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J	 PLP fights to smash capitalism and the dictatorship of  
the capitalist class. We organize workers, soldiers, and 
youth into a revolutionary movement for communism.

J	 Only the dictatorship of  the working class – 
communism – can provide a lasting solution to the 
disaster that is today’s world for billions of  people. 
This cannot be done through electoral politics, but 
requires a revolutionary movement and a mass Red 
Army led by PLP.

J	 Worldwide capitalism, in its relentless drive for profit, 
inevitably leads to war, fascism, poverty, disease, 
starvation and environmental destruction. The 
capitalist class, through its state power – governments, 
armies, police, schools, and culture – maintains a 
dictatorship over the world’s workers. The capitalist 
dictatorship supports, and is supported by, the 
anti-working-class ideologies of  racism, sexism, 
nationalism, individualism, and religion.

J	 While the bosses and their mouthpieces claim 
“communism is dead,’ capitalism is the real failure for 
billions worldwide. Capitalism returned to Russia and 
China because socialism retained many aspects of  the 
profit system, like wages and privileges. Russia and 
China did not establish communism.

J	 Communism means working collectively to build a 
worker-run society. We will abolish work for wages, 
money and profits. Everyone will share in society’s 
benefits and burdens.

J	 Communism means abolishing racism and the concept 
of  “race.” Capitalism uses racism to super-exploit 
Black, Latin, Asian, and indigenous workers; and to 
divide the entire working class.

J	 Communism means abolishing the special oppression 
of  women – sexism – and divisive gender roles created 
by the class society.

J	 Communism means abolishing nations and 
nationalism. One international working class one 
world, one Party.

J	 Communism means that the minds of  millions 
of  workers must become free from religion’s false 
promises, unscientific thinking and poisonous ideology. 
Communism will triumph when the masses of  workers 
can use the science of  dialectical materialism to 
understand, analyze and change the world to meet their 
needs and aspirations.

J	 Communism means the Party leads every aspect 
of  society. For this to work, millions of  workers 
– eventually everyone – must become communist 
organizers.
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T
he volatility of the capitalist world order is 
rapidly increasing. It is driven by the weak-
ening position of U.S. imperialism, the rising 
influence of the Chinese and Russian capital-

ists, and the sharpening of conflicts among these imperi-
alist rivals. 

One result of this instability is the intensification of 
fascism worldwide. As the post-World War II world order 
teeters, infighting among capitalists has intensified. Boss-
es across the globe are moving to discipline their own class 
in preparation for war and massive attacks on the working 
class.

The decline of U.S. imperialism underscores the basic 
contradictions of capitalist empires. U.S. rulers have been 
rocked by two catastrophic failures. First, after spending 
nearly $6 trillion on the war in Iraq, the second-lead-
ing source of cheap petroleum, they find themselves in a 
weaker position in the Middle East than before they invad-
ed. Iraq’s oil supplies remain insecure. European allies are 
meeting energy needs by turning to Russia, the power now 
calling the shots in war-devastated Syria. 

Second, the financial crisis of 2008, spurred by short-
term greed in financial institutions like Lehman Brothers 
and Goldman Sachs, dealt the U.S. ruling class a body 
blow. Obama’s subsequent bank bailout cost $17 trillion 
but failed to resolve the long-term problems of slowing 
growth and a diminished base in manufacturing. By 2014, 
according to the International Monetary Fund, China had 
surpassed the U.S. as the world’s largest economy (bbc.
com, 12/16/14). By 2050, India is projected to outrank the 
U.S. as well (fortune.com, 2/9/17). 

As the finance capitalist main wing of the U.S. ruling 
class struggles to hold onto its empire, it is also threatened 
internally. A faction of domestically oriented capitalists, 
spearheaded by the Koch and Mercer families and Shel-
don Adelson, among others, have forged an opportunistic 
alliance with U.S. President Donald Trump and his white 
supremacist base.

Growing Fascism Across the Globe
The main international trend today is growing fas-

cism. By contrast to the U.S., both China and Russia have 
disciplined and unified ruling classes. Their media outlets 
serve as a reliable arm of the state. Opposition voices are 
neutralized, silenced, or killed. The U.S. main wing is envi-
ous—and taking notes. 

In Russia, shortly after assuming the presidency in 
2000, Vladimir Putin consolidated his control: “Oligarch 
owners were either co-opted, jailed or exiled, and by 2006 
most major Russian media were either directly or indi-
rectly under Putin’s administration’s control…. The edi-
tors-in-chief of all the major media in Russia attend regu-
lar ‘strategy meetings’ with Putin’s staffers” (The Guardian, 
3/24/17). 

In China, state control over the news media “is 
achieved through a complex combination of party mon-
itoring of news content, legal restrictions on journal-
ists, and financial incentives for self-censorship” (2006 
Freedom House report). China also cracks down on vid-
eo-streaming websites and social media, with users re-
quired to register their real names on online forums. “New 
rules also require online news websites to be overseen by 
government-approved editorial staff and for workers to 
have reporting credentials from the central government” 
(CNBC, 10/26/17).

For now, despite growing internal tensions, the Chi-
nese ruling class has coalesced around President Xi Jin-
ping, who has been granted mostly unchallenged con-
trol over the state apparatus. In March 2018, the National 
People’s Congress rubber-stamped a proposal to remove 
term limits, which could allow Xi to remain president for 
life. “The supersizing of Xi’s power comes as Beijing steps 
up efforts to go global ... Xi doesn’t tweet, boast about his 
IQ or make geopolitical threats he’s not prepared to back 
up. What he does do is beat economic growth expectations 
year after year, steadily increase China’s market share and 
play the long game....” (Japan Times, 10/31/18).

Xi pledged to make China a great power by 2050 (South 
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China Morning Post, 11/16). In fact, it is already happen-
ing. China’s mixed state and market capitalist economy is 
outpacing the U.S. It is “the second largest economy by 
official exchange rate, the largest manufacturing coun-
try and the largest trading nation in the world” (bbc.com, 
10/19). It also boasts one-third of the world’s billionaires 
(Center for American Progress, 4/27/18). China has estab-
lished a military beachhead in the South and East China 
seas while pursuing its strategy for worldwide economic 
dominance, the Belt and Road Initiative.

U.S. Ruling Class at War With Itself
With the U.S. capitalists’ political and economic in-

fluence in decline, the split within their ranks is growing 
clearer and sharper by the day. The main wing of the U.S. 
ruling class is pulling out all the stops to contain the inter-
nal threat to its liberal capitalist world order—the military, 
political, and economic system that has sustained the U.S. 
bosses’ dominance since World War II. The bitter fights for 
control of Congress, the Supreme Court, and the White 
House point directly toward civil war.

The Big Fascists of finance capital, represented by the 
Democratic Party and the remaining mainstream Repub-
licans, is desperate to rein in Trump and his racist base. 
Their goal is to protect institutions like NATO and prepare 
for World War III. Meanwhile, the overtly racist domestic 
bosses, the Little Fascists, are advancing their isolationist 
agenda through the erratic Trump, his “anti-globalist” pol-
icy-makers like Stephen Miller (and formerly Steve Ban-
non), and media outlets like Rupert Murdoch’s Fox empire 
and Breitbart News.

Trump’s undisciplined approach may make him seem 
like an incompetent rogue, if not a tool of Russian interests. 
In essence, however, his wrecking-ball style represents 
something even more dangerous to the Big Fascists’ in-
terests. While the main wing initially hoped it could work 
with Trump, he has cast his lot with the “small America” 
strategic vision pushed by the Little Fascists, who are less 
reliant on overseas profiteering. These bosses are suspi-
cious of  multilateral ties to Western Europe, as embodied 
by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The iso-
lationist alliance that now controls the White House, the 
U.S. Senate, and the Supreme Court is unacceptable to the 
main wing imperialists. 

The recent midterm elections saw a massive effort by 
the competing factions to turn people out to vote. With the 
Democratic Party taking back the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives and a number of governorships and state legisla-
tures, the main wing showed that it still owns an advantage 
in resources and its popular constituency. 

More generally, the U.S. bosses could claim victory 
in sucking more of the working class into the dead end of 
voting. But the bitterness of their partisan fight also shows 
that their conflict is unlikely to be resolved through the 
electoral process. The possibility of civil war, where one 

side will attempt to crush the other, is increasing. So is the 
likelihood of a violent crackdown on the working class.  

The Trump phenomenon is most significant as a mark-
er of rising fascism worldwide. It reflects the advanced de-
cay of the liberal world order and the profit system’s glar-
ing inability to meet workers’ basic needs. The extreme 
instability of capitalism worldwide has generated massive 
unemployment and wage stagnation, the erosion of the 
European safety net, an epidemic of opioid addiction and 
suicide, and more than 68 million refugees, internally dis-
placed people, and asylum-seekers (www.unhcr.org). 

To divert workers’ anger from these capitalist disas-
ters, the rulers are scapegoating the most vulnerable vic-
tims—with a vengeance. Hence the monsoon of anti-im-
migrant racism, a basic building block of electoral success 
for Trump and his European counterparts. Open fascists 
or right-wing “nationalists” have taken power in Italy, 
Hungary, Poland, Belgium, Switzerland, and Turkey. They 
share power in Austria, Denmark, Finland, Latvia, Norway, 
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Armenia, and Lithuania. They’ve built 
significant opposition forces in the three largest Europe-
an economics—Germany, France, and Britain. In the 2018 
parliamentary elections in Sweden, widely romanticized 
by the bosses’ media as a bastion of enlightened “social 
democracy,” the fascist Sweden Democrats polled a record 
18 percent (rt.com, 9/9/18). 

The liberal world order is in panicked retreat. It would 
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be a grave mistake for the working class to pin our future 
on trying to save and reform this rotting system. The boss-
es’ latest crisis must be met with intensified efforts to build 
the fight for workers’ power and a communist society. By 
strengthening our anti-nationalist, anti-racist fightback, 
by uniting workers wherever we are active, we can both 
grow as a revolutionary organization and expose the insol-
uble contradictions of capitalism.

Workers around the world are under escalating at-
tacks. The wars raging across the Middle East have cre-
ated millions of refugees. Workers in Central and South 
America are enduring devastating violence and poverty 
from U.S. imperialism. Around the globe, genocide, ethnic 
cleansing, slave labor wages, and state terror are the norm.

In the face of more and more capitalist violence, work-
ers are being pressured to choose sides in the bosses’ 
battles. But there is no future for our class in ruling-class 
nationalism or some mythical “lesser evil.” It’s worth re-
membering that in the former Soviet Union and commu-
nist-led China, we once held state power across a third of 
the globe. The one way forward is to fight for a communist 
future led by the international working class. Progressive 
Labor Party is fighting for that future.

What’s in this issue
In this issue, we look at three topics important to un-

derstanding the current period:

Our feature piece Black Workers’ Leadership: Key 
Revolutionary Force updates a historic Progressive La-
bor Party document on the essential role played by Black 
workers in overcoming racism and building a communist 
movement to free all workers from capitalist exploitation.

Youth Work & Building the Party distills a com-
rade’s 45 years of experience with building in high schools 
and offers eight lessons for new organizers. 

The Birth and Decline of U.S. Imperialism out-
lines the history of U.S. imperialism, its deadly impact 
across the globe, and how it is coming under increasing 
pressure from rival imperialists.

Wherever the working class fights back around ad-
vanced ideas of class consciousness, anti-racism, and an-
ti-sexism, PLP can grow. From spontaneous rebellions, as 
in Ferguson, to organized, worker-led struggles, opportu-
nities to restore confidence in our class are out there. Only 
communism can end racism by destroying it at its root of 
capitalist exploitation. Only a communist society can free 
our class from sexism, mass unemployment, poverty, and 
profit-driven wars. As the capitalist world descends into 
fascism and a looming inter-imperialist conflict, we must 
build PLP and the fight for communism—for a new society 
run by and for the international working class.J

INTRODUCTION
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BLACK W
ORKERS

Progressive Labor Party is reevaluating our political line 
and our strategy for building a mass party for communist 
revolution. In this issue of PL Magazine, we are revisiting a 
landmark document in our organization’s history: “Black 
Workers: Key Revolutionary Force,” originally published in 
February 1969. We are also reaffirming that the leadership of 
Black workers is an absolute necessity for the revolutionary 
future of the international working class.

GFG

“
Black Workers: Key Revolutionary Force” came 
out in a time of great political upheaval. In Viet-
nam, Black GI’s led insurrections against geno-
cidal U.S. imperialism—refusing orders, desert-

ing en masse, killing their criminal officers. Mass rebellions 
turned dozens of U.S. inner cities into armed battlefields. 
In two-front wars against the bosses and sellout union 
leaders, Black workers led bold wildcat strikes. They dis-
rupted Detroit’s auto plants. They shut down the U.S. Post 
Office, coast to coast. 

Half a century later, objective conditions for Black 
workers are little better, if at all. 

As of 2017, 28 percent of Black children were trapped 
in poverty, as compared to 11 percent of white children.1 
Black adults are five times more likely to be incarcerated 
as their white counterparts.2 In the poorest Black ward of 
Washington, DC, both unemployment and infant mortali-
ty rates are ten times higher than in an affluent, predomi-
nantly white ward just four miles away.3

As U.S. corporations grab and hoard record profits, 
$2 trillion in the second quarter of 2018 alone, racist in-
equalities have intensified. As of 2016, the average Black 
household earned half as much income as the average 
white household, about the same as in the 1950s. The racist 
wage gap is wider than in 1979, and widest of all among 
college-educated men4; the white-Black household wealth 
gap has stretched to ten-to-one or more.5 U.S. public 
schools are both separate and grotesquely unequal, more 
segregated than in 1968, and most segregated of all in the 

proudly liberal state of New York.6

Under arch-racist U.S. President Donald Trump, racist 
terror by Klan-type vigilantes—in and out of uniform—is 
once again on the rise.7 In 2017, police killings of Black 
workers and youth exceeded the number of lynchings in 
the worst year of Jim Crow.8a

Today, as 50 years ago, Black workers are the most bru-
tally attacked section of our class. Now as then, they must 
help take the lead in building an international communist 
movement. U.S. history is a chronicle of genocide, slavery, 
segregation, and enduring racist oppression. Black workers 
have less invested in the capitalist status quo. Since racism 
infects all relations within the profit system, they stand to 
hold fewer illusions about “justice” or “democracy” under 
the bosses’ dictatorship. Though not immune to the false 
hope of reformism, Black workers are better equipped to 
understand its limits. As the young rebels in Ferguson de-
clared: “It’s the whole damn system!”

And so: Black workers are a key revolutionary force 
because of their basis for class consciousness—for class 
solidarity with all workers and class hatred of all capitalist 
rulers. 

Our Party has developed the understanding that racism 
and capitalism are bound together; one cannot exist with-
out the other. Only an international communist revolution 
can liberate the world’s working class from the ravages of 
racist imperialism. Only a united, multiracial working class 
can win the fight for communism. Black workers are cen-
tral to that struggle.

Black workers are a key revolutionary force because 
of their role in the U.S. military, where they represent 17 
percent of active-duty enlisted men and 30 percent of ac-
tive-duty enlisted women.9 They will play a major part in 
the next global war—and in turning an imperialist war for 
profit into a class war for communist revolution. 

Black workers are a key revolutionary force because of 
their disproportionate numbers in basic U.S. industry and 
transportation. Within major U.S. cities and metropoli-
tan areas, Black workers are concentrated in mass transit, 

Black Workers’ Leadership: 
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health care, education, the U.S. Postal Service, UPS, and 
FedEx. They retain the potential to shut down major popu-
lation centers and critical infrastructure. 

Workers in general are degraded by capitalism; as a 
class, we have nothing to lose but our chains. Latin, Mus-
lim, Asian, and women workers all suffer under special op-
pression by the U.S. ruling class. From the U.S. and Mexico 
to Europe and the Middle East, immigrant workers—most 
of them dark-skinned—are terrorized and scapegoated at 
the fault lines of rising fascism. Anti-Blackness is a global 
epidemic.

Black workers have an especially urgent case to revolt 
and smash the bosses’ state. Throughout U.S. history, from 
the time they were brought from Africa by force as a pool 
of no-wage labor, they have served at the forefront of ev-
ery working-class movement: the war against slavery, the 
struggle for civil rights, the mass strikes against the indus-
trial bosses, the fights for jobs and housing and decent 
schools. Wherever workers have confronted the profit sys-
tem and its parasites, Black workers have stood at the front 
lines.

Anti-Black racism is deeply rooted. It is the very foun-
dation of U.S. empire. More than 500 years after Europe’s 
colonial powers first invaded the Americas, racism exists 
for one reason and one reason alone: It generates billions 
upon billions in profit for the capitalists.

If our class is to seize and hold state power throughout 
the world, Black workers and their leadership are essential 
for another fundamental reason. Our class cannot possibly 

destroy racism—the lifeblood of capitalism—without their 
leadership. 

How Racism Hurts Workers
Racism weakens the working class in two ways. By wea-

ponizing the myth of “race,” fostering segregation, and pit-
ting workers one against the other, racism undermines our 
strength in reform struggles against the capitalists. More 
damaging still, it blocks the development of revolutionary 
class consciousness. As Karl Marx wrote in 1867, “Labor in 
a white skin cannot emancipate itself where it is branded 
in a black skin.”11 As “Black Workers” noted a century later: 
“Racism is the main tool the ruling class has to divide the 
working class.”

Racism reaps super-profits from its victims. It enables 
the capitalists to pay Black workers and other super-ex-
ploited groups significantly less than the prevailing wage 
for male white workers. Historically, the rulers have used 
these lower-paid workers—along with the “reserve army” 
of the unemployed—as a wedge to discourage fightback for 
better wages and working conditions. 

Capitalism is absolutely dependent on racist su-
per-profits, on the one hand, and a divided working class, 
on the other.   To build a mass revolutionary movement, 
Progressive Labor Party must make anti-racist struggle pri-
mary in every political struggle. As “Black Workers” notes, 
“[T]he special oppression of Black people sharpens the 
contradictions for the whole population.” Racism is both 
an essential aspect of the profit system and, potentially, its 
point of greatest vulnerability. Wherever racism runs ram-
pant, all workers lose. Wherever racism is forced to retreat, 
all workers can advance. As “Black Workers” affirmed: “We 
must make the fight against racism a cardinal principle….a 
question of strategy not tactics.” 

When Black and white workers—with Latin, Muslim, 
immigrant, and other workers—join in the fight against 
racism and confront capitalism at its rotten core, they 
unite at the highest level. As “Black Workers” noted, this re-
ality must guide how we build the Party: “A real measure of 
whether we’re fighting racism among the masses is wheth-
er we’re recruiting Black workers to a Marxist-Leninist par-
ty, which in turn is a reflection of how well we’re fighting 
racism among white workers.”

Capitalist Decay and Workers’ Fightback
“Black Workers: Key Revolutionary Force” marked a 

sharpening of anti-racist struggle within PLP:

Though it’s been said that fascism will come to the 
U.S. in the guise of  democracy, it is more important 
to say that racism will be the main tool the ruling 
class uses to turn white workers and the white mid-
dle class to fascism. The bosses will try to present the 
Black workers as the main enemy…thereby prevent-
ing the specially oppressed Black workers from lead-

BLACK LEADERSHIP KEY
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Racism is part and parcel of U.S. imperialism. In their 
escalating inter-imperialist rivalry with China and Rus-
sia, the U.S. bosses need racist super-profits to sustain 
their empire and fund their military. Back in 1969, PLP 
analyzed this dynamic in “Black Workers”:

Imperialism has one primary need—to amass max-
imum profits. Therefore, the oppression of Black work-
ers at home and the domination of oppressed peoples in 
Asia, Africa and Latin America is not merely an aberra-
tion of deranged imperialists, but the necessary opera-
tion of imperialism.

Racism is the political expression of imperialism….
Imperialism as a system must perpetuate racism in order 
to thrive; it must continue to reap the super-profits de-
rived from the “racial inferiority” thesis it has drummed 
home into both Black and white workers.

Consequently, the ability of the working class to re-
ject racism is crucial to its ability to end class oppres-
sion. U.S. imperialism cannot exist without the brutal 
super-exploitation of Black people and, therefore, will 
never grant equality to Black workers.

The question of racism and imperialism may be even 
more pressing in the current period, as U.S. rulers turn 
to rising fascism in their runup to the next global war. 
Despite its relative decline versus China and Russia, U.S. 
imperialism remains the dominant cultural force in the 
world today. While basic U.S. industry is shrinking and 
the trade deficit ballooning, anti-Black racism persists as 
a thriving U.S. export—the model for racism worldwide. 
In Germany, where the fascist Alternative-for-Germany 
(AfD) is best known for anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim 
racism, native-born “Afro-Germans” face hate crimes, vi-
olent racial profiling by police, and systemic discrimina-
tion in jobs, housing, and education.1 An AfD lawmaker 
recently called the artist Noah Becker a “little half-ne-
gro.”2 We’re reminded that Hitler’s Nazis learned their 
murderous racial pseudoscience from U.S. Nazis like the 
Columbia-educated eugenicist, Madison Grant.3  

Anti-Black racism is the creature of capitalist ideolo-
gy. It is an international phenomenon, however large or 
small a country’s Black population may be: 

•	 In South Korea, a television comedy skit featured 
a character in blackface and a mockery of African 
garb. It ended with a dance from The Lion King.4

•	 In China, similar caricatures were televised in a 
Lunar New Year gala watched by 800 million peo-
ple. Air China’s inflight magazine cautioned trav-
elers to avoid areas of London inhabited by “Indi-
ans, Pakistanis, and Black people.”5 Until recently, 
the Chinese messaging app WeChat translated the 
words for “Black worker” into a racial slur.6

•	 In Thailand, a police operation called Operation 

X-Ray Outlaw Foreigner targets undocumented 
workers and visa overstayers. The country’s im-
migration bureau chief said his agency’s job was 
“to classify who are the good dark-skinned people 
and who are the ones likely to commit crimes.”7

•	 In Kenya, with its own history of anti-Indian and 
anti-Pakistani racism, Chinese project managers 
have revived Jim Crow by segregating worksite 
bathrooms and calling super-exploited Kenyan 
workers “monkeys.”8  

•	 In Italy, home to millions of African migrants, a 
Klan-inspired banner was found hung at a school 
that was about to host a debate on immigration: 
“Non ci sono negri italiani.” (“There are no Black 
Italians.”)9

•	 In Mexico, darker-skinned workers earn 41 per-
cent less than white workers. The “skin-color gap” 
in Mexico is twice as large as the gap between 
northern and southern Mexican workers, and 
five times as large as the gap between urban and 
rural workers. Aeromexico, the country’s leading 
airline, recently issued a commercial casting call 
saying that “nadie moreno”—no dark-skinned 
people—would be allowed to audition.10

•	 Racism has long divided the working class in the 
Dominican Republic, to the point of stripping cit-
izenship from hundreds of thousands of workers 
of Haitian descent and requiring others to carry 
apartheid-style passes. Newspapers in Santo Do-
mingo, the Dominican capital, warn of the “inva-
sion of a dark army whose greatest weapon [is a] 
high birth rate…” and the need to “defend the fa-
therland against uneducated savages.”11 

•	 In South Asia, where the African slave trade pre-
dated the Atlantic market, Pakistan TV recently 
aired its own blackface segment for a bridal make-
up contest.12 Pakistan’s Sheedi minority, descend-
ed from slaves from East Africa, continue to “face 
discrimination in social and economic spheres 
such as marriage and employment….”13 

•	 In India, darker-skinned Dalits (formerly known 
as untouchables) continue to be beaten or killed 
for violating unwritten caste rules: swimming in 
the wrong well, wearing “royal” leather shoes, 
adding an “upper-caste” suffix to one’s Facebook 
name.14 “The law of mobs is always there,” said a 
Cameroonian MBA student.15

•	 In Israel, beyond the officially sanctioned racism 
against Arabs, anti-Black racism is a daily reality 
for darker-skinned Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews of 
West Asian or North African origin. Israel’s “Law 
of Return,” which supposedly welcomes every Jew 
in the world, has excluded thousands of Ethiopian 

Anti-Black Racism and Imperialism
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ing the whole working class in revolution against the 
bosses….

A two-pronged drive has unfolded, raising racism 
among white workers to new heights and also push-
ing anti-working-class Black nationalism to an un-
precedented degree….

The fight against racism is a life and death mat-
ter in the United States. To succeed means to bring 
the militant and revolutionary leadership of  the 
specially oppressed Black workers to the working 
class as a whole in the total fight against the same 
exploiter—the bosses who own and run this coun-
try….

Though much has changed in the world over the last 
half-century, these words might have been written yester-
day. 

The rulers fear nothing more than a multiracial resis-
tance. For well over three centuries, they have used their 
state apparatus—their laws, their courts, their banks, their 
killer cops—to segregate workers and institutionalize rac-
ism. Beginning in the mid-17th century, as Lerone Bennett 
observed in “The Road Not Taken,” laws were passed to 
keep newly invented racial groups separated, and enforced 
with state terror:

It was all done deliberately, consciously, with malice 
aforethought… In every colony, from New York to 
South Carolina, the same mechanisms of  separation 
and subordination were elaborated and imposed….
[T]he same penalties were used to keep blacks and 
whites apart, the same rewards were developed to 
make poor whites support a system that penalized 
them, the same statutes were elaborated to crush and 
diabolify blacks….

[B]y the middle of  the eighteenth century a solid 
white front was developing….[C]oncerted action by 
blacks and whites virtually ceased after the creation 
of  the white front. What is even more interesting is 
that white revolt against the system almost disap-
peared….

As it turned out, the emerging slave system had an 
immediate and disastrous impact on poor whites. Un-
able to compete with the large planters, poor whites 
retreated to the marginal land in the hills, where they 
eked out a hand-to-mouth existence. To the untutored 
mind of  the poor whites, it seemed that blacks were 
the cause of  their misery. They therefore began to hate 
black people with a passion…. The poor white was 
wrong: slavery, not the slave, was his enemy. But it 
would take time—and blood—to see this.

In short, anti-Black racism was born as a strategic cal-

Jews, even those with children already living in 
the country.16 The national police commissioner 
said it was “natural” to suspect Israeli workers 
and youth of Ethiopian origin to be criminals.17

In Brazil, where a majority is categorized as Black 
or “mixed-race,” the open racist Jair Bolsonaro was the 
landslide winner in an October 2018 presidential elec-
tion. Bolsonaro campaigned against affirmative action 
at Brazilian universities and called African refugees 
“the scum of the earth.” Young Black males in Brazil are 
nine times as likely to be murdered as their white coun-
terparts.18 Bolsonaro’s anti-crime program consists of 
unleashing trigger-happy security forces into Black 
neighborhoods, with a license to shoot to kill.

The international fight against racism sharpens the 
essential contradiction of capitalism, the fundamental 
tension between bosses and workers. Black workers are 
a key revolutionary force because we cannot possibly 
end racism, the lifeblood of capitalism, without a uni-
fied, multiracial movement—from Tel Aviv to Mexico 
City, from Karachi to Port-au-Prince. Black workers—
and Black youth, in particular—are demonstrating and 
rebelling in Britain, France, Israel, and Brazil. “Fight 
Like Ferguson” became an inspirational battle cry that 
rallied masses around the globe. 

With these bold young anti-racists showing the 
way, it’s clear that the bosses’ borders cannot wall off 
working-class anger. The rulers’ terror cannot stop 
our communist movement. Workers are fighting back. 
Workers always fight back. The struggle advances. 
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culation by the ruling planter class. The “solid white front” 
anticipated Trump’s hardcore, white supremacist base. Like 
the poor hill people of the 1700s, these workers are paying 
a heavy price—from depressed wages to misdirected ha-
treds—for the racist divisions imposed by the ruling class.

Though racial segregation became technically illegal 
in the U.S. by the 1960s, the bosses have enforced their de 
facto apartheid to this day—in public schools and neigh-
borhoods, in social clubs and executive suites. It’s no acci-
dent that Trump’s racist fearmongering has resonated most 
strongly in states with among the smallest Black popula-
tions, or from the old Jim Crow South, or with the smallest 
numbers of undocumented immigrants.12 13 

To divide is to conquer. The defeat of the old commu-
nist movement and the poison of racism have devastated 
the white working class. Despite a recent decline in the 
meaningless official unemployment rate, the U.S. labor 
force participation ratea is stuck below 63 percent, or about 
three percentage points less than in 2008, at the height of 
the Great Recession.14 Millions of white workers have fall-
en into alienation, despair, opioid addiction, and suicide. 
Their life expectancy is falling.15 Their millennial children 
are buried by student debt and earning 20 percent less than 
their parents at the same age.16 The profit system has failed 
them all, at every turn, in every way.

With no future under capitalism, and no mass com-
munist movement to point to an alternative, white workers 
are easy targets for the bosses’ scapegoating of immigrants 
and Black and Latin workers. Trump is looting the U.S. 
Treasury for tax cuts for the wealthy. He is destroying what 
little health care workers can afford. Yet racism has blinded 
many white workers from seeing their true enemy: the cap-
italist rulers.  

Meanwhile, Black nationalism and identity politics 
continue to undermine class consciousness. Black Lives 
Matter is old, rancid wine in a new bottle, an exercise in 
wrong-turn separatism. A wave of Black politicians led the 
Democratic Party charge in the 2018 midterm elections; a 
number of them are already vying for a spot on the 2020 
presidential ticket. Black billionaires and celebrities, from 
Oprah to Jay-Z and Beyoncé, will be cheering them on, 
pitching the same fraudulent non-solutions as ever. They’ll 
try to sell Black workers and youth on the fantasy that the 
profit system can work for them, too—if only there were 
more Black presidents and governors and congresspeople, 
more Black mayors and police chiefs. 

Under the capitalist electoral system, workers have no 
good choices. A significant minority is susceptible to the 
gutter-racist appeals of Trump and his toadies. Others are 
turning, out of desperation or habit, to the Clintons’ brand 
of liberal racism, or the fake “socialism” of the likes of Ber-
nie Sanders and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. Their phony 
promises notwithstanding, all of the Democrats are front-
ing for more fascism and imperialist war. The vicious, lethal 
profit system is their system, too. They are neck-deep in or-
ganized crime, in the most powerful gang in the world: U.S. 

finance capital.

This new generation of class traitors is following the 
lead of ex-president Barack Obama, who deported 3 mil-
lion undocumented workers and families, and whose 
bank-slanted policies devastated Black homeowners af-
ter the last recession. Or of Nelson and Winnie Mandela, 
who built the corrupt, thuggish African National Congress 
that killed 34 striking coal miners in South Africa. The big 
capitalists need these stooges and sellouts to pacify and 
deceive Black workers, in particular. They are desperate to 
steer them from the street to the voting booth. They lie and 
subvert to rob our class of revolutionary Black leadership.

In today’s decadent capitalist culture, popular Black 
heroes are bought and sold as commodities. Colin Kaeper-
nick, the professional football quarterback, risked his ca-
reer by refusing to stand for the National Anthem, a hymn to 
early U.S. imperialism, the slaughter of freed Black slaves, 
and (in its original version) anti-Muslim racism. Two years 
later, in September 2018, Kaepernick cashed in on his re-
bellion by signing an estimated eight-figure deal with Nike, 
a company with “an appalling history of labor rights viola-
tions in the 300-plus factories in nearly 40 countries around 
the world where its products are made. Nike has also been 
exposed  for fostering a sexist work environment that in-
cluded discrimination and harassment towards women.”17 

But the news is not all grim—far from it. Millions of 
Black workers are refusing to buy the bosses’ false solutions 
or defer to self-serving misleaders. The last five years have 
seen an upsurge of fearless, anti-racist uprisings led by the 
most exploited and oppressed members of our class. The 
latest wave of racist police murders, most prominently in 
Ferguson, Missouri, sparked a wave of protests by white, 
Latin, Muslim, and Asian workers, led mostly by Black re-
sisters. Defying the state’s tanks and tear gas, these work-
ing-class fighters joined a tradition dating back to the ear-
liest slave insurrections. By resisting alongside them and 
learning from their militancy, by sharing jail cells and with-
standing the cops’ violence, young people in and around 
Progressive Labor Party deepened their commitment for 
the many hard struggles to come.

To this day, the capitalist rulers dread the overwhelm-
ing power of a class-conscious, multiracial movement with 
a revolutionary outlook. They are deathly afraid of the lead-
ership of Black communists, most of all in solidarity with 
white communists. Multiracial unity repudiates U.S. histo-
ry and ruling-class ideology. It puts a knife to the bosses’ 
throats by proving that class interests are primary. 

Mix together these ingredients—militant Black lead-
ership; a mass, multiracial, centralist organization; revolu-
tionary communist ideas—and our force will be unstoppa-
ble. The bosses will not stand a chance. United, the workers 
truly cannot be defeated.

As the U.S. and its imperialist rivals lurch toward World 
War III, never has it been more important to struggle to win 
all workers, as the Party said in 1969, “away from racism 
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and to a class line.” When tens of millions of workers and 
youth understand that racism cannot be destroyed until we 
smash capitalism, we will be well on the road to revolution.

Slavery: Foundation of Capitalism
Beginning in the 16th century, when the first slave ships 

set sail for the New World, slavery became indispensable to 
capitalism and its worldwide spread and devastation. The 
slave trade built the Portuguese, Spanish, French, and Brit-
ish empires. It ravaged the African continent, which has 
yet to recover. (As of 2008, 60 percent of the world’s poorest 
people lived in sub-Saharan Africa.18) It forced 12 million 
Africans across the Atlantic, with more than a million dying 
in the passage.19 Workers everywhere need to understand 
how Black workers have been instrumental to capitalist ex-
pansion, beginning with the ruling-class theft of Black la-
bor under chattel slavery.b 

Financed by the Spanish queen, Christopher Colum-
bus came to the New World looking for gold. Later on, the 
sugar and cotton trades became immensely profitable. All 
of these enterprises demanded cheap and plentiful labor. 
The bosses had slaughtered Native Americans in huge 
numbers, and white indentured servants were too scarce 
and expensive to serve capital’s needs.20 As a result, Black 
African slavery became the economic keystone for royalty, 
plantation owners, shipbuilders, insurance brokers, mine 
operators, and bankers on both sides of the Atlantic:

Centuries of  buying and selling human beings, of  
moving them across oceans and continents, treating 
humans as property, paying taxes on them, putting 
them to labor, making profit off  of  their reproduction, 
and using them as collateral and capital, brought to-
gether the Western Hemisphere’s diverse parts, even 
those parts that didn’t seem to be directly implicated 
in the slave trade, into a greater whole.21

In sum: Slavery defined what became the United States 
of America, and more. It created the modern capitalist 
world. 

Black Workers Have Always Fought Back
Workers everywhere have always fought back against 

the bosses, with Black workers frequently leading the way. 
This tradition dates to the time of runaway slaves, many of 
whom fled to the mountains. They created self-sufficient 
communities and defended themselves with armed vio-
lence, as necessary. 

In 1739, the Stono Rebellion involved as many as 60 
slaves in the British colony of South Carolina. The rebels 
ransacked for weapons, battled a militia, and killed 25 sla-
veowners before being defeated and mostly executed. The 
colony’s legislature was so terrified that it placed a costly 
10-year moratorium on the import of Black slaves from Af-
rica. The bosses’ property and lives were at risk. 

In the 1790s, the Haitian Revolution defeated Napoleon 

Bonaparte’s army and repelled British and Spanish invad-
ers, abolishing slavery in the richest colony in the Caribbe-
an. These Black liberators spread fear among slave owners 
throughout the Western Hemisphere. They inspired hun-
dreds of rebellions throughout the Americas, all of them 
violent. 

In 1831, Nat Turner led more than 60 slaves and Black 
freedmen in blazing a bloody trail through Virginia. The 
rebels did away with Turner’s master and the master’s fam-
ily, then terrorized the owners of 15 other plantations. They 
killed more than 50 people before they were put down. 
Turner inspired John Brown, who led a multiracial group in 
an 1859 attack on a federal arsenal in West Virginia. Though 
these anti-racist fighters were likewise defeated, and Brown 
was hanged, the raid on Harpers Ferry sparked the Ameri-
can Civil War to end chattel slavery. 

These famous revolts were not isolated incidents. Over 
the two centuries preceding the Civil War, historians have 
documented more than 250 uprisings involving 10 slaves 
or more on U.S. territory alone.22

In the Caribbean, rebellions like the First Maroon War 
in Jamaica (1728-1741) grew into all-out military combat. 
After the Maroons repeatedly defeated British forces, the 
imperialists were forced to sign a peace treaty. In 1760, an 
even larger rebellion called Tacky’s War became “a massive 
shock to the imperial system.”23 Tacky, once a chief in West 
Africa, led hundreds of slaves from plantation to planta-
tion, killing white owners and overseers as they marched. 
Though government troops and militias eventually quelled 
the outbreak, the pattern was set: persistent, relentless, vi-
olent rebellion, followed by harsh repression by the slave 
owners, followed by more rebellion.

Black workers from the North and newly freed slaves 
from the South played a vital role in the U.S. Civil War (see 
“Marx and Du Bois,” p. 18). In the aftermath, the victori-
ous Union capitalists—Rockefeller, Morgan, Vanderbilt, 
Carnegie—relied on racism to keep workers divided. In the 
North, mainly white and immigrant workers waged fierce 
battles against steel, railroad, and coal industrialists. In the 
South, mainly Black workers—often led by women like Ida 
B. Wells, a former slave—fought against lynching and other 
racist abuses throughout the Jim Crow era.

Black Rebels in the Philippines
Between 1898 and 1902, rising U.S. imperialism de-

feated Spain and then attacked Filipino independence 
fighters in the Philippine-American War. The Filipino war-
riors, many of whom identified as Black, made anti-rac-
ist, class-conscious appeals to Black U. S. soldiers. As one 
wrote, “Why don’t you fight those people in America who 
burn Negroes, that make a beast of you, that took a moth-
er’s child and sold it?”24

In a foreshadowing of the Vietnam War, many Black 
U.S. soldiers deserted. One of them, David Fagen, became 
a captain in the Philippine Revolutionary Army and “for 
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two years wreaked havoc upon the American forces.”25 As 
a Black infantryman wrote from Manila: “This struggle on 
the islands has been naught but a gigantic scheme of rob-
bery and oppression.”26 

Early Black Communists 
World War I gave rise to the Russian Revolution and 

with it the birth of an international communist movement. 
The Russian communists inspired working-class lead-
ers worldwide, including the African Blood Brotherhood, 
a group of militant Black activists in the U.S. Many of the 
Brotherhood’s members and most of its leaders joined and 
effectively integrated the Communist Party USA (CPUSA, 
or CP).

In the 1920s, these early Black communists, including 
the novelist Claude McKay, the journalist Cyril Briggs, and 
Williana Burroughs, a New York City schoolteacher, were 
struggling within the CP to make the fight against racism 
primary. After visiting the Soviet Union, Burroughs wrote 
that her experience in an anti-racist worker’s state “inspired 
me to put my heart and soul into the work for a new society 
which would be devoid of suffering and race hatred.” Her 
work with Black and white comrades led to her fervent be-
lief in multiracial unity: “I also began to realize that it was 
only through a united fight of both the Negro and white 
workers that the Negro could be freed.”27

By the time of the Great Depression of the 1930s, Black 
communists in the CP were heading major anti-racist strug-
gles. A multiracial, anti-racist Party attracted increasing 
numbers of bold Black leaders—including Paul Robeson, 
the world-renowned singer, actor, and activist. Robeson’s 
actual membership in the CPUSA is a matter of dispute. 
But there can be no doubt about his staunch anti-racism 
and anti-fascism, or his loyalty to the international working 
class and what was still a workers’ state in the Soviet Union. 
When Robeson bravely attacked the racists and anti-com-
munists on the U.S. House Un-American Activities Com-
mittee, he emboldened millions. 

Within the CP, many of those with the most advanced 
politics and strongest commitment were Black women. 
Steeled by fighting both racism and sexism, they became 
the vanguard’s vanguard. As Maggie Jones, a CP organiz-
er in Cleveland, declared, “We unemployed workers stand 
ready like soldiers, for the many hard battles ahead, looking 
to the Communist Party for its leadership … to fight our 
enemy the capitalist class.”28 

In CP-organized Unemployed Councils and the League 
of Struggles for Negro Rights, Black women mobilized fel-
low workers around evictions, job discrimination, and cut-
backs in relief allotments.29 In 1935, Bonita Williams, a CP 
organizer, led a successful protest against high meat prices 
in Harlem, pressuring butchers to lower their prices—or 
face the consequences. 

Hundreds of Black women wrote letters to The Daily 
Worker and The Working Woman, exhorting their readers 

to join “the Party of your class, the Communist Party.”30 In 
Birmingham, Alabama, Capitola Tasker led the Share Crop-
per’s Union Women’s Auxiliary and became an internation-
al leader of the CP. In 1934, at the International Women’s 
Conference against War and Fascism in Paris, she spoke 
“of the misery, of the starvation and slavery” forced upon 
Black southerners and the “discrimination, Jim Crowism, 
and terror used by landlords to keep Negro and white sep-
arated.”31	

The Cleveland Unemployed Council, led by Maggie 
Jones, counted more than 500 women members, most of 
them Black. According to CP leader Ann Damon, Black 
women were “the most militant and leading forces in the 
unemployed activism.”32

The Scottsboro Case: Black Women Step Up
In March 1931, in Scottsboro, Alabama, nine Black 

teenagers were arrested and falsely charged for the rape of 
two white women. Within a matter of months, they’d been 
threatened by a lynch mob, framed, and convicted. Eight 
of them sat on death row. The CP-led International Labor 
Defense (ILD) took up their cause. They furnished strong 
lawyers and a platform for Black women to take the lead in 
a worldwide anti-racist campaign. 

Despite opposition from the anti-communist NAACP, 
the mothers of these “Scottsboro Boys”—notably Janie 
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Patterson, Ada Wright, Mamie Williams Wilcox, and Viola 
Montgomery—insisted on sticking with the ILD. The alli-
ance strengthened both sides: “Their direct involvement 
in the campaign to save their sons transformed them from 
poor, semiliterate southern workers into confident and fi-
ery social activists.”33 

The mothers led mass demonstrations with seasoned 
protesters like Lucy Parsons, who later joined the CP at 
age 86. They wrote opinion pieces for local newspapers 
and went on international speaking tours. In Europe, Ada 
Wright “highlighted the hardships of southern Black wom-
en and the attempts of a mother to try and save her son’s 
life.”34 Her exposure to communist ideas led her to share a 
broader analysis of ”class struggle, advancing fascism [and] 
the need to eradicate racism in the United States and … to 
mobilize ‘the masses against imperialist war.’”35

In fighting back for the Scottsboro Nine, countless 
Black workers became international leaders of the working 
class. Their example had a multiplier effect, drawing the 
next generation of Black leaders into the struggle. Hosea 
Hudson was moved by the Scottsboro campaign to join 
the CP and eventually to lead industrial organizing in the 
steel factories of Birmingham, Alabama. As an 18-year-old, 
Claudia Jones joined the cause through the Young Commu-
nist League in Harlem. As she recalled:

I was like millions of  Negro people and white pro-
gressives and people stirred by this heinous frame-up. 
I was impressed by the Communist speakers who 
explained the reasons for this brutal crime against 
young Negro boys, and who related the Scottsboro 
case to the struggle of  the Ethiopian people against 
fascism, and Mussolini’s invasion. Friends of  mine 
who were Communists began to have frequent discus-
sions with me….36

As Jones rose through the CP, she helped it develop a 
more advanced line on racism and sexism, and on the “tri-
ple oppression” endured by Black women workers, then 
as now shunted into the lowest-paying jobs.37 In 1949, she 
addressed the special role of Black women in the multira-
cial “struggle against Wall Street imperialism,” and the need 
“for rooting the Party among the most exploited and op-
pressed sections of the working class.” As Jones wrote:

The bourgeoisie is fearful of  the militancy of  the 
Negro woman, and for good reason. The capitalists 
know…that once Negro women begin to take action, 
the militancy of  the whole Negro people, and thus of  
the anti-imperialist coalition, is greatly enhanced.38 

Civil Rights and Urban Rebellions
In the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, 

a landmark struggle against racist oppression, masses of 
Black workers and youth led the way. They heroically took 
on the Ku Klux Klan and the no less murderous local cops. 

In February 1960, four young Black students sat down 

In February 1969, when “Black Workers: Key Revo-
lutionary Force” was first published, our Party had yet 
to break completely with nationalism, a reactionary, an-
ti-working-class ideology. PLP inherited the national-
ist ideas of the Third International. At one point, the old 
Communist Party-USA backed the establishment of a sep-
arate Black nation in the southern United States. Our Par-
ty had yet to fully grasp the danger posed by the national 
liberation struggles of the day. “Black Workers” defined the 
‘60s-era “Black Liberation Movement” as the ‘vanguard of 
the revolutionary process’ in the U.S.’”

Our leap came four months later, in “Revolutionaries 
Must Fight Nationalism,” when the Party took a sharp left 
turn:

National struggle instead of  class struggle must 
lead to imperialism. National struggle denies class 
struggle….Communists must intervene and put 
forward a Marxist-Leninist line. This gives the 
workers and oppressed people the correct and only 
alternative to capitalism.

The following year, in Road to Revolution III (1970), 
after an objective analysis of events in China, Vietnam, 
and Indonesia, and much trial and error within our own 
practice, PLP reaffirmed that nationalism was essentially 
anti-revolutionary. Our Party firmly rejected Mao’s oppor-
tunistic pursuit of all-class unity with “progressive” na-
tionalist bosses. We settled upon the internationalist line 
we follow today: “One World, One Class, One Party.” 

But though it was still undeveloped, the germ of the 
Party’s principled rejection of nationalism—and of iden-
tity politics in general—can be found in “Black Workers.” 
The document attacked “the capturing of the Black move-
ment by anti-working-class nationalism, using the very 
increase in Black consciousness itself as a weapon against 
both Black and white workers.” It put forward the neces-
sity of multiracial unity in building a mass working-class 
movement, a repudiation of “Black Power” theory and 
practice of its day.

The bosses’ greatest fear is a united, multiracial work-
ing class. They will stop at nothing to try to keep white 
workers from struggling side by side with Black, Latin, and 
Asian workers. The capitalists have little to fear from na-
tionalist groups that sideline white workers as guilt-ridden 
“allies” who supposedly benefit from racism. In the real, 
material world, racism hurts all workers. Anti-nationalist 
anti-racism is the path to worldwide communist revolu-
tion.

Seeing Nationalism for What It Is

➤➤
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at a segregated lunch counter in Greensboro, North Car-
olina—and made the world take notice. In May 1961, 13 
young activists left Washington, DC, on a Greyhound bus 
to New Orleans, with the goal to integrate public buses and 
bathrooms throughout the Jim Crow South. Of the more 
than 400 Freedom Riders who followed, about half were 
Black. One-quarter were women. Young white co-riders 
were fortified by their courage. “The Black guys and [wom-
en] were singing,” one recalled. “They were so spirited and 
so unafraid. They were really prepared to risk their lives.”39

In 1963, in one 10-week period alone, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice reported 758 mass protests and 13,786 ar-
rests. No statistics were kept on killings, beatings, bomb-
ings, police dog attacks, and other acts of racist terror. 
But while the main-wing capitalist media continues to 
celebrate the famous march from Selma, Alabama, where 
a police attack hospitalized more than 50 people, the civ-
il rights movement was never as nonviolent as advertised. 
Guards with guns were often posted to protect demonstra-
tors where they slept. By 1964, the Deacons for Defense and 
Justice, a Black self-defense group, had spread to 23 com-
munities across the South. Intimidating the cowardly racist 
goons, the Deacons helped win many an integration strug-
gle without absorbing a single casualty. 

In 1965, in Jonesboro, Louisiana, when cops and depu-
tized Klansmen threatened to fire-hose a group of defense-
less high school students, they were deterred by a loud or-
der from an armed Deacon leader: “When you see the first 
water, we gonna open up on them. We gonna open up on 
all of them.” The racists stood down.40 Once again, Black 
workers showed their willingness to break the bosses’ laws 
and return the state’s violence in kind. 

In the historic Black neighborhood of Harlem in New 
York City, workers suffered from the worst racist inequal-
ities of the profit system: three times the city’s unemploy-
ment rate, half the citywide income level, nearly twice the 
infant mortality. The community was routinely abused by 
the racist New York Police Department. In 1963, the young 
Progressive Labor Movement established a PL center in 
Harlem. Weekly rallies exposed case after case of savage 
police brutality. Demonstrations were organized in front of 
the local precinct. In May 1964, PLM put out the very first 
issue of CHALLENGE. Our front-page headline: “POLICE 
WAR ON HARLEM.” 

One month later, the first big-city, anti-racist rebellion 
erupted after a police lieutenant in Harlem murdered James 
Powell, 15 years old, in cold blood. The Black masses’ anger 
boiled over. Thousands of youth took to the streets, hurling 
Molotov cocktails at police cars and price-gouging stores. 
Thousands of cops were rushed to the neighborhood in 
a futile effort to crush the revolt. Thousands of gunshots 
were exchanged.

New York’s mayor placed the community under virtu-
al martial law. In an act of class treason, every mainstream 
civil rights leader urged the masses to “cool it” and leave the 
streets. The spontaneous rebellion had only one source of 

political direction: the communists of PL, spearheaded by 
our Harlem center. Thousands of PL posters—”WANTED 
FOR MURDER, GILLIGAN THE COP!”—circulated through 
the neighborhood and beyond. Thousands of Black rebels 
marched holding CHALLENGE aloft as their flag. After PLM 
defied an injunction banning further protests, Bill Epton, 
the Harlem center’s leader, was convicted and jailed for “in-
citing a riot.” Several other comrades served prison time for 
contempt.

While the Harlem Rebellion gave PL credibility in black 
communities throughout the U.S., our Party failed to con-
solidate these gains. Our main weakness was a concession 
to nationalism (See “Seeing Nationalism for What It Is,” p 
13). White comrades were assigned to organize and recruit 
white workers and students; Black comrades were asked to 
do the same in the Black community. The resulting disunity 
weakened our collective commitment to all aspects of the 
class struggle. PLP lost an opportunity to arm thousands of 
Black militants with the most powerful weapon of all: revo-
lutionary communist consciousness. 

Even so, the Harlem Rebellion marked a new stage in 
the fight against racist oppression, and a leap forward in 
PL’s understanding that revolutionaries must rely on the 

The original cover of the landmark document “Black 
Workers Key: Key Revolutionary Force,” as printed in 

PL Magazine in February 1969
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working class. The Party demonstrated its potential to reach 
and recruit masses of Black workers and youth. We saw the 
enthusiasm of those masses for a communist analysis of 
racism, and their capacity for leadership in the movement. 
This was PL’s formative experience. One year later, the Pro-
gressive Labor Movement became the Progressive Labor 
Party. 

The spirit of revolt spread to Black workers in more 
than a hundred U.S. cities. In 1967, U.S. rulers were forced 
to divert the 82nd Airborne Division—then en route to 
Vietnam—to suppress a rebellion in Detroit. The link be-
tween Black workers and the revolutionary struggle against 
imperialism became clearer than ever before. 

These violent expressions of anti-racism triggered the 
“War on Crime” under U.S. presidents Lyndon Johnson 
and Richard Nixon, as well as the “War on Drugs” started by 
Ronald Reagan in the 1980s and later championed by Bill 
Clinton. Distorted FBI statistics hid the fact that crime in 
the inner cities had actually declined in the Reagan years. 
The war on Black communities was engineered by a unit-
ed ruling class—Republicans and Democrats, liberals and 
conservatives—as a counterattack against the civil rights 
movement and Black-led armed resistance to racist po-
licing.41 Mass incarceration represented “the backlash to 
black radical movements and urban uprisings.”42 The real 
“crime” was rebellion.

As U.S. cities hemorrhaged jobs amid the decline of 
U.S. empire, the bosses created a prison-industrial com-
plex. To this day, the U.S. has the largest prison population 
in the world and the highest per-capita incarceration rate.43 
The capitalists recognize the most dangerous threats to 
their rule. They target Black workers and youth above all 
others: “Odds are 50–50 that young black urban males are 
in jail, in a cell in one of the 1,821 state and federal prisons 
across the United States, or on probation or parole.44 

Vietnam: Turning the Guns Around
The Vietnam War marked the first major conflict where 

the U.S. military was fully integrated, though still mired in 
racism. In 1967, when the Black proportion of the U.S. civil-
ian population stood at 11 percent, Black troops totaled 16 
percent of all draftees and 23 percent of all combat troops 
in Vietnam, though only 2 percent of the officer corps. At 
one point early in the war, they accounted for nearly 25 
percent of combat deaths. Since Black troops were both 
less compliant and more likely to be punished, they made 
up more than a third of military courts-martial and 58 per-
cent of the prisoners at the notorious Long Binh Jail, near 
Saigon.45

Black troops took the lead in fighting back against 
their racist officers and sabotaging U.S. imperialist geno-
cide in Southeast Asia. In April 1968, after Martin Luther 
King was assassinated, their rebellion became more open 
and widespread. That August, “hundreds of black prisoners 
overwhelmed prison guards at Long Binh Jail, captured the 
stockade commander and set the mess hall and adminis-

tration building on fire.”46

By 1971, according to a report in the Armed Forces 
Journal, soldiers were commonly paying bounties to kill 
reckless superiors. In one division, grenade attacks on of-
ficers, or “fraggings,” were up to one a day. Whole platoons 
became “no-go” units that refused to enter the field. Be-
tween 1966 and 1973, half a million troops simply desert-
ed. Col. Robert Heinl estimated that “the morale discipline, 
and battle-worthiness of the U.S. Armed Forces…are lower 
and worse than at any time in this [20th] century and possi-
bly in the history of the United States.”47 (Progressive Labor 
Party sent a number of members into the Vietnam-era mil-
itary and played a modest role in this mass revolt.)

In the U.S. Navy, as Heinl noted, “When the USS Kitty 
Hawk was ordered to return…to Vietnam…black sailors led 
a major rebellion, including hand-to-hand battle with Ma-
rines sent to break up a meeting on board the ship.”48 The 
Kitty Hawk was forced to return to San Diego and retired 
from the war.

To this day, the capitalist rulers need Black workers 
for the next global war. But if history is any guide, Black 
troops—armed with class consciousness and communist 
ideas—could be the bosses’ Achilles’ heel.

Shut It Down!
By the late 1960s, mass movements against racism 

and the Vietnam War were shaking capitalism to its foun-
dations. It wasn’t long before the shock waves reached the 
U.S. workplace. Between 1967 and 1976, the bosses were 
hit by 332 major strikes per year and 27 million lost work 
days.49 Many of the most militant strikes were in pub-
lic-sector union locals that were significantly or predomi-
nantly Black. 

In 1968, Memphis sanitation and sewage workers were 
paid as little as $1.60 an hour. They could be fired without 
warning by white supervisors, and weren’t even afford-
ed the dignity of uniforms. That February, after two Black 
workers were crushed to death inside a faulty compactor, 
1,375 men went out on strike. They defied orders to return 
to work from Mayor Henry Loeb, a famous racist, and used 
violence to stop Loeb’s strikebreakers. After police assault-
ed workers on a march to city hall, tensions escalated. In 
late March, the cops shot and killed a 16-year-old Black 
protester. Martin Luther King came to Memphis to support 
the strikers three times; he was killed there on April 4.50

After a subsequent downtown rebellion, an occupation 
by four thousand National Guardsmen, and two months 
of unflinching solidarity, the sanitation workers settled for 
a wage increase and full union recognition. They are re-
membered for their courage in fighting the local bosses to 
a standstill. And for their iconic slogan, “I Am A Man!”—a 
stirring rebuke to the dehumanizing racism of the capitalist 
system.

➤➤
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Black Struggle Stops the Mail
The U.S. Post Office was home to masses of Black work-

ers, including many Black college graduates who’d been 
frozen out of the viciously segregated private profession-
al sector. The Post Office became “both an avenue of black 
mobility and incubator of black struggle.”51 Annual pay 
maxed out at $8,442 after 21 years of service, regardless of 
the local cost of living.52 Workers in New York were forced 
to apply for food stamps. Benefits were poor and working 
conditions deplorable. Like other federal workers, postal 
workers were granted the right to organize but not to col-
lectively bargain or to strike. 

In the 1960s, with the abolition of “Jane Crow”-gen-
dered postal job registers, the New York post office hired 
thousands of Black women as postal clerks and mail han-
dlers. The women challenged the conservative, male-dom-
inated craft unions and instilled a new militancy in the 
rank and file. As a white male local leader recalled, they 
“brought a new force with them, a dramatic change….[T]
hey wouldn’t take abuse, they fought back, they hit back, 
and it was good.”53 

On Tuesday, March 17, 1970, the National Associa-
tion of Letter Carriers Branch 36 in New York City voted 
to walk off the job. By week’s end, the action had spread 
from New England to Chicago to San Francisco, shutting 
down or disrupting service in more than 30 major cities. It 
eventually involved more than 210,000 postal workers in 
671 locations, the largest walkout ever against the federal 
government and the largest illegal wildcat in U.S. history.54 
“The strike was strongest in cities with the largest concen-
trations of black postal workers” and weakest in the South, 
where branch workers were still divided by Jim Crow seg-
regation.55

The rank and file defied their own leadership and ig-
nored a court order and threats from President Richard 
Nixon. In New York, in spite of Nixon’s call for the military 
to move the mail, the action was 100 percent effective. The 
postal strike disrupted the garment industry. It paralyzed 
Wall Street and nearly shut down the New York Stock Ex-
change. It gave 9,000 young men a temporary reprieve from 
the military draft and shipment to Vietnam.56

The strike ended after eight days without a single work-
er fired. Nixon backed down, and postal workers gained full 
collective bargaining rights.

Seizing the Means of Production
Terrified by the 1967 rebellions in Detroit and Newark, 

the auto bosses hired thousands of Black workers. Soon 
they represented a third of the industry’s total hourly work 
force, and half or more in Detroit. Many of these workers 
were militant, class-conscious Vietnam veterans with few 
illusions about capitalism or U.S. imperialism. Two groups 
emerged: the all-Black Dodge Revolutionary Union Move-
ment (DRUM) and the multiracial, PLP-led Workers Action 
Movement (WAM). Both challenged the racism of the auto 

bosses and their partners in crime, the United Auto Work-
ers leadership. 

In April 1973, after a New York City cop named Thom-
as Shea fatally shot 10-year-old Clifford Glover in the back, 
WAM distributed a leaflet and petition on the factory floor 
of a Ford assembly plant in Mahwah, New Jersey. They de-
manded that the UAW local take a public stand against the 
police, including a call for a murder indictment against kill-
er cop Shea. The workers’ response was electric. By early 
June, after a dangerous speedup, excessive forced overtime, 
and a racist incident involving a white supervisor, WAM 
worked in concert with a Black caucus to stage a wildcat 
strike. When Black workers led the walkout, white workers 
had their backs. They shut down the plant for a week.

Two months later, at Chrysler’s Mack Avenue stamping 
plant in Detroit, the bosses refused to buy fans for workers 
toiling in temperatures over 100 degrees. On August 14, a 
member of PLP snuck back into the plant after being fired. 
He sat on an assembly line, stopping the framing depart-
ment cold. When Chrysler security tried to remove him, 
they were repelled by 350 workers who seized the factory 
and then fought off the cops—one of the few plant occu-
pations since the communist-led Great Flint Sit-Down 
Strike of 1937.57 Black workers, whom the bosses routinely 
assigned the most dangerous and backbreaking jobs, once 
again took the lead.  

And the Struggle Continues
In the mid-1970s, the Cultural Revolution in China was 

defeated. The fight for communism in the Soviet Union had 
already been smashed. Lacking communist leadership and 
a living model for a workers’ state, the working class   fell 
prey to mass cynicism, hopelessness, and ideological con-
fusion. In losing sight of their class interests, workers be-
came vulnerable to the exploiters’ divisive attacks. Those 
on the bottom suffered most of all.

But even in the resulting “dark night,” Black workers 
continue to help steer us to a new day. In Washington, DC, 
Black Metro transit workers—with significant leadership 
from PLP—have led the fight against cuts in jobs and bus 
service, lower salaries for new workers, and Jim Crow hir-
ing policies that exclude anyone with a criminal record. In 
Brooklyn, Black women and immigrant hospital workers 
are at the forefront of the struggle against the closings of 
public hospitals, a profit-driven attack against the entire 
working class. In Ferguson and Baltimore, in Paris and Tel 
Aviv, brave Black youth have confronted hyper-militarized 
police forces and inspired the world.

Just as Black slaves risked everything to rebel in the 
1800s, and Black communists and other militants fought 
the state tooth-and-nail in the 1900s, today’s Black workers 
and youth are resisting the capitalist rulers in a time of ris-
ing fascism. What they need are communist ideas. 

That’s where Progressive Labor Party comes in.

Based on objective world conditions and lessons from 
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PL’s own practice, Black workers still hold the key to revolu-
tion. If anything, it is even clearer today that the leadership 
of Black workers—and of Black women workers, in particu-
lar—is essential to a communist future for the internation-
al working class.

With principled, long-term, anti-racist struggle, mil-
lions of Black workers and youth will emerge as leaders in 
a revolutionary communist movement. Our Party will be 
stronger and more militant. More class-conscious. More 
united. 

With multiracial unity, Progressive Labor Party can de-
feat the imperialist bosses and seize state power. With an 
unwavering commitment to the fight against racism, PLP 
can build a communist world.J
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When Progressive Labor Party declared that Black 
workers “are an essential part of the revolutionary poten-
tial of the U.S. working class,” we were following the path 
laid by Karl Marx, the mid-19th-century communist rev-
olutionary. Along with Friedrich Engels, Marx developed 
the philosophy of dialectical materialism, the idea that 
history results from the clash of opposing forces or class-
es. This is the theoretical basis of communism.  

Marx understood how racism weakened class con-
sciousness and hid the fundamental conflict between 
capitalists and workers. As early as 1846, more than a 
year before The Communist Manifesto, he made a point-
ed connection between modern capitalism and chattel 
slavery in the former British colonies that became the 
United States: “Direct slavery is as much the pivot upon 
which our present-day industrialism turns, as are ma-
chinery, credit, etc. Without slavery there would be no 
cotton, without cotton there would be no modern in-
dustry. It is slavery that has given value to the colonies, it 
is the colonies that have created world trade, and world 
trade is the necessary condition for large-scale machine 
industry. Slavery is therefore an economic category of 
paramount importance.”1

Marx followed the U.S. abolitionist movement with 
keen interest. He saw the fight to end U.S. slavery as the 
political struggle of the time. In January 1860, after John 
Brown led a multiracial band of abolitionists in an armed 
attack against a federal arsenal in Harper’s Ferry, West 
Virginia, with the aim of instigating a slave revolt, Marx 
wrote:

In my view, the most momentous thing happening 
in the world today is, on the one hand, the move-
ment among the slaves in America, started by the 
death of  Brown, and the movement among the 
slaves in Russia, on the other ... I have just seen in 
the Tribune that there was a new slave uprising in 
Missouri, naturally suppressed. But the signal has 
now been given.2 

Though Marx understood the democratic liberal lim-
itations of the Civil War (1861-1865), he also recognized 
its great importance: “Just as in the eighteenth century 
the American War of Independence sounded the alarm 
bell for the European middle class, so in the nineteenth 
century the American Civil War did the same for the Eu-
ropean working class.”3 

Marx was living in England at the time, and he pub-
lished several articles on public mass meetings by Brit-
ish workers to rally support for the North. These workers 
stood firmly opposed to slavery, and to their own pro-
South bosses, even at the cost of short-term job losses in 

British textile factories. As historian Andrew Zimmerman 
noted, “This constituted one of the finest examples up to 
that time—and since—of proletarian internationalism.”4

In his biography of John Brown, W.E.B. Du Bois, the 
20th-century activist and historian who joined the Com-
munist Party at the age of 93, showed that the catalysts 
for the abolition movement were the slaves themselves: 
“the living, organized, combatant group.” Where Marx 
tended to cast Black workers and slaves in a vital but sup-
porting role, Du Bois viewed them as the essential force 
in the war against slavery. (As did the abolitionist and 
former slave Frederick Douglass, who declared: “[Those] 
who would be free, themselves must strike the blow.”)

By the end of the Civil War, close to 200,000 Black sol-
diers and sailors—10 percent of the North’s total fighting 
force—had served in the Union Army or Navy. Masses 
of former slaves abandoned Southern plantations and 
worked for the Union cause. In Black Reconstruction 
(1935), Du Bois “analyzed the southern slave as ‘the black 
worker’ and portrayed the central drama in the Civil War 
as the ‘general strike’ by which these black workers trans-
formed the war between Union and Confederacy into a 
revolution against slavery.”5

Marx believed the outcome of the Civil War would 
determine the future of class struggle worldwide. He 
imagined that defeat of the U.S. slave system might set 
off widespread revolution in Europe. While that hope 
proved premature, the liberation of four million Black 
people did much to lift up the international working 
class. In 1864, those British textile worker meetings 
evolved into the First International, the beginning of an 
organized communist movement. In 1866, barely a year 
after the Confederacy surrendered, the first U.S. nation-
al labor congress called for an end to “capitalistic slav-
ery”—the birth of the movement for the eight-hour day. 
And just five years after that, the Paris Commune marked 
the first instance of workers violently seizing power on 
behalf of their class, an embryonic communist revolu-
tion. 
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INTRODUCTION

O
ne of our Party’s leaders commented that, 
over the years, she’s noticed that I’ve been 
able to win a number of strong young peo-
ple to the Party. And she asked me to write 

up my experiences at doing youth organizing. So I’ll try to 
put my finger on some helpful things and what my experi-
ence with Party work has taught me.

Progressive Labor Party membership, for me, goes 
back forty-five years. Before that, I was around the Party 
for about five years. In other words, if you’re newly in the 
PLP, when you read about some of the work, it’s possible 
you’ll feel as if it’s daunting.

I often felt like that myself, listening to the stories of 
older comrades, during my earlier years in the Party. The 
truth: if you stick with the Party for a lifetime, and if you 
keep trying your best, you’ll reach a point when you can 
look back and see you’ve had the honor of successfully 
serving the working class. You’ll probably have more suc-
cess stories to share with the next generation of upcoming 
revolutionaries, because it would be hard to make mis-
takes as much as I have. Try, and fail. Try again, fail. Try 
again, succeed!

Eight points are included in this essay: mass advocacy 
of communism, fighting racism, base building, concentra-
tion, combating liberalism, commitment, personal orga-
nization, and learning from mistakes.

1. MASS ADVOCACY OF COMMUNISM
We need to be bold, not hesitant, about widely sharing 

our communist political ideas. Don’t soft-pedal it. Spit it 
out! This is an important aspect of bringing youth around 
PLP.

During forty years as a teacher, I worked at five dif-
ferent public high schools, all in one city. At two different 
junctures, they fired me: once for an arrest record, once for 
fighting racism and advocating communist politics. Part of 
what precipitated the second firing, was a struggle to stop 
school districts from buying McGraw Hill textbooks be-
cause the company was publishing racist books in South 
Africa during apartheid. One of those books, hard to be-

lieve in terms of racist brazenness, was entitled “How to 
Manage Black Workers.” 

In terms of the teaching job, things worked out well. 
We were eventually able to win back my job, both times.

The second firing occurred during the 1978-79 school 
year in response to my teaching of communist ideas. I 
was teaching a course in television production and vide-
ography. Mostly, the course was practical, with students 
writing and producing videos. The course also dealt with 
analysis of mass media, and how the content and ideas in 
TV programming are controlled by and for the benefit of 
the major capitalists. The main reading material, for that 
part of the course, was a section of Progressive Labor Par-
ty’s older, but still outstanding pamphlet, “Who Rules the 
United States?” 

At the time, I wrote an article for CHALLENGE, ex-
plaining this approach regarding media education. It was 
entitled, “A Lesson Plan for Communist Ideas.” Somehow, 
the principal got a copy of the paper. She called me to her 
office, suspended me, and sent an armed school cop to es-
cort me out of the building. 

On that particular day, students were scheduled for 
only a half-day of instruction. Afraid of a possible walkout 
against my suspension, the principal didn’t want students 
to know about it, and therefore didn’t initiate the process 
until students were out of the building. Often, the bosses 
are more afraid of the working class than we realize.

That suspension later became a firing, and the fight to 
get me rehired went on for some months. The Field Rep 
for the teachers’ union told me that we had to stop hand-
ing out PLP flyers about the issue, outside the high school, 
but we refused to stop. When we finally won, including 
back pay, the front page of the city’s main newspaper read, 
“Communist Wins Back Teaching Job.”

A year-and-a-half later, the Party, though tiny in our 
city, organized a campaign demanding more funding for 
the school system, in a district with a student body that has 
been predominately Black, ever since the assassination 
of Martin Luther King, and real estate profiting sparked 
white flight to the suburbs. In earlier years, when the stu-
dent population was mainly white, in the mid-60s, the 
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city’s school system was 4th from the top, among dozens 
of school districts in the state, in terms of money per pupil. 
However, by the time of our campaign, the vast majority of 
young people in the schools were Black. Due to racism, the 
district’s education funding had been cut, again and again, 
to the point where per-pupil funding had fallen to nearly 
the very bottom of all the state’s school districts.

From a reform point of view, we were actually able to 
help win a modest improvement in the budget. During the 
struggle, at one of the School Board’s public sessions, I was 
the comrade giving a speech for the Party, saying:

Only a socialist [now we’d advocate communist] rev-
olution can take the nuclear trigger out of  the bosses’ 
hands. Only a dictatorship of  the working class – 
democracy for our class, and ruthless suppression of  
the old exploiters who will try to take power back 
– only such a system can put an end to their murder-
ous wars of  greed, put an end to racism and finally 
educate all our young people as fulfilled, conscious, 
and secure human beings.

In other words, communist politics were right up 
front. That’s how the Party trained us, as part of the strug-
gle against revisionism. Every flyer and every speech need-
ed to include the Party’s most advanced ideas: fighting 
for socialism (now communism) and dictatorship of the 
working class.

A high school student here, who had joined the Par-
ty and helped to lead it for several years during that time 
period, went to New York City for a personally-arranged 
“designer” summer project, working with the comrades 
who put CHALLENGE together. When he returned, we 
were in the midst of a new struggle against a vicious, racist 
cop who killed young Calvert Hazleton. Calvert was from 
a section of the city where we were regularly distributing 
CHALLENGE, door-to-door on Saturdays. We were there-
fore able to pull together several hundred people at a com-
munity center to protest the killing. 

Partway into the evening, the meeting evolved into a 
major, passionate debate about whether or not to march 
to the police station, a couple of miles away. Our young 
comrade, who had just returned from New York, was fired 
up, and politically sharper than ever. He gave a short, rous-
ing speech, and that did it! The march was on. We didn’t 
succeed in getting the cop fired, but we did get him re-
moved from that particular neighborhood.

That former young comrade, who hasn’t been in the 
Party for a good while now, will be having his 60th birthday 

later this month. His sister is organizing a large celebra-
tion. Along with several others, I’ve been asked to speak, 
and you can probably guess what story I’ll be telling.

The point is that the process of bringing young peo-
ple around – and into– the Party necessitates, among oth-
er things, being bold, and advocating communist ideas to 
masses of people.

One way to think about this process is comparing it to 
dropping a pebble into a puddle. It creates a set of circular 
ripples. The strongest circle, with the highest wave crest, 
is closest to the pebble. That inner circle is analogous to 
our immediate base, people close to the Party, perhaps in 
study groups, getting CHALLENGE regularly, participating 
with comrades in the class struggle. The farther-out con-
centric circles, smaller ripples, are representative of the 
people who are hearing about the Party’s ideas, but aren’t 
yet active with the Party. They are learning. They are begin-
ning to compare what they know, from their own experi-
ence, to the Party’s ideas. 

Some of them will be future recruits, at some point 
down the road, after current base members have joined 
PLP, and reach out to them personally. But, even before 
that happens, right now, we need the farther-out, mass 
base to already be thinking about communism, thus lay-
ing the groundwork for future Party growth. Even more im-
portantly, arming the working class with communist ideas, 
right now, is the closest thing we have to a guarantee, after 
the revolution, that the new society won’t backslide into 
inequality and the re-creation of capitalism. 

That’s because – with a vision of communism firmly in 
mind – the working class won’t readily allow inequalities to 
fester or grow anew. This is one of our main responsibili-
ties: mass advocacy of communism. It’s not good enough 
for the mass base of the Party to be thinking only about 
reform struggle.

If people come around the Party based mostly on re-
spect for the Party’s leadership in reform struggles—and 
not based on some level of agreement with the need for 
revolution, smashing the capitalist state, communism, 
dictatorship of the working class, and struggle for a fully 
egalitarian world—then, over time, as more and more peo-
ple join the Party with a mostly reformist mindset, there is 
a serious danger that the Party itself will become reformist, 
and will sell out the working class. We cannot allow that to 
happen.

One time, at another school where I was teaching, I 
had handed out a large number of Party flyers, outside the 
building, before school, as students were coming in urg-
ing people to attend May Day. Then, during that morning’s 
homeroom session – in response to those flyers – the prin-
cipal got on the PA and spoke to the whole school, attack-
ing May Day and Progressive Labor Party. He argued that 
May Day was not an official activity, and stated unequiv-
ocally that no one should go. I immediately went down to 
his office, requesting equal time on the PA. 

CHALLENGE is a crucial tool to 
spreading communism  

among the masses
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True to form, he refused. I happened to glance down 
at his desk. Ironically, there was a miniature artist’s easel 
holding a piece of polished stone. Etched on it was a quote 
by Woody Guthrie. It struck me, humorously but also seri-
ously, that capitalist culture is so vacuous that even their 
front-line flunkies must sometimes turn to communist 
culture, in an effort to find any values worthy of memori-
alizing. Anyway, when I went back to homeroom, one of 
my students said—regarding the principal and May Day, “If 
he’s against it, I want to go!” 

Jumping forward in time, here’s another example of 
how it’s possible and important to advocate communism 
really broadly. As part of putting out the word for the 2017 
May Day march, our Party club decided we would like to 
have a young comrade talk about May Day in a speech at 
the annual concert of a high school student club. It’s a club 
that a group of students and I started thirty years ago. Stu-
dents in the club write and perform original lyrics for their 
own hip-hop pieces, spoken word poetry, and songs. I’m 
now retired, but continue to work with this club as a vol-
unteer. The club’s collective student leadership, and the 
current faculty advisor, all having some familiarity with the 
politics, agreed that it would be fine for a former Club Pres-
ident—now a college student and a member of PLP—to not 
only perform, but also give a speech explaining May Day, 
and encouraging folks to participate. 

During this comrade’s speech, he told the audience 
he’s a member of Progressive Labor Party and said, “I’m a 
communist y’all.” At one point he said, “If you’re against 
capitalism, can I hear you say something?” which brought 
on boisterous cheers, to which he responded, “Y’all real-
ly woke!” When finished, he earned rousing applause and, 
again, lots more high-energy cheers.

The successful reception of this comrade’s speech, the 
communist nature of it, and his willingness to give it, are 
illustrative of an important organizing principle. The Chi-
nese communists used to say that providing leadership 
requires issuing a general call, while simultaneously work-
ing hard and thoughtfully to achieve a particular break-
through. They applied this mainly to Party leadership in the 
class struggle. 

However, it may be even more important to apply it, the 
general call and the particular breakthrough, to inner-Party 
struggle. In this case, the general call – made in the Party 
club for quite a while – was for our open members to ad-
vocate communism in their speeches, and in their com-
ments during discussions within mass organizations. For 
the breakthrough – the May Day speech at the high school 
concert – we focused beforehand on the importance of it, 
and on the details of how it could be done. Prior to that, 
the general call had kind of fallen flat. We had even looked 
at videotaped speeches given by comrades at a number of 
rallies, and self-critically evaluated the essentially reform-
ist politics being advocated. Finally, however, all of that in-
ner-Party struggle – plus the detailed planning – did indeed 
succeed in achieving a breakthrough, an important one. 

In addition, the young comrade who gave that communist 
speech –having learned, from his own experience, how to 
begin making politics primary – did really well bringing 
people from his own mass organization to the 2017 May 
Day march.

Three months later, there were the August 2017 events 
in Charlottesville, including the murder of an anti-racist, 
run down on purpose by a fascist driver. On the next day 
– as in many cities – a solidarity rally was organized here. 
Over 1,000 people attended, a large turnout for this city. 
A college student who had been among our city’s enthu-
siastic participants in the Chicago summer project, along 
with two personal friends, and me – brought and carried 
the PL banner that had been made, earlier, for May Day. It 
declared, “Progressive Labor Party Says: Put Killer Cops in 
Cell Blocks; Smash Racism & Capitalism.” 

The folks, who were the main organizers for the Char-
lottesville solidarity rally here, are in a predominately an-
archist group. With a few exceptions, their average age is 
three or four decades younger than mine. A number of 
them participate, as I do, in the weekly rallies against police 
terror, where I have given a number of communist speech-
es for the Party, and where most participants get CHAL-
LENGE every two weeks. 

After an hour-or-so of speeches at the huge Charlottes-
ville solidarity rally, it was time to march. The large crowd 
wasn’t yet organized, so one of the leaders called out my 
name on the bullhorn, asking me—and those with me—to 
take our banner into the street, and also requesting that ev-
eryone line up behind it. 

Though our Party here remains much too small, and 
needs to grow tremendously, we have nevertheless suc-
ceeded modestly at bringing our politics into three mass 
organizations, and – to a certain extent – into the mass an-
ti-racist movement here. Without hiding our revolutionary 
communist politics, we have earned a certain degree of re-
spect from several circles of youth.

2. FIGHTING RACISM
Young people read us. Carefully and accurately. They 

hear what we claim 
to be, as communists. 
Then they decide how 
real we are at living up 
to those standards.

For that reason, 
and of course, be-
cause—as W.E.B. Du 
Bois wisely said—rac-
ism was the main 
question of the 20th century, and is now the main question 
of the 21st century too, we need to be anti-racist fighters. 
Fighting racism and organizing among Black youth are es-
sential to building for communism. 

In addition, for the political growth of the young peo-

‘Antiracism’ 

is an action verb. 
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ple in our base, it’s important, for their development, to be 
involved as much as possible in anti-racist struggle them-
selves. Sometimes there’s a struggle that can be waged di-
rectly at the school. It’s also helpful, if possible, for the adult 
comrade to be involved, outside the school, in a major 
campaign against some aspect of racism. Then, students 
who come around can be brought to activities in that cam-
paign, and get their feet wet in this vital aspect of the class 
struggle. 

I should mention—in the interests of objectivity—that, 
before retiring, it would have been pretty much impossible, 
way beyond my limits, to simultaneously do school-based 
youth organizing and union work with teachers, plus be se-
riously active outside of school in the struggle against po-
lice murder. It’s only since retiring that I’ve had time to get 
active with the fight against police brutality. I continue to 
do volunteer work with the student club for which I used 
to be the advisor, so it has now become possible—on occa-
sion—to integrate youth work at the school, and citywide 
work against cop killings.

In this city, there is a weekly rally against police ter-
ror, led by the family of an unarmed man who was beaten 
to death by the cops. Twice, members of that family have 
come to speak at the school, at meetings of the club with 
which I work. On a number of occasions, students in the 
club have attended one of the rallies, and have helped to 
inspire activists at those rallies by performing original, pas-
sionate, anti-racist poems, raps and songs. One of those 
young people is now in the Party.

Whenever we become aware of an aspect of racism 
that’s nearby, we should stand up forcefully against it. In 
March of 1990, a member of the student club I was advis-
ing, came to school and showed me a flyer that his mother 
had found on their front steps, as she was leaving to go to 
work, at around 6AM that morning, when it was still dark 
outside. The flyer had been issued and distributed by the 
local branch of the skinheads, and was disgustingly racist. 
It threatened that they were going to make the neighbor-
hood “a N***** free zone.” I went that evening to meet with 
his parents, who are Black, and they, in turn, had invited 
the parents of a neighboring family, friends of theirs—who 
happened to be white—to join our discussion. That partic-
ular neighborhood, at the time, was about 50 percent Black 
and 50 percent white. The four parents all wanted to do 
something opposing the skinheads, but were fearful of tak-
ing the lead. I said PLP would be happy to do so, and they 
were pleased. 

A neighborhood rally against racism was set for sever-
al weeks later. We went through the neighborhood repeat-
edly, distributing flyers and announcing the rally over a 
bullhorn that we mounted on a car. From conversations, 
we learned there had been quite a few earlier skinhead fly-
ers, not just the one shown to me at school, and we learned 
that the skinheads had actually firebombed one home in 
the neighborhood, the home of a white family, who they 
targeted because one member of that family was dating a 

Black person. 

In planning for the rally, we chose a trusted comrade to 
make quick tactical decisions, if need be, and we mount-
ed our signs on heavy two-by-four wood planks, ready to 
fight. Comrades from a nearby city actively joined in, mak-
ing our bold rally possible. On the day of the rally, at one 
point a man from the racist rally across the street suddenly 
walked aggressively and rapidly toward us, waving a large 
confederate flag. Our point-person, understanding that the 
best defense is a strong offense, said, “Get him!” What hap-
pened next was described by local TV news as “War on the 
Streets.” We were pleased that one of the vicious racists had 
to go to the hospital with a possible broken arm. 

Many students at my school saw me on the news, 
swinging a two-by-four, and hitting one of the racists. 
They named me “Hacksaw” after a wrestler at the time, 
who would always go into the ring with a two-by-four, and 
Hacksaw was my nickname at the school for the next two 
years. The principal said I was a bad example, but the stu-
dents loved it. More importantly, the skinheads, as far as we 
know, never again did anything in that neighborhood. To 
this day, it’s one of the things about which I’m most proud.

Because of that, and because of many classroom dis-
cussions, and because of other stances against racism, stu-
dents generally seemed to conclude that I was not a hypo-
crite, and that the Party and I were worthy of their respect.

Finally, in terms of opposing racism on a personal lev-
el, it’s important that we’re attentive to the makeup of our 
circle of good friends. We need to strive to make it a multi-
racial circle. Not only is this very important, in and of itself, 
but also students will observe and respect this.

3. BASEBUILDING
This may well be the most important part, the make-

or-break part, of the work. It involves developing unbreak-
able personal ties that embody two things simultaneously: 
very strong, sincere, mutual friendship, and deep, shared, 
political understandings. There’s no single correct way to 
do this, and I’ve made many mistakes. Building a base can 
develop in lots of different ways. 

To bring youth around the Party, it’s vital to work with 
a student group, or another mass organization of mostly 
youth. If you work in a school, it’s good to think of an activ-
ity you enjoy, and then figure out how to work with young 
people in a student club that’s focused on that activity – 
keeping it going for decades, if possible.

Together with a circle of interested students, you may 
need to take the initiative to start such a club, if one doesn’t 
already exist. In my case, the majority of my forty teaching 
years were at my fifth school. The club, that some students 
and I founded there, is still going strong (though it did have 
a few years when it teetered on the brink of going out of 
existence).

In that club and in your classes, it’s important to make 
people feel welcome. There also needs to be an open at-➤➤
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mosphere at your home (to the extent possible that your 
spouse or partner or roommate, agrees).

At the risk of stating the obvious, young people are 
human beings, like adults. They are the future. We need to 
fully respect them. We need to talk with young folks fre-
quently, at length, about almost everything. In those fre-
quent and sometimes protracted conversations, we need 
to be good listeners. Listening is the most important part 
of conversation. Few people have respect for know-it-alls 
who talk a lot, and barely listen. Not only do we need to 
listen, but we also need to ask—and sincerely want to hear 
about—progress and difficulties at school, personal issues 
and achievements, thoughts about the future, the well-be-
ing of a young person’s friends and family members, and 
the experiences and insights of their adult relatives whose 
working-class lives. Their horrendous mistreatment under 
capitalism and splendid resilience will heighten our love 
for our class and our hatred for the system that oppresses 
us. 

We have much to learn from the wonderful people in 
the Party’s base. Besides, virtually all knowledge comes 
from experience. Even book-knowledge, in essence, is a 
summation of another person’s experience, or – depend-
ing upon the type of book – from many other people’s ex-
periences. How can we help young people to grow polit-
ically, if we don’t listen carefully to all their experiences, 
discussing which lessons, based on all that experience, are 
most important.

We never know which young person is most likely—
down the road—to become a strong, dedicated comrade. 
Even for those who do indeed become part of the next 
generation of revolutionaries, we don’t know who, among 
them, will stick with the Party for a lifetime. Amidst this 
complex process, it’s wise, when possible, to win young 
people who are personable, and who can readily bring 
others around too. When a young person does bring oth-
ers around, we should give lots of thoughtful attention to 
encouraging that process. 

Whenever a young individual takes an interest in the 
Party, we need to make a long-term commitment to our 
relationship with that person. There is, of course, a place 
for sharp, comradely struggle about the Party’s ideas, and 
struggle about commitment to the working class, to com-
munism and to the Party. But we shouldn’t rush the devel-
opment of a person’s political understanding. In my case, 
it took five years for me to overcome uncertainties about 
the need for revolutionary violence. Only then did I join 
the Party. If there hadn’t been people in the Party keep-
ing up strong personal and political ties with me, I’d have 
probably drifted away.

Making a long-term commitment to base building 
with a particular person, an aspect of real friendship, al-
most always, is sharing that connection with each other’s 
families. We need to share our biological/immediate fam-
ily with our extended working-class family. When doing 
this, we need to work hard to make our home life – and 

also Party activities elsewhere – positive, stable, ethically 
healthy, and drug-free. 

There will be young people who come around or even 
join, but don’t stay active. We must try, as best we can, not 
to lose touch with them.

For example, one of the people who went with us to 
the Chicago summer project, in July of 2017, was a stu-
dent of mine 20 years ago. When she was in high school, 
she was interested in the Party’s work, but just a bit. I 
brought CHALLENGE to her home (and to other homes) 
on the weekends, for her mother and her to read. Over the 
years since then, we were sometimes in touch, often not. I 
should have done better. 

Then, two years ago, I noticed she was passionately 
badmouthing capitalism and racism—and discussing their 
inter-connectedness—on her Facebook page. Of course, 
this warmed the cockles of my heart! We stepped up dis-
cussions, got together for coffee, and began to re-establish 
the relationship between our families. At one point, four 
generations of her family came to a cookout at our home. 
It was really nice to have all of them with us. Her Mom, a 
nurse, has been a bit helpful with medical advice for my 
wife, who has had to grapple with some difficult health is-
sues. And this former student, along with her teenage son, 
came to May Day, and loved it!

Expecting that the Chicago summer project would 
be dope, and would give her first-hand interactive expe-
rience with some of the Party’s strongest comrades and 
best work, I waged a sharp, friendly struggle, explaining 
why she ought to participate. There were obstacles, but—
convinced of the project’s importance—she overcame the 
main obstacle, and went with us to Chicago. Not long af-
terward, she decided to join the Party. 

As a brand new Party member, she then took the ini-
tiative to organize a wonderful send-off Party for a young 
man, who had also been part of our group at the summer 
project. He was about to leave for college, out of town. This 
young man, on his own, had voraciously read Party liter-
ature, following the Chicago project, and he planned to 
start a CHALLENGE readers’ group at his school. Everyone 
enjoyed his send-off party and, as a result, we will proba-
bly be more successful at maintaining our social and polit-
ical ties across the hundreds of miles divide. 

When youth take an interest in the Party’s work, even 
just a modest interest, we need to get to know their whole 
family and their close friends too. We especially have to 
give parents plenty of opportunities to get to know us and 
trust us, deeply. When dropping off a student at home, af-
ter an activity, for example, it’s good to ask, “Would this be 
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a good time for me to come in and talk with your mom or 
dad or grandma or grandparent?”

One reason for getting to know whole families is that 
it’s not unusual for a particular young person to begin get-
ting active with the Party but, over time, for that person to 
drift into inactivity while – at the same time – a sibling may 
be the one who ends up stepping forward and becoming 
the main pro-communist activist in the family. 

Another reason for getting to know whole families is 
that there may be an aunt – or uncle or whoever – who is 
the source of some anti-communist influence. It’s helpful 
to know that. One way of thinking about organizing for 
communist revolution is the strategic view that our task is 
to win over as many people as possible, isolate the enemy 
(an ideological “enemy” in this case, not a physical enemy), 
and neutralize everyone else. It may be possible to earn the 
respect of the aunt or uncle, partly winning them over, and 
seriously diminishing that individual’s anti-communism. 
Or, even with good work – if winning them over proves un-
attainable in the medium run – we may be able to suffi-
ciently neutralize or isolate their political influence within 
the family.

Here’s a story that illustrates the importance of base 
building. The Party in our area used to organize youth 
camping trips—part fun, part learning about commu-
nism—once a year, when school ended in June. They were 
popular, and grew to include about 60 people. That was 
about 20 times larger than the size of our Party collective. 
Adult comrades from a nearby city helped out, and made 
the trips possible. 

One year, at the prompting of an anti-communist par-
ent, a local TV station aired a vicious attack on the Party and 
the camping trip, shortly after we got back home. The TV 
station falsely claimed that parents hadn’t been informed 
about the communist politics.

In the midst of that attack on the Party, I answered a 
knock at my family’s front door, and found myself face-to-
face with a TV news reporter, already on our porch, hold-
ing a live mic, with a live video camera across the street, 
using a telephoto lens to videotape us. The reporter was 
aggressively in my face, rapidly spewing anti-communist 
commentary and adversarial questions. Trying to think 
quickly on my feet, I offered to let him into the house for a 
discussion, but on the condition that there be no videotap-
ing, and no audio recording (either of which could later be 
manipulated to distort reality and impugn the Party). The 

reporter agreed. 

Seated inside, after talking for a bit, I showed him 
the actual permission slip for the camping trip, the orig-
inal copy of the particular one that had been signed by 
the accusatory parent. It clearly stated that a parental sig-
nature indicated an understanding that the trip was not 
school-sponsored, that it was sponsored by Progressive 
Labor Party, and that the parent had received – together 
with the permission slip – a copy of PL’s newspaper, CHAL-
LENGE. The permission slip further explained that having 
and reading CHALLENGE was for the purpose of enabling 
the parent to be fully informed about the viewpoints of PL, 
and—on that basis—to decide if they were comfortable 
with their child’s participation. 

The reporter had no choice but to recognize that the 
parent’s complaint was unfounded, and the TV station 
dropped that particular crusade against the Party. As it 
turned out, the child of that complaining parent was not 
from the school at which I taught. She attended a different 
school, and was a friend of one of my students. I had never 
previously met her, or any of her family members.

It just goes to show, by contrast, the vital importance of 
having close, mutually respectful ties with whole families. 
We have to become an important part of the lives of folks 
in our base, and they have to become an important part of 
our lives too. Because we had honest, principled, mutual-
ly respectful relationships with many of the parents whose 
sons and daughters went camping with us, people stood by 
the Party.

Our ties with a particular young person who has been 
around the Party, at points in time during recent years, is a 
positive example of base building. I was once greeting her 
mom, at their home, and extended my hand, ready for a 
handshake. The Mom refused to put out her hand. She just 
looked at me, mock-accusingly, and said with warm-heart-
ed, friendly sternness, “You know me too well for that!” 
What she meant, of course, was that the appropriate greet-
ing was a hug, not a handshake. 

I had been at that family’s home many times. As with 
some other parents, of students around the Party, I had 
also visited her in the hospital during an illness. The whole 
family, each year, for several years, had attended the an-
nual concerts of the student club I advised, for which their 
daughter was one of the leaders. The daughter and her boy-
friend have come to May Day. The daughter has attended 
a number of the weekly rallies against police terror where 
she has performed powerful, inspiring, original anti-racist 
poems. She has also attended a number of Party club meet-
ings. Along with other young people, she has been at our 
home for dinner, with my wife and me, quite a few times. I 
was honored to be invited, two years in row, to the send-off 
parties at her home, organized by her Mom, as her daugh-
ter was preparing to go, first to the junior prom, and then 
to the senior prom. 

Another important aspect, of base building with young 
people, is developing communist understanding among 

‘We must give parents  
plenty of opportunities to 

know us and trust us’
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the non-family adults in their lives. Teachers are part of 
that non-family network of adults. At the high school from 
which I retired, I was impressed with the faculty’s willing-
ness to accept open communist politics as an established 
part of the fabric of the school. For a dozen years, once I 
decided to become more active in the teachers’ union, and 
until I was ready to retire, the faculty elected me repeat-
edly for successive two-year terms—six times—to be the 
school’s union rep. 

I did my best not to restrict that work exclusively to 
struggles about wages and working conditions. In addition 
to such reform issues – in our school-based union news-
letter, in discussions, and in struggles – I also talked about 
our Party’s communist analysis of many things. This was 
controversial, earning attacks from the administration and 
from sellout citywide union leaders. Even some members 
of our five-person union committee at the school would 
sometimes tell me, “You can’t put that communist shit in 
the newsletter.” However, over time, with strong backing 
from some faculty members, we won that battle, and I was 
able to widely advocate a communist analysis of the Iraq 
war and many other things. 

We were also able to lead and win, over eight years, a 
major anti-racist struggle against disproportionately and 
routinely overcrowded classes in the school’s academic 
program that serves the majority of the school’s students, 
and which has the highest percentage of Black students, 
about 90 percent. Most important of all, many teachers – 
probably more than half the faculty – were happy to get 
CHALLENGE newspaper. My own inefficiency generally 
kept the hand-to-hand circulation of the paper down to 
about a quarter of the faculty. That was not as good as it 
could have been, but it was nevertheless important and im-
pactful. To this day, there are about 20 current and former 
teachers from the school who continue to get the paper. 

One of the faculty CHALLENGE readers, while I was 
there, moved from being a teacher to being an administra-
tor. This person pulled me into the office one day, to tell 
me that I may not remember, but when I used to bring the 
paper to her classroom, I would explain a little more about 
communism each time. (Yes, I had forgotten those particu-
lar conversations.) This administrator wanted me to know 
how much she personally appreciated and respected that 
Party work.

The widespread awareness of communism, and the 
general acceptance of communist politics as part of the 
fabric of the school, made a big difference during the year 
after I retired. That November was when the grand jury in 
Ferguson decided they would do nothing at all to prose-
cute kkkop Darren Wilson for the racist murder of Michael 
Brown. Students organized a massive sit-in. They contact-
ed me to come in and help. The principal tried to take over, 
and – after some discussion of the Ferguson events in the 
auditorium – he tried to send everyone back to class. But 
students weren’t having it, and they maintained the sit-in. 

At that point, the principal made a decision to leave 

just one administrator in the auditorium, to be an admin-
istrative presence while the sit-in continued. The students 
showed a film, made by friends of Progressive Labor Party, 
about the Ferguson rebellion, and held an organized dis-
cussion about the issues. The administrator, who stayed 
in the auditorium, turned out to be the administrator who 
had told me how meaningful the CHALLENGE newspapers 
– and our short communist discussions – had been, back 
before she had left the classroom. During the remainder 
of the sit-in, this administrator didn’t try to interfere at all, 
leaving the students to run the sit-in entirely as they saw fit.

The administrator’s respect for a comrade’s political 
ideas, and the long-term mass distribution of CHALLENGE 
to many faculty members, along with respect for the Par-
ty’s work in leading the fight against racist overcrowding of 
classes that have the highest percentage of Black students, 
all combined to create an atmosphere where the students 
were able to conduct a massive protest with no disciplinary 
consequences. There were two additional, powerful stu-
dent protests at the school – walkouts which included out-
door rallies – in the spring of that same academic year, after 
cops killed Freddie Gray in Baltimore, and thousands of 
people rebelled in that city. Once again, there were no dis-
ciplinary consequences for the students. I was escorted off 
campus by a school cop during one of those walkouts, but 
student leaders of that protest went, later that same day, 
to meet with the principal, and the students forcefully said 
they expected him to apologize to me.

Those events reminded me of the difference between 
fascism in Germany, and fascism in Italy, during the 1930s 
and 1940s. In Germany, there was hard fascism, and the 
communist movement was largely wiped out. However, in 
Italy there was soft fascism. Of course the Italian fascists 
also attacked the communists, but those communists had 
such a strong base that they grew under attack to become 
a much larger Party, a Party – as I understand – with about 
two million members. And they were able to play a key role 
in the defeat of fascist leader Mussolini, and the defeat of 
fascism in general (though, unfortunately, not yet the de-
feat of capitalism).

Returning to the helpfulness of base building with 
non-family adults, the teachers at the high school are im-
portant in the lives of the students. Our years of political 
work, among the faculty, helped to significantly strength-
en our political base with students. One of those students 
– who is currently in the Party, and who, as a high school 
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senior in 2014, helped lead the mass sit-in against the 
non-prosecution of Mike Brown’s killer, Darren Wilson – is 
now a Party leader here.

Another aspect of base building is having lots of enjoy-
able social activities: things like cookouts, camping trips, 
sports, one or two or three people coming over for dinner, 
swimming trips, trips to other cities, game nights, movie 
nights, and going out to dinner along with laser tag or bowl-
ing, or going to a trampoline park. We should try to let loose 
with our base, be fun to be with, and have fun ourselves. 

At some point, like me, you may retire. If I were reli-
gious, I would say – regarding retirees – that comrades, 
who have spent a lifetime doing youth organizing, are truly 
blessed. The fruits of base building are a two-way street. In 
retirement, the fun continues. It’s wonderful to have former 
students who are inviting my wife and me over for dinner, 
to birthday parties, weddings, baby showers, one-year so-
briety celebrations at NA, asking us to come stay with them 
on vacation for a week and be shown around in the new 
city where they now live, saying super-kind things on Face-
book (where most of the 1,600 folks who have friended me 
are former students), coming by to visit, sharing warm em-
braces and radiant smiles at the mass cookouts for thou-
sands of people at the high school reunions while we hap-
pily reminisce, coming early in the morning to get me up to 
go jog with them, and so on. 

The years of base building lead to a wonderful, joyful 
network of friendships with folks who are younger than 
us, are more active and vigorous, and keep us going. This 
is something that noncommunist teachers often miss out 
on. I have an image in mind of my final years, when – who 
knows – I may be decrepit, stuck in some bed in some as-
sisted living place, with a computer on my lap, keeping in 
touch with many of the 5,000 or so students I’ve taught. 
It’s a happy thought, envisioning myself enjoying develop-
ments in their lives, along with enjoying the lives of our bi-
ological children and grandchildren.

Getting back to the here-and-now, base building means 
being helpful with other peoples’ needs, but real friendship 
is a two-way street. When a young person wants to teach 
you a new dance, or throw you a birthday Party, accept the 
kindness. If a student’s parent invites you, spontaneously, 
to come into their home and have a plate of food, by all 
means say thank you, yes. Or if a young person wants to 
help your sick spouse or partner, accept that help too.

Base building is probably the key, make-or-break as-
pect of Party building. Our overall Party work is complex 
and challenging. Sometimes it’s hard to know how to best 
utilize our time, what to prioritize. So I have a personal 
motto to share that I think is helpful: when in doubt, hang 
out!

In other words, when you’re not sure what to do, just 
get with somebody (or get with a few people) in your mass 
organization, or who are otherwise around the Party, and 
spend time with them.

4. CONCENTRATION
Reading this article, you might get the impression that 

I have organized students, teachers, and opponents of po-
lice terror, all at the same time. That’s not the case. In ac-
tuality, some years focused primarily on organizing among 
teachers, other on youth, and yet another stretch of time 
partly focused on the fight against police brutality. At times, 
the focus wasn’t clear enough, and the efforts overlapped, 
keeping me too busy with various necessary tasks, unable 
to spend enough time doing one-on-one base building, 
thus watering down the Party’s influence. But decisions 
about concentration are somewhat complicated because, 
on the other hand, some of the long-term effects from one 
area of work did, at times, have helpful synergistic influ-
ences on another area of Party work.

Overall, having a clear, long-term focus leads to a much 
higher likelihood of breakthroughs and advances. Uncer-
tainty and lack of clarity about this—over the years—have 
been significant weaknesses in my Party work. Before retir-
ing, I usually attended 18 or 19 meetings a month. These in-
cluded Party meetings, mass meetings of the student orga-
nization, union meetings, school advisory team meetings, 
meetings of a union caucus, and education committee 
meetings with a citywide civil rights group. For about half 
of those meetings, I was responsible for planning the agen-
da beforehand. For about a third of the meetings, I func-
tioned as the main organizer, responsible for motivating 
people to attend. Whether or not I helped plan a meeting, 
trying to be a responsible participant meant doing many 
time-consuming follow-up tasks. Along with that, my work 
as a teacher took about 60 hours a week. About three more 
hours were earmarked for the hand-to-hand distribution 
of each new issue of CHALLENGE. Time with family is also 
wonderful, and shouldn’t be short-changed. With a to-do 
list, a calendar, and an agenda book, all of this was do-able. 
But clearly, the amount of free time remaining—for base 
building—was insufficient.

Here’s another issue that can arise from focusing in-
sufficiently. Though it was do-able to engage in all the 
activities, it often meant going without ever getting a full 
night’s sleep. Sure, being an active communist sometimes 
necessitates giving up some sleep. No problem. But when a 
major sleep deficit accumulates over long stretches of time, 
many human qualities decline: easygoing friendliness, pa-
tience, attention, memory, wit, the ability to think well, and 
one’s sense of humor. Even when a comrade, in that state 
of mind, succeeds in trying to devote a little time to base 
building, who wants to hang out with a crabby communist? 
Base building should be enjoyable! On top of that, being 
super busy also means not having time for regular exercise. 
This lack of exercise is likely to compound the problem, 
further impairing what ought to be a cheerful disposition. 
After all – with confidence in the working class, and con-
fidence in our collective ability to create a wonderful new 
epoch in human history – we have good reason to be up-
beat and enthusiastic! What are folks in our base supposed 
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to think, if we’re the opposite of that?

An interesting reality –that helped me recognize this 
problem – was the contrast between the school year and 
the summer. With sufficient sleep and exercise, my sum-
mer persona was so profoundly different, that – when in 
that amiable state of mind – I could barely conceptualize 
my other, bedraggled persona, the one prevailing during 
fall, winter and spring.

I don’t always follow my own advice, but comrades can’t 
effectively build the Party if we’re trying to do too many 
things. (Though our main problem is getting comrades 
to do more, not less). You can’t spend sufficiently large 
amounts of time visiting and hanging out with the fami-
lies of students, if you’re also trying to spend lots of time 
with educators – on and off the job – as part of an effort 
to build an activist caucus in the teachers’ union, while at 
the same time arranging to have many one-on-one lunches 
and dinners with fellow citywide fighters who are fighting 
for prosecution and incarceration of killer cops. Trying to 
do all that, trying to do it well, and trying to build the Party 
in the midst of it, is like passing gas outdoors on a windy 
day. The impact is minimal.

Ideally, a collective of comrades should all be working 
together in one mass organization, or at a single workplace 
or at a single institution. When that’s not possible, and a 
comrade must do solo Party work, then having a primary 
focus—on just one area of work—is even more important. 
It’s like building a big fire. If there are matches scattered, 
rather than sufficiently all in the same place, nothing much 
happens. However, if enough spark is brought together and 
concentrated, the impact is huge. Concentration is an im-
portant organizing principle in our fight for a better world. 
And these decisions of what to concentrate on should be 
made, and evaluated, collectively. 

5. COMBATTING LIBERALISM
The most serious criticism I have ever heard from stu-

dents about other teachers is, “So and so doesn’t really care 
about us. (S)he lets us do anything.” In other words, there 
was probably some chaos in that classroom, and not much 
learning or skills development. Seeking peace and friend-
ship with the students, superficially—by establishing a go-
along-to-get-along atmosphere—should not be the goal 
for any teacher, certainly not for a communist teacher.

We have to struggle sharply against the capitalist ideas 

and habits within our students: procrastination, doubt 
about one’s capabilities, irresponsibility, discourtesy, and 
low levels of intellectual self-discipline. We have to push 
students hard—in terms of the difficulty and quantity of 
work—to the point at which they whine a lot. That’s how 
we know we are advancing their intellectual capabilities 
to the max. They will come back and thank you years later, 
and their parents will thank you almost immediately. This 
is about having confidence in our working-class students 
to learn. 

However, our job is not only to do our best at becoming 
an effective teacher. We also have the responsibility of try-
ing to do things in a communist way. In the Soviet Union, 
experience led to the conclusion that education’s most im-
portant purpose is nurturing collectivity (not prima don-
nas). A great two-volume book about this is The Road to Life 
by Makarenko.

It’s not easy to give students lots of meaningful oppor-
tunities to get good at collectivity within capitalist educa-
tional systems. One little thing I did, that seemed helpful, 
was to have each class elect three co-leaders. They had two 
main jobs: 1) Organizing a class party to celebrate every-
one’s success, after accomplishing the challenging work of 
completing a rigorous, college-level research paper, and 2) 
Being class advocates. 

Regarding the advocacy for fellow students, whenev-
er class members felt that the deadline for an assignment 
was too soon, or the work was outrageously demanding, 
or was in conflict with work for another teacher’s class, or 
they had any other criticism of my expectations, then the 
elected class leaders had the job of speaking up. On many 
occasions, they did not succeed in changing my mind. 

Nevertheless, even when not succeeding, those mo-
ments actually did provide a good opportunity for discus-
sion about the real value and do-ability of our work, win-
ning students to its importance, rather than expecting hard 
work to be motivated simply by obedience. However, on 
some occasions, a class advocate did succeed in convinc-
ing me to change something. 

One time, a student—in my first class of the day—ar-
gued wisely, fiercely, and respectfully that I needed to ex-
tend the deadline for a major step in a big project. He won. 
As students in my other classes learned about what hap-
pened, impacting them favorably too, the advocate who 
had won the debate with me became a folk hero. It was 
heart-warming to see the positive solidarity and collectivity 
of all the students in all those classes. And the major proj-
ect, for which an adjustment was made, nevertheless still 
worked out very well.

Money is another arena where we need to resist liber-
alism. When it comes to money needed for participation in 
Party-organized activities, we should generally try hard not 
to be patronizing charity providers. Let’s bear in mind—
when the young people around us view an activity as real-
ly important—they will usually figure out a way to finance 
it. One common route is struggling with aunts, uncles and 
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grandparents to contribute, along with parents. Another 
is finding work, to have one’s own income, whether in the 
informal economy—doing hair, babysitting and so on—or 
from an actual part-time job.

Sure, sometimes we have to help out financially. But 
our main task is to convince our base—and their parents—
that the activities are important. Then they’ll work hard 
to scrape together the money. One mistake I made was 
agreeing to be the co-signer for a young Party member – 
three years out of high school—when he and his girlfriend 
were planning to move to a different apartment. I also co-
signed a loan for them, so they could pay the security de-
posit. The young comrade had been led to believe that he 
would be hired imminently—fulltime at good pay—to be 
a community organizer with an NGO. The apartment was 
significantly more expensive than average, because it was 
in a luxury sort of building, and – in addition to living there 
– they wanted their new apartment to have extra space for 
a recording studio, from which they could make addition-
al income. They moved in and did get the studio up and 
running, but the high-paid job with the NGO didn’t mate-
rialize. I didn’t learn that they were in arrears until months 
after they stopped paying the rent, and had been locked 
out of their own apartment by the building’s management. 

Long story short, their debt was turned over to a collec-
tion agency, my credit was seriously messed up, the young 
comrade left the Party, and bad blood grew between the 
young couple and me. In the end, I had to pay a lawyer to 
re-negotiate the debt with the collection agency and ended 
up paying over $10,000. 

This was a serious, negative consequence of liberalism 
on my part.  In the end, liberalism hurt the Party by contrib-
uting to the loss of that comrade, who was a highly capable 
organizer. It also diminished my spouse’s willingness to be 
supportive of the Party’s youth work. Additionally, it con-
tributed to the drifting away of an adult comrade who is re-
lated to the young couple. And, of course, it was a financial 
blow personally.

Another form of liberalism is not expecting that ad-
vanced communist ideas can become the property of 
young people. Sometimes we mistakenly think that their 
ideological development needs more scaffolding that it 
really does. We need to have confidence that young mem-
bers and friends of the Party can lead advanced discussions 
about communist politics, dialectical philosophy, political 
economy, analysis of the world situation, and evaluation 
of our collective experiences in the class struggle. We need 
to struggle with them consistently to help them overcome 
the capitalist mindset that is constantly bolstered by this 
system’s sick culture. In other words, we need to really win 
young people to communism.

The battle against anti-communism needs to be waged 
with sharp, friendly and thoughtful criticism. For exam-
ple, many young people come to the Party under the in-
fluence, to some extent, of identity politics and privilege 
theory. These beliefs are an aspect of liberalism within the 

antiracist movement. We won’t be able to win communism 
until the working class as a whole understands that all of 
us—Black, Latin, Asian, Middle Eastern, indigenous and 
white too—must fight racism, in our own best interests. Of 
course, racism hurts nonwhite workers the most severely, 
but that doesn’t change the fact that all working-class peo-
ple need to recognize the divide-and-conquer aspect of 
racism, and smash it.

Identity politics and privilege theory, on the contrary, 
argue that racism was the brainchild of the working class, 
when our class began to emerge and develop historically, 
more than a century ago. Proponents of privilege theory 
argue that racism – and the exploitative practices it ratio-
nalizes – developed for some reason other than serving 
the needs of slave owners and capitalists. David Roediger, 
probably the most influential proponent of privilege theo-
ry, says he bases his analysis on the work of historian and 
activist, W.E. B. Du Bois (ironic, since Du Bois was pro-com-
munist).

Roediger cites a paragraph of Du Bois’ book, The Civil 
War and Black Reconstruction. That part of Du Bois’ excel-
lent book says, about white laborers:

They were given public deference and titles of  courte-
sy because they were white. They were admitted freely 
with all classes of  white people to public functions, 
public parks, and the best schools…

However, Roediger leaves out Du Bois’ more-important 
companion point, that it was the bosses who paid those 
“psychological” wages, and the bosses’ purpose was to di-
vide workers. Who else, but the bosses, could grant such 
“privileges”? Du Bois clearly explained this central point of 
his, in the very same book, but Roediger deliberately and 
manipulatively ignores this key side of Du Bois’ analysis. In 
other words, privilege theory and identity politics are root-
ed in liberal academic deception. 

Du Bois actually wrote, within a page of the earlier 
quote:

The theory of  race was supplemented by a careful-
ly planned and slowly evolved method, which drove 
such a wedge between the white and black workers, 
that there probably are not today in the world two 
groups of  workers with practically identical interests 
who hate and fear each other so deeply and persistent-
ly and who are kept so far apart that neither sees any-
thing of  common interest.

The main way we must work to overcome the boss-
es’ privilege theory is by participating vigorously in sharp 
struggles against racism. After all, Progressive Labor Party 
is primarily a fighting organization. However, we are also 
an intellectual organization, and we must struggle—firmly 
but in a warm-heartedly way– to defeat incorrect, liberal 
ideas. 

We need to engage in sharp struggle, not just to defeat 
privilege theory, but to uphold the overall general line of 
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the Party, and also to help one another attain higher levels 
of commitment. There’s a wonderful young comrade here 
who, leading into the first semester of his sophomore year 
in college, announced he would be taking a “leave of ab-
sence from the Party.” He talked about it being for one se-
mester, but the duration was uncertain, and it could have 
been permanent. On top of that, he became uncommuni-
cative with me. 

As far as I could tell, pretty much the only way to reach 
him was by old-fashioned letter-writing, so I thought about 
it for a good while, and then wrote him a serious letter. As it 
turned out, he now keeps that letter in a collection of what 
he considers to be some of the really important things in his 
life. He’s been back in the Party for over a year, does good 
work in a mass organization, and brought two people to a 
recent summer project. Both of those people loved the ex-
perience! Even more significantly, he’s taking steps toward 
becoming a local Party leader. 

The letter wasn’t magic. There was eventually—a good 
while after the letter—lots of discussion and hangouts. 
Plus, he was accumulating more and more independent 
experience with life, and with some of the multi-faceted, 
ongoing struggles that he, his family, and his friends had to 
face under capitalism.

But, earlier in my work as a Party member, influenced 
by liberalism, I probably would have been more fearful of 
sharp struggle, afraid of losing the friendship. Probably, 
if this had happened earlier in my political life, the effort 
– based on low expectations of what I could accomplish 
– would have only been to maintain a weak, some-timey 
friendship, and an even weaker degree of struggle with this 
person about the great importance and profound potential 
of our Party’s work. But this time, I was able to sharpen the 
struggle. That’s the way to resolve a contradiction, intensi-
fying the struggle. Here is an excerpt of the letter I sent to 
our young comrade. I’m including it here as an example of 
combating liberalism:

First, Grandma [our comrade’s affectionate name 
for my wife] and I value your friendship, for real. 
Whatever you decide in terms of  participation in the 
Party – now and in the future – I would really like 
our friendship to continue to be strong. You’re a good, 
thoughtful person – one who has a unique ability to 
have close ties with people of  all ages, including us old 
fogies – and it would be great if  we can continue to 
hang out and continue to enjoy one another’s families 
and lives.  

In addition to my hope that our friendship will per-
sist, the main point I want to make is that your deci-
sion – about whether or not to be in the Party again, 
after this semester – may be a very important decision 
for the future of  the Party here.

Think about it.  I’m 67 years old.  In a few years I’ll 
be 70.  Who knows how much longer I’ll be able to do 

vigorous political work.  And think about your own 
political development; it has occurred over a period 
of  more than three years. I may not have it in me to 
help assist a similar process with another individual, 
for as many years as it will take to reach your level of  
communist understanding and experience. 

There are some wonderful people around. A former 
student of  mine from our high school, is now a teach-
er herself. She seriously dislikes capitalism. Recently, 
she held discussions with her 6th grade class, prepar-
ing for each of  them to write a letter to the national 
Attorney General [at that time], Loretta Lynch, urg-
ing Lynch to re-open a particular police brutality case 
in our city, and urging federal prosecution of  the cops 
who so mercilessly took a person’s life. It turns out 
that one of  the students in her class is a nephew of  
someone else, who was also brutally killed by police. 
That student was in tears during the class discussion, 
which brought my former student to tears herself. 

Yes, there are terrific people around. She’s one of  
them. However, that was also true in our student 
organization when you were still at the high school. 
Some of  them came to May Day, to study groups, to 
club meetings, to the rallies against police brutality, 
and so on.  However, it was you who took a more 
profound interest. You are a capable organizer and 
brought others to the activities. You stuck with it. You 
now have social ties with young people in the Party 
from other cities. You have a sharp command of  the 
ideas.

I’ve noticed with appreciation, from your Facebook 
posts about the mass organization you lead, that 
you’ve learned a lot about how to provide good lead-
ership, based upon your experience in the Party: 
patience, persistence, respect for the people to whom 
you’re giving leadership, confidence in the working 
class, being organized, being bold, having a long-term 
outlook, involving others in decision-making, collec-
tivity, and so on. Good work!

However, if  those capabilities are used only to serve 
the needs of  reformism, then we’re letting down the 
working class – not just a little, but big time. Our 
class will continue to suffer the horrific ravages of  
capitalism until we defeat this system, which we can 
do. And we can then devote ourselves to successfully 
building a really comradely world.  

You should be a leader of  the working class. But 
that means building Progressive Labor Party, and it 
means building a real understanding of  communism. 
You can do that in your mass organization. You can 
do it anywhere. But when we leave the Party, when 
we abandon the advocacy of  communist revolution, 
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we become the type of  leader that will not serve the 
true needs of  our class. Our class doesn’t need more 
leaders who leave us on the treadmill of  reformism 
and thereby keep us stuck in this awful system. 

It’s like someone, during slavery, who limited his or 
her leadership to fighting about the permissible length 
of  whips, or for how many hundreds of  miles fami-
ly members can be ripped from one another. Looking 
back, we now know that reforming slavery was not 
an adequate goal. The people we respect most, are 
those who devoted themselves, during several hundred 
years, to the struggle to destroy – not reform – the 
institution of  slavery. We need to take the same ap-
proach to capitalism today. If  not, we won’t be really 
helping to achieve liberation.

Here’s the bottom line. It will make a profound differ-
ence if  you decide to re-join the Party. The basic part 
of  membership is simply coming to the club meeting 
once every two weeks, and being willing to be strug-
gled with. That’s not a big commitment of  time. And 
the heart of  doing Party work is not about being bus-
ier. No, the heart of  it is doing what you’re already 
doing, but bringing communist content to it. 

In other words, you could continue to focus on giv-
ing leadership to your mass organization, as you’re 
already doing. It would simply mean, in your rela-
tionships with some of  the folks in that group, that 
you would no longer hide your communist ideas. 
They need that understanding to win, and you have 
the ability to share that very most important part of  
what it means to be truly conscious.

 I look forward to hearing your thoughts. Do you 
want to keep up our friendship? Do you want to re-
join the Party after this semester?

6. COMMITMENT
All things change, including our own level of commit-

ment. As an organizer of youth, the strength of our own 
morale will make a big difference in what we’re likely to 
accomplish. For that reason, it’s good to be attentive to 
maintaining and strengthening our own personal level of 
commitment.	

There are a variety of ways for doing this. It’s helpful to 
purposefully put yourself in a situation where you can work 
with the most dedicated comrades you know. Doing polit-
ical work with them will allow you to learn from them, and 
thereby expand your own limits. It’s also great to partici-
pate each year in the Party summer projects, where you’ll 
most likely have a chance to get to know – and be inspired 
by – the work of some of our most committed comrades. 

A third way to strengthen your commitment is to put 
yourself on the hot seat. Instead of shying away from being 

criticized, encourage other comrades and base members to 
honestly tell you what they think of your Party work, your 
values, and your character. Ask them how you can be a bet-
ter communist.

Another way to bolster commitment is to read, espe-
cially books, by pro-communists and actual communists—
nonfiction and fiction. We’re now living during a period 
when the communist movement has suffered serious set-
backs. Consequently, most of the cultural influences on us 
are capitalist. There was a time, however, when most of the 
world’s workers felt strongly that our class can and must 
take power, that communism is the way to go. 

In one of Joseph McCarthy’s major anti-communist 
speeches, in February of 1950, he correctly pointed out that 
six years earlier, just prior to the end of World War II, there 
were 180 million people in the Soviet “orbit,” but there were 
1.63 billion people on what he described as the “anti-total-
itarian” side, by which he meant they lived in countries led 
by anti-communists. 

In the year of his speech (1950) McCarthy said there 
were 800 million pro-communists in the world and “on our 
side, the figure has shrunk to around 500 million.” That 
meant, in less than 6 years, as McCarthy pointed out, the 
balance of forces in the world changed from 9 to 1 in favor 
of capitalism, to nearly the opposite, a ratio of 8 to 5 for 
communism! 

There are many inspiring books about those momen-
tous struggles, and many additional books about the fight 
for communism in the decades before and since. For exam-
ple, have you read the details about how Vietnamese com-
munists succeeded in inspiring and mobilizing the masses, 
and – on that basis—were able to lead the first-ever defeat 

You should be a leader of the 
working class. But that means 
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of a major colonial power, France, using positional warfare 
during the amazing battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954? The 
great Vietnamese communist general, Giap, wrote an in-
spiring book explaining exactly how they did it. 

Or have you read James Ngugi’s novel, Matagari—in 
the engaging style of magic realism—about a fictional Afri-
can country where revolutionaries won a war for indepen-
dence, but they allowed capitalism to persist, and there-
fore the “new” society was a bitter disappointment? One of 
that novel’s inspiring themes is that there’s no such thing 
as liberation without communism. Moreover, the main 
character actually devotes themselves to helping the work-
ing class recognize their potential for exercising collective 
strength and power.

Since the communist movement, for now, is relatively 
small – and we therefore have limited current experience 
to learn from, and to be inspired by – it’s important to 
strengthen our resolve through knowledge of the powerful, 
communist-led struggles, revolutions, and value systems 
that preceded us (despite their weaknesses, about which 
we already have good insights).

Finally, about commitment, we need to keep in mind 
the law of uneven development. If you’re at a school, and 
you do good work—over a protracted period of time, in a 
student organization—there will be years when wonderful 
young people begin developing class-consciousness, and 
start to do serious work with the Party. However, there will 
likely be other years when no one at all steps forward to 
be active with the Party. That’s to be expected. Things don’t 
develop in a smooth, linear way. Don’t let it discourage you. 
Never give up!

7. PERSONAL ORGANIZATION
It’s relatively easy to attend Party meetings, to wait for 

suggestions from someone else about things you ought to 
do, and to otherwise drift along without taking initiative. 
This subdued level of Party work—doing barely anything 
unless a Party leader talks to you about particular orga-
nizing work you should undertake—has a name. It’s called 
having an employ-
ee mentality. Often, 
I’m guilty of this.

To break out of 
this mindset, have a 
meeting with your-
self, once a week, 
for about an hour—
at more or less the 
same time every 
week so it becomes 
a good habit.

During that time, you can start by thinking hard. How 
can the local Party work be advanced? Then make a to-do 
list. After that, assign each task on your list to a particular 
day during the upcoming week, and put it on a calendar. 
Each morning (or the night before), look at the day’s to-do 

list, to refresh your memory about what you’ve planned to 
accomplish that day. 

When making the new week’s list, look again at last 
week’s list (and at notes from the recent mass and Party 
meetings) and include each thing that didn’t already get 
done. Yes, there are many little tasks that need to be ac-
complished, and they do need attention, but try to focus 
primarily on base building: making arrangements to spend 
time with people, to build relationships that embody sin-
cere, deep mutual friendship, and also embody lots of dis-
cussion about communism and the Party’s work. 

In other words, use your planning time, primarily, to 
keep yourself focused on the main thing: building unbreak-
able personal and political ties with a few of the wonder-
ful people around you. They may one day do phenomenal 
things to serve the working class. And right now, if you get 
arrested, or fired, or need support during any other diffi-
culty, they’ll most likely have your back, just as you’ll have 
their backs, when they’re having a rough time.

8. LEARNING FROM MISTAKES
It’s hard to be objective about one’s own life, one’s own 

communist work. As best I can figure, among my various 
weaknesses, the main one is spreading myself too thin.

More than once, comrades explained every base mem-
ber cannot be primary. The problem with trying to recruit 
everyone all at once is that it’s impossible to have really 
deep ties with a whole lot of folks. I have tended to err in 
this direction, having friendly relationships with so many 
people that most of the relationships are necessarily shal-
low. I guess I’m looking for insurance; in case some people 
drift away, I need to have quite a few other people around, 
who might then become closer.

In a nonpolitical context, this is the problem of having 
friendly ties with many people, but not having two or three 
best friends to hang out with and talk with, all the time. Hu-
man beings need best friends—more than one.

I feel that this weakness of mine afflicts men in general, 
more so than women, men are acculturated by capitalism 
to have this problem. Women often acknowledge who their 
main best friend is, and who their next level of two or three 
best friends are. Boys and men, at least in the framework 
of U.S. capitalist culture, not only don’t vocalize this, often, 
they don’t even know with whom, if anyone, they have such 
special relationships. Perhaps, for straight men, this prob-
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lem is partly rooted in anti-gay ideas, another aspect of ex-
ploitative culture.

A better approach, generally advocated as the Party’s 
model for healthy base building and recruitment, is for each 
of us to work very closely with just two or three people. For 
Party growth, in addition to recruiting from that very close 
circle, another of our tasks is to struggle with each of those 
folks – as effectively as possible –to win them to build, like 
us, unbreakable social and political ties with two or three 
people around them. This way, all the human connections 
are stronger, and less dependent on a single comrade. 

It means we have to spend lots of hours, with our very 
closest social/political friends, winning them to the politics 
much more deeply than is possible if we’re fooling ourselves 
into thinking we have twenty-five best friends. Another 
important benefit of this approach is that we’re helping to 
train, at a higher level, the next generation of Party leaders.

I am trying to be a better comrade in this regard. Lately, 
after years of Party work, it seems that I’m finally beginning 
to overcome this important weakness of mine.

Nevertheless, even with serious weaknesses, I have 
been able – over the years – to bring quite a few young peo-
ple around the Party. You can too, probably more powerful-
ly than I have done. You certainly can do better than I have 
at retention, helping young comrades stick with the Party 
for a lifetime.

CONCLUSION
I hope this article has been helpful. Let me close with a 

little story. One of our children lived in Zimbabwe for sever-
al months. During that time, she took a trip to South Africa 
where she visited Robben Island, site of the prison where 
Nelson Mandela, and many other one-time fighters against 
apartheid, were incarcerated for decades. Many of the tour 
guides themselves had been political prisoners on the is-
land. At one point, our daughter had an informal, one-on-
one conversation with the guide leading her group, and she 
mentioned that her Dad is a communist. In response, the 
guide became silent and solemn. He reached down slow-
ly, deliberately, picking up a dark stone and a light stone. 
Years of imprisonment on the island involved daily work, 
breaking up large pieces of rock, by hand, in a limestone 
quarry. Those reflective stones, glinting in the sun’s relent-
less brightness, led to “snow blindness,” damaging prison-
ers’ eyes. The guide stood tall, held out the two stones and 
said, “Give these to your father. Tell him, ‘Never give up!’”

Dare to struggle! Dare to win! Fight for communism!J

YOUTH WORK
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Imperialism is the stage of capitalism after colonial-
ism when, the whole world having been divided up, the 
dominant nations fight each other for control of natural 
resources, markets and cheap labor.   Just as capitalists 
within national borders must continually maximize their 
profits or be ousted by competitors, the capitalist class of 
each imperialist nation is compelled not only to optimize 
its exploitation of weaker nations, but to limit the access 
of rival powers to its acquisitions. By the late 1800s all the 
weaker nations had been brought under the sway of the 
more powerful ones, and the 1900s ushered in a century 
of world wars and many local armed conflicts. The prima-
ry aim of this article is to describe the declining place of 
the once dominant United States on the ladder of imperi-
al power, and secondly, to assess how we as communists 
should relate to this shift. 

The rising imperialist powers of China and Russia, 
once the beacons of hope for an anti-imperialist com-
munist world, are now themselves the main capitalist ri-
vals of the U.S. for power and resources. Many other PLP 
documents have discussed how and why this unfortunate 
transition occurred, so that is not our purpose here. We do 
hope to clarify the futility of siding with or seeing hope in 
any of these swings in imperial power. 

 It is imperative to win workers away from the idea 
that nationalism, loyalty to their own ruling class, whether 
of an imperialist power or the weakest country, will be to 
their benefit. The indigenous capitalists of the colonized 
nations seek only to gain the patronage and riches of their 
imperial masters and are no allies of their exploited work-
ers. Nor is the struggle against exploitation any more no-
ble in poorer, weaker nations than in global powers, for all 
workers must take part in the fight to overthrow capitalism. 
To do this we must also prioritize the fight against racism, 
which has been used to dehumanize the workers of the na-
tions that have been deliberately underdeveloped by the 
imperialists and to divide workers within the imperialist 
nations. The PLP, instead, strives to build an international 
movement uniting working people in both the nations of 
the imperialist ruling classes and the weaker nations on 
which they prey. 

THE BIRTH OF THE AMERICAN IMPERIAL DREAM

The military and economic power of the U.S. peaked 
in the decades after World War II, and is now on a steady, 
if lurching, decline. Before we begin to discuss the ongo-
ing downslide of U.S. empire and influence, it is helpful to 
return to the beginning of the story. The saga of American 
imperialism and racist exploitation began even before the 
U.S. became an independent nation, but was still a set-
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tler-colonialist enterprise of the British Empire and was 
bent on controlling/exterminating the native population 
and expanding westward. As cotton cultivation and indus-
trial production exploded, millions of men and women 
were kidnapped and imported from Africa to be enslaved. 
By the mid 1700s, the British, fearing slave rebellions and 
occupied with conflicts elsewhere, wished to curb west-
ward settler migration and limit the slave trade. As a result, 
the colonies revolted against these constraints and won 
independence – all in the name of “freedom” and “equali-
ty,” while creating the first apartheid state.

The newly independent United States of America de-
clared its ambition to control the entire continent and had 
eyes set on trade with the Orient (Asia) across the Pacific. 
Over the next half century, Louisiana was purchased from 
France in 1803, the Spanish were driven out of Florida by 
1821, and the vast territory that became Texas, New Mex-
ico, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, California, and parts of Colo-
rado and Wyoming was seized by war with Mexico in the 
1830s-40s. The Monroe Doctrine of 1823 proclaimed the 
U.S. domination of all of the Americas, in an effort to oust 
Spain and Portugal from their Central and South American 
colonies. Thereafter, the United States conducted military 
interventions in Panama, Argentina, Chile, Honduras, Nic-
aragua, Mexico, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic. Many 
of these efforts were to protect the United Fruit Company, 
which had significant financial stakes in the production of 
bananas, tobacco, sugar cane, and various other products 
throughout the Caribbean, Central America, and northern 
South America. 

All this preceded what is usually called the begin-
ning of American imperialism, the Spanish American war 
of 1898. At that time, the U.S. military seized Cuba from 
Spain, and forcibly took over Puerto Rico, Hawaii, Guam, 
and the Philippines. As Congressman William Alden Smith 
said in that year, “The United States is a great manufactur-
ing nation [and] we must find new markets for our energy 
and enterprise.” In 1904 the U.S. assured its total control of 
the Panama Canal in perpetuity, which was critically im-
portant to global trade and naval power, as it was the only 
passage in the Western Hemisphere between the Atlantic 
and Pacific Ocean other than around the southern tip of 
South America. As the American Empire grew by virtue of 
cruelty, injustice, exploitation, and genocide its workers 
and middle class were led to believe that their government 
was exporting liberty and enlightenment.

The United States was a late entrant into World War I 
in 1917, a war between the competing empires of England 
and France against those of Germany and Austria-Hun-
gary.  At the end of that war, the U.S. demanded a partial 
stake in the oil of Iran, as France and England divvied up 
the Middle East between themselves. Between 1914 and 
1918 the U.S. also intervened in Latin America, particular-
ly in Mexico, Haiti, Cuba, and Panama. In 1918, the U.S. 
joined with at least 15 other nations to invade Russia in an 
unsuccessful attempt to overthrow the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion. During the 1920s, American companies set up shop in 

various foreign countries based on the available resources 
needed to produce their wares. American meatpackers 
moved to Argentina; fruit growers established themselves 
in Costa Rica, Honduras, and Guatemala; sugar plantation 
owners went to Cuba; rubber plantation owners moved 
to the Philippines, Sumatra, and Malaya; copper corpora-
tions went to Chile; and oil companies went to Mexico and 
Venezuela.

By the end of World War II, when the former imperial 
nations of Europe lay in ruins, the U.S. was the dominant 
global economic and military power, with its ruling class 
possessing one half of the entire wealth of the world and 
producing half of its manufactured goods. The American 
rulers saw themselves as destined to dominate the Grand 
Area of the Western Hemisphere – the former British Em-
pire and the Far East – for purposes of control of resourc-
es, markets, cheap labor, and trade and to prevent what it 
misinterpreted as a similar desire of the USSR for world 
hegemony. As Assistant Secretary of State Dean Acheson 
said in 1944, “We cannot have full employment and pros-
perity …without the foreign markets.” Once the Soviet 
Union also gained atomic weapons by 1950, this need to 
dominate was expressed in increasingly strident and mil-
itaristic terms1.

Control of the world’s economy fell almost entirely 
into American hands. In 1944 the U.S.-empowered In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank (WB) 
were established and put in place a world currency system 
based on the dollar. The IMF was set up to make loans to 
countries to keep trade flowing, while the World Bank was 
to fund infrastructural projects such as dams, roads, and 
clean water systems. Western Europe was to be dominated 
by the U.S.; British and French interests were to be pushed 
out of the Middle East; and control of Latin America would 
be absolute. George Kennan, a major State Department 
figure, advised that the U.S. should “cease to talk about 
vague and unreal objectives such as human rights, the 
raising of the living standards, and democratization” and 
must “deal in straight power concepts.”

Cold War conflicts became viewed as part of a global 
struggle against what the U.S. rulers saw as monolithic 
communism. The Korean war of 1950-3 began because the 
U.S. mistakenly saw North Korea’s entries into the South 
as a Soviet-sponsored attempt to take over the peninsula 
and threaten Japan. The result was a costly war that ended 
in an unstable truce that persists to the present. Aid to the 
French to maintain their colonies in Indochina and to the 
Philippine government to fight a peasant insurrection was 
increased. The success of the Chinese Communist revolu-
tion in 1949 led to U.S. bases being established in Japan, 
Libya, Morocco, and Saudi Arabia and acceleration of the 
production of nuclear weapons, including the hydrogen 
bomb. Three quarters of the 1950 federal budget now went 
to military expenses.

During the 1950s, control of the world’s oil became 

1	  National Security Council document 68 
--trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collec-
tions/.../documents/.../10-1.pdf
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a priority of the U.S. rulers, though it had been of major 
import to many nations ever since oil fields were first dis-
covered in the 1800s in the Caucasian region of what lat-
er became the Soviet Union. Indeed, the fight over Middle 
Eastern oil between Germany and Britain was the spark 
that ignited World War I, and all militaries have depended 
on it ever since. 

In Iran, with the world’s greatest oil reserves, the U.S. 
CIA deposed Prime Minister Mosaddegh in 1953 when he 
tried to nationalize oil production and put in his place the 
brutal and dictatorial pro-Western Shah. With Saudi Arabia, 
the world’s greatest oil producer, an alliance was formed 
which persists to this day. By threatening overwhelming 
use of force, the U.S. let the U.S.SR know that it would be 
the primary power in the Middle East.

From 1954, the CIA orchestrated rightwing movements 
in Latin America to halt the growth of left-leaning move-
ments, such as that led by Arbenz in Guatemala. Unsuc-
cessful in militarily toppling Cuba’s Castro in 1961, Ken-
nedy did manage, through threats of a nuclear attack, to 
accomplish the removal of Soviet missiles from the island. 
The U.S. supported a military coup in Brazil and invaded 
the Dominican Republic in 1964 against a left-wing upris-
ing. In Africa, the U.S. feared independence movements, 
and when diplomacy and foreign aid failed to win the day, 
force was used, as in the overthrow of Lumumba in the 
Congo by CIA led forces. As in the previous century, all of 
these enterprises were presented as exercises in exporting 
democracy and promoting international harmony, when 
the real point was to maintain stability for large U.S. enter-
prises and the local capitalists, whom they could control.

VIETNAM – THE FIRST CRACK IN THE FACADE
After World War II and the victory of the communist-led 

workers’ and peasants’ revolution in China, the U.S. rulers 
feared the ability of the Chinese to inspire the working class 
of neighboring countries in Asia, even Japan, to overthrow 
their own local capitalist exploiters and oppressors. This 
would remove them from the potential and actual domina-
tion and exploitation by American and European imperial-
ists. From the point of view of the U.S. rulers this would be 
a disaster, one that they termed the “domino theory,” with 
one domino after another “falling” (out of their reach). 

In a concerted effort to prevent this dreaded series of 
events, the U.S. imperialists began by backing the French 
occupation of Vietnam – part of so-called French Indochi-
na. By 1954, the U.S. was paying 80 percent of the French 
bill, but nonetheless, the French military was defeated in 
1954 and forced to withdraw. When it became clear that at 
the communist leader Ho Chi Minh would garner some 80 
percent of the Geneva Accord’s scheduled election to lead 
Vietnam, the U.S. government divided the country into two 
halves and set up a puppet regime in the South. 

In 1961, President Kennedy began sending in troops to 
occupy South Vietnam. The war continued for twelve more 
years, ended in a military and political defeat for the U.S. 

and brought to a close the post-WWII era of unchallenged 
American military power. The dedication of the North Viet-
namese population to what was really left wing national-
ism, combined with the widespread anti-war sentiment of 
both the American public and a large number of U.S. sol-
diers—who began to turn their guns on their own officers 
(mutiny)—forced the capitulation of the once unstoppable 
U.S. military. However, in one sense it was not a defeat. Due 
to the collapse of communism in China, the unified Viet-
namese nation has developed a capitalist economy ever 
more friendly to the U.S.

Never again would U.S. imperialism engage in a long-
term all out ground war, as waged in Vietnam and Korea. 
The current U.S. war in Afghanistan, now dragging out for 
fifteen years, has been a half-hearted attempt to win on the 
cheap. The “Vietnam syndrome”, the resistance of Ameri-
can civilians and soldiers—by the end of the war 25 percent 
were refusing to fight or even attacking their officers—led 
to a new era. U.S. capitalists were now forced try to protect 
their interests through CIA operatives, air power, special 
operations troops, and reliance on native combatants.

TWO DECADES OF INTENSE COMPETITION
By the 1970s, the U.S. imperialists were no longer so far 

ahead of other global powers, but were no less determined 
to control access to resources, markets, and overworked 
and underpaid workers. Europe, Japan, and the USSR had 
largely recovered from the damage of WWII, and the Soviets 
had a comparable nuclear arsenal. Increased competition 
for markets from rival capitalists produced the first U.S. 
trade and balance of payments deficits since 1945. Euro-
pean banks, holding large amounts of excess dollars, de-
manded payment in gold. President Nixon, afraid of a huge 
capital drain, responded by going off the gold standard, 
making the dollar just another commodity on the world 
market. American capitalists, afraid of their potential loss-
es, initiated an era of deregulation and government subsi-
dies at home, causing massive service cutbacks. However, 
the U.S. share of world manufacturing and the power of 
its financial institutions began a fall that would not be re-
versed. In the past 40 years the dollar has fallen in value by 
more than 70 percent against the euro, the former German 
mark, and the Japanese yen. 

As the Nixon administration was looking for a way out 
of the Vietnam War, it built ties with China, and signed the 
first arms control and trade agreements with the USSR. De-
spite Nixon’s overtures to the “communist” (no longer rev-
olutionary and now state capitalist) world, in Latin Ameri-
can left wing governments were not to be tolerated. In 1973 
the U.S. engineered the overthrow and assassination of the 
elected socialist president of Chile, Salvador Allende, put-
ting in his place the murderous military junta under Au-
gosto Pinochet. 

In other areas, the U.S. was losing its absolute power 
to control events. When the U.S. backed Israel militarily in 
1973, there was a price was to be paid. The Arab countries 
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of OPEC, led by Saudi Arabia, began a reduction in oil out-
put, enforced an embargo on shipments to the friends of 
Israel, and raised their prices. The U.S. rulers were unable 
to make them back down, and the rise in prices helped cre-
ate an inflationary economic crisis, just as the U.S. had be-
come dependent on foreign oil for almost half of its rapidly 
rising energy consumption 

The overthrow of the Shah of Iran and the invasion of 
Afghanistan by the USSR in 1979 caused a serious blow to 
U.S. influence in Asia and the Near East, causing President 
Carter to utter his famous doctrine : ”An attempt by any 
outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will 
be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the USA 
…and will be repelled by any means necessary.” All imperi-
alists regard control over the rest of the world to be in their 
“vital interests” – a setup for endless inter-imperialist wars, 
both widespread and local.

The Soviet Union, by then another center of imperial-
ism, was also funding leftist groups in Somalia, Sudan and 
Ethiopia.  And Cuba, with Soviet support, was aiding left-
ists in Nicaragua and El Salvador. By this time, “leftist” or 
“left-leaning” only referred to groups with the goal of some 
socialist reforms but not of working-class revolution or 
rule. Saudi Arabia and other wealthy Sunnis were funding 
Islamic fundamentalists in the Middle East and Asia, in-
cluding some groups, like Al Qaeda and the Taliban, that 
had been set up by the U.S. rulers to oppose the Russians 
in Afghanistan. Under President Reagan, elected in 1980, 
the U.S. again built up its military, directly opposing leftist 
movements in El Salvador and Nicaragua and intervening 
in the Lebanese civil war. Other U.S.-sponsored wars to 
overthrow left-leaning governments took place in Africa, 
including the Congo, Ghana, Namibia, and Mozambique, 
as well as in Indonesia, Chile, and tiny Grenada. 

Symptomatic of U.S. rulers’ loss of economic domi-
nance, by 1980 the U.S. GDP per person had slipped from 
first to eleventh place, behind many large and small Euro-
pean countries.

THE SOVIET UNION IMPLODES
The next profound change in international relations 

came because of internal developments in the USSR, as 
Gorbachev ascended to power and capitalism was openly 
embraced, with little remaining attempt to hide it behind 
the mask of “communism.” Soviet troops were withdrawn 
from Afghanistan, the Berlin Wall came down, and the So-
viet republics became independent. The change however, 
came from internal weaknesses and conflicts in the Soviet 
system, not because of any U.S. victory. But the U.S. Gov-
ernment, along with the IMF and the World Bank, declared 
capitalism to be triumphant and encouraged worldwide 
privatization of state enterprises, fiscal austerity, and de-
creased trade barriers. 

Attempting to reassert U.S. military power, President 
Bush Sr. invaded Panama in 1989. Next he encouraged Iraq 
to send its troops into Kuwait, which was used as a pretext-

to assert U.S. control over Iraqi oil, with the world’s second 
biggest known reserves at that time.  

The sectarian wars in Yugoslavia, previously in the So-
viet sphere of influence,  from 1992-5.gave President Clin-
ton the excuse for another military intervention, this time 
under the auspices of U.S.-led NATO. While killing thou-
sands of civilians in the name of “humanitarianism,” the 
war served as an excuse for a $13 billion increase in U.S. 
military spending, building the largest U.S. army base, 
Camp Bondsteel, in the Balkan area and a new NATO poli-
cy allowing military action anywhere on the broad periph-
ery of NATO’s realm, such as North Africa, Eastern Europe, 
the Middle East and Central Asia. The U.S. was now not 
only asserting its might ever closer to Russia’s border, but 
was setting the stage for its upcoming wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan. President Bush Sr’s “New World Order” asserted 
that the U.S. could use its overwhelming military power to 
achieve its aims anywhere, an extension of the Monroe and 
Carter Doctrines.

While claiming that U.S. interventions in Kosovo and 
elsewhere were for humanitarian reasons, as always, the 
hypocrisy in this claim is underscored by the absence of 
U.S. intervention in Rwanda, among many other places, 
the scene of massive ethnic genocide in 1994, but where no 
strategic interests were at stake at the time. Whenever the 
U.S. rulers do see strategic interests, they have their govern-
ment provide military, economic, and diplomatic support, 
as with Indonesia’s slaughter of hundreds of thousands of 
East Timorese in 1975, and with Guatemalan dictator Rios 
Montt’s slaughter of many tens of thousands of indigenous 
people in 1999 – only two of countless examples.

Although President Clinton made some cuts in military 
spending, in 2001 the U.S. still accounted for 37 percent of 
all worldwide military expenditures (with only 5 percent 
of the world’s population). NATO, supposedly created to 
fight the USSR, continued to exist and expand eastward. It 
opened new markets for U.S. weapons and exports. “Free 
trade,” which greatly advantages the rich, industrialized 
nations, was one of Clinton’s major priorities. His adminis-
tration created NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agree-
ment) and the WTO (World Trade Organization), as the IMF 
and WB continued to pressure countries to decrease gov-
ernment services to their working-class populations, divest 
publicly owned enterprises in favor of private ownership, 
and emphasize free markets, all for the benefit of imperial-
ist investment profits. 

9/11, the casus belli for wider wars
Even though the U.S. never got the majority of its oil 

from the Middle East, it had long sought to control the flow 
of oil to the world as a way to maintain global dominance. 
In1992 the U.S. led an unsuccessful intervention in Soma-
lia, which was, as usual, billed as a humanitarian venture 
to fight famine, but was in reality a push to gain a foothold 
in the Horn of Africa, which abuts the strait through which 
millions of gallons of oil pass each day. But fierce local re-
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sistance forced the U.S. to withdraw. 

Like the British before it, the U.S. imperialists had tried 
to keep Iraqi oil off the world market for their own use and 
profit, and sanctions after the Gulf War of 1991 had accom-
plished just that. However, by the late nineties, France, Rus-
sia, China, and others had made deals to develop Iraqi oil, 
and Saddam Hussein was threatening to demand payment 
in euros instead of dollars, which would have destabilized 
the price of oil to the U.S. This was on top of an already fall-
ing American economic position, the U.S. share of world 
manufacturing having fallen from 60 percent in 1950 to 25 
percent in 1999.

Unable to garner public support to wage war for oil, the 
9/11 attack in 2001 was a boon to the U.S. ruling class. As 
discussed in the bipartisan Hart-Rudman Commission Re-
port of 1999, the government expected to be the target of 
some kind of terrorist action, which they predicted would 
mobilize patriotism in the manner of Pearl Harbor and 
overcome the post-Vietnam aversion to foreign wars once 
and for all. 

“[The] United States should assume that it will be a 
target of terrorist attacks against its homeland....Ameri-
cans will likely die on American soil, possibly in large num-
bers....If the stakes rise in such a fashion, one thing is likely 
to become vividly clear: The American people will be ready 
to sacrifice blood and treasure, and come together to do so, 
if they believe that fundamental interests are imperiled.”  

Now the Pentagon could invade Afghanistan, the site 

of important pipelines, and Iraq, even though it had noth-
ing to do with 9/11, to remove the Taliban and Saddam 
Hussein, and install friendly governments. Thinking that a 
massive bombing of Baghdad would do the trick and that 
Iraqis would rise up to welcome the U.S. military, Pres-
ident Bush Jr ludicrously declared victory after the initial 
assault. But U.S. rulers still did not feel confident that they 
could reinstitute a draft in order to garner a large enough 
army to stage a successful occupation. Unfortunately for 
them, more and more Iraqis rebelled against the murder-
ous and incompetent limited American occupation, and, 
undeceived by Bush’s “Operation Iraqi Freedom” public 
opposition to the war also grew at home. As of 2016, these 
two wars had cost $4.7 trillion dollars, about 10,000 U.S. 
military casualties, and well over 500,000 deaths of Iraqis 
and Afghans, 70 percent of them civilian.  9/11 was also the 
perfect excuse for the U.S. ruling class to embark upon in-
creasingly instituting fascism in the U.S., starting with the 
Patriot Act, which legalized massive government surveil-
lance and curtailed civil liberties.

Once looked upon as a way to gain American domi-
nance over the second biggest oil producer in the world, 
the Iraq war did not turn out that way. For many years oil 
production fell precipitously. It is now rebounding, but Chi-
na is now importing more Iraqi oil than the U.S. Iraq is now 
China’s 3rd biggest supplier, after Russia and Saudi Arabia. 
Even Iran is now importing Iraqi oil (http://wognews.net). 
Construction of the TAPI (Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pa-
kistan-India) natural gas pipeline, that was the real impe-
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tus behind Bush’s Afghanistan invasion, was finally begun 
in 2015 in Turkmenistan. But who will benefit remains in 
doubt as Afghanistan is still in a state of turmoil seventeen 
years later, U.S. relations with Pakistan are frayed, and In-
dia vacillates in its allegiances between the U.S. and Chi-
na. As American troops in Afghanistan have been gradually 
withdrawn, China’s capitalist rulers have increased their 
manpower and investments there. They are eager for its 
massive mineral deposits and access to Central Asian mar-
kets, all part of their One Belt, One Road expansion policy, 
designed to connect China to Central Asia, Southeast Asia, 
the Middle East, Africa, and Europe through enormous in-
frastructure projects. 

Meanwhile, the U.S. rulers imposed sanctions on Iran 
for the 1979 overthrow of their ally the Shah and for Iran’s 
support of “terrorists,” – i.e., forces opposing the U.S. and 
Israel in Lebanon and Syria. In 2006 the UN increased these 
sanctions due to the growth of Iranian nuclear capabili-
ties, all of which restricted the sale of Iranian oil to Europe. 
Sanctions against Russia and the U.S. military assassina-
tion of Prime Minister Qaddafi and destruction of oil-rich 
Libya worsened this European oil deficit, while Russia be-
gan mainly selling energy resources to China. Pressure on 
President Obama to ease the European shortages led to the 
Iran deal, unpopular with many at home and with the al-
lied Israeli and Saudi Arabian rulers and now derailed by 
President Trump.

For the last two years the role of the U.S. in the world 
oil market has drastically changed, with the US now pro-
ducing enough natural gas and oil to become one of the 
world’s largest exporters. OPEC is no longer the dominant 
energy producer and has lost its ability to control prices 
(NYT 1/29/18). However, there is uncertainty over how long 
shale supremacy will last, with some experts saying pro-
ductivity has already been maximized. Trump is also trying 
to massively increase fracking, following in Obama’s foot-
steps, and offshore oil drilling. Both these trends are sure to 
accelerate fossil-fuel-caused climate change by decreasing 
the economic urgency of increasing alternative energy use.

A WIDESPREAD MILITARY WITH LIMITED POWER
As Clinton’s Secretary of State Madeline Albright said, 

”What’s the point of having this wonderful military if you 
don’t use it?” The U.S. military budget for 2017-8 is $824.6 
billion, larger than the next nine countries combined and 
accounting for 54 percent of discretionary federal spend-
ing. And Trump wants to increase it even more. All this for 
military exercises that are failing to guarantee the influence 
or economic dominance of the U.S. around the world.

Despite the fact that the U.S. now has over 1000 mil-
itary installations, in over 100 countries, has deployed 
Special Forces to 149 countries and has over 4000 bases at 
home, armed might is not increasing American influence 
around the world. The most devastating looming defeat is 
in Syria. There the U.S. rulers supported uprisings against 
President Assad in 2011 because he failed to support their 

favored Qatar-EU pipeline and instead supported one fa-
vored by the Russian oligarchs. For the last several years, 
Assad, backed by the rulers of Russia and Iran, has come 
closer to victory, at the expense of nearly half a million Syr-
ian workers’ lives, and Putin has succeeded in maintaining 
Russia’s only Mediterranean port, on Syria’s coast in Tartus. 

Turkey, once a backbone of NATO and crucially lo-
cated between Russia and Western Europe, is now buying 
a Russian weapons-missile defense system, allowing Al 
Qaeda and other US opponents to ship weapons to Syr-
ia, and threatening to oust U.S. planes from the military 
base at Incirlik. Under Trump, the U.S. is now making an 
increased commitment to The Syrian Democratic Forces, a 
Kurdish-led group in northern Syria, that Turkey sees as a 
serious threat and that has already entered Syria to attack  
(NYT 1/22/18).

U.S.-dominated NATO has also been checkmated in 
its attempt to encroach upon Russia’s sphere of influence 
in Ukraine. Although US money and influence manufac-
tured the electoral overthrow of the Russia-friendly regime 
in 2014, the Russian rulers were able to recapture the re-
gion of Crimea militarily. Without it, Russia would have lost 
access to the Black Sea ports, a vital opening to sea trade, 
which was what the US government had hoped for. The 
new U.S.-friendly Ukrainian regime is led by the direct po-
litical descendants of the World War II Ukrainian fascists, 
who were allies of the Nazis and participated in their geno-
cidal murder of Jewish workers and communists.

In Yemen, potentially a rich source of oil and strategi-
cally located across from Somalia in the Horn of Africa, the 
U.S.-allied President was overthrown in 2014. The U.S. and 
the U.K. are now supporting Saudi Arabia, which is bomb-
ing the country into a state of massive humanitarian disas-
ter in a bid to control this nation on its southern border and 
prevent its coming under the wing of Iran. Nonetheless, the 
capital, Sanaa, remains in the hands of the Iran-friendly 
Shia Houthis, and the south is a stronghold of ISIS Islamic 
militants. 

All Middle Eastern terrorist organizations, as murder-
ous and anti-working class as they are, are responses to 
the inter-imperialist rivalries that have caused wanton de-
struction and the deaths of hundreds of thousands of work-
ers. Thus such murderous thugs, with capitalist designs of 
their own, are able to attract impoverished workers and 
win them to carry out terrorist atrocities. It is important to 
recognize the similarity between imperialist war and ter-
rorism. As one astute imperialist put it, “Terrorism is poor 
persons’ war, while war is rich persons’ terrorism.”

In 2007, the U.S. military established AFRICOM, to co-
ordinate military efforts in Africa. The first military venture 
was the disastrous coup in Libya in 2011. The U.S. rulers 
overthrew and assassinated Qaddafi, as he was threatening 
to sell oil to China and move away from the dollar, leaving 
a failed chaotic state in its wake, without any lasting ad-
vantage to the West.   In order to garner popular support 
for ventures intended to benefit only the U.S. imperialist 
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rulers, the mostly hidden U.S. wars in Africa are fought in 
the name of “counter-terrorism.” Until recently, there were 
46 military conducting 3,500 exercises and military engage-
ments throughout Africa per year, an average of 10 per day, 
but the present administration is planning to draw down its 
Africa presence.

According to the Associated Press, “In the last few 
years, the U.S. has been ramping up its military operations 
throughout Latin America in the most expensive initiative 
there since the Cold War.” U.S. troops have been involved 
in the attempted coup against Chavez in 2002, the 2009 
coup in Honduras, and in Peru, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, 
and Columbia (http://www.coha.org/u-s-military-pres-
ence-in-latin-america-increasing/). Although advertised 
as counter-terrorism or interference with drug trafficking, 
all military ventures are located in areas of oil or water re-
serves or in countries with left-leaning governments.

THE MILITARY COMPETITION
The Chinese rulers’ military budget grew an average 

of 8.5 percent a year from 2007-2016 and shows no sign 
of declining, although it is only one fourth that of the US. 
China is not only now a major exporter of arms around the 
world, but is surpassing the US in defense technology, re-
search, and education. China, with four times the US pop-
ulation, has 2.3 million active duty soldiers, compared to 
1.4 million in the US. It has a navy and air force that are not 
only growing but are new and modern and equipped with 
missiles more advanced than the US’s (Business Insider, 
3/30/2016). In 2017, China completed its first overseas mil-
itary base, a naval installation in Djibouti, just four miles 
from the hub of AFRICOM. In the realm of cyber warfare, 
China has made staggering progress in the last two years. 
Its Strategic Support Force (SSF) is now overtaking the US 
in hacking, espionage, and the ability to disable the Amer-
ican military machine. In a more conventional military 
vein, China’s rulers are aggressively asserting dominance 
over the South China Sea, through which more than $5 tril-
lion of trade passes every year and under which lie oil and 
minerals. The capitalists of the Philippines, Vietnam, Ma-
laysia, Brunei, and Taiwan all have rival claims, but China’s 
rulers did not flinch when the US sent two carrier groups to 
the region in 2014.

China’s rulers, for the time being, are gaining power not 
by militarily invading other countries, but rather by diplo-
macy and economic investment. The use of their military 
is for now held in reserve, until needed. Many might see 
the Chinese buildup as purely defensive, like North Korea’s 
nuclear arms, against a US global threat, which is blatant-
ly obvious. But what is said to be defensive or mainly hu-
manitarian today can be offensive tomorrow, and as the 
economic and political dominance of Chinese capitalists 
increases, we can expect their growing arsenal will be used 
for imperialist offense as much as defense.

For the last five years, Russia’s rulers have also been 
committed to a huge military buildup, with increases in 

defense spending planned for each year through 2020. In 
addition to the 2009 war in Georgia, they have resumed 
bomber and naval patrols in the Atlantic and Pacific 
oceans. Like the US imperialists, those of Russia face the 
problem of recruiting a large enough army or keeping up 
with the technological prowess of the Chinese. The Soviet 
military is also rushing to build air and radar bases on re-
mote Arctic islands as it pushes ahead with a claim to al-
most half a million square miles of the Arctic, now estimat-
ed to hold about 22 percent of the world’s undiscovered oil 
and gas (Zero Hedge, 1/30/2017). The Russian government 
is also engaging militarily with Africa, as well as economi-
cally, with large number of arms exports. Sudan’s President 
Omar al-Bashir recently visited Putin to request protection 
from US aggression. Most important for the US imperial-
ists, Putin is supporting Assad in Syria, which appears to 
be leading towards a victory empowering them and their 
ally Iran. Again, Russian military might looks more like a 
defense against US and NATO imperialist aggression, but, 
as with China, defense can change to offense overnight. 
In addition, the Russian military is more than the Chinese 
already deeply engaged in foreign wars like Syria, where it 
risks encounters with the U.S. forces on the same terrain. 

The growing military and economic might of Rus-
sia and China has led Defense Secretary Mattis to switch 
the emphasis of the U.S. military from fighting terrorism 
to preparing for conflict with Russia and/or China (NYT 
1/19/18). Regardless of who is the aggressor and who the 
defender in such conflicts, we should be clear that all these 
imperialist armies serve only the profit motive of their cap-
italist ruling classes, and that the interests of ALL workers 
lie in banding together internationally to oppose all such 
wars in which we are made to put on a boss’s uniform and 
fight under a boss’s flag (it doesn’t matter which boss) to kill 
other workers or be killed by them.

THE U.S. IS IN ABSOLUTE and REL-
ATIVE ECONOMIC DECLINE 

By 2016, the U.S. share of world production had fallen 
to 16 percent, from 22 percent in 1991 and about 50 percent 
after World War II. China surpassed the U.S. in 2016 with 
18 percent of world production. The IMF predicts that by 
2021, the U.S. will fall to 15 percent and China rise to 20 
percent. Nonetheless, the U.S. persists on a path of massive 
military spending, recently increased by President Trump, 
in a doomed attempt to maintain world hegemony and 
adding further downward pressure on economic produc-
tion and government services.

In the 1990’s, the BRICS powers—Russia, Brazil, India, 
South Africa and China—began to assert their own inter-
ests and to challenge the U.S. and European capitalists for 
the right to set trade rules and to claim territorial sover-
eignty over parts of the world far from their own boundar-
ies. But most importantly, China is in the process of build-
ing a whole new monetary system to replace the U.S. and 
the dollar as the arbiters of the world economy. The Asian 



Infrastructure Investment Bank, joined by 57 countries, 
is taking on the U.S. in trade, investment, and industri-
al development, primarily in Asia, but even in Europe 
and South America. The Chinese renminbi was actually 
anointed as a global reserve currency in 2015, putting it in 
an elite category with the dollar, the euro, the pound and 
the yen. China’s state-owned development bank has sur-
passed the World Bank in international lending (Counter 
Punch, 12/7/2015).

At the heart of China’s $8 trillion One Belt, One Road 
(OBOR) strategy lies the creation of an economic land 
corridor that includes countries on the original Silk Road 
through Central Asia, West Asia, the Middle East, and Eu-
rope, as well as a maritime road that links China’s port fa-
cilities with the African coast, extending up through the 
Suez Canal into the Mediterranean. The project aims to re-
direct the country’s domestic overcapacity and capital for 
regional infrastructure development to improve trade and 
relations within East Asian, Central Asian, and European 
countries. China’s ultimate goal is to extend the initiative 
to Africa and Latin America.  

Since 2000, China has emerged as Africa’s largest trad-
ing partner and a major source of investment and infra-

structure finance as well, building strategic deep-water 
ports and railway networks. Their investment in such huge 
infrastructure projects is in exchange for access to raw 
materials. One example is the $6 billion deal recently ne-
gotiated with the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The 
Chinese government will build new roads, railway lines, 
hospitals, and schools and in return have access to one of 
the world’s largest deposits of copper and cobalt for the 
next 20 years. China’s capitalists control 80 percent of Su-
dan’s oil, and have invested billions of dollars in the coun-
try’s infrastructure. This led the U.S. imperialists to foster 
rebellions in the south, resulting in widespread death and 
famine, but little advantage to themselves.

Another region China is entering is South America, 
where the U.S. has traditionally held exclusive sway. At 
one time they supported only the left-leaning govern-
ments in Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, and Ecuador, but 
now that Venezuela is nearly bankrupt and other leftist 
regimes removed, China is allying with business-friendly 
governments. There are free trade agreements with Chile, 
Peru, and Costa Rica, arms sales, satellite tracking sta-
tions, and exports of copper, iron, and oil  (The Economist, 
11/17/2016).
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Lest there be any idea that China’s rulers’ motives are to 
improve the lives of the workers of the world, one need only 
examine their actions in Myanmar. This huge country con-
tiguous to China is desired as a source of energy and access 
to the Indian Ocean. The giant Shwe oil and gas pipeline 
and a crude oil pipeline from the Middle East and Africa 
are open or under construction to bring energy to south-
west China. Also planned were large hydroelectric dams in 
the north and a copper mine, which would have displaced 
thousands of people but were stopped due to massive pro-
tests (The Huffington Post,6/14/2015 ). Not so fortunate 
are the Rohingya Muslim minority on the coast where the 
Chinese wish to build a port and a huge industrial park. 
The whipping up of anti-Muslim racism has allowed the 
cruel expulsion, rape or murder of most of the population 
in order to make way for these Chinese-funded projects 
(The Huffington Post, 9/15/2017).

The Russian economy had been doing poorly for the 
last few years due to sanctions and low oil prices, but rising 
oil prices and increased consumer demand have led to a 
predicted 3 percent growth this year. (NYT, 1/18/2018). The 
Russian government is also counterbalancing the NATO 
push for influence on its border by making large deals in 
Eastern Europe, such as a $12.2 billion nuclear reactor in 
Hungary and heavy investments in Bulgaria2. Ties with Iran 
are also increasing. In addition to the alliance with Syria’s 
President Assad, the Russian government is currently help-
ing build two new nuclear reactors on the Iranian gulf coast 
and is providing an anti-aircraft system. Thus both the U.S. 
and Iranian rulers may be losing some of their great influ-
ence in the Middle East to Russia’s oligarchs, though the So-
viets/Russians had not been active there for 50 years3.

The U.S., meanwhile, ranks fourth in the world among 
advanced industrial nations for economic inequality, with 
1 percent of the population having as much wealth as the 
other 99 percent. Mass incarceration, rampant racism, the 
worst health and health care in the industrialized world, 
and high poverty and low wages led to the election of 
Trump. When his inept anti-working class administration 
fails to solve any of these problems (though no capitalist 
government could), worsening conditions will lead to mass 
discontent, if not rebellion. 

HOW WILL THE LOSS OF  
AMERICAN DOMINANCE UNFOLD?

There is no shortage of scenarios put forward by a va-
riety of pundits of how the U.S. decline relative to China 
will go down, and most see the axes of power and wealth 
crossing by 2030. Historian and journalist Alfred McCoy, in 
his book In the Shadows of the American Century: The Rise 
and Decline of U.S. Global Power,  sees the strain of ties with 
military allies such as Turkey, the Philippines, Pakistan, and 
Arab regimes, and the loss of confidence from Germany 
and South Korea, as critical, along with the rise of China 

2	 http://www.newsweek.com/vladimir-putin-rus-
sia-white-house-eastern-europe-foreign-policy-bulgaria-509478

3	  https://theconversation.com/russia-and-irans-growing-cooper-
ation-hints-at-a-new-middle-east-75181

and the growing educational gap between China and the 
U.S. Possible scenarios he discusses include

•	 Economic pressures forcing the U.S. to pull back 
from overseas military commitments and causing 
rising clashes at home;

•	 Iran and Russia coming to control half of the world’s 
natural gas and China and others outpacing the U.S. 
in alternative energies;

•	 The U.S. navy being unable to control oil in the Per-
sian Gulf after Iran, China, Saudi Arabia, and others 
form a new Persian Gulf Alliance and oil prices soar;

•	 China attains victory by disrupting the American 
military machine with cyberwarfare; or

•	 Actual large scale military conflict breaks out.

In All Measures Short of War: The Contest for the 21st 
Century and the Future of American Power, by Thomas J. 
Wright of the Brookings Institution, a more gradual relative 
decline of U.S. might is seen, with a retreat to becoming a 
regional power only in the Americas. According to econo-
mist Jeffrey Sachs from Columbia University, the U.S. will 
bankrupt itself if it continues over-investment in a bloat-
ed military and invites an arms race with China (Boston 
Globe,10/30/16).

U.S. imperialism—militarily, economically, and tech-
nologically—is in a declining position versus that of China 
and faces increased threats from Russia’s imperialists. We 
can be sure that the U.S. government will continue to use 
its military might in ongoing smaller wars, but it is certain 
to end up sooner or later in major direct conflict with Chi-
na or Russia, or even possibly with smaller nations such as 
Iran. A major problem for the U.S. ruling class, and possi-
bly for those of other nations, is that the millions of work-
ers required by the military to carry out these wars may be 
unwilling to do so. There is also no way to know whether, 
when pushed to the wall, the U.S. government might resort 
to nuclear weapons, possibly on a first strike basis. All of 
this may occur before climate change has destroyed much 
of the planet.

For the working class of the world there is no side to 
root for in this battle between capitalist/imperialist em-
pires. The challenge for communists is to build common 
cause among workers throughout the world, and to fight 
the ideas that allow workers to be fooled into supporting 
their local ruling classes. Paramount among these decep-
tive ideas is racism. In the U.S., Trump openly calls Africa 
and Haiti “shitholes” and supports white supremacists, 
while various East and West European leaders, in imitation 
of the world’s most vicious and determined racists of the 
U.S. ruling class, build nationalist anti-immigrant racism. 
All capitalist nations, big and small, build nationalism (pa-
triotism) to preach loyalty to their own ruling class. Inter-
nally, racism of various sorts is used to divide workers and 
diminish the class war against exploitation, deprivation, 
and oppression. Only by building a strong multiracial in-
ternational movement will we be able to win millions and 
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millions to understand that capitalism makes inter-imperi-
alist war – and the deaths of millions and/or destruction of 
the planet – inevitable. 

THE GROWTH OF INTERNATIONAL  
ANTI-IMPERIALIST STRUGGLE

Defiant workers in revolt all over the planet show us 
that such an international workers’ movement against im-
perialist war, and for an internationalist revolution to build 
a new communist world in the ruins of the old, is not mere-
ly a dream but an outcome we can pursue tomorrow—if 
we can only construct a new international communist par-
ty—out of  the struggles of today.  Global labor studies like 
Beverly Silver’s Forces of Labor: Workers’ Movements and 
Globalization since 1870 (2003) and Manny Ness’s Southern 
Insurgency: The Coming of the Global Working Class (2015) 
are full of examples of the upsurge in global labor protest 
against ALL the many old and new players in the imperi-
alist ‘Great Game,’ especially the “wave” of global protest 
beginning around 2010.  And it IS workers who are at the 
heart of most social protest, just as it was striking textile 
workers who set off the Arab Spring in Egypt.  

In China itself, the capitalist state allows foreign mul-
tinationals to exploit low-wage labor in Special Economic 
Zones like Guangdong Province.  Even as  China is becom-
ing imperialist itself, it is still allowing workers in China 
to be exploited by other imperialists: Yue Yuen, the huge 
Taiwanese shoe manufacturer, or Apple with its Taiwanese 
contractor, the manufacturer Foxconn. Foxconn under-
went strikes and protests in 2010, as did a large Guang-
dong Honda parts factory in the same year; and in 2014 Yue 
Yuen (the world’s largest manufacturer of athletic shoes) 
saw the largest strike ever at a private enterprise in Chi-
na, which shut down the plants for eleven days and con-
fronted massed police in street protests. Workers in China 
are using internet technology—the very tools of capitalist 
globalization—to organize. With a communist party (and 
there are signs of its emergence in China: (see https://bit.
ly/2T5nC6S), these workers could quickly see that they 
were striking against not one boss or one government but 
against a whole world-system of imperialist corporations 
backed by state power, and thus that they should seek out 
international solidarity with workers elsewhere in that sys-
tem.  

Similar strikes against imperialist firms, like the South 
African platinum miners’ wildcat strike against Lonmin’s 
mines at Marikana in 2012, which led to the deadly police 
“Marikana Massacre”   (in which the new South African 
president Cyril Ramaphosa was implicated as a Lonmin di-
rector), have the same potential for international solidarity 
and  a global working-class understanding of imperialism.  
In this case the miners and their allies in other unions like 
NUMSA, the metalworkers’ union which is the largest in 
Africa, and in universities like the University of Johannes-
burg, actively sought international solidarity and found it 
in several rallies in cities like London, New York and San 

Francisco. Marikana also led to NUMSA and others break-
ing away from the ruling Tripartite Alliance that governs 
South Africa and forming a new labor federation, SAFTU. 
NUMSA and SAFTU have also begun the project of forming 
a new workers’ party. The Marikana revolt and its aftermath 
are an example of our potential as a global working class 
to transform scattered revolts into experiments with new 
workers’ organizations.  Communist organizing on a global 
scale can take that potential one step further toward a new 
revolutionary movement.

In India, uprisings like the Maruti-Suzuki strike of 2017 
also sought international solidarity both with other work-
ers and with allies among students and intellectuals. And in 
Mexico, the long and still-enduring struggles of the teach-
ers in Oaxaca hit a new high point of international support, 
as did international support for the 43 disappeared teach-
er-trainees in Ayotzinapa. Examples—like international 
solidarity with the Haitian struggle against the UN for com-
pensation after the cholera epidemic—could be multiplied.  
The general picture that emerges from these global labor 
studies is that communists have every reason to expect a 
strong response by rebellious workers around the world to 
our call to take down not just individual or national capital-
ists but the whole imperialist system. 

Our task is to unite in struggle for a worker-run world, a 
communist world, before the catastrophe of another global 
war happens. It will probably be the specter of war and eco-
nomic chaos that builds mass rebellion beyond the level 
of isolated strikes and uprisings, and our job is to become 
ready to lead that movement towards eradicating this capi-
talist system, once and for all, around the world.J
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