communists and 
of many others who call themselves socialists. Both the Com­
munist and Socialist Parties for the past thirty years or more 

James Weinstein is an editor of Studies on the Left. 
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have accepted the myth created in the Progressive Era and 
perpetuated by Democratic Party ideologues that liberalism is a 
political movement against the power of business. It is, there­
fore, necessary to reassert our understanding of this and to make 
clear that liberalism is not a neutral system of political thought 
but an ideology that sustains and strengthens the existing social 
structure. 

If this is not understood by most radicals today, it was 
clearly perceived by many socialists over fifty years ago. Like 
so much else in American socialism, there has been a regression 
here since the collapse of the old Socialist Party. In 1912, 
Robert Rives LaMonte, a left-wing Socialist, explained that 
"no matter whether the Republicans or the Democrats win 
the Presidency we shall get more workmen's compensation acts, 
more and more restrictions upon child labor, more and more 
regulation of women in industry" as well as the suffrage, re­
duction of unemployment and old age pensions. 

"Very soon," LaMonte argued, "there will cease to be any 
real opposition to reforms that aim at preserving your health 
and efficiency. 

"Old age pensions, insurance against sickness, accident and 
unemployment are cheaper, are better business than jails, poor 
houses, asylums, hospitals, etc., to care for the unemployables. 

"They are even learning that too widespread joblessness 
and a wage too far below a decent subsistence level leads to 
agitation that threatens the whole fabric of capitalism." 

Beyond that, the rich "know more about the poor today 
than ever before." "And this increased knowledge begets in­
creased sympathy." "The rich, altogether apart from self-interest, 
want to help the poor. And this kindly desire is a factor in all 
modern social legislation. But the rich are so placed that they 
can afford to help the poor only when by so doing they help 
themselves still more." 

Reforms LaMonte concluded, were therefore the business 
of progressives. The speed of reform would depend on the size 
of the Socialist vote. Socialists should demand only impossible 
reforms—those which embodied truly socialist principles and 
which educated the public to the ethical and social superiority 
of socialism. 
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Other socialists understood the role of the state in a way 
that Communists and socialists since have either forgotten or 
submerged for "tactical" reasons. 

"The clearest thinkers among the capitalists and their 
politicians," the International Socialist Review wrote in 1912, 
"realized that if American manufacturers were to compete with 
Germany in the world market," the "next step" might be for 
the businessman "to act on the discovery that he can carry on 
certain portions of the productive process more efficiently 
through HIS government than through private corporations." 
"Some muddleheads may think that will be socialism," the 
Review added, "but the capitalist knows better." "The right of 
wage workers to organize and to control the conditions under 
which they work-—that is the issue that must be fought out be­
tween the two great opposing classes." 

II. 
The second assumption, which is explicitly rejected by most 

of the new left and implicitly rejected by the old left of the 
Communist and Socialist Parties, is (to quote Kenneth 
McNaught in the December, 1966 issue of The Journal of 
American History) that "the collapse of American socialism, 
and thus of all twentieth-century attempts to organize a political 
basis of ideological dissent outside the major parties, could 
scarcely be more crucial as a determinant of the nature of the 
present Great Society." Put another way, activity that does 
not explicitly lead toward the emergence and development of 
a popular socialist party as a rallying point for anticapitalist 
dissent can only lead to the strengthening of the dominant 
liberalism. This, too, is nothing new. In 1919 Harold Laski, 
complaining about the lack of a socialist commitment on the 
part of the new leftists of that day, wrote that "the worst of 
it is that the liberals [new left] have no program beyond specific 
protest. . . . There is interest in the teachers' sufferings one day 
and it dies before the strike at Lawrence the next which, in 
turn, gives way to riots on May Day. . . . The most hopeful 
thing I see is twofold in aspect—the movement toward a 
labor party and the restlessness of the undergraduates." 

Today, as in 1919, we have a move toward independent 
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politics and we have restless undergraduates. And, indeed, in 
the forty-six years since 1919 that situation has been repeated 
more than once, but the result has always been what it is today: 
activity that leads to despair or desperation. The reason for that 
should be clear: to be meaningful activity must either lead 
to immediate change of a significant nature, or it must lead to 
the strengthening of a visible organization that has a long-range 
commitment to transform society in a specific manner, that is, 
a party with a program and a strategy. In this society the first 
alternative is rarely possible, partly because the state has come 
to understand the efficacy of what Veblen called "patient 
ambiguity and delay," and partly because those in power 
realize that sporadic, ad hoc, or single-issue movements repre­
sent no challenge to their power—that to move beyond protest 
and dissent, which in the end can lead only to dropping out of 
the system, requires a permanent rallying point that has a 
serious and public intention to replace those in control. Dropping 
out, of course, is frowned upon by some conscious radicals and 
appreciated by others, but whatever it may signify about the 
state of mind of the drop-outs, and, therefore, of their potential­
ly revolutionary character, it is clear that if all dissenters 
dropped out there would be no one left to run things but 
those who now do so. 

To advocate the formation of a popular socialist party 
in the United States is to evoke two responses, each of which 
in its true nature is a criticism of the internal and fundamental 
failure of twentieth-century Western socialism, and of American 
socialism more than any other. One criticism is that ideological 
politics is a dead end. That criticism, although few realize it, 
is exactly upside down. What is seen as ideological politics, 
namely the disputes between Communists, Socialists and 
Troskyists in the 1930's and since, is ideological only in the 
sense of ideology as false consciousness. What this "ideological" 
politics really represents is what Daniel Bell correctly calls the 
end of ideology, only where Bell means to apply this to politics 
in general, it has been true only of the left. Liberalism, con­
sensus, the politics of negotiated social reform, is the most high­
ly ideological of all American politics. It is precisely with Theo­
dore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson that the dominant politics 
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becomes highly and consciously ideological at the center. And 
it is since Wilson that the socialists have become absorbed by 
the dominant ideology, while retaining their differences about 
the nature of Soviet society. The need is to discard the fairly 
ideological politics of the left of the last forty years and to 
resume the job of developing a socialist ideology for the 
United States. 

The other criticism is that which appears to some to be a 
put-down of Marx Ronald Aronson's insistence that Marxism 
is no longer useful because its central thesis, the working class 
as revolutionary agent, has been proved invalid. This, too, is 
rcallv a criticism of the American socialists above all, although, 
as I will explain below, I think it is also a misreading of Marx. 
On this point it is interesting to see that the new socialists in 
Europe, those that put out the International Socialist Journal, 
are already more advanced in their analysis and consciousness 
of what they call neocapitalism than are traditional socialists 
in the United States of corporate liberalism—even though 
American corporate liberalism dates back to before the First 
World War, whereas European neocapitalism is a post-Worid 
W ar II phenomenon. 

Aronson, and many others, view the call for a new socialist 
party simply as an act of faith, since the "agent" has dis­
appeared. There seem to me to be three things wrong with 
this, or, at least two and one half. 1) Although Marx did 
speak of the working class as the agent of change, in fact he 
acted, and all socialists since him have acted, on the under­
standing that the agent of change is the party—the self-
conscious socialists—which has always been made up of several 
classes, and has always been led by what we call middle-class 
intellectuals (at least in those countries with successful parties). 
2) Marx's concept of the proletariat and proletarianization 
went beyond the industrial working class, although his stress 
was on this section of workers because he was describing an 
emergent industrial system. Indeed, the true inner logic of 
Capital, which is, above all, a theory of capital accumulation, 
leads inevitably to the disappearance of the industrial working 
class as the largest social grouping. This is implicit in the theory 
of the falling tendency of the rate of profit. Marx does assert 
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that the law does not mean a decrease in the total number of 
workers, even though it operates through a steadily increasing 
proportion of fixed capital (machinery) to variable capital 
(labor power). But Marx was describing the early stages of 
industrial expansion, when capitalism was still restricted to rela­
tively narrow spheres of activity. At one point he does recognize 
that "a development of the productive forces which would di­
minish the absolute number of laborers, that is, which would 
enable the entire nation to accomplish its total production in a 
shorter time, would cause a revolution because it would put the 
majority of the population on the shelf." (The point here is not 
whether such a situation would, by itself, cause a revolution, 
but that Marx saw such a development as coming at some time 
as a result of the operation of the process of accumulation he 
described.) "In this," Marx continued, "the specific barrier 
of capitalist production shows itself once more, proving that 
capitalist production is not an absolute form for the develop­
ment of the productive powers and creation of wealth, but 
rather comes in collision with this development at a certain 
point [Capital, Volume III, page 309, Kerr edition]." I will 
come back to this. 3) The working class has not yet disappeared 
in the United States. In fact, the industrial work force is today 
approximately the same size as it was fifty years ago. It has de­
clined relatively, but unlike the agricultural work force, which 
has shrunk from fifty percent of the population to seven percent, 
its decline has been slight. 

All three of these questions need to be examined in depth 
and given serious thought (not just offhand remarks, such as 
these); I do not mean to belittle the importance of them. But 
Aroason's pronouncement that "by mistaking his personal com­
mitment to socialism for a real historical trend, the Marxist 
can view his role as making Americans 'see the relevance' of 
socialism, as working to bring about 'socialist consciousness'— 
whatever that might mean at a time when proletarian conscious­
ness no longer exists," misses the mark. In the first place, there 
never was "a real historical trend" toward socialism, except to 
the extent that a self-conscious party worked to create socialist 
consciousness among certain social groupings (industrial work­
ers, skilled workers, tenant and family farmers and intellectuals 
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in the United States). Indeed, in the last issue of Studies  on the 
Left, along with Aronson's piece, Gabriel Kolko pointed out 
that the main weakness of socialists in the United States was 
their mistaken belief in the inevitability of socialist develop­
ment—that is, in "real historical" social trends as something 
that existed outside of the conscious and purposeful intervention 
of committed individuals. No class or group of classes has ever 
spontaneously developed its class consciousness, but only an 
interest consciousness. As Marx asserts, this interest conscious­
ness, or immediate interest, may often run counter to a class's 
real or historical interest. The success of the corporations, in 
fact, has rested largely in their great sophistication and ability 
to transcend their immediate interests when necessary in the pre-
World War I days and to have developed and accepted what 
we call corporate liberalism as in their true class interest, even 
though at some points such social reforms as were instituted 
violated the more narrow interests of those sponsoring them. 
But this development did not occur spontaneously in re­
sponse to historical trends without conscious intervention by 
individuals. 

The same was true of working-class consciousness where 
it existed, or of socialist consciousness; it was always the result 
of the willful action of parties. 

Now, of course, this begs the question of the role of the 
working class, and I will come back to that, too. But it does 
indicate that a personal commitment to socialism on the part 
of intellectuals is, indeed, the first prerequisite of a popular 
socialist movement. If there is to be such a movement there 
must first be a group of people committed to social transforma­
tion, capable of developing a vision of a better society and 
then of working out a strategy for its attainment. Neither task 
can be done except through the existence of a rallying point 
for those who would move in that direction: a party. The 
intellectual work that Aronson calls for cannot be done out­
side such a framework, since outside it there is no need for the 
work. It is, of course, true that the working out of these ideas 
and this strategy have not gone very far. The question is how 
far they can go without a collective, willful commitment to, and 
need for, their further development. Sociological arguments such 
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as Aronson uses are self-fulfilling, since no judgment can be 
made about the possibilities of socialist politics and the develop­
ment of socialist consciousness in the absence of an attempt. 
As long as there is no socialist program, no socialist alternative 
presented to workers and other classes, it is impossible to say 
that they cannot accept such ideas. The ideas will not develop 
out of the masses spontaneously. A party is needed if only to 
test the possibilities of socialist politics. Until such a test is made 
the only conclusion that one can draw is that proletarian con­
sciousness does not develop unaided. 

III. 
I have already indicated that the agent of social change 

is a conscious group of individuals committed to transforming 
society in a specific direction or manner, and organized to do 
so. If such a party is to be taken seriously it must solve two 
theoretical problems. It must develop both a vision of a new 
society, and the theoretical and technical competence to plan 
for and run such a society. As Veblen put it in 1919, "No 
movement for the dispossession of the Vested Interests in Ameri­
ca can hope for even a temporary success unless it is undertaken 
by an organization which is competent to take over the coun­
try's productive industry as a whole, and to administer it from 
the start on a more efficient plan than that now pursued" by 
those in power. Veblen pointed out that the problem of revolu­
tion in an advanced industrial society was different from that 
in Soviet Russia. "As compared with America and much of 
Western Europe," he wrote, "Russia is not an industrialized 
region, in any decisive sense," and this was in part responsible 
for the "astonishing measure of success she had achieved. 
"They have been able to fall back on an earlier, simpler, less 
close-knit plan of productive industry: such that any detailed 
part of this loose-knit Russian community is able, at a pinch, to 
draw its own livelihood from its own soil by its own work, 
without that instant and unremitting dependence on materials 
and wrought goods drawn from foreign ports and distant re­
gions, that is characteristic of" the United States [Engineers 
and the Price System, page 95]. 

Veblen's stress was on competence and efficiency, and his 
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vision was somewhat distorted by this emphasis. But he saw 
also that "management of industry by business methods" had 
become highly wasteful and was bound increasingly "to run 
more and more consistently at cross purposes with the com­
munity's livelihood." "With every further increase in the volume 
and complexity of the industrial system, any businesslike control 
is bound to grow still more incompetent, irrelevant and im­
pertinent [pages 100-101]." Veblen, however, did not talk 
about the uses to which this industrial capacity should be put, 
although he clearly implied a rejection of the imperatives of the 
market economy as a determinant. Since he was concerned 
primarily with competence and efficiency, he looked to the 
engineers and technicians as the group to rely upon for the re­
organization of industry and society. We need to go beyond 
this, but we should also recognize the importance of the above. 

I 

IV. 
It seems to me that those of us who assert the need for a 

socialist transformation do so not as an act of faith, as Aronson 
implies, but out of a real need for a better life and because 
we can see that under capitalism things are organized both ir­
rationally and inhumanly. The large number of socialists like 
ourselves and the widespread dissatisfaction with material com­
forts as a substitute for human relationships and meaningful 
activity indicates something about the potential constituency 
for a socialist movement. It is related to and an outgrowth of 
Marx's insistence on increasing proletarianization under capital­
ism. "Within the capitalist system," Marx wrote, "all means 
for the development of production transform themselves into 
means of domination over, and exploitation of, the producers 
. . . they transform life-time into working-time. ... In propor­
tion as capital accumulates, the lot of the worker, be his pay­
ment high or low, must grow worse [Capital, Volume I, pages 
708-709, Modern Library edition]." Marx, of course, was 
writing about industrial capital; in his day there was still much 
room for new investment in manufacturing industry. Since 
then, with the constant growth of surplus captal, corporate 
investment and control has spread beyond manufacturing to 
the realm of distribution and service industries. The result has 
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been a rapid decline in the number of individual entrepreneurs. 
Formerly independent entrepreneurs, urban and rural, have 
become and are becoming the wage or salaried employees of 
corporations. These people are deprived of economic inde­
pendence, not only in the former sense that they were dependent 
on general market conditions, but also in the sense that their 
very jobs depend on the needs of other people's enterprises. 
Beyond this, the universities, both private and state, are in­
creasingly converted to training grounds and service operations 
for the corporations, and faculty and students into appendages 
of the market economy. 

William A. Williams has made this point strongly in his 
The Great Evasion (pages 114-122). He emphasizes the loss 
of any participating role in the principal decisions of the 
capitalist marketplace due to the loss of control over any private 
property which plays a part in the productive activities of the 
system. The overt sign of proletarianization, as Marx defines it, 
is the change from entrepreneurial standing to that of wage or 
salaried work. As Williams puts it, in a political economy based 
upon the control of private property, with its law codified in 
that framework, the loss of productive private property also 
involves a fall into second-class citizenship. It is the conscious­
ness of this that has created the popularity of the SDS slogan 
of participatory democracy, not among the poor, but among 
the students. 

What this process implies to me is that increasingly the real 
interests of the great majority of the population, including the 
poor, the industrial workers, service workers and large sections 
of what we mistakenly call the middle class, run counter to 
those of the corporations and the further extension of the market 
economy. 

It would seem most useful to view the potential con­
stituency for a socialist movement—that is, a party with an 
intention to take power and transform society—as having to 
include large numbers from all those classes whose real interests 
are violated by the corporations and who are not a part of the 
governing system. This includes those that we know as the poor, 
the workers and the middle classes. It also includes racial 
minorities. 
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But the process of building a socialist movement will go 
through many stages. The problem at the beginning—which is 
where we are—is how to bring together those who already think 
of themselves in some way as socialists into a coherent and 
self-conscious grouping so that the work of developing a vision 
of a new society and an initial organizing strategy can be done 
consistently. We know that there are hundreds of thousands, 
maybe a million or two persons in this country that consider 
themselves socialists in some sense or other, but who are un­
affiliated and unorganized. We know these people are largely 
of the so-called middle class, that is, intellectuals, students, 
teachers, technicians, white-collar workers of various kinds. In 
the absence of a meaningful left many are beats and hippies. 
We ourselves are from these groups. Many of these people al­
ready reject the dominant values of American business society. 
Many are immune to cooptation through material payoffs. 
Many understand the idea of socialism as a prerequisite for the 
good society. It seems self-evident that the first steps toward a 
socialist party should be to bring these people into a dialogue 
about transforming the United States, so that we can find those 
among them who will be serious revolutionaries. 

The poor, who in classical Marxist thought are not work­
ing class but an unorganizable lumpen proletariat, are not now 
a likely source of recruitment for a new socialist movement, 
nor are they likely to contribute substantially to its develop­
ment in the initial stages. The primary social goal of most poor 
people those who are not totally demoralized—is to make it, 
to enter the middle class," or to have their children do so. 
They have, as a class, neither the leisure nor the education to 
do the work of revitalizing the concept of socialism or to work 
out a strategy for a socialist transformation of society. Their 
immediate interest is to improve their material conditions, and 
on an individual basis this can be done in the context of the 
existing social order. This does not mean that the poor will not 
be part of a socialist constituency if a party emerges. But they 
will become that only after we have a visible, relevant, sub­
stantial party with which they can identify from the beginning 
of their association with us. 

The white working class is inaccessible to socialists through 
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its places of work at present because we have no public identity. 
In the past socialists have been influential among workers in 
the shops because they were in the forefront of union organiza­
tion. Now the trade-union movement is tightly controlled by 
supporters of the dominant liberalism, and is inaccessible to 
individual radicals or socialists unless they totally submerge their 
ideology. Our views of American society are relevant to in­
dustrial workers, but we will have no influence on them in 
their work places until we have a visible party with a public 
presence and program. 

That leaves us with the need first to bring together those 
who share in a general way our view of the existing society 
and our incipient views of the alternative. Those people are 
mostly young students and intellectuals, but also include num­
bers of older unaffiliated socialists. 

The immediate job is not organizing in the sense that 
term has been used on the new left in recent years, or, for that 
matter, by Communists for decades. Every debate on the left, 
in SNCC, SDS, CI PA, certainly in the sects, makes it clear 
that the lack is in the realm of ideas, in our knowledge of 
American society and how it got to be what it is, in beginning 
to be able to talk about what we mean by the good society. We 
must begin to be able to say not simply that socialism is the 
answer, but to define what socialism could mean in the United 
States. Our demands and program must develop out of such a 
framework of thought, otherwise we will put together nothing 
more than another competing organization. 



THE SCHEER CAMPAIGN 

Buddy Stein and David Wellman 

BOB SCHEER'S CAMPAIGN for Congress ended on June 
7, 1966. Its achievements are well known. Against a liberal 
incumbent Congressman—a "dove" on the Vietnam issue— 
the campaign piled up 45 percent of the vote. In so doing, it 
mobilized the Berkeley movement, tapped the discontent of left 
liberals and linked them organizationally with campus radicals, 
spent 69,000 dollars, and disseminated widely a vigorous criti­
que of the war in Vietnam. Shortly after June 7 the Campus 
Community for Scheer held a meeting to discuss carrying on 
the work that had been begun. People talked about working 
for a civilian review board in Oakland, about a school boycott, 
about renewing the electoral effort on the municipal level with 
candidacies for the Berkeley and Oakland City Councils. 

Nobody talked about the war. 
As the pattern set at that meeting repeated itself again 

and again, radicals began to complain that the Scheer organiza-
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tion was abandoning the war issue. To meet the criticisms the 
campaign turned again to the ballot box and proposed a "peace 
initiative." Seven thousand signatures would place on the ballot 
a proposal to create a Peace Office which would declare 
Berkeley's opposition to the war, disseminate information and 
6eek reconversion of war industry. But although Scheer had 
won a clear majority in Berkeley, he could not find the work­
ers, conjure the enthusiasm, or hold together the organization 
to collect 7,000 signatures. To date they have not been collected. 

"Scheer lives," a local bumper sticker brightly proclaims. 
His campaign has been succeeded by the Community for New 
Politics. Like the campaign, the CNP has offices, workers and 
a mammoth printing bill—all the trappings of a going 
organization. All the same, the Berkeley peace movement lies 
in ruins. By its sheer bulk and its ideological bias, the Scheer 
campaign effectively squashed all efforts to sustain a direct 
action movement in Berkeley. At the same time, the CNP has 
run out of gas, unable to decide where to go from here. 

Its frustration is, we think, inherent in the effort to base 
the future of the movement on an electoral campaign. If our 
analysis of its failure is harsh, it is not because the campaign 
didn't end the war, or because we are unsympathetic to its 
problems. Rather, it is because the Scheer campaign has become 
a model for radical success in electoral politics. Throughout 
the state and across the country movement people are preparing 
to follow its course. We think it is a model to be shunned. 
Electoral politics evolved out of the inability of protest to cre­
ate a growing and sustained movement. The Scheer campaign 
organization now finds itself in the impasse it was designed to 
overcome. 

This process is a familiar one. The teach-in movement 
which began in the spring of 1965 was abandoned when its 
headline value fell and its adherents became ready for direct 
action. In Berkeley 25,000 people attended a teach-in in May 
of 1965; as a result of the enthusiasm for direct action which 
that meeting generated, the Vietnam Day Committee was 
formed. From the VDC in turn went out the call for the 
October 15 International Days of Protest. Across the country 
100,000 people marched. But this great numerical success also 
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marked the beginning of a decline. The succession of marches 
which followed were sterile repetitions of October 15. By 
directing its efforts towards the mass media and the Johnson 
Administration, the movement cut itself off from both the un­
committed and its own, increasingly frustrated, base. 

We had marched into a cul-de-sac. The Scheer campaign 
was created to get us out. Sharing the movement's critique 
of short-lived direct-action organizations which were unable 
to operate outside of crisis situations, the radical advocates of 
electoral politics argued that a campaign was a new tactic. 
Winning was not important. Rather, they said, the campaign 
would serve as a vehicle for community organizing while pro­
viding a framework within which to educate the organizers. 
Moreover, by focusing its opposition on a liberal Congressman, 
the campaign would broaden the protest against the war to a 
critique of liberalism itself, and in so doing, link foreign policy 
to domestic concerns. Initially, then, Scheer and his spokesmen 
accepted what we would consider a radical notion of success: 
they hoped to create a permanent organization which could 
educate its members, attract and hold newcomers and build an 
enduring movement. They spoke of democratic control of the 
campaign, of a continuous process of critical self-scrutiny by 
those involved and of an uncompromising stand on issues. These 
were the original criteria for what the campaign called "a new 
style of politics. In rapid succession they were abandoned. The 
label lasted throughout the campaign; its definition changed. 

Within a short time after the race began, Scheer was 
telling audiences that his opponent had been forced to take him 
seriously. His campaign had breathed new life into the political 
process, he would argue, by demonstrating that a serious ap­
proach to issues of consequence could attract voters. This con­
cern for the vote was a new departure for the campaign. From 
it a new vision of success evolved. Again and again Scheer and 
his followers insisted that their effort would prove that a can­
didate who campaigned on a radical platform could win a 
large—possibly a majority—vote. This new touchstone shattered 
the hopes that the radicals had placed in the campaign. Success 
at the polls led away from a new politics and into America 
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into the belief that the truly effective work for change is done 
at the ballot box. 

With one exception the campaign was able to meet none 
of the criteria its radical wing had set for it. It did, as it had 
promised, examine the issues and criticize the war in Vietnam 
and the war on poverty in no uncertain terms. Perhaps no 
section of the movement is blessed with so articulate and in­
telligent a spokesman as Scheer. Inevitably, his platform and 
statements had weaknesses, but within the context of the Ameri­
can electoral system it was a daring effort. Scheer appealed to 
the rank-and-file of the ILWU over the head of its leadership 
with an attack on the union for feeding on the war. He got the 
endorsement. He told Democrats that their party was bankrupt 
and castigated liberals whose votes he was seeking. Scheer sup­
porters are justly proud of their issue orientation—of an elec­
toral campaign which offered a vigorous critique of the war 
and an outspoken condemnation of American society. In this 
respect, the campaign's politics were new. But by harnessing 
their stand on the issues to the pursuit of votes, the Scheer 
people bound themselves to forms of organization and com­
munication which were scarcely distinguishable from those em­
ployed by the major parties. In quest of an old goal—the vote— 
they reverted to old formulas. 

The hope of creating new political forms was doomed to 
failure from the start. At the time the campaign began the 
radical movement was in disarray, torn by tactical problems, a 
gulf between spokesmen and workers and political schisms. 
Nor was there an organized constituency to which radicals could 
relate. An SDS community-organizing project had been crushed 
in the fall of 1965. Students at the university were essentially 
unorganized. Even the poverty program had been remarkably 
unsuccessful in the East Bay. There was, then, no real con­
stituency that radical advocates of an electoral campaign could 
claim to represent. Since radicals within the campaign were 
neither united nor representative of a political base, they were 
left with only one option—coalition with groups whose aims 
and methods diverged considerably from their own. 

There were essentially three distinct tendencies within the 
campaign. The original impetus for a congressional race came 
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from the loose radical movement centered on the campus on 
the one hand, and from old leftists and disenchanted liberals 
on the other. The radicals were aware of the pitfalls inherent 
in entering the coalition with a small political base, but they 
saw the campaign as a mechanism for building the constituency 
they lacked. They believed that the campaign would mobilize 
the workers and expose the issues with which to organize the 
community. And, in fact, had community organizing become a 
significant and successful aspect of the campaign, the radicals 
would have been able to relate to the other elements in the 
coalition on equal terms and the campaign might have broken 
out of traditional political molds. But the organizing schemes 
crumbled before they could be put in practice because of the 
June 7 deadline and the desire to meet it with a substantial vote 
in hand. The radicals did not share that desire, but they were 
forced to contend from a position of weakness with the other 
elements of the coalition, whose assumptions implied another 
notion of success. 

The liberals had seen their influence within the Democratic 
Party fade, the California Democratic Council destroyed and 
their advice spurned. They believed that Cohelan was their man, 
who, like Johnson, had betrayed them. The campaign would, 
they felt, demonstrate the viability of pressure group politics in 
a pluralist democracy by forcing Cohelan to take a stronger 
stand on the war and by "getting the message" to the president. 

For the Communist Party and those who shared its per­
spective, the beauty of the campaign lay precisely in the fact 
of coalition. It presented them with the opportunity to link 
all of the "progressive" forces in the community—liberals, 
Negroes, ILWU trade unionists and student radicals. Like the 
liberals they hoped to permeate the Democratic Party, while 
like the radicals they wanted to link up the various issues 
around which the campaign would be run. They advocated a 
strong issue-oriented campaign using traditional methods, and 
attempted to head off any effort to experiment for fear of 
alienating some element of the coalition. 

Thus the campaign was subjected to considerable internal 
stress and conflict. June 7 was scarcely relevant to the radicals, 
but to the liberals it was Judgement Day. Their participation 
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in the campaign, with the attendant risk of ostracism from the 
seats of influence, could only be justified by a high percentage 
of the vote. For their part, the adherents of the old left wanted 
to build an electoral machine rather then a community or­
ganization. To this end they also sought to achieve a large vote 
in June. They agreed with the liberals that important gains 
could be made by moving Cohelan to the left, and they realized 
that the campaign coalition could best be maintained by giving 
first priority to the election. Therefore, they saw primary day 
as a milestone pointing toward a long-term effort. This theory 
of organization put them in an excellent position to act as 
brokers between radicals and liberals, for they could argue for 
a major effort to get out the vote while assuring the radicals 
that they agreed with their long-range vision. 

Because Scheer's personal ties and beliefs are radical, and 
because the Vietnam Day Committee was the major antiwar 
force in the Bay Area, the original campaign committee was 
dominated by radicals. If, at a later stage, talk of community 
organizing was to become mere window-dressing, the cam­
paign's initial commitment to such an approach was genuine. 
"Are we trying to win?", asked a pamphlet designed to recruit 
workers from the campus: 

Yes. The primary election will be a Vietnam referendum. 
A vote for Scheer will be seen as a vote for American with­
drawal from Vietnam. It is crucial that we get as many votes 
as possible. If we are successful in taking this campaign to 
every home and street corner in this district, we can win. 
However, we will not measure our success only by the number 
of votes we receive. More important is our success in stirring 
debate, dialogue and protest, and in developing an ongoing, 
articulate political movement in this area. 

But this appeal concealed a contradiction. In attempting to 
square its commitment to "developing an ongoing, articulate 
political movement" with its effort "to get as many votes as 
possible" the campaign was requiring its volunteers to work at 
two different paces on two separate timetables. Community or­
ganizing is a year-long process; the primary was over in five 
months. Work began in February for an election in June. A 
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large number of people had to be registered in the Democratic 
Party in order to vote; the rudiments of an electoral organiza­
tion had to be quickly developed. Faced with an avalanche of 
work and beset by the claims of their new partners, the radicals 
either dropped out or were forced out of their positions. Nor 
were they entirely innocent victims. Many were unable or un­
willing to cope with their responsibilities-—to complete the drafts 
of programs with which they were entrusted or to set up the 
mechanisms through which the campaign would function. 

For most of the radicals community organizing was a 
euphemism for organizing within the black ghetto. Little con­
sideration was therefore given to organizing in the middle-
class hills or in the white working-class sections of Berkeley 
and Oakland. But, ironically enough, when control of the 
campaign fell mainly into the hands of the old leftists—who 
allegedly do not share the student radicals' romantic attachment 
to the ghetto—the campaign still remained without an appeal to 
the white working class. There are old-left adherents of the 
campaign who attribute this failure to their preoccupation with 
the internal struggle against the new left. But this explanation 
obscures the contradiction between organizing people and 
amassing votes. The votes of angry and alienated ghetto-dwellers 
are relatively easy to obtain, while white workers are among 
the least likely to respond to a radical appeal. That a concerted 
effort in the white community might well have sown the seeds 
of future change was beside the point. The reality of election 
day a few months off triumphed over old left theory fully as 
much as over new left theory. The strategy it dictated was to 
appeal for the combined vote of the Oakland Negro and the 
Berkeley intellectual. 

Thus people within the campaign moved from a perspec­
tive of developing permanent community organizations to one 
of amassing a large vote. Deprived of campaign resources, the 
few who continued to suggest or put into practice organizing 
schemes were faced with a vicious cycle. As people discovered 
the difficulties and frustrations of trying to build a grass roots 
organization, the temptation to fall back on mere canvassing 
became stronger; while, as more and more people concentrated 
on soliciting votes, the collapse of organizing work was ac-
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celerated. The result was that each day hundreds of volunteers 
would pick up lists of registered voters and go into the precincts 
to remind people to vote and give them some campaign litera­
ture. Others would sit at tables in strategic areas and register 
new voters. Rarely was there an attempt to sit down with peo­
ple, talk about their problems and bring them together with 
others who shared common concerns. The function of the cam­
paign office in West Oakland was to coordinate registrars and 
canvassers. It did not serve to bring the people of the area to­
gether for common action until after the campaign had ended. 

Efforts to work out mechanisms through which the can­
didate's constituency could control his campaign were the first 
casualty of the decision to forego community organizing and 
woo votes. Control of the campaign by the campaign workers 
was the second. To have instituted such a policy might, of 
course, have threatened those who were in charge, but, more 
importantly, it would have threatened the campaign's "ef­
ficiency." Like community organizing, the development of in­
ternal democracy presents enormous difficulties. It would have 
required sensitivity, inventiveness and a willingness to experi­
ment. Undoubtedly many of the experiments would have failed. 
In the meantime the campaign would have lacked effective 
direction; the cement holding the coalition together would have 
been weakened; and some workers might have drifted away, 
demoralized, before the election. 

The ad hoc organization of the campaign presented an­
other stumbling block to democratic control. One of the cam­
paign's coordinators has rightly claimed that community is 
an indispensable precondition for participatory democracy. 
"Once the Scheer campaign made the decision to accept with­
in its fold anyone who agreed with the two basic planks," he 
states, "the possibility of a meaningfully democratic decision­
making body . . . was doomed."1 The continued presence of ir­
reconcilable outlooks was not, however, the result of the cam­
paign's political program but of its strategy. It was not shared 
opposition to the war which thrust a bureaucratic and hier­
archic organization on the campaign; rather, the decision to 

1. Gerald Roienfield, "Nouveau Politics," Steps, No. 1, p. 16. 
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subordinate political principle to coalition was necessitated by 
the desire to focus on the election. In the interest of holding 
together the coalition to pursue the big vote, the campaign 
decided to dispense with "frills" and concentrate on "being 
effective." 

For the same reasons internal education was abandoned. 
That too would have been time-consuming and risky, incapable 
of persuading a single uncommitted voter and likely to lead 
to disillusionment and flight for some workers. The ambitious 
schemes of the campus radicals were reduced in the campaign's 
"Suggestions for Area Chairmen" to "periodic 'pep' meetings"; 
and the document went on to warn that "they should not be 
held too often as they would interfere with the work itself." 

The failure of internal education was closely linked to the 
demise of democratic control. Top-down hierarchies have neither 
the means nor the desire to disseminate crucial information to 
the ranks. The disparity in the fundamental assumptions of the 
coalition's various components had to remain hidden from the 
mass of volunteers. Radical politics is usually dedicated to draw­
ing people out of their isolation, but the Scheer campaign al­
lowed its workers to become atomized. In fact, its hidden time­
tables and conflicting commitments were deliberately masked 
in order to prevent a breach in the coalition. To avoid an 
alienated interest group the campaign paid the price of alienated 
people. Those who were skeptical of the campaign's potential 
might nevertheless have found a place in the organization while 
giving voice to their doubts inside it. They could have taught 
by challenging others' assumptions, and learned by having their 
own challenged in return. Instead, those who were critical left; 
those who remained had no context within which to view their 
experience and no way to learn from it. 

Campaign workers who remained loyal were led to ac­
cept—as the movers and shakers of the campaign had already 
accepted—a purely mechanical valuation of their effectiveness. 
Effectiveness was measured in billboards, precinct workers, 
money collected and spent, names on letterheads. Reports that 
Cohelan was running scared, that Johnson was concerned, that 
Congressional doves were pleased periodically renewed the cam­
paign's spirit. These were the indications which proved that 
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the campaign was "real," "serious," "legitimate." The uncritical 
acceptance of these claims fixed on the campaign a style which 
departed hardly at all from that of any other well-oiled, well-
financed political machine in America. The conduct of the 
campaign, like its organization, was red-white-and-blue. Seven 
thousand dollars was invested in flyers sent to 80,000 homes. 
Another $6,753 was allocated for billboards, signs on buses 
and slap-up posters. When a Scheer volunteer requested $2,000 
for an experimental theatre project in the ghetto, his request 
was flatly denied.2 

Advertising agencies, celebrities and a topless dancer were 
added to the cadre of organizers. Scheer officials boasted about 
the 800 precinct workers who labored in the highly structured 
precinct organization that had become the mainstay of the 
campaign. "Suggestions on Precinct Work," the campaign's in­
struction sheet for volunteers, abandoned not only the pretense 
of community organization, but even the effort to convince 
people to accept the Scheer program. It worked from the premise 
that a substantial portion of the Berkeley-Oakland population 
was already in opposition to Administration policy, and that the 
job of the precinct worker was to identify that segment, inform 
it of Scheer's campaign, remind it once or twice and lead it to 
the polls. The unenlightened were written off, and with them 
the argument that the campaign would provide a vehicle— 
unavailable to the protest movement—for reaching people out­
side the antiwar consensus. 

"Suggestions on Precinct Work" provides specific instruc­
tions on which homes to go to ("We will talk to Democrats 
only"), how to arrange cards on each voter, and how to re­
duce conversations with constituents to a single symbol ("as 
inconspicuously as possible"). But its general instructions pro­
vide the most illuminating glimpse into what the campaign 
had become: 

1. Address householders by name and identify yourself. 
Precinct workers should always make their initial remarks to a 
householder brief and to the point and then ask him his ideas 

2. Zoe Iiom, "Scheer Bureaucracy," Steps, No. 1, p. 11. Like Gerry Rosen-
field, Zoe was a campaign coordinator. 
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and opinions and what he considers important issues. This en­
ables the worker to determine early in the discussion where the 
householder stands. It may not pay to continue the conversa­
tion if he is hostile or it may not be necessary to talk at length 
if he is with us. Also, we then know what the areas of agree­
ment are and what questions and arguments need to be 
answered. Emphasize desire to open up discussion on issues. 
[Our italics.] 

The vaunted dialogue on issues had come to mean debate be­
tween the candidates, not discussion between the campaign and 
its constituency. In the world of the precinct worker issues 
were important only insofar as they provided an indication of 
voter preference. If a voter disagreed, the hell with him. And 
for that matter, if he agreed get his name and beat it. "Empha­
size desire to open up discussion on issues." When? 

2. At all costs, lengthy arguments should be avoided. They 
may do nothing more than convince the voter to go out and 
vote against Scheer. 

The sheet, it is true, continues with a rhetorical plea for 
deeper involvement in the community: 

Again, areas of agreement should be found and then broaden 
his knowledge and understanding. 

3. People should be told that house meetings will be held 
and ask if they would be interested in attending one. Above 
all make it clear that Scheer is their candidate and wants 
to know their opinions. 

But how was the precinct worker to broaden knowledge and 
understanding while avoiding argument and watching the 
clock? How could meaningful house meetings be held with 
doubtful or apathetic citizens? In practice most precinct work­
ers carried the gospel to the voter, tabulated his response and 
moved on. House meetings were few and were attended by 
the already-committed; they provided a recruiting platform to 
swell the ranks of precinct workers. 

Precinct organizations became the functional alternative 
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to community organizing. The campaign stood the advice of 
the radicals on its head—instead of using the election to or­
ganize the community, it used "community organizing" to win 
the election. This flight from direct involvement with ordinary 
people manifested itself in a number of ways. The campaign be­
gan to seek out the endorsement of visible labor and "com­
munity" leaders, ministers and other politicians. Billboards boost­
ing "Scheer Integrity" bloosomed in the district. "Vote Scheer, 
build our cities, end the war," said signs on the backs of city 
buses. The thousands of brochures sent out were hardly any 
better. The) were designed to win votes not to provoke dis­
cussion, and in the hollow tradition of American politics their 
contents varied with the communities to which they went. For 
the enlightened communities of Berkeley and Albany there was 
a simple but direct statement about the war and the poverty 
program; for workers, an argument against guns and butter 
and a proclamation of Scheer's union affiliation; for the "cul­
turally deprived" Negro, pictures. Almost 100,000 brochures 
were distributed. Only 3,000 copies of the campaign s full 
platform were printed and their distribution was centered on 
the campus.3 

The rejection of direct action as an integral part of the 
campaign's tactics completed the organization's defection from 
the style of the movement and its embrace of conventional 
politics. By turning its back on the protest movement which had 
spawned it, the campaign hastened and on occasion actively 
collaborated in its demise. True, the movement was moribund, 
its rapid fall revealed weaknesses for which it cannot escape re­
sponsibility. Nevertheless, the campaign had promised to raise 
protest to a higher level by using it in behalf of an electoral 
effort. A proposal by a campus radical who played a prominent 
role in the VDC and in the early stages of the campaign was 
put this way: 

The CCFS [Campus Community For Scheer] should pay 
careful attention to the role of direct action in the cam­
paign. . • We sit in because only pressure will cause the man 

3 Isom Steps, pp. 9-10. The article provides a detailed summary and 
' evaluation of the campaign's literature. 
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upstairs, whoever he may be, to respond either to our voices 
or to simple morality. We march because their [sic] is no 
way to stop the Vietnam madness. . . . This campaign is in no 
sense a rejection of these tactics; it grows out of them; indeed, 
it is a continuous demonstration. 
Scheer's candidacy is a protest—it is not an affirmation of 
the American electoral process. CCFS should plan numerous 
direct actions to dramatize the issues we are raising in­
tellectually. 

The position paper went on to suggest four areas for protest of 
various kinds. 

In his announcement of candidacy, Scheer himself de­
clared : 

. . . this campaign will be an opportunity to bring into the 
political arena the energies, the moral example and the ex­
citement of America's protest movement. We will identify 
ourselves in this campaign with all those marching and 
demonstrating for peace in Vietnam and with the activists 
in the South and the ghettoes of the North working to build 
decent communities. 

Shortly after the campaign was launched it did organize a 
joint protest demonstration with the VDC. On the heels of 
the February resumption of bombing in North Vietnam Scheer 
led a march followed by an abortive sit-in in Congressman 
Cohelan s office. A good many campaign leaflets featured pic­
tures of Scheer addressing the demonstrators through a bull­
horn. But the organization never took to the streets again. 

In part the commitment to rally the exhausted protest 
movement was disingenuous. In the campaign's early days the 
Vietnam Day Committee was still a large and strong organiza­
tion. Many of Scheer's lieutenants felt that VDC endorsement 
was crucial to the campaign's future. But the VDC was di­
vided on the issue and debate on the question was long and 
heated. In order to win over a majority of the membership 
the campaign had to assert its kinship and solidarity with the 
protest movement. As the VDC began to funnel students into 
precinct work its own membership dwindled, and some of the 
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organizers of the Scheer for Congress effort began to think 
their pledges to the VDC rash. Since a number of the radicals 
on the original campaign committee were associated with the 
VDC as well, the rift with the VDC also reflected the internal 
battle on the campaign committee. The liberals and old leftists 
—including some who had praised direct action in the past— 
looked upon the radicals as Utopian or infantile leftists. As the 
campaign's priorities were reordered, they came to fear that 
direct action would divert their efforts from canvassing while 
alienating the voters to boot. The fact that those who remained 
in the VDC, SDS and other activist organizations were for the 
most part people who had declined to join in the campaign, 
reinforced this view. 

There was also a psychological component in growing 
enmity toward those who remained aloof from the campaign. 
Scheer's adherents saw their organization as the heir of Berke­
ley's radical history. Following a pattern that has developed 
on the Berkeley campus, the campaign had a monopoly on 
morality for the semester; working for Scheer became syn-
onomous with serious commitment. As a former campaign of­
ficial has noted: 

. . . we insisted that the campaign was what was happening, 
that we had become the movement, and that those who 
stayed outside of the campaign were in some way finking out 
or betraying their commitment to radical politics.* 

Unfortunately, radicals outside the campaign rarely chose to 
challenge this view publicly. Many of them, although skeptical, 
were by no means certain that the campaign wasn't both cor­
rectly defining the goals of the movement and capable of 
achieving them. In any case they were reluctant to interfere 
with a brother organization or to expose a quarrel m movement 
ranks to hostile outsiders. Consequently, the issues which divided 

remained clouded and the last opportunity to involve 

Depnvea ux i- -/ —J 

^R^field, Steps, p. 17. 
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competition for resources, the activist organizations were re­
duced to pale shadows of their former selves. Had it been less 
concerned with maximizing the chances for victory, the cam­
paign might have developed and nourished a movement parallel 
to its own. Instead, it left itself with no antiwar strategy apart 
from the polls. The demands it made on its workers were enorm­
ous, while a large vote was the only means it held out to them 
to measure their success. Scheer's constituency was not or­
ganized to take any action beyond marking the ballot. Thus 
the campaign reached a dead end on primary day. Like the 
protest marches in October, it had pulled off the biggest event 
of its kind, squeezed the last shred of newsprint out of it, and 
found itself with nowhere to take its antiwar program. Its 
exhausted workers returned to their studies, its constituents to 
their homes; the campaign had nothing more to ask of them. 

The campaign's successor, the Community for New Poli­
tics, is geared to the domestic half of Scheer's program—its 
concerns are local. It operates on a much smaller scale than 
did the campaign, with only a remnant of the 1,500 participants 
who at one time worked on the primary. The West Oakland of­
fice made a fitful attempt to convert itself into a center for 
community organizing but then closed down. Contacts with a 
few local organizations of the poor have been maintained, and 
CNP aided a school boycott in Oakland and supported demon­
strations demanding minority group hiring for the construc­
tion of a Bay Area subway system. The organization remains 
devoted to electoral politics and will run a slate for the Berkeley 
City Council. In principle, such a campaign is, we think, far 
more meaningful than a congressional candidacy. Whether it 
will depart from the conventional forms which the Scheer cam­
paign accepted remains to be seen, but it offers the opportunity 
to demand of the constituent more than his X on the ballot 
and to demand of the candidate more than the futile pursuit 
of Lyndon Baines Johnson. Municipal elections cannot, how­
ever, sustain activity against the war. And so long as the CNP 
remains firm in its certainty that electoral politics is the strategy 
for the movement, it will continue to be an obstacle to the 
new politics it once sought to create and a major contributor 
to the exhaustion of opposition to American imperialism. 
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The Scheer campaign achieved what, in the end, it sought 
—an excellent showing at the polls and the formation of a 
strong left-wing political machine in Berkeley. No doubt we will 
be told, as Schecr supporters have told us in the past, that 
we are quarreling with success, squeamishly avoiding the "taint 
of "real" politics. We are not afraid of success; but we are 
concerned with its meaning. 

What if Scheer had won the primary? How would elect­
ing a congressman contribute to changing American society? 
Swept with victory fever in the last weeks of the campaign, 
Scheer workers attempted to answer that question. Some pro­
jected the image of a "fighting congressman" like Vito Marc-
antonio. Activists spoke of how he would lead sit-ins and mass 
marches. What a boost to the movement it would be, they 
argued, to have a congressman lead a demonstration. But why 
is a demonstration legitimate when a public official leads it 
but improper without him? Such a perspective reinforces the 
very institutions and relationships which radicals seek to change. 
It furthers the notion that politics is congressmen and Sena­
tors and not those for whom decisions are made. It continues 
the belief that people can't do things for themselves, but must 
have them done by those who are expert or respectable. This 
is the America we know too well, not the nation to be created. 

A radical campaign which succeeds in conventional terms 
makes the task of changing this country more difficult, not 
easier. If radical action is to be at all meaningful, it must be 
successful and effective in its own terms. To accept the standards 
of the American political process, as the Scheer campaign did, 
is to validate those standards. In seeking the blessings of Ameri­
ca for their radicalism, the supporters of the campaign found 
that they were forced instead to confer the blessings of their 
radicalism on America. Neither Scheer nor his adherents are 
sell-outs Their effort was made in good faith. And from it a 
few of them discovered that "an electoral campaign is an ass-
backwards way to build a political style and a political theory."8 

There must, of course, be a movement first. 

5. Rownfiehi, Sups, p. 16. 



THE COOK CAMPAIGN 

* 

THE SETTING of Robert Cook's independent political cam­
paign for Congress was the greater metropolitan area of New 
Haven, Connecticut, including more than 300,000 people. 
Democrats predominate among urbanites and suburbanites in 
this congressional district, which has higher than national aver­
ages of per capita income and education. A large number of 
people of Italian, Eastern-European, German and Irish back­
grounds live among the Yankee third of the population. 

T h e  l a r g e s t  l o c a l  e m p l o y e r s  a r e  U n i t e d  A i r c r a f t  C o r p o r a ­
tion's subsidiaries, Pratt and Whitney Jet Engines and Sikorsky 
Helicopter and the Olin-Mathieson subsidiary, Winchester Fire­
arms. The war in Vietnam has stimulated these and other local 
plants to 24-hour production, has ended the high unemployment 
of the early sixties, and caused a frantic search for more work­
ers. Consequently, more Negroes (who form one-tenth of the 
district population) are working than at any time in the last 
fifteen years. Several thousand Negro and Puerto Rican families 
have recently taken up residence in New Haven in the hope 
that their jobs will be permanent. 

* The author, who was intimately connected with the Cook campaign, 
prefers to remain anonymous. 
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One family owns the morning and afternoon dailies printed 
in New Haven. Some constitutents read the New York Times 
and the Bridgeport and Hartford dailies, however the New 
Haven afternoon paper is the crucial medium for any district 
political effort. (There is one local TV station affiliated with the 
ABC network.) The vast majority of families in this district 
live in private, usually single, dwellings. These isolated families 
spend their evenings at home with newspapers, radio and TV. 
We quickly came to appreciate the central importance of these 
media to any success we might expect. 

New Haven forms the administrative, commercial, financi­
al and political focus of the district. Yale University makes it 
the cultural center as well. The politics of New Haven provide 
a good look at the reality underlying the American liberal 
idealization of the "modern, reform-minded" city. New Haven 
gets as much federal money per person as any other city in 
the country if not more. Through the poverty program, aid-to-
education bills, and especially the highway construction and 
urban renewal programs, Mayor Richard Lee has, in his words, 
rebuilt and renewed this city. Community Progress, Incorporated 
(CPI), a huge coordinating agency with a staff of hundreds, 
runs the collection of "poverty programs," several of which 
were meant to be experiments and models for the rest of the 
country. From retraining programs for high school dropouts to 
rehabilitation programs for unwed mothers and neighborhoo 
legal services, CPI's carefully prepared promotional literature 
has created in New Haven the liberal reformer's dream come 
true. Mayor Lee, a former employee of Yale, couches every 
phrase in the finest liberal rhetoric. 

Two facts about the federally financed programs critically 
condition the political situation. First the Democratic mayor 
and his party dispense the federal funds. They hereby cement 
their alliance with the AFL-CIO, especially the building trades 
that benefit so generously from urban renewal and highway 
building Creation of the CPI staff meant at least doubling 
, Datronage at the mayor's disposal. Second, the mayor issued 

leases by the thousand on the good works he was per-
press re ^ ̂  pQor> for the beautification of what had been 
forming cjty»s commercial well-being. Moreover, he 
slums, ana 



80 THE COOK CAMPAIGN 

could all the while boast that his reforms were costing little 
in extra local taxes, for he had the special genius to secure 
Washington money. The press releases won the enthusiastic 
support of middle-class liberals, urban and suburban, and the 
mayor became the local incarnation of President Kennedy's 
domestic reform image for them. Local tax savings won over 
the better part of the remaining population. Mayor Lee has 
held his office continually since 1952. 

Before the winter of 1964 no independent political move­
ment existed in the district. Political campaigns often seemed 
to bore even the candidates. Governor-Cabinet Member-Sena­
tor Abraham Ribicoff has been the most exciting political 
phenomenon. 

During that winter a few SDS (Yale) undergraduates be­
gan a "community-organizing project" in the poorest of New 
Haven's two Negro neighborhoods. For a year the students and 
a few local people tried their hand at rent strikes, welfare pro­
tests and related activities. The project suffered from the lack 
of experience of white students, meagre finances, no systematic 
program or schedule of actions and distracting academic de­
mands on the students. The city, on the other hand, wielded the 
rich, powerful CPI against their work and their appeal. Yet 
the project did find and activate some local people. By early 
1966 frustration, disappointments and continuing lack of direc­
tion threatened complete collapse of the project. Temporarily 
diverted by a dramatic, successful drive to remove a local, racist 
school principal, the students knew time was running out. Some 
new project or situation was needed to revive the organization 
and to thrust its increasingly articulate Negro leadership into 
prominence in the Negro community. 

In the white community, as one SANE member put it, 
"We all moan about things, but that's about all." SANE, 
Women's Strike for Peace and a Local Human Relations Coun­
cil were all small and, except for the Council, consisted mainly 
of old mailing lists. The Human Relations Council worked on 
busing programs for school integration and for nondiscrimina­
tory housing codes—both explicitly reformist and nonpolitical 
activities. 

The bombings of North Vietnam in February, 1965 
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awakened Yale University from fifteen years of political hiberna­
tion. The New Haven-Yale Committee for Peace in Vietnam 
quickly became the largest active political movement on or off 
campus. Working feverishly, graduate students and young 
faculty members sustained forums, teach-ins, demonstrations, 
convoys to Washington, letter-writing campaigns and petitions. 
By June, 1965 several hundred persons, half of them from 
Yale, half from the community (mainly middle-class profes­
sionals), were loosely associated by this Committee. 

By January, 1966 both the community-organizing project 
and the antiwar committee sensed that without some significant 
next step they would disintegrate. Someone proposed running 
a candidate for Congress. Mindful of the independent cam­
paign of Stuart Hughes for the Massachusetts Senate in 1962, 
activists put forth the standard arguments for mounting a 
political campaign. A candidate has per se a ready audience 
unavailable to pressure groups, and can therefore do more to 
educate the public. A campaign makes politically legitimate 
a position otherwise ignored. A campaign assembles all th°®^ 
who have been isolated, quiet and invisible into a political 
force. Skeptics argued, on the other hand, that a campaign 
was hopelessly premature, would fail utterly and would 
solve the young movement in disappointment and despair. ^ 

Throughout these debates and throughout the campaign, 
no systematic attempt was made to define our i eoogi ^ 
position. We included independent socialists, noni coogica 
radicals, black militants, pacifists, traditio (a ew 
trade unionists, clergymen and peace activists) an some 
cently disillusioned Kennedy Democrats. 
advocated worldng; wid. Robert Cook, 32. 
an independent campaign aim * 

w. SedSo0Sffor Jfain purple of gaUtering 
we aeci and to build a political organization 

people willing ^ to make ^ expbcjt at ^ times, 
over the years. tivc campaign workers. We calculated our 
especially to p Pe encourage as much as possible permanent 
public exposure^ communjty. We avoided the term "peace 
connections in teeraxiTig our position on the war into a 
candidate' by m s 
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broader platform. Rarely, if ever, did Cook speak on Vietnam 
without relating it to other aspects of the platform. We be­
lieved the educational value of the campaign lay largely in 
reiterating the interrelatedness of the issues. 

Our organization operated on one basic principle. Those 
who work, decide; those who decide, must work. Projects "took 
off" when someone devoted himself to them. We relied (because 
we really had no choice) on the individual initiative of people 
attracted by the campaign. Be initiating projects on publicity, 
door-to-door canvassing, fund raising, etc., one could become 
a member of the policy-making committee. Those who joined 
later reflected the cross-section of the original leadership. 

After choosing the name AIM (American Independent 
Movement), we announced Cook's candidacy in the first issue 
of the AIM newsletter, which has been published every two 
weeks since. The first issue contained a draft platform. We 
called for an end to the war in Vietnam, to be achieved by an 
immediate halt of all United States bombing and other combat 
operations, the establishment of negotiations for a neutral South 
Vietnam, a coalition government which would include the NLF, 
and a timetable for the complete withdrawal of American 
military personnel. We called for full NLF participation in 
negotiations, and demanded cessation of all support to reaction­
ary dictatorships. We also stood for an immediate end to all 
forms of discrimination. We proposed a massive federal program 
to provide jobs now for everyone seeking them as a matter of 
explicit government responsibility. We suggested that the use 
of resources saved from war and the support of foreign dictator­
ships might be used to finance adequate public housing and 
education and medical facilities for every citizen. 

During the course of the campaign we elaborated on this 
call "for peace in Vietnam and an end to poverty and dis­
crimination at home." In speeches and leaflets Cook proposed a 
tax on war profits to provide a fund for conversion to a peace­
time economy. Such monies would pay the wages of men 
temporarily laid-off and could be applied to any needed re­
tooling or relocation of plants. Cook also described high prices 
and interest rates as the result of pricing policies of private 
business which shifts the cost of war onto the consumer. 
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Alone among Connecticut politicians, Cook endorsed a 
march of welfare recipients to Hartford to present grievances 
and proposals, which panicky police turned into a minor, al­
though brutal, brawl. Cook protested publicly and promised 
to join the next march. He frequently referred to the institu­
tionalized racism of white America as an obstruction to any 
significant improvement in the Negro community. In subse­
quent meetings with white constituents—both sympathetic and 
unfriendly—Cook found greater resistance to his points on the 
"Negro question" than to his attitude toward Vietnam. How­
ever, Cook continued to demand full participation and decisive 
power for recipients of poverty and welfare programs. He ex­
plained the complete inadequacy and corrupted purpose of 
current programs. As a result he lost a considerable number 
of supporters, especially among the liberal, professional middle-
class population willingly caught in Mayor Lee's glowing 
phrases. 

Cook stressed the theme of powerlessness. Campaign litera­
ture called on people to refuse manipulation by political leaders 
not responsible to them by declaring their support of the Ameri­
can Independent ticket. We acquired an early appreciation 
that most people felt that they did not participate in and contro 
the decisions affecting their lives. The SDS slogan of participa 
tory democracy became a potent political weapon. e rea ze 
its power only in part, however, because we never a^icu a e a 
coherent vision of alternative social structur^ in which people 
could readily project what they felt would be better lives for 

themselves. ^ bIack p^gr, and always 
Cook endo di Df the term. Our Democratic 

spelled out his un ^ endoRement, implying publicly that 
opponent seized po ciyjcc to AIM. In midsummer the 
money wa* ™ militant organization working on the 
chairman °t th ticket to run for the Connecticut 
campaign joined the 
Assembly. 

i rk of ideological clarity or unity only partly ex-
AIM s lac* ̂  ̂ of depth and precision. Equally im-

plains our platto concern with the mass media. We 
portant was ° 
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felt that success demanded public exposure of our position, 
movement and candidate, which in turn required getting the 
public to want to know who and what we were. Given the 
isolated household life style of most constituents, we had to 
use the mass media. Media costs forced us to extreme brevity. 
We feared that such brevity in expounding our position would 
unavoidably cause misunderstanding and perhaps hostility. We 
were determined to use the media as most advertisers do, that 
is, to announce our campaign and candidate, to extoll its in­
dependence and historic importance, and to imply the need of 
every responsible citizen to inform himself about the issues 
Cook was raising. To get across a few simplified yet alluring 
glimpses of the campaign was our most urgent task. It dis­
tracted our attention from precise articulation of the platform. 
Our strategy was intended to entice a public audience and to 
leave to Cook the job of elaboration and explanation at the 
opportunities created for him by our media fanfare. 

We concluded in June that although the content of our 
campaign would be new and striking to most voters, our style 
would be traditional and hopefully aesthetically pleasing. We 
anticipated that our campaign would not frighten anyone off, 
and that sufficient curiosity would be aroused for the public to 
hear us out at least one time. Cook travelled the commuter 
trains, set up booths at all nearby county fairs, shook endless 
hands at shopping centers, factories and beaches. The cam­
paign bus was painted red, white and blue. "Cook for Congress" 
balloons were dispensed to children. We devoted a lot of money 
and effort to make every leaflet or ad colorful and tasteful 
(supporters in the Yale Art Department were very helpful). 
We spent several thousand dollars on roadside billboards as well 
as radio, newspaper and TV advertising. Time and again we 
experienced the far greater willingness of a voter at a shopping 
center, factory or on the street to listen to Cook if he re­
membered hearing or seeing Cook's name somewhere before. 
Given our manpower resources, the communication of our plat­
form presupposed the energy and expense of this campaign 
style. 

Cook is convinced that his success in attracting volunteers, 
donations and votes was a result of detailed, personal conversa-
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tions. We concentrated on the scheduling of coffee-hours in 
homes across the district. To new listeners, in relatively in­
formal surroundings, Cook elaborated slogans into detailed 
critiques and proposals, and answered questions. When Cook 
could speak at some length, larger meetings were also valuable. 
This explanation was crucial for us because we stood for change, 
for new stands on issues against a Democrat who counted on 
the usual voting behavior. Coffee-hours could at best reach 
only a small percentage of the voters. We needed somehow to 
canvass the district door-to-door. From mailing lists of friendly 
organizations and our own list of supporters (2,000 by summer), 
we browbeat people to canvass their wards. By November, 1966 
some canvassing was underway in half the wards of the district, 
heavily concentrated in New Haven where our main strength 
had always been. We relied on the initiative of ward workers 
to cover their territory. They did so in varying degrees. Pre­
dictably, voting results correlated excellently, not perfecdy, with 
the amount and intensity of canvassing. 

Each canvasser was told to emphasize that aspect of the 
platform which he felt most ready to advocate to his con­
stituents. As far as possible canvassers worked their own neigh­
borhoods, with the assistance of Yale students dispatched to 
wards as the need arose. We urged canvassers to spend exten e 
lengths of time and effort on anyone who might be brought J'1'0 

the organization permanently. This was always our g est 
priority. 

Beyond coffee-hours and door-to-door canvassing, we em-
phasized a careful, systematic series of press releases. This pai 
off by winning the respect of numerous reporters who slipped 
stories past hostile editors. Press releases, therefore, turned out 
to he a hiehlv effective educational device with a minimal cost 
of mimeographing and mailing. After Cool, addressed die Sure 
' t.°n IR the AFL-CIO, WC decided to prepare a special 

Conven in dcfcnse plants and elsewhere indicated 
Ss the Democratic Party over 14b and die Present's 
uisguai ijnes. Many workers were anxious about jobs and 
wage ^ Qf peace and automation. While in general 
seniority ^rcw m0rale-boosting support from workers, we also 
°Ur dsomc skepticism. One worker at Winchester Firearms said 
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5 the election, "Listen, we know it.s ^ 

but who We > c y0U a lot yOU don'' mn dra"» >ho»t-
are you. Sure Cook sounds good, but where will he 

realNwir^'  Y°U  m S  m e a n  b u s i n e s s ?  You're 
y willing to buck the Democratic machine?" The response 

J"Xnrofr"anid"flIe 7rk7S WaS 38 encouraging as that of the umon officials was hostile. 
Concerts, direct appeals and private solicitations brought 

in nearly $40,000, mostly from local sources. Small businessmen 
provided a considerable portion. One person had the responsi­
bility of handling most of the fundraising. 

The data of our experience are insufficient to warrant 
more than the most tentative conclusions. We educated people 
on the issues; but how many people, on how many issues, and 
to what depth? We gathered several hundred campaign work­
ers ; but will they work further, will they even remain in the 
coalition that is AIM, do even they understand what is at 
stake? We received over 8,500 votes, or 5.6 percent of the votes 
cast for congressman. We know that perhaps 2,000 Yale students 
and faculty and local liberals voted for us, and maybe a few 
hundred Negroes. But who else? And why? 

The campaign was successful in that it collected several 
hundred poll-watchers on election day, it mailed out two to 
three thousand copies of the AIM newsletter every two weeks, 
and it taught a hard core of twenty how to function as a 
political party. It taught us just how closely integrated is the 
power structure assembled against us. The election laws, the 
prejudices of the population on issues and on the political pro­
cess, the economics of the mass media, the life style of most 
citizens, the control of tax revenues—all these factors blended 
together to block our efforts to change the order of things in 
the minds and daily lives of our constituents. To break into 
their consciousness is a complex problem, yet we did it. Desperate 
to move ahead, we exploited whatever opening we found. The 
profound alienation of most Americans from power in politics 
and at their jobs, and the sense of being grossly used and abused 
gave us an opening everywhere. Educated and uneducated, rich 
and deprived, Polish worker and Yankee businessman—every­
where individuals exhibited an instinctive response when we 
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told them outright what they tried to hide from themselves, 
namely, that they were pawns used by one politician or another, 
one business or another, that they were essentially powerless. It 
is a difficult task to translate this response into systematic 
political effort from voting to ward work. That is how we 
see our work. It is perhaps made easier by the disaffection of 
younger people, especially students, from the life style and 
thoughts of their parents. Confused in the extreme, neverthe­
less, they are looking for something better, more human. Straw 
polls in high schools consistently gave Cook many times the 
percentage of votes cast by the students' parents. An under­
graduate poll sponsored by the Yale Daily News gave Cook 54 
percent of 1,000 votes cast. 

We expected more votes. Perhaps the main reason our 
vote was not larger was best expressed by the worker who asked 
if we would be around next year. Actively interested local peo­
ple were used to seeing local politics as a kind of business: you 
paid with a vote and perhaps some work, and in return were 
granted a favor. We had no favors to give, and we were unable 
to convince the politically interested person that we meant to 
continue until we finally got the power to do favors. 

But to be around is insufficient. We concluded that we 
must build an organization capable of fighting for its immediate 
and long-term goals in a visible way. We knew when we decided 
to run a candidate that building a political organization is the 
most compelling priority. The campaign succeeded in finding 
the people most likely to participate in this work. Perhaps the 
only possible definite statement on the campaign's practical 
achievement (beyond teaching many useful tactics to budding 
political activists) is that the campaign confirmed this original 
premise. 

Our campaign did abstain from use of the word socialism. 
The coalition of black militants, socialists of various kinds and 
left-wing liberals was not stable. Peace movement activists in­
tent upon nearly exclusive concentration on the war issue felt 
uncomfortable among the others pushing for a radical program 
of social change. The socialists—not a self-conscious grouping— 
feared dissolution of the coalition if the subject were raised. 
They were generally satisfied that the platform contained 
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"socialist planks," and promised to move further in that direc­
tion. They shared with the entire leadership the determination 
to utilize the campaign to create a committed audience, how­
ever small, which would really listen to and participate in 
arguments about the movement's future. They felt certain that 
before systematic internal education of AIM members over­
came their ignorance of economics and politics, any full dis­
cussion of strategy would degenerate into name-calling, hos­
tility and mistrust. Campaign workers made a few, rather 
random efforts at internal education during the campaign. 
Many AIM activists now agree that self-education is the highest-
priority next step in building our cadres, and precisely defining 
a program for ourselves and the public. 
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