Crisis on the Left: A Review

Mary Sperking McAuliffe, Crisis on the Left: Cold War Politics and American
Liberals, 1947-1954, University of Massachusetts Press; 1978.

This short book by Mary Sperling McAuliffe makes no claim to being a
theoretical text. On the contrary it is a work of historical record and
analysis which while displaying a sympathy for the left cannot be called
Marxist in any but the most ideological sense. Nonetheless it is an
extremely important book in the way in which it strikingly confirms, in the
specific context of the U.S. social formation in the immediate post World
War I1 period, the theoretical analysis which Marxism-Leninism has made of

the character of state power under capitalism.

Before going into the specifics of the post-war period it is helpful to
recall the fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism with regard to the nature of state
power under capitalism, how the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie is exercised
and maintained. Here we can only summarize the excellent work done by others,
most importantli Nicos Poulantzas in his groundbreaking FPolitical Power and

Social Classes.

Poulantzas argues that Marxism understands the capitalist class not as
some monolithic class which merely uses state power as its "instrument."
Rather Marxism-Leninism insists that the bourgeois class is constantly
divided into antagonistic fractions, a division which starts, Poulantzas
notes following Marx, from the level of actual production relations.

If the bourgeois class is to exercise state power in a social formation
it can only do so by means of the formation from the various fractions of a
n under the domination of the strongest, the "hegemonic" fraction.
The role of the bourgeois state itself is to function as the principal factor
of political unity for the power bloc. In this context the state has two
principal functions: (1) with regard to the dominant class: to organize that
class under its hegemonic fraction; to represent the interests of the power
bloc in general and the interests of the hegemonic fraction in particular;
(2) with regard to the dominated classes: to maintain their domination by
the ruling class and to prevent their political organization by presenting
itself as representative of the national-popular interest.

"power bloc

Poulantzas also says that the hegemonic fraction represents the general
interests of the dominant class by its defense of the exploitation and oppres-
sion of the dominated classes and maintains its hegemony over the dominated
chiefly by its ideological functions, representing itself as serving their
general interests as well as its own. To do so however the power bloc is
required at times to make alliances with classes and class fractions outside
itself and to receive "support" from classes and fractions of dominated classes.
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McAuliffe especially points out the role played by Kennedy, Johnson, Humphrey
and others such as Wayne Morse as leaders of the anti-communist offensive and
the attempts at a wholesale curtailment of bourgeois democratic rights. The
importance of this expose is obvious. McCarthyism was not some temporary
aberration in an otherwise sane decade. It was only a small part of what was

a much greater transformation. McAuliffe shows that the liberals who are now
claiming responsibility for McCarthy's downfall never really fought McCarthyism
except to the degree that they thought McCarthy's own personal ideosyncrasies
were a threat to the general struggle against communism.

McAuliffe's conclusion: that the cold war period saw the end of an era.
That era was the era of radical liberalism and its replacement by a new
liberalism obsessed with anti-communism and predicated on a blind defense
of the status quo can be put another way., The triumph of finance capital
in its drive to strengthen its hegemony over the home front and to bolster
capitalism and its own imperialist interests on a world scale--meant the
death of New Deal liberalism and the evolution of a new ideology in keeping
with the new situation. If New Deal liberalism was the ideology of finance

capital in crisis, cold war liberalism was the ideology of finance capital
triumphant.

The Character of the Power Bloc and Its Hegemony

It is impossible to understand the history of the cold war era without
seeing its meaning in theoretical terms. It seems to us that the key theore-
tical concept in this regard is the concept of hegemony. Hegemony cannot
be read simply as domination for it embodies a particular dialectic of domi-
nation and consent (active as well as passive). The hegemonic fraction in
the power bloc maintains its position not just by its power to impose its
interests on the others but by its ability, through its organization of the

class and the state, to defend and advance the interests of all elements
within the bloc.

Now of course this ability and the consent given by the others to the
hegemonic fraction is not automatic. It is the result of class struggle,
precisely the kind of class struggle (but not necessarily the same forms)
which occurred between 1947 and 1954. This fact enables us to understand
the struggles and the trajectory followed by left liberals within and
without the Democratic Party during those years. They rallied to the demands
of finance capital, its political representatives, and its ideological offen-
sive because these demands were, in their long term interests as well, as
they were political-ideological representatives of fractions of the bourgeoisie
which, naturally had a stake in the defense of capitalism.

This is one of the central lessons of the Marxist-Leninist theory of the
state aiu of history--a lesson ignored by the social democrats and rejected
by modern revisionism--any alliance with "left" sections of the bourgeoisie
is doomed to failure. While individuals may go over to the side of the
working class, at every decisive turning point in the class struggle these
"leftists" will be forced by their objective class position and their place
in the power bloc and the state to take sides against the workers. For the
Democratic Socialist Organizing Committee and the CPUSA to coquette with
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1iberal democrats is only to lay bare a political strategy built on quicksand.
Another important aspecl of hegemony concerns the character of the support
rendered the power bloc by class fractions and strata outside it, in particular
the labor aristocracy. HMcAuliffe touches on the historical role played by the
trade union bureaucracy during the cold war but fails to fully depict the
capitulation of the CPUSA before it. It is a sad fact, but overall the CP's
"left-center" coalition in the CIO during the 1940's was an alliance between
party leaders and the bureaucracy, not between them and the organized workers
in the shops. Further, it was an alliance in which the necenter" almost always
held the dominant position, an alliance maintained by the capitulation of the

left on important questions.

The CPUSA itself caught up in a policy of supporting the New Deal, seriously
misrepresented the character of the trade union bureaucracy, ignoring its objec-
tive position as political support of the bourgeoisie. At the same time bhasing
itself on an economist approach trade union work, the CPUSA seriously under-
estimated ideological strugyle, in particular the susceptibility of the Cc10
neenter" and through it the entire working eclass, to an ideological offensive
of the bourgeoisie. The party was thus isolated and ill prepared, when to
its astonishment, the Murrays, Reuthers and Currans rendered theirv support
to the class enemy by driving the communists from the CLO.

Not having built a political and ideological base for communism in the
working class and not having understood the character of bourgeois hegemony
or of its objective base of support in the workers movement, the CPUSA was
unahle to come up with a strategy to successfully comhat the offensive of
which they were the object. The danger of ignoring theory and failing to
apply it to the conjuncture today on the part of our revisionists and econo-
mists, is just as real as that of the period treated in Crisis on the Left.

This review has attempted to sketch out some of the theoretical implica-
tions which Mary licAuliffe's historical work suggests, and Lo encourage
communists to read it and to attempt to theoretically grapple with its
lessons. We make no claims that our effort is anything more than exploratory.
Some day when the U.S. communist movement has matured and produced theoreti-
cally advanced cadre, this period in American (and world) history will
receive the theoretical and historical treatment it deserves. In the meantime
McAuliffe's account is welcome for the challenge it presents to our movement :
to understand our past and to correctly master our future.

Endnotes:

1. Nicos Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes (New Left Books, 1973).

36

!

Back Issues
Now Available

Number Four is still
be ordered for $1.00 apiece fr;m

issues from readers

Review WhiCh have been o
. ut of print fo :
available. These four back isgues ma r some time.

I ||e The ° -
W e

Number One (Sept.-Oct. 1977):

Editorial Statement
Recent Works on the Character of Soviet Society

The Conditions of : i ifi
Marx's Scientific Discovery by Louis Althusser

Slavery and Capitalism: A Review
Number Two (Nov.-Dec. 1977):

Towards Fusion: Theoreti
3 etical Fo i

5 thby Louis Althusser s LA

n the Dictatorship of the P

1 : ! roletariat: A i
gizlggiéﬁa% ra;erlalism by Balibar and Macﬁgzésw

nis nternati
e onal and the C

Number Three (Jan.-Feb. 1978):

logical Struggle

onstruction of Factory Cells

The Albanian Criti
: que of the Th
Primacy of Theory and the Guard?gﬁycg:b:Three WD

Marxism— .
rxism-Leninism and the Class Struggle by Louis Althusse
r

e Communist Interna i a alld Ule (0] { l F I |
l 'l tion ]. i
y C ns rUCtlon o aCtory Ce S

On the Death of Liebknecht and Luxemborg
Number Four (March-April 1978):

An Introduction to Th i

n In : eoretical Practi
A : ice
Alsf1ngu1sh1pg Feétures of Leninist Political P i
Rna yzing China Since Mao's Death (Part 1) A
emembering Charles E. Ruthenberg




