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SEPTEMBER·OCTOBER 1967 

Livia Maitan 

MAJOR PROBLEMS OF THE 
LATIN-AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

-A Reply to Regis Debray 

The English translation of Regis Debray's essay, "Revolution in the 
Revolution?" published in the July-August issue of "Monthly Review," 
appeared after the reply by Livio Maitan had been written. However, 
all quotations from the Debray text were checked to conform with this 
English version. 

As the author of the reply published in this issue observes, news of 
Debray's arrest and imprisonment by the Bolivian authorities, had 
just become known at the time the article was submitted. Since then a 
worldwide movement of protest has arisen against the attempt on the 
part of the military dictatorship to railroad Debray to prison, or 
worse, on trumped-up charges that Debray had "participated in armed 
action" to overthrow the Barrientos regime. 

The Fourth International, its sections, co-thinkers and supporters 
throughout the world, including the Socialist Workers Party and 
Young Socialist Alliance in this country, are actively and energetically 
suppolting the movement to free Debray from the clutches of the 
Bolivian "gorillas." 

The Debray '~hesis" has already engendered widespread discussion 
in the world press. In addition to the speczJic views expressed on the 
character and perspective of the revolutionary development in Latin 
America the Debray essay contains a free-wheeling attack on a number 
of political tendencies in the world socialist movement. Its controversial 
character is bound to give rise to sharp polemical exchanges as the 
stakes involved are no less than the future of mankind both in Latin 
America and the world at large. 

It is unfortunate that Debray is precluded from participating directly 
in the discussion his essay is bound to evoke. Nor should it be made 
the excuse to refrain from the polemic. For, as Debray himself points 
out in his essay, "sacrifice is not a political argument and martyrdom 
does not constitute proof. " 
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As I was writing this article, the world press reported R~gis De­
bray's arrest in Bolivia. 

Our movement has associated itself with the campaign of solidarity 
with Debray who is presently in the hands of the reactionary Bolivian 
military officers. But our elementary duty of solidarity does not ob­
ligate us to leave unanswered the attacks he has leveled against 
Trotskyism, all the more so in view of the particularly grave nature 
of the attacks and their aim of discrediting us among the Latin­
American vanguard. 

* * * 
~gis Debray's book, which was published in Cuba a few months 

ago, has already engendered polemics in the revolutionary workers 
movement. This was inevitable, both because of the author's generali­
zations, which he maintains are based on the experience of the Cuban 
revolution, and because of his attacks, most often in highly question­
able forms, against the most diverse tendencies. More specifically in 
regard to the Fourth International, Debray employs methods that 
are purely Stalinist, ranging from baseless slander to grotesque dis­
tortion and outright falsification) These attacks are on such a low 
level that one is even tempted to make no reply at all. 

However, aside from the intrinsic worth of Debray's essay, it will 
be read and discussed by broad strata of the Latin-American revo­
lutionary vanguard. Thus it provides a timely occasion to state once 
again the past and present concepts and positions of the Fourth In­
ternational with regard to the major problems of the Latin-American 
revolutionary movement. 

The Fourth International, it should be noted here, had already 
clearly developed its stand on these problems in its first congresses 
following the war.2 At a time when the traditional workers parties 
demonstrated the most complete lack of understanding of phenomena 
of the greatest import to the development of the mass movement in 
certain countries and adopted extremely opportunistic schemas, which 
sometimes put them on the same side as American imperialism and 
the oligarchies, the Fourth International was able to grasp the social 
and political content of Peronism and a series of national-revolution­
ary movements, to stress a living application of Leninism, the neces­
sity to take the revolutionary road in Latin America too, and to 
affirm that in the historic stage which was opening up, the working­
class and peasant masses could be mobilized in a victorious struggle 
against imperialism. After the victory of the Cuban revolution, some 
of these ideas became commonly accepted and are no longer debated 
within the broad Latin-American vanguard. But this was not so 
fifteen or twenty years ago, and even now there are parties with an 
unquestionable mass influence which do not accept certain concepts, 
even if at times, out of opportunism, they sign declarations reaffirm­
ing these principles. 3 

Also on the crucial problem of the nature of the Latin-American 
revolution the Fourth International has always taken the clearest 
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stand. On just this issue, it has been criticized, even recently, by 
revolutionary leaders like Douglas Bravo.4 Bravo's fundamental 
concern seems to be to avoid overly simplistic and mechanistic con­
ceptions which could result in restricting the forces which can be 
mobilized in an anti-imperialist struggle. 

Let us disregard the criticisms of those who judge the Fourth Inter­
national's conceptions on the basis of a few Posadist documents, which 
in fact often border on a caricature. The only way to begin is by 
objectively analyzing the problem, regardless of where it leads. Pro­
ceeding in this way, we characterized the Latin-American revolution 
as a revolution which was destined, not by the will of some impatient 
agitators but by its own logic, its own intrinsic necessity, to become 
transformed uninterruptedly into a revolution of a socialist nature as 
it achieved aims corresponding to the interests and aspirations of the 
masses. Twenty years ago, such a conception could have been con­
sidered as either describing a very broad, long-range tendency or as 
an attempt to impose on the Latin-American reality criteria drawn' 
from the historical experience of other revolutions. Butafter the Cuban 
revolution, such an interpretation is no longer possible- in four years 
time this revolution ran through the complete cycle from revolution­
ary democratic opposition to the Batista dictatorship to open strug­
gle against American imperialism, expropriation of the indigenous 
possessing classes, and the establishment of a workers state.5 

In order to provide a clearer indication of our views, I will sum­
marize at this point what we wrote in connection with the 1965-66 
polemics in the Guatemalan movement. 6 We stressed then that these 
were not abstract quarrels; on the contrary, behind the formulas and 
even the nuances lay specifically concrete political variants. This was 
all the more true because the Guatemalan movement had already 
undergone very important experiences and because inevitably the 
stand of certain organizations is judged primarily on the basis of 
their past activity. 

Thus, one could not forget the practical significance - during the 
Arevalo-Arbenz period up to the 1954 aggression-of the line of 
democratic revolution which involved collaborating with the so-called 
national bourgeoisie. The PGT [Partido Guatemalteco de Trabajo­
the Guatemalan Labor Party, the name taken by the Guatemalan 
Communist Party], in fact, renounced any independent role, trans­
forming itself into a point of support for the bourgeois reformist 
government, which at the crucial moment capitulated before the im­
perialist and indigenous reactionary forces. To this must be added 
the fact that after 1954 the PGT raised the slogan of restoring "de­
mocracy" and that even after a turn toward armed struggle its line 
remained eclectic, being based also on legal activities.7 

But the problem of the nature of the revolution becomes most con­
crete when it comes to determining which social classes are partici­
pating in the struggle, which classes are ready to go all the way, 
and which must actually play the leading role. The Trotskyist move-
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ment has never denied a priori that sections of the national bour­
geoisie could align themselves with an anti-imperialist struggle; but 
it has stressed that if the leadership is left up to such elements, the 
struggle will, in fact, be held back and diverted and will at best end 
in the establishment of a neocolonialist regime where imperialism 
would maintain its grip and the masses would be robbed of the fruits 
of their struggle. That is why it is absolutely necessary to understand 
what the dynamics of this process must be and to make others under­
stand it, to establish a platform which leaves no room for ambiguity, 
and to ensure- this is tl?-e decisive factor in the last analysis - that 
the leadership is in the hands of the working class in alliance with 
the poor peasantry. This in no way means mixing up the beginning 
of a revolution with its final phase, nor does it mean raising at the 
outset slogans that can be materialized in reality only as the end 
result of an entire period of revolutionary struggle, or substituting 
subjective interpretations or an absurd idealization of the masses 
for analyses of concrete situations. What is important, let me repeat, 
is to grasp the permanent character of the revolution, whose pro­
found logic is not only anti-imperialist and antifeudal but at the same 
time anticapitalist; to understand that possible alliances with petty­
bourgeois and national-bourgeois forces at certain stages cannot be 
carried out at the price of surrendering or restricting the leading role 
of the proletariat and the poor peasantry, that is, those forces which 
emerge in the social context of economically backward societies as 
the revolutionary motor power; to realize that the test for every revo­
lutionary leadership is its capacity to raise slogans and organize 
actions which, at each stage, can impel the anticapitalist dynamic of 
the struggle forward, while starting from a mobilization for the goals 
of democracy and national liberation. 8 

The problem of the nature of the revolution demands our attention 
all the more since false conceptions in this area have served as the 
primary ideological vehicle for the opportunism of the Latin-American 
Communist parties. Indeed, it is precisely the concept of a national 
democratic revolution involving an alliance with bourgeois capitalist 
social layers and classes which underlies the rejection of the revolu­
tionary road and guerrilla warfare and is at the core of every eclec­
tic and wavering notion. 9 

To conclude this point, the permanent nature - in the Marxist and 
Trotskyist sense of the word - of the revolution on the order of the 
day in Latin America must be proclaimed in the current stage more 
than ever before, particularly due to the following reasons: (a) the 
lesson of Cuba has been assimilated by all those in the vanguard 
and by a broad sector of the masses; (b) in no country can the so­
called national bourgeoisie take a favorable or even neutral attitude 
toward movements which by the nature of things cannot help but 
align themselves with the Cubans against the bloc of U. S. imperi­
alism and the indigenous possessing classes on a continental scale 
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from the very outset; (c) the struggle at least in a series of countries 
and for an entire period, will be much more difficult than it was in 
Cuba; it will exhibit a tendency to cross over the borders of the vari­
ous states; it cannot be definitively won unless it spreads throughout 
the continent, a perspective which no national bourgeoisie will accept, 
even temporarily. 

The Guerrilla Struggle 

For almost ten years now the Fourth International has stressed 
the importance of guerrilla warfare as a specific form of armed strug­
gle, pointing out at the same time that the poor peasant movement 
would playa major role for an entire stage of the revolution in the 
colonial and semi colonial countries. 

Without reviewing our positions in detail, the following will indicate 
where we stand: In our opinion the discussion in progress within the 
Latin-American revolutionary movement will be useful and produc­
tive insofar as it focuses on analyzing specific situations in certain 
countries rather than on drawing generalizations which are at once 
as vague as they are enticing. It is precisely the originality of the 
Cuban experience - in many respects it took all tendencies in the in­
ternational workers movement by surprise - which should counsel 
avoidance of rigid schemas, especially in connection with the con­
crete forms and stages of the revolutionary process. tO 

However, before turning to the crucial experiences of the most re­
cent years, I would like to indicate briefly some considerations which 
have been raised on several occasions both by the International and 
by our Latin-American movement. 

No one is unaware of the fact, first of all, that there are countries 
in Latin America whose social structure has very different features 
from those of the countries where guerrilla warfare is now developing 
or has developed in the past. If we look at Argentina or Chile, for 
example, where a very large percentage of the population is con­
centrated in the cities and employed in industry and its associated 
sectors, it seems very unlikely, if not excluded, that a possible rural 
guerrilla war could playa decisive role. The decisive element will 
most likely be the revolutionary struggle in the cities, in which not 
only the working-class masses but also the disinherited plebian masses 
congregated on the periphery of the great urban concentrations will 
participate. tt 

In addition, in our opinion, it is clear that no guerrilla movement 
can achieve lasting success unless it has issued from the broad mass 
movement or succeeds rather quickly in establishing firm ties with 
it. We do not mean this as a restatement of the traditional concept 
of the mass movement gradually maturing until it culminates in 
armed struggle. We are well aware that any hypothesis of guerrilla 
warfare is based on the assumption that, in a general sense, a revo-
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lutionary, or prerevolutionary situation exists, or can ripen very 
quickly in most of the Latin-American countries. We are, broadly, 
in agreement with such an analysis. But it does not follow that any 
group of bold militants can effectively begin guerrilla warfare at any 
time, after having met a minimum of technical requirements. It is in 
just this respect that the Cuban experience has been arbitrarily and 
improperly generalized upon. Too often the audacious character of 
the action of the small group that made the Granma landing-which 
clearly marked a healthy break with traditionalist and tail-ending 
concepts - has led people to forget the following essential factors: 
(a) the Cuban situation in 1956, not only from the economic and 
social standpoint but also from the more strictly political standpoint, 
was such as almost necessarily to impel the adoption of certain meth­
ods of struggle and to promote broad support for those who fought 
arms in hand against a ferocious dictatorship hated by virtually the 
entire population; (b) the very small vanguard which began the 
struggle included in its ranks a man like Fidel who, even aside from 
his having what proved to be exceptional abilities, was already known 
as the leader of a national revolutionary current with significant mass 
influence; 12 (c) despite their very close ties with the Batista regime, 
the American imperialists did not display such aggressive hostility 
toward Castro's movement in 1956-59 as to deprive it of all margin 
for political maneuver, even in capitalist circles in the United States. 

Underestimation of these factors and failure to analyze the real 
situations in the early years after Fidel Castro's victory led to out­
right putschist moves resulting either in the useless loss of the lives 
of courageous militants or in the unleashing of repressions which 
cost the working-class and revolutionary movement dearly as a 
whole. That is why those who want to learn from the past in work­
ing out a revolutionary line must draw a balance sheet not only by 
centering fire against opportunist resistance and right-wing capitula­
tion (which on a broad scale unquestionably represents the main 
danger) but also by taking into account a series of negative experi­
ences ranging from those in Venezuela in 1962 and in Peru in the 
same period, to others less well known but not less significant (in 
Argentina for example). 13 

Finally, our evaluation of the role of the peasantry involves no 
concession to the idea maintained by some that the urban working 
class in some colonial countries is itself, in the last analysis, a privi­
leged social layer. Such a concept- aside from its inherently errone­
ous nature from the standpoint of Marxist analysis - could only result 
in underestimating the need to mobilize the urban masses in the strug­
gle, which is nevertheless of primary importance for even the survival 
of guerrilla warfare in the rural areas. 14 

But let us turn to the more specific accusations made against us. 
According to Debray, the Trotskyists are opposed to guerrilla war­
fare and are partisans of a strategy of self-defense, which, it is claimed, 
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has also been adopted by a section of the movement in Colombia. 
Our attitude toward guerrilla warfare has already been specified in 

outline and we will return to it further on. As for self-defense, we 
consider it neither a method to be universally employed nor rejected 
a priori. There are countries-in Latin America and elsewhere-where 
self-defense has corresponded, or now corresponds, to a need recog­
nized by sections of the vanguard and where giving it a concrete form 
has been, or would be, a step forward of major importance. In other 
cases, however, restricting the struggle to self-defense would inevitably 
involve defeat and a serious setback for the revolutionary movement. 

Leaving aside certain rash parallels or certain aphorisms which are 
as empty as they are pretentious,15 let us take a look at the cases cited 
to point up the errors and failings of our movement. Aside from a 
very vague allusion to Brazil and the peasant leagues led by Julift.o, 
he primarily takes up the cases of Guatemala, Peru, and Bolivia. I 
will not return to the first country. It is sufficient to reaffirm here, to 
eliminate any possible misunderstanding, that guerrilla struggle must 
now be the fundamental method in Guatemala and that it must be 
centrated primarily in the rural areas, where, moreover, the leader­
ship of the revolutionary movement as a whole must normally func­
tion.1 6 

Hugo Blanco and Peru 

The Peruvian experience has undoubtedly been one of the most 
momentous of the past five years, an experience rich and varied, 
outstanding in the multiplicity of movements, the application of pal­
pably different lines, the temporary successes followed by devastating 
repressions, and by tragic setbacks. No serious attempt to make 
generalizations valid for all of Latin America can be undertaken 
without a detailed and profound analysis of what has occurred in 
Peru. It goes without saying that such an analysis cannot be at­
tempted here due to limited information at present on some important 
events and because such an analysis can be worked out only through 
the joint efforts of our entire Latin-American movement and the 
Peruvian movement in the first instance. 

Regis Debray treats this paramount experience in the most offhand 
way: two lines on Blanco in the context of a gross falsification, allu­
sions to Luis de la Puente Uceda brought in as part of a polemic 
against Huberman and Sweezy's Monthly Review. 17 That's how you 
dispose of the most burning questions! 

However, to gain even the slightest understanding of Hugo Blanco's 
work, one must start from the context in which it was executed and 
grasp its objective implications in the given conditions. When he began 
his work among the peasants, Blanco was reacting on the one hand 
against adventurist and putschist tendencies which had developed 
within his own organization; and on the other hand, he was breaking 
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with the tradition of a certain kind of urban left, which was, indeed, 
partly bound to obsolete schemas, partly always ready to discuss new 
roads but incapable of taking practical steps to estahlish ties with the 
peasant masses. Blanco's experience did not in any way develop in 
accordance with abstract models but in ever closer association with the 
real mass movement. Now, after the fact, only a blind man could 
fail to realize the truly historic importance such work has had in 
educating the peasant sectors, even aside from the fact that it is still 
too early to assess the impact on the future of the revolutionary move­
ment made by the Tacna trial and the events which followed it in 
which Hugo Blanco emerged as a hero of the Peruvian and Latin­
American people. 

The self-defense concept was in fact maintained in the revolutionary 
movement in Peru and I had the good fortune to participate per­
sonally in intense discussions on this subject. This idea was not con­
ceived in an imitative or artificial way. It was formulated on the 
basis of the experience of the land occupations and heedful inter­
pretation of the attitudes and aspirations of the peasants who parti­
cipated in them. 

It goes without saying that no one from the outside drove the 
peasants to occupy the land. This was, in the last analysis, one of 
the consequences of the new situation which the Cuban revolution 
created in Latin America. The problem of defense was inevitably 
posed as soon as the government chose the repressive road and the 
peasants fell under the bullets of the army and the police. It was the 
peasants themselves who took this attitude, mulling over ways to de­
fend their gains and to protect their lives. This was how the idea of 
the need for armed struggle took shape among them. 

It was always clear to us that self-defense was only a stage and 
that once armed struggle became generally accepted it would take 
other forms and would have to pass through guerrilla warfare proba­
bly for a prolonged period. But it was not possible to skip a stage­
even a limited one - in the subjective development of the masses. An 
appeal to the peasants for guerrilla warfare from the outset would 
very probably have fallen on deaf ears, even in those areas where 
there was a living movement- at most such an appeal would have 
been heeded by a few vanguard elements who, in any case, would 
have risked acting without the understanding of even the social 
groupings from which they came. The other alternative might have 
been an armed struggle taking the form of guerrilla warfare from 
the time when experience demonstrated in practice the impossibility of 
winning in a direct confrontation with the adversaries and the neces­
sity of creating specialized mobile guerrilla detachments, which while 
of course representing a very small minority would nonetheless have 
enjoyed the active support of the overwhelming majority of the rural 
population in their fight. It is significant, moreover - Blanco himself 
stressed this fact in one of his letters from prison- that once the 
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Cuzco leader was forced to adopt forms of struggle which could no 
longer be properly characterized as a tactic of self-defense, he held 
out much longer, despite all the well-known difficulties, than others, 
including, we might add, the MIR [MovimientodelaIzquierda . Revolu­
cionaria - Movement of the Revolutionary Left] nuclei who nonethe­
less felt that they were following a much more effective course. The 
essential reason for this, of course, lay in the fact that Blanco en­
joyed very wide support among the peasant population. 

We do not know whether in prison Hugo Blanco has drawn an 
overall balance sheet of his experience or what his present views are 
on the future perspectives for the Peruvian revolution. Some allusions 
contained in a letter addressed to the November 1966 student con­
gress seem to indicate that in his eyes the key link is still to organize 
the peasant movement. 

In any case, Blanco has explained in some letters written in prison 
how he interprets certain aspects of the struggle he led. 

In the first place, for those who have imputed reformist tendencies 
to Blanco (perhaps because he used the organizing of unions as a 
means and concerned himself also with the most modest needs of the 
peasants in his region, not overlooking the fact that partial gains 
could prove valuable in reinforcing the self-confidence of the peasants), 
the following passage should be noted: "We have discovered a broad 
and sure road and we are advancing. Why should we lose our heads 
now? Those comrades who are in prison must understand that the 
party cannot mobilize itself in harmony with their weariness at confine­
ment but only in accordance with the needs of the Peruvian people and 
the possibilities open to them. If there are some who are free and in 
a hurry and who feel that they are able to be guerrillas, that is 
magnificent! Let them prove it by devoting themselves to a peasant 
union, the one in Chumbivilcas for example, coming and going on 
foot. After that they can talk to us about guerrilla warfare, if they 
have enough strength left. Doesn't organizing peasant unions train 
militants in the nomad life? Doesn't it give them knowledge of the 
terrain and the population? And it brings the most important result­
the conscious incorporation of the broad masses in the struggle. We 
must gain as much ground as we can before the armed clash comes 
in order to be sure of victory." (Mariscal Gamarra Prison, June 1963.) 

Here is another very important passage: 
"As to the tactics of guerrilla warfare, I am completely in accord 

that they should be taught to defense committees. These should not be 
empiric, and in this respect, the vanguard party has a role to play. 
All knowledge of guerrilla tactics which can be adapted to our militia 
strategy must be taken advantage of. 

''Manco II, for example, who surrounded Cuzco ready to crush it, 
was abandoned by his troops because the time for planting or har­
vesting- I don't remember which-had come for potatoes. 
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"None of that interferes with guerrilla organization. Some units can 
be organized to aid the militias. But the fundamental organism for the 
open struggle in Peru will be the militia of the unions led by the party. 
Let us take all the advantages of the peculiarities of our situation. 

"We will not part with anything, having advanced so much. 
"You say, 'it is astride the campesino movementthat the FIR [Frente 

de la Izquierda Revolucionaria - Revolutionary Left Front, the Peru­
vian section of the Fourth International] shouldfacethe open struggle 
for power.' I agree, it was so in Cuba. The difference lies in that they 
first grabbed the arms and then mounted the horse. We are on the 
horse but lack the arms. Why get off the horse?" ("Hugo Blanco's 
Answer to Rosendo," April 7, 1964. See International Socialist Review, 
Spring 1965, p. 46.) 

It is thus clear that Hugo Blanco poses these problems very con­
cretely, in relation to what is happening in the mass movement at a 
given stage. It was logical, moreover, let me repeat, for him to in­
sist above all on the necessity of linking up with the real movement 
when putschist tendencies were rife even in the FIR, for him to insist 
on the necessity of adopting means of struggle which took shape 
in the course of the experience of these movements, especi~lly the ex­
perience of occupying the land. It must not be forgotten either that the 
fact that Hugo Blanco's methods ran counter to those of the traditional 
workers movement was confirmed by the openly hostile attitude of the 
Communist Party. 

I will return later in connection with Bolivia to the question of dual 
power which holds a central place in Hugo Blanco's outlook. IS Here 
only the elementary point need be noted that dual power is neither a 
"theory" nor an abstract goal but a real situation which can occur 
at a given time, as it did in Peru, at least in certain regions, both 
before and after Hugo Blanco's arrest. The problem which confronted 
the Cuzco leader was, therefore, how to take advantage of a given 
situation. He made some contributions and undertook some real 
actions. It is on this basis that he must be judged. Or should he be 
reproached for not disregarding the existing conditions, including the 
temper and aspirations of the peasants among whom he worked? 

This said, we may properly seek the causes of the negative outcome 
of Blanco's fight as well as that of de la Puente and Lobat6n. 

Noone can exclude the possibility a priori that errors were com­
mitted. In my opinion, on the basis of present information, aside from 
any possible errors or failings, the basic reason for the setback was 
that the movement's success remained limited to a few regions, espe­
cially the Cuzco region, while among the working-class elements in 
the cities the movement never broke out of a rather sterile routinist 
line of activity. This was reflected, among other things, by the relative 
isolation of the action led by Blanco, who could count on the aid of 
only a small organization already hit by severe repressive measures. 
As for the situation in the cities, a major obstacle was the still quite 
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important influence of the CP, which had in no way rectified its op­
portunist line, contributing by this, among other things, to the defeat 
of attempts to rejuvenate the trade-union movement. 

I will not analyze here the guerrilla experience of de la Puente 
Uceda's MIR. I will state, however, that on the basis of its program­
matic statements, the accusations of putschism against the MIR do 
not seem well founded. Whether or not some lines of action were ac­
tually put into practice, as some documents referring to the very first 
phase of the guerrilla struggle claim, for example, is another matter. 
It must be stressed in addition that the ELN [Ejercito de Liberaci6n 
N acional- National Liberation Army] action, which according to 
some sources made both mote of an effort to apply valid standards 
for guerrilla warfare and to achieve real ties with the masses, was 
also unsuccessful. 19 

From the start of de la Puente's movement, the United Secretariat 
of the Fourth International, since it did not have the direct informa­
tion needed to make a precise political evaluation, limited itself to ex­
pressing its revolutionary solidarity with the courageous militants 
who had undertaken the armed struggle. As for the FIR, aside from 
this or that expression which may perhaps have facilitated hostile 
interpretations, its basic judgment was that conditions in the mass 
movement and the MIR's relationship to it would not permit the 
action to succeed, that a tragic outcome was inevitable despite the 
courage and revolutionary intransigence of de la Puente and his 
companions. I am well aware that the validity of a prediction cannot 
be ascertained merely by establishing a correlation between it and 
the actual outcome. However, the FIR's enemies andcritics-who often 
vie with each other in sectarianism - should recognize that our com­
rades took a clear stand from the outset and that neither the mass 
mobilization nor the major social and political crisis which the MIR 
combatants counted on touching off or fostering by their decision 
to begin a guerrilla struggle occurred. 

For my part, again acknowledging that the question will have to 
be studied in much greater detail, I am inclined to the view that the 
defeat of the 1965 movement was not due essentially to false theoret­
ical conceptions, or overall line, but was rooted in an incorrect analy­
sis that led to the belief that the conditions vital to its success existed. 
These conditions - namely: (a) a growing movement in the country­
side; (b) real ties between the group undertaking guerrilla warfare 
and this movement; (c) active solidarity on the part of the exploited 
urban layers; (d) a political crisis so acute as to impel very wide 
segments of the population into struggle, eliminating those important 
areas of passivity and apathy which have unfortunately featured the 
Peruvian situation at crucial stages in the past- did not exist in 1965, 
nor did any such development occur after the struggle began. An 
understanding of the situation and the real tendencies at work would 
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have led the MIR either to postpone its move or, at least, to follow 
other criteria in carrying out the initial action.20 

New attempts are now being made to prepare the way for new 
waves. "New figures," Guevara wrote in his message, "are reorganizing 
the guerrilla struggle with tenacity and firmness." We are not able at 
present to judge the scope of such attempts. But, in any case, the fact 
cannot be disregarded that defeats have been suffered and that much 
work - even elementary, prosaic work - is required to prepare the 
way for a new upsurge of the mass movement, or at least, some of 
its important sectors. This is all the more true because the Peruvian 
vanguard has suffered extremely grave losses from murders and 
arrests, depriving the most advanced organizations and groups in 
particular of virtually all their most capable leaders, and because 
the problem of freeing the movement from the pernicious influence of 
the traditional opportunist organizations is far from resolved, espe­
cially in the urban sectors. 

It would be absurd to think that all these obstacles could be sur­
mounted through some small groups adopting very general schemas 
and applying a series of norms (whatever the intrinsic worth of such 
schemas or norms). I am convinced that the Peruvian reality, which 
is so complex, so rich, holds surprises in store for us. While there is 
not the least doubt that the future will definitively sweep away all 
theory and practice of "a peaceful road," an alliance with the so-called 
national bourgeoisie, of revolution "by stages," etc., at the same time 
we will see types of revolutionary armed struggle which no one can 
now predetermine. The essential thing is for the vanguard to note in 
time changes in the situation and new opportunities. This is not 
possible through fidelity to fixed schemas but only through continually 
updated analyses. 

The Struggle in Bolivia and Venezuela 

Debray devotes a little more time to Bolivia than Peru. But, his 
analyses, characterizations, and observations are not less arbitrary 
and impressionistic, even though his conclusion that guerrilla war­
fare is likewise required in Bolivia is fundamentally correct. 

The momentous experience of 1952 and the following years is 
summed up by Debray as follows: "In 1952 the miners destroyed the 
oligarchy's army, established a liberal government, received arms and 
a semblance of power. The revolution turned bourgeois; the miners 
gradually severed connections." (p. 33.) The characterization of the 
1952 MNR [Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario - National 
Revolutionary Movement] government as '1iberal" is astonishing in it­
self. It doesn't hold up either with respect to form or content, in either 
the European or Latin-American usage of the word. But more impor­
tant, the 1952 revolution was in reality, as we have pointed out many 
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times, and as all who have followed the political events in Bolivia in 
the slightest degree know, a revolution led by a revolutionary na­
tionalist movement which at the time enjoyed the support of the over­
whelming majority of the workers and peasants. In its first years in 
power, the MNR was driven by the pressure of the masses which 
supported it to carry out some important measures of a revolutionary 
bourgeois-democratic nature, going to the point of nationalizing the 
mines and inaugurating an agrarian reform, which despite its limita­
tions unquestionably benefited broad segments of the peasantry and 
dealt a hard blow to the traditionally ultrareactionary landowning 
class. This is what explains the attitude of the various sectors of the 
masses toward the MNR regime and why a relatively long period 
of bitter experiences and struggles was necessary before the masses 
came to understand the nature of the MNR, which in the last analysis 
was conservative and unable to lead the revolution to its logical 
conclusion, becoming more and more i?-ostile to the workers and en­
tangled in the machinations of imperialism. With regard to the Novem­
ber 1964 military coup, Debray's explanation is of a superficial, 
propagandistic character. He is ignorant of the fact, or he seems 
ignorant of it, that there was actually a new upsurge in the mass 
movement - this time against Paz Estenssoro, who was irretrievably 
compromised in the eyes of the masses - that the miners won victories 
in armed clashes, including with the army, and that the officers in 
fact organized a preventive coup to derail a movement that had al­
ready become too dangerous. 21 

It was in this context that a dual power situation again emerged 
in some areas of Bolivia in the period immediately following the 
November 1964 events, independently of what the Trotskyists or 
the other tendencies in the workers movement might have wished or 
decided. In fact, the problem posed was to determine what the short­
and even intermediate - term perspectives were and how to exploit a 
temporary position of strength. But it would have been absurd to dis­
regard the specific, concrete factors, the mood and will of the miners 
in the first instance. Besides, what could they have done in the spring 
of 1965 when Barrientos sought a test of strength? Should they have 
tried to respond to the steps taken against Lechln with improvised 
guerrilla actions and attempted to convince the miners that they must 
not mobilize in a massive strike? In fact, the only possibility of 
blocking Barrientos was to show him that he would run into a very 
broad counter-attack. Even if the unions had not proclaimed a strike, 
the miners would have launched it on their own. 

Of course, from the time that Barrientos and his advisors decided 
to go all the way and unleashed a ferocious repression, the strike 
was insufficient as a counterblow and it was necessary to formulate 
a new strategy. We will see directly that our Bolivian comrades by 
no means lost sight of this necessity and Debray could have ascer-
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tained this if he had read their press and their resolutions instead of 
contenting himself with old anti-Trotskyist cliches. But it would be 
completely wrong to overlook the fact that the Bolivian situation was 
in fact marked for a long period by very specific features and that 
at certain times it was objectively possible to mobilize the masses of 
miners as well as broad sectors of the peasants in an armed struggle 
for power without going through a phase of guerrilla warfare as 
other countries in Latin America have experienced or will experience 
it. If these opportunities were not taken advantage of, it was because 
there was no genuine revolutionary leadership capable of uniting the 
movement on a national scale. 22 It must not be forgotten either, to 
come up to the most recent years, that a certain cleavage had oc­
curred between the workers and broad sections of the peasantry, which 
in fact explains why the latter did not take part in the 1964 events, 
subsequently maintaining a wait-and-see attitude. This is a factor 
which could not be disregarded without very grave consequences in 
any possible formulation of a guerrilla strategy and still more in its 
practical application. 

The possibility of adopting an orientation toward guerrilla warfare 
had already been seriously discussed in Bolivian revolutionary circles 
in the final period of the Paz Estenssoro regime. Immediately after 
the military coup, a POR [Partido Obrero Revolucionario- Revolu­
tionary Workers Party, the Trotskyist organization] document set as 
the party's number one task the centralization of arms in order to 
form a proletarian army and provide training and instruction in 
military tactics. 23 More precise decisions on this matter were taken 
some months later (March 1965) at a POR plenum. The headline in 
Lucha Obrera which announced this meeting is significant in itself: 
"Se reuni6 en Huanuni Comit~ Central del POR: aprob6 documentos 
sobre acci6n armada y guerrillas." [Central Committee of the POR 
meets in Huanuni- adopts documents on armed action and guer­
rillas.] (May 1, 1965, issue.) 

Further, in July 1965, when the PRIN [Partido Revolucionario de 
Izquierda Nacionalista- Revolutionary Party of the National Left] 
and CP trade-union leaders decided at an assembly of the miners to 
terminate the struggle in the Siglo Veinte region, the Trotskyists 
favored adopting forms of armed struggle. Indeed, following this 
assembly, nuclei, including the Trotskyist Cesar Lora, left the urban 
centers where they had been active previously and tried to organize 
themselves as guerrilla detachments north of Potosi. Unfortunately, 
they were detected rather quickly and C~sar Lora himself was mur­
dered by the military on July 29. 

Let us also note, finally, that beginning in September of that year 
other attempts were made to organize guerrilla warfare. Among other 
things, publications which called for armed struggle specifically in the 
form of guerrilla warfare were distributed. These explained that it was 
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necessary to link up this struggle with the combat conducted in the 
mass movement. The content of these publications was given a favor­
able reception in the Trotskyist press. 24 

It goes without saying that we are ready to discuss in greater de­
tail all the positions taken by the International and the comrades of 
the POR on the perspectives and roads of the revolution in Bolivia, 
provided our critics take the trouble to inform themselves of our 
views and remember that our movement deserves the respect due all 
those who have fought on unceasingly while suffering the cruelist 
repression at the hands of the class enemy. 25 

As for Venezuela, the Fourth International gave its support to the 
guerrilla movement there from the outset. 26 And we did not confine 
ourselves to this broad, general position, but took clear stands several 
times on problems which arose. 

Thus, we did not neglect to criticize adventurist and putschist ten­
dencies. 27 But as soon as right-wing opportunist tendencies began to 
take shape, we made our position equally clear. 'We are convinced," 
the United Secretariat wrote to the Venezuelan Trotskyists in January 
1965, "that profound pessimism flowing from a rather static analysis 
and from a more or less conscious and avowed acceptance of the 
idea that any revolutionary development is doomed to failure because 
it would run up against major resistance from American imperialism 
is at the root of the present positions of the right wing of the MIR 
[Movimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionaria - Movement of the Revolu­
tionary Left] and the PCV [Partido Comunista Venezelano- Vene­
zuelan Communist Party]." And the letter added further on, in pointing 
to certain weaknesses in the analyses of the left wing: "The left wing, 
in practice, grasps the crucial point when it maintains that there must 
be no liquidation of the guerrilla movement (which in any case, 
among other things, has surmounted the major difficulties of the first 
phase of establishing itself. )"28 

As for the more recent vicissitudes, the Fourth International has 
taken an absolutely unequivocal stand in favor of Douglas Bravo, 
and supports in particular the· theses expressed by Fidel Castro against 
the Venezuelan CP in his March 13 speech. This, then, constitutes our 
position on what is presently one of the major problems of the Latin­
American revolutionary struggle. 29 

In conclusion, I can affirm that we are in fundamental agreement 
with some of the points Debray raises, especially as to the necessity 
of avoiding ambiguity in the movement's orientation, of forthrightly 
deciding the question of where to locate the revolutionary movement's 
center, etc. Once it is concluded that guerrilla warfare in the rural 
areas is the essential road for a given country, it follows logically that 
the leadership center must be located in the rural areas and that its 
members must spend most of their time with the detachments of guer­
rilla fighters. It also seems to us that any new guerrilla movement 
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must study all the facts of the Cuban experience in depth, both in 
their technical as well as political aspects. It is not a question of 
establishing absolute norms but of taking into account the existence of 
a considerable number of common features and of drawing the maxi­
mum benefit from a precious acquisition. 

Once Again on the Revolutionary Party 

Debray examines another crucial question confronting the Latin­
American fighters, the question of building a party and its role in 
the revolutionary process. In this connection, one can only agree 
with him when he finds fault with the experience of the Communist 
parties (including those groups which adhere to the Chinese line), 
when he rejects making a fetish of the party so that it assumes a 
primacy not justified by any real function, when he explains that a 
revolutionary struggle can begin and develop in countries like those 
in Latin America even without the prior existence of a party.30 Never­
theless, I should like to make a few brief observations. 

Since 1960 the Fourth International has stressed the fact that a 
revolutionary leadership was able to emerge in Cuba and play a 
decisive role in forms which it would have been hard to forecast on 
the basis of previous historical experience. The rise of the Algerian 
revolution up until 1963 also favored the conclusion that, under 
certain given conditions, a leadership could conduct a victorious 
armed struggle and move toward establishing even a workers state 
without the existence of a revolutionary party from the beginning or 
with a party still in a completely embryonic stage. 31 

But can one conclude from this, as Debray seems to do, that this 
variant holds for all, or almost all, the Latin-American countries? 
Up until now, no one has demonstrated this on the basis not of 
broad general analogies but of exact analyses of the real situation 
and the underlying tendencies which might prevail in the future. 

Furthermore, we must not lose sight of a fundamental side. The 
problem is posed concretely because of the bankruptcy of all the tra­
ditional parties, which have proved incapable, and in all likelihood 
will continue to prove incapable, of leading revolutionary struggles 
to a victorious conclusion .. It is these parties - the Communist parties 
above all-which have represented, and still represent, amajor barrier 
to the development of an armed struggle and which must therefore 
either be defeated or outflanked. But if a real revolutionary party 
existed, or could be created quickly enough in one or another country, 
it would obviously be a favorable factor of very great importance 
and would greatly facilitate not only the solution of the paramount 
problem of linking up those waging the arduous struggle with the 
broad masses but also expedite the conduct of the armed struggle 
itself. But while it would be absurd to let the absence of a revolu-
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tionary party stand in the way of beginning the armed struggle in a 
generally ripe situation (if Fidel Castro had accepted such logic, the 
Cuban revolution would not have taken place), it would be erroneous 
to consider such a development inevitable everywhere and to forego 
trying to organize revolutionary parties right now in countries where 
the armed struggle is not immediately in the offing. It goes without 
saying that even when the second alternative is taken, this does not 
mean getting entrapped in more or less classical schemas; the thing 
is to grasp the key link on each occasion. For example, Hugo Blanco 
held that the peasant unions might play the role of the revolutionary 
party in Peru. This conclusion is subject to debate, especially now, 
some years after Blanco's experience, but in any case it is not a tradi­
tional, "orthodox" concept. 32 

Finally, although the absence of a well-organized party did not 
halt the victorious course of the revolution in Cuba - for a series of 
reasons, including the abilities of the leadership group-in other 
colonial or semicolonial countries this lack has proved at certain 
times to be a major obstacle. For example, different opinions are 
possible on the stages of the Algerian revolution, on the role of this 
or that person, on the characterization of the stage inaugurated by 
the June 19 coup; but it is indisputable that it was precisely the ab­
sence of a genuine revolutionary party which had very negative con­
sequences in the evolution of an otherwise very promiSing situation. 

* * * 
Underestimation of the importance of generalizations, above all 

when they have practical connotations for the revolutionary struggles 
on the order of the day is not a characteristic of our movement. In 
this article itself, I have again brought up certain ideas on the nature 
of the Latin-American revolution, on the necessity of armed struggle, 
on the role of guerrilla warfare under given conditions, and I have 
reaffirmed the vital need to extend the struggle on a continental scale, 
which has rightly become the central theme of all the most advanced 
currents and of the most prestigious leaders from Che Guevara to 
Douglas Bravo. 

However, careless generalizations based on insufficiently concrete 
analysis should be guarded against, since by their nature they cannot 
refute the theses of partisans of opportunist views but may give them 
openings for their arguments. The danger exists of nourishing endless 
polemics over generalities, thus permitting those who have an interest 
in doing so to avoid making clear choices in the here and now. That 
is why we think that the real positions ought to be verified through 
analyses, the formulation of perspectives, and practical decisions re­
lating to one or another country in a given context. And on the 
most urgent problems posed at this stage (in Guatemala, Venezuela, 
and Bolivia, etc.), I believe our line is absolutely clear. 

May 10, 1967 
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Footnotes 

(1) Debray's principal falsification lies in confusing the Fourth Inter­
national with the small sectarian Posadist groups. Aside from this, what 
should we say of an author who claims to be well informed yet can still 
write the following, among other things, about our movement: "The same 
analyses and perspectives serve equally well for Peru and Belgium"? (Revo­
lution in the Revolution? Monthly Review, July-August 1967, p. 39.) He 
is obviously unfamiliar with what we have written on either Peru or Bel­
gium! It is significant, moreover, that he does not turn to our program­
matic documents or reports on activities in order to evaluate our views, but 
cites an article by Sartre, written fifteen years ago, in which the French 
philosopher expressed his views on Stalinism and the relationship between 
Stalinism and Leninism. We do not know to what extent Sartre would be 
inclined to maintain these ideas today. 

(2) Attention is called in particular to the document adopted by the Third 
World Congress. See Fourth International, November-December 1951. 

(3) I have in mind above all the Chilean Communist Party which shortly 
after the Tricontinental Congress justly became one of the main targets of 
Cuban polemics. The stand taken by the Brazilian CP even after the 1964 
military coup could also be cited. (See especially the interview with Luis 
Carlos Prestes published in l'Humanite, January 16, 1967.) 

(4) Debray's completely vulgar criticisms in reality deal with Posadist 
documents. (See Revolution in the Revolution?, p. 37. For Bravo's criti­
cisms, see Sucesos, No. 1752, pp. 32-33.) 

(5) In rebuttal to Debray's slanderous accusation that our movement, which 
he equates with the reformists (this technique of making an amalgam is 
not new), made the Cuban revolution a target of attack (p. 41), we call 
attention to the faCt that the International Secretariat of the Fourth Inter­
national characterized Cuba as a workers state as early as October 1960. 
We also call attention to the fact that our press, despite its material limita­
tions, has published almost all the basic documents and speeches of the 
Cuban leaders as well as hundreds of analytical articles favorable to 
revolutionary Cuba. Anyone can ascertain this for himself. 

(6) On Luis Turcios' criticisms of the Posadists, we have already stated 
that they seemed pertinent and corresponded generally to the criticisms 
made by the leadership of the Fourth International in its polemics of 
1960-62 against Posadas' positions. (See my article published in World 
Outlook, March 4, 1966.) 

(7) See on this subject the articles by J. M. Fortuni, Jose Milla and A. 
Tuzl published in World Marxist Review, December 1964, and April 1965. 

(8) Here is an indicative passage from the resolution on the dialectics of 
the world revolution adopted at our Reunification Congress, June, 1963 
("Dynamics of World Revolution Today," International Socialist Review, 
Fall 1963 ): "As in the case of equating the beginning of the colonial 
revolution (under bourgeois or petty-bourgeois nationalist leadership) with 



SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 1967 19 

its victorious conclusion under proletarian leadership, any idea that this 
process will occur automatically or inevitably within a certain time limit 
necessarily leads to a distorted estimate of the actual relationship of forces 
and replaces scientific analysis by illusions and wishful thinking. It pre­
supposes that the objective process will solve by itself a task which can 
only be solved in struggle through the subjective effort of the vanguard; 
i.e., revolutionary-socialist conquest of the leadership of the mass move­
ment. That this is possible in the very process of the revolution, and in 
a relatively short time, has been adequately demonstrated in the case of 
Cuba. That it is not inevitable, and that without it the revolution is certain 
to suffer serious defeats or be limited at best to inconclusive victories is 
demonstrated by much in the recent history of other Latin-American coun­
tries; for instance, Bolivia, Argentina and Guatemala." 

(9) Although Debray raises many correct criticisms of the Latin-American 
Communist parties, he gives the impression that he believes they in fact 
observe the norms of democratic centralism and that they, at least in some 
circumstances, have been too democratic. This means one of two things: 
Either Debray does not know what real democratic centralism is, or he 
has lost sight of how the Latin-American CP's actually function. For our 
part, we incline to the opinion that if democratic methods had actually 
been observed, the concepts and views of at least some of the parties con­
cerned would have changed after the Cuban revolution. 

(10) The Fourth International did not hesitate to draw all the conclusions 
from the Cuban experience which it considered legitimate. "From the Cuban 
experience," reads the resolution on the nature of the Cuban revolution 
adopted at the world congress at the end of 1960, "the revolutionary 
Marxist movement must draw a whole series of political and theoretical 
lessons of primary importance ... The lessons to be drawn concetnin 
particular the role played by advanced sections of the peasantry in certain 
specific situations; the importance of guerrilla warfare on a primarily 
peasant base as a form of anticapitalist revolution; the role of cadres from 
the radical petty bourgeoisie; the rapid generalization of a collective experi­
ence in the countryside; the organization of militia and the role that a 
revolutionary army can play in certain exceptional periods, even in econom­
ic organization. Most of all, however, the problem posed is that of setting 
up, training, and tempering a new revolutionary leadership in conditions 
which are specific but probably not unique." (See Quatrieme Intemationale, 
January-March 1961, p. 74.) 

(11) See on this the "Dynamics of World Revolution Today." 

(12) Che Guevara himself stressed the importance of this condition in the 
appendix to his book on guerrilla warfare. (Guerrilla War/are, Monthly 
Review Press, 1961, p. 109 ff.) 

(13) It is in connection with such experiences that our movement has 
criticized putschist tendencies that have at times appeared among revolu­
tionaries identifying with the Castroite current: "Their weakness in parti­
cular lies in the arbitrary extension of certain specific features of the Cuban 
process, in the over-estimation of the military-technical aspects to the detri­
ment of the more properly political factors, in the tendency to cut off the 
activity of very small foci from the vanguard and the development of the 
mass movement." (My report to the IEC of the Fourth International, 
Quatrieme Intemationale, March, 1965.) See also the criticism of adven-
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turistic tendencies in the political resolution of the world congress at the 
end of 1965. (International Socialist Review Spring, 1966.) Analogous 
criticisms were formulated previously by sections of the revolutionary 
Marxist movement, particularly in Peru and Argentina. 

(14) There are passages on the corrupting influence of cities on the revolu­
tionaries themselves in Debray's essay, which over and above a few so­
called sociological notes reveal a very questionable kind of revolutionary 
romanticism. Among other things, the author seems to forget that life in 
the underground in the cities during periods of terror is by no means 
more comfortable than participating in the activity of armed detachments 
in the plains or in the mountains. 

(15) Note, for example, the following statement made by Debray: "The 
Indian uprising led by TUpac Amaru II in Peru at the end of the 
eighteenth century could well have been called self-defense." (p. 29.) Or 
this equation: "Guerrilla warfare is to peasant uprisings what Marx is to 
Sorel." (p. 29.) 

(16) Debray talks about a Latin-American Bureau in Buenos Aires, a 
section (sic!) of the Fourth International. Thus he refers to the Posadists 
without explaining in any way that the small Posadist minority has not 
been in the Fourth International since the end of 1961. Another proof of 
the unsoundness of his "information" is that, far from grasping the impor­
tance of the peasant leagues in Brazil, Posadas entertained a sectarian 
view toward them, which he carried to the point of attacking the American 
Trotskyists for publishing an interview with JuliAo by Joseph Hansen in 
The Militant. 

(17) By his explicit reference to the Latin-American Bureau, Debray inti­
mates that Hugo Blanco was sent to Peru from Argentina on the order of 
the Posadists to impose an artificial line from the outside. But Blanco had 
no connections with the Posadists and did not import any line from Argen­
tina applicable to the peasants of Cuzco - every serious Peruvian militant 
is well aware of this. 

(18) Blanco wrote in another letter: "The fundamental thing is- do you 
believe that dual power now exists in the countryside? If you don't, you 
will tend toward guerrilla warfare; if you do, toward militia." 

(19) Criticisms of the MIR were formulated among others, by S. Con­
duruna, the editor of Vanguardia Revolucionaria, in a very controversial 
document (in the Chilean magazine Estrategfa, No.3, April 1966) and by 
A. Pumaruna in an article which appeared in Partisans, No. 31, July­
September 1966. (This article gives completely imaginary information on 
the Fourth International's intervention in Peru and on certain decisions of 
the Peruvian Trotskyists.) The MIR vigorously rejected most of these 
criticisms. 

(20) The MIR is said to have been accused in Castroite circles of having 
tried to create stable zones before the minimum conditons had been ful­
filled, giving up the mobility necessary for consolidation and success in 
the first phases of guerrilla warfare. It is obvious that such an error is all 
the more catastrophic if the general conditions which have been mentioned 
are not ripe. 
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(21) The fact that the army showed some symptoms of disintegration was 
an important element in the October-November events. On the fall of Paz 
Estenssoro, see the detailed analysis made by the Bolivian Trotskyists, 
"Position of the Bolivian Trotskyists on the Barrientos Regime," World 
Outlook, Jan. 29, 1965, p. 15. 

(22) The Trotskyist organization in Bolivia has always had a very im­
portant mass influence, but it has never had the support of a nationwide 
majority of the miners and poor peasants. 

(23) This is the document already cited, published in World Outlook. 

(24) These publications appeared under the title Pueblo en Armas [People 
in Arms]. See indicative passages which were printed in World Outlook 
October 1, 1965. On the views of the Bolivian Trotskyists, see also the 
article signed H. G. M. in Lucha Obrera, new series, November-December 
1966, p. 15. 

(25) The Fourth International everywhere greeted the commencement of 
guerrilla action announced in the month of March 1967. A few weeks 
before, most of the POR leaders were arrested- together with other activists 
and leaders of revolutionary organizations - on the charge, made public 
by Minister Arguedas, of having organized the armed movement. The 
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same charge was made against Hugo Gonzalez Moscoso, the secretary of 
the POR, who was arrested a few weeks later. 

(26) This position was ratified in the political resolution of the Reunifi­
cation Congress (June 1963). 

(27) See the document cited from the 1963 congress; see also the article 
"Am~rique Latine 1962," Quatri~me Intemationale, December 1962. Douglas 
Bravo also examined the Carupano and Puerto Cabello events from a 
critical point of view. ( Sucesos, No. 1751, p. 17.) 

(28) See also my report published in Quatrieme Intemationale, March 
1965. 

(29) An article by Miguel Fuente (Perspectiva Mundial, March 27, 1967) 
explicitly expressed support for Bravo, while countering some of Bravo's 
criticisms of Trotskyism. Among other publications holding the Trotskyist 
point of view, the stand of the Argentinian weekly La Verdad should be 
noted. It began reprinting the Sucesos report on February 27, and wrote 
in the introduction, among other things, that "the Venezuelan guerrillas 
are the vanguard of our revolution." 

(30) Let us note, however, that Debray does not point out any of the 
reasons for the failure of the Latin-American CP's. He states, "For reasons 
beyond their control, many Latin American Communist Parties made a 
false start, 30 or 40 years ago ... " (p. 104.) What is the precise meaning 
of "reasons beyond their control"? 

(31) These questions were also discussed in the report on the principal 
document of the 1963 Reunification Congress ("Dynamics of World Revolu­
tion Today"). 

(32) One may easily grasp the fact, moreover, that if there had been a 
revolutionary party able to mobilize broad segments of the populace in 
support of those engaged in the fight at the time of Hugo Blanco's ex­
perience or that of the MIR, the outcome might have been quite different. 
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James P. Cannon 

THE VANGUARD PARTY 

AND THE WORLD REVOLUTION 

The greatest contribution to the arsenal of Marxism since the death 
of Engels in 1895 was Lenin's conception of the vanguard party as 
the organizer and director of the proletarian revolution and its trans­
formation of human relations. That celebrated theory of organization 
was not, as some contend, simply a product of the special Russian 
conditions of his time and restricted to them. It is deep-rooted in two 
of the weightiest realities of the twentieth century: the actuality of the 
workers' struggle for the conquest of power and the necessity of 
creating a leadership capable of carrying it through to the end. 

Recognizing that our epoch was characterized by imperialist wars, 
proletarian revolutions and colonial uprisings, Lenin deliberately 
set out at the beginning of this century to form a party able to turn 
such cataclysmic events to the advantage of socialism. The triumph 
of the Bolsheviks in the upheavals of 1917 and the durability of the 
Soviet Union they established attested to Lenin's foresight and the 
merits of his methods of organization. His party stands out as the 
unsurpassed prototype of what a democratic and centralized leader­
ship of the workers true to Ma.rxist principles and applying them 
with courage and skill can be and do. 

Limited as it was to a single country, the epoch-making achieve­
ment of the Bolsheviks did not conclusively dispose of further dis­
pute over the nature of the revolutionary leadership. That contro­
versy has continued ever since. Fifty years afterwards there is no 
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lack of skeptics inside the socialist ranks who doubt or deny that 
a party of the Leninist type is either necessary or desirable. And 
even where Lenin's theory is clearly understood and convincing, 
the problem of the vanguard party remains as urgent as ever since 
it has yet to be solved in the everyday struggle against the old order. 

A correct appreciation of the vanguard party and its indispensable 
role depends upon understanding the crucial importance of the sub­
jective factors in the proletarian revolution. On a broad historical 
scale and in the final accounting economic conditions are decisive 
in shaping the development of society. This truth of historical mater­
ialism does not negate the fact that the political and psychological 
processes unfolding within the working masses more directly and 
immediately affect the course, the pace and the outcome of the na­
tional and world revolution. Once the objective material precondi­
tions for revolutionary activity by the workers have reached a cer­
tain point of maturity, their will and consciousness expressed through 
the intervention of the organized vanguard can become the key com­
ponent in determining the outcome of the class struggle. 

The Leninist theory of the vanguard party is based on two factors: 
the heterogeneity of the working class and the exceptionally conscious 
character of the movement for socialism. The revolutionizing of the 
proletariat, and oppressed people in general, is a complex, prolonged 
and contradictory affair. Under class society and capitalism the toilers 
are stratified and divided in many ways; they live under very dis­
similar conditions and are at disparate stages of economic and po­
litical development. Their culture is inadequate and their outlook 
narrow. Consequently they do not and cannot all at once, en masse, 
and to the same degree arrive. at a clear and comprehensive under­
standing of their real position in society or the political course they 
must follow to end the evils they suffer from and make their way to 
a better system. Still less can they learn quickly and easily how to 
act most effectively to protect and promote their class interests. 

This irregular self-determination of the class as a whole is the pri­
mary cause for a vanguard party. It has to be constituted by those 
elements of the class and their spokesmen who grasp the requirements 
for revolutionary action and proceed to their implementation sooner 
then the bulk of the proletariat on both a national and international 
scale. Here also is the basic reason why the vanguard always be­
gins as a minority of its class, "a splinter group." The earliest forma­
tions of advanced workers committed to socialism and their intellec­
tual associates propagating its views must first organize themselves 
around a definite body of scientific doctrine, class tradition and ex­
perience and work out a correct political program in order then to 
organize and lead the big battalions of revolutionary forces. 

The vanguard party should aim at all times to reach, move and 
win the broadest masses. Yet, beginning with Lenin's Bolsheviks, no 
such party has ever started out with the backing of the majority of 
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the class and as its recognized head. It originates, as a rule, as a 
group of propagandists concerned with the elaboration and dissemin­
ation of ideas. It trains, teaches and tempers cadres around that 
program and outlook which they take to the masses for consideration, 
adoption, action and verification. 

The size and influence of their organization is never a matter of 
indifference to serious revolutionists. Nonetheless, quantitative indices 
alone cannot be taken as the decisive determinants for judging the 
real nature of a revolutionary grouping. More fundamental are such 
qualitative features as the program and relationship with the class 
whose interests it formulates, represents and fights for. 

"The interests of the class cannot be formulated otherwise than in 
the shape of a program; the program cannot be defended otherwise 
than by creating the party," wrote Trotsky in What Next? "The class, 
taken by itself, is only raw material for exploitation. The proletariat 
acquires an independent role only at that moment when from a social 
class in itself it becomes a political class for itself. This cannot take 
place otherwise than through the medium of a party. The party is 
that historical organ by means of which the class becomes class 
conscious." 

Marxism teaches that the revolution against capitalism and the so­
cialist reconstruction of the old world can be accomplished only 
through conscious collective action by the workers themselves. The 
vanguard party is the highest expression and irreplaceable instrument 
of that class consciousness at all stages of the world revolutionary 
process. In the pre-revolutionary period the vanguard assembles and 
welds together the cadres who march ahead of the main army but 
seek at all points to maintain correct relations with it. It grows in 
numbers and influence and comes to the fore in the course of the 
mass struggle for supremacy which it aspires to bring to a success­
ful conclusion. After the overthrow of the old ruling powers, the 
vanguard leads the people in the tasks of defending and constructing 
the new society. 

A political organization capable of handling such colossal tasks 
cannot arise spontaneously or haphazardly; it has to be continuously, 
consistently and consciously built. It is not only foolish but fatal to 
take a lackadaisical attitude toward party building or its problems. 
The bitter experiences of so many revolutionary opportunities aborted, 
mismanaged and ruined over the past half century by inadequate or 
treacherous leaderships has incontestably demonstrated that non­
chalance in this vital area is a sure formula for disorientation and 
defeat. 

Lenin's superb capacities as a revolutionary leader were best shown 
in his insistence upon the utmost consciousness in all aspects of party 
building from capital issues of theory and policy to the meticulous 
attention given to small details of daily work. Other parties and kinds 
of parties are content to stumble and amble along, empirically dealing 
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with problems as they arise in a makeshift manner. Lenin introduced 
system and planning into the construction and activity of the revo­
lutionary party on the road to power, not only into the economy such 
a party was later called upon to direct. He left as little as possible to 
chance and improvisation. Proceeding from a formulated appraisal 
of the given stage of the struggle, he singled out the main tasks at 
hand and sought to discover and devise the best ways and means 
of solving them in accord with the long-range goals of world socialism. 

The vanguard party must always be in principled opposition to 
the guardians and institutions of class society, guided by the methods 
of scientific socialism and totally dedicated to the welfare of the toiling 
masses and all victims of oppression. These traits can immunize it 
against the infections and armor it against the pressures of alien 
class influences. But the Leninist party must be, above all, a combat 
party intent on organizing the masses for effective action leading to 
the taking of power. 

That overriding aim determines the character of the party and 
priority of its tasks. It cannot be a talking shop for aimless and end­
less debate. The purpose of its deliberations, discussions and internal 
disputes is to arrive at decisions for action and systematic work. 
Neither can it be an infirmary for the care and cure of sick souls 
or itself a model of the future socialist society. It is a band of revo­
lutionary fighters ready, willing and able to meet and defeat all 
enemies of the people and assist the masses in clearing the way to 
the new world. 

Much of the New Left, imbued with an anarchistic or existentialist 
spirit, denigrate or dismiss professional leadership in a revolutionary 
movement. So, do some disillusioned workers and ex-radicals who 
have come to equate conscientious dedication to full-time leadership 
with bureaucratic domination and privilege. They fail to understand 
the interrelations between the masses, the revolutionary class, the 
party and its leadership. Just as the revolutionary class leads the 
nation forward, so the vanguard party leads the class. However, the 
role of leadership does not stop there. The party itself needs leader­
ship. It is impossible for a revolutionary party to provide correct 
leadership without the right sort of leaders. This leadership performs 
the same functions within the vanguard party as that party does for 
the working class. 
/ Its cadres remain the backbone of the party in periods of contrac­

tion as well as expansion. The vitality of such a party is certified 
by the capacity to extend and replenish its cadres and reproduce 
qualified leaders from one generation to another. 

The vanguard party cannot be proclaimed by sectarian fiat or be 
created overnight. Its leadership and membership are selected and 
sifted out by tests and trials in the mass movement and in the in­
ternal controversies and sharp conflicts over the critical policy ques­
tions raised at every turn in the class struggle. It is impossible to 
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step over, and even less to leap over, the preliminary stage in which 
the basic cadres of the party organize and reorganize themselves in 
preparation for and in connection with the larger job of organizing 
and winning over broad sections of the masses. , 

The decisive role that kind of party can play in the making of 
history was dramatically exemplified by the Bolshevik cadres in the 
first world war and the first proletarian revolution. These cadres 
degenerated or were destroyed and replaced after Lenin's death by 
the totalitarian apparatus of the Soviet bureaucracy fashioned under 
Stalin. The importance of such cadres was negatively confirmed by 
the terrible defeats of the socialist forces in other countries extending 
from the Germany of 1918 to the Spain of 1936-1938 because of 
the opportunism, defects or defaults of the labor leaderships. 

Contrary to some other students of his remarkable career, I be­
lieve that Trotsky's most valuable contribution to the world revolu­
tionary movement in the struggle against Stalinism and centrism 
was his defense and enrichment of the Leninist principles of the party 
culminating in the decision to create new parties of the Fourth Inter­
national along these lines. As he later acknowledged, Trotsky was 
from 1903 to 1917 opposed in theory and practice to Lenin's meth­
ods of building a revolutionary party. It is a tribute to his exemplary 
objectivity and capacity for growth that he wholeheartedly came over 
to Lenin's conceptions in 1917 when he saw them verified by the 
developments of the revolution at home and abroad. 

From that point to his last day Trotsky never for a moment wa­
vered in his adherence to these methods of party building. After cor-
recting his mistake in that department, he became, after Lenin's death 
in 1924, the foremost exponent and developer of the Bolshevik tra­
ditions of the vanguard party in national and international politics. 

Most people think that Trotsky's genius was best displayed in his 
work as theorist of the permanent revolution, as the head of the 
October uprising or as creator and commander of the Red Army. 
I believe that he exercised his powers of revolutionary Marxist leader­
ship most eminently, not during the rise but during the recession of 
the Russian and world revolutions, when as leader of the Left Op­
position he undertook to save the program and perspectives of the 
Bolshevik party against the Stalinist reaction and then founded the 
Fourth International once the Comintern had deCisively disclosed its 
bankruptcy in 1933. The purpose of the new International was to 
create and coordinate new revolutionary mass parties of the world 
working class. 

Trotsky summarized his views on the momentous importance of 
the vanguard party in the transitional program he drafted for its 
founding congress in 1938. He asserted that "the historical crisis of 
mankind is reduced to the crisis of the revolutionary leadership." 
The principal strategic task for our whole epoch is "overcoming the 
contradiction between the maturity of objective revolutionary condi-
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tions and the immaturity of the proletariat and its vanguard (the 
confusion and disappointment of the older generation, the inexperience 
of the younger generation)." 

He pointed out that the vanguard party was the sole agency by 
which this burning political problem of the imperialist phase of world 
capitalism could be solved. More specifically, he stated categorically: 
" ... the crisis of the proletarian leadership, having become the crisis 
in mankind's culture, can be resolved only by the Fourth Interna­
tional," the World Party of the Socialist Revolution. 

Have the major experiences in the struggle for socialism since this 
was written spoken for or against Trotsky's pregnant political gen­
eralizations? Has the crisis of mankind or the crisis of the proletarian 
leadership been overcome? 

The fact is it has grown ever deeper and more acute with the ad­
vent of nuclear weapons and the failures of the established parties 
to overthrow capitalist imperialism and promote the progress of so­
cialism. 

In the revolutionary resurgence in Western Europe opened by Mus­
solini's deposition in July 1943, which signalized the eclipse of fas­
cism, to the ousting of the Communists from the coalition cabinets 
in France and Italy in 1947, the Stalinist and Social Democratic 
parties repeated their previous treachery and impotence by refusing 
to pursue a revplutionary policy directed toward the conquest of 
power in a highly revolutionary situation. These defaults and defeats 
permitted capitalism to be restabilized in the second most important 
sector of that system. 

In the colonial countries from 1945 on, Communist leaderships 
handcuffed or misled by Kremlin diplomacy have been responsible 
for many setbacks and disasters. These have stretched from the com­
promise of the Indo-Chinese Communists with the French imperialists 
in 1945 to Stalin's subservience to such representatives of the "pro­
gressive" bourgeoisie as Nehru in India, Kassim in Iraq, Goulart 
in Brazil, and Sukarno in Indonesia. The terrible reverses of the 
colonial freedom struggle, culminating in the Indonesian butchery 
of 1965, owing to such false leadership, provide powerful evidence 
that the need for new and better leadership is as urgent in the "Third 
World" as elsewhere. 

The conquest of power by the Communist parties of Yugoslavia, 
China, North Korea and North Vietnam has induced not a few radi­
cal,s and ex-Trotskyists to assume or assert that Lenin's teachings 
on the party, and Trotsky's reaffirmation of them, are out of date. 
These developments prove, they argue, that it is a waste of time, a 
useless undertaking, to try to build independent revolutionary parties 
of the Leninist type, as Trotsky advised, since the exploiters can be 
overthrown with other kinds of parties, especially if these are sup­
ported by a powerful workers state like the Soviet Union or China. 
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What substance do these arguments have? It should first be observed 
that Trotsky himself foresaw and allowed for such a possibility. In 
the "Transitional Program" he wrote: ". . . one cannot categorically 
deny in advance the theoretical possibility that, under the influence 
of completely exceptional circumstances (war, defeat, financial crash, 
mass revolutionary pressure, etc.) the petty-bourgeois parties includ­
ing the Stalinists may go further than they themselves wish along 
the road to a break with the bourgeoisie." 

In the postwar years these exceptional conditions in the more back­
ward countries have been the prostration and collapse of the most 
corrupt colonial bourgeoisies, the weaknesses of the old imperialist 
powers in Europe and Japan, and the mighty upsurge of the indigen­
ous peasant and proletarian masses. Certain Communist leaderships 
were confronted with the alternatives of being crushed by reaction, 
outflanked by the revolutionary forces, or taking command of the 
national liberation and anti-capitalist struggles. After some hesitation 
and vacillation and against the Kremlin's advice, the Communist 
leaders in Yugoslavia, China and Vietnam took the latter course and 
led the proletariat and peasantry to power. 

In its resolution adopted at the 1963 Reunification Congress on "The 
Dynamics of World Revolution Today" the Fourth International has 
taken into account this variant of political development as follows: 
"The weakness of the enemy in the backward countries has opened 
the possibility of coming to power with a blunted instrument." 

However, this factual observation does not dispose of the entire 
question or even touch its most important aspects. The deformations 
of the regimes emanating from the revolutionary movements headed 
by the Stalinized parties, and the opportunism and sectarianism ex­
hibited by their leaderships since assuming power, notably in Eastern 
Europe, Yugoslavia and China, demonstrate that the need for organi­
zing genuine Marxist parties is not ended with the overthrow of capi­
talist domination. The building of such political formations can be­
come equally urgent as the result of the bureaucratic degeneration 
and deformation of postcapitalist states in an environment where 
imperialism remains predominant and backwardness prevails. 

This was first recognized in the case of the Soviet Union by Trotsky 
in 1933. That political conclusion retains full validity for all those 
Communist countries governed by parties which fail to uphold or 
foster a democratic internal regime or pursue an international revo­
lutionary line. The experience of the Polish and Hungarian uprisings 
of 1956 and the restriction of the destalinization processes in the 
Soviet Union alike demonstrate the need for an independent Marxist­
Leninist party to lead the antibureaucratic revolution to the end. 

The keynote of the reunification document is that "the building of 
new mass revolutionary parties remains the central strategic task" 
in all three sectors of the international struggle for socialism: the 
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Communist countries, the colonial regions and, above all, in the ad­
vanced capitalisms. 

H Yugoslavia and China are cited to show that any party will do 
in a pinch, the example of Cuba is often brought forward as proof 
that no party at all is required in the struggle for power or that any 
kind of improvised political outfit will do the job. First of all, this 
involves a misconstruction of the political history of the Cuban revo­
lution. The July 26 Movement had a small close-knit nucleus of 
leaders which was subjected to military discipline by the imperatives 
of armed combat. They had to construct a broader leadership in the 
heat of civil war against Batista. Once the Cuban freedom fighters 
had become sovereign in the country, they not only found that they 
couldn't dispense with a vanguard party but desperately needed one. 
They have therefore proceeded to construct one along Marxist lines 
and are still engaged in that task nine years after their victory. 

Wouldn't their difficulties have been lessened before and after the 
taking of power if they had been able to enter the revolution with a 
more powerful cadre and party? But the default of the Cuban Stal­
inistsforeclosed that more favorable possibility. Moreover, it should 
be recognized that, since the Cuban experience, both the imperialists 
and their native satellites under Washington's direction are much 
more alerted and prompt to take repressive measures to nip rebel­
lion in the bud. 

The circumstances of the struggle for power are vastly different 
in the highly industrialized countries than in colonial lands where the 
native upper classes are feeble, isolated and discredited and the im­
petus of the unsolved tasks of the democratic revolution reinforces 
the claims of the wage workers. It would be foolish and fatal to hold 
that the workers in the imperialist strongholds will be able to get rid 
of capitalism under the direction of the bureaucratized, corrupt and 
ossified Social Democratic or Communist parties or any centrist 
shadow of them. Here the injunction to build revolutionary Marxist 
parties is absolutely unconditional. 

The difficulties encountered by the 'Trotskyist vanguard over the 
past three decades show that there are no easy or simple recipes for 
solving the multiple problems posed by this necessity. The major 
obstacle to building alternative leaderships in most of these countries 
is the presence of powerful and wealthy Labor, Social Democratic 
or Communist organizations which exercise bureaucratic control over 
the labor movement but for traditional reasons continue to exact 
a certain loyalty from the workers. Under such conditions it is often 
advisable for the original corps of revolutionary Marxists to enter 
and work for extended periods within such mass parties. 

It should never for a moment be forgotten that the prime objective 
of such a tactical entry is the creation, consolidation and expansion 
of the initial cadres and the growth of ties with the most advanced 
elements. It is not an end in itself. The immediate aim is to transform 
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a propaganda group into a force capable of influencing, organizing 
and directing broad masses in action. The ultimate goal is to create 
a new mass party of the working class along this road. 

Experience has shown that there are many pitfalls in implementing 
an entrist tactic. As a result of prolonged immersion in reformist 
work and overadaptation to a centrist environment, the fibre of the 
revolutionary cadre may become corroded, and its perspectives dimmed 
and even lost. Total immersion in such a milieu has many liabilities 
and dangers. It is therefore essentia,l that entrist work be complemented 
by a sector of open public work through which the full program and 
policies of the Fourth International can at all times be made acces­
sible to the advanced workers. 

It is also possible (we have seen such cases!) for entrism to be 
conducted in an impatient and inflexible way. Then, when adequate 
results are not quickly forthcoming, the group can prematurely re­
vert to an independent organizational status. If persisted in, such a 
sectarian course can, under cover of a falsetto ultra-left rhetoric, 
lead to self-isolation and impotence. It can help the reformist and 
Communist bureaucrats by leaving them in uncontested command 
of the situation and narrowing the channels of contact and com­
munication between the revolutionary Marxists and the best militants 
in the traditional parties. 

Both through independent or entrist activities as the given situation 
warranted, the American Trotskyists have been busy building a revo­
lutionary Marxist party in the United States ever since they discarded 
the prospect of reforming the Communist Party in 1933. The So­
cialist Workers Party regards itself as the legitimate inheritor of the 
finest traditions of the Socialist movement of Debs, the Socialist Labor 
Party of DeLeon, the 1. W. W. of St. John and Haywood, and the 
early Communist Party. It has drawn upon and benefitted from the 
good and bad experiences of these pioneer attempts to create the party 
needed by the American workers to lead their revolution. 

The history of American communism since its inception in 1919 
has been a record of struggle for the right kind of party. All the 
other problems have been related to this central issue. 

Everything that has been done since October 1917 for the advance­
ment of socialism in this citadel of world capitalism and counterrevo­
lution has been governed by this necessity of building the vanguard 
party and whatever will be accomplished in the future will, in my 
opinion, revolve around it. The key to the victory of socialism in 
the United States will be the fusion of American power, above all the 
potential power of its working class, with Russian ideas, first and 
foremost the organizational principles of Lenin's Bolshevism. 

The Leninist patty proved indispensable in Russia where the belated 
bourgeoisie was a feeble social and political force. It will be a million 
times more necessary in America, the home of the strongest, richest 
and most ruthless exploiting class. The Bolshevik conceptions of the 
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party and its leadership originated and were first put to the test in 
the weakest and most backward of capitalist countries. I venture to 
predict that it will become naturalized and find its fullest application 
in the struggle for socialism in the most developed country of ca pi­
talism. 

The revolutionists here confront the most highly organized con­
centration of economic, politi-cal, military and cultural power in 
history. These mighty forces of reaction cannot and will not be over­
thrown without a movement of the popular masses, black and white, 
which has a centralized, disciplined, principled, experienced Marxist 
leadership at its head. 

It is impossible to stumble into a successful revolution in the United 
States. It will have to be organized and directed by people and a 
party that have at their command all the theory, knowledge, resources 
and lessons accumulated by the world working class. Its knowhow 
and organization in politics and revolutionary action must match 
and surpass that of its enemies. 

Those who claim that a Leninist party is irrelevant or unneeded in 
the advanced capitalisms are one hundred percent wrong. On the 
contrary, such a party is an absolutely essential condition and in­
strument for the promotion and triumph of the socialist revolution 
in the United States, the paragon of world capitalism. Just as the 
overturn inaugurated by the Bolsheviks under Lenin and Trotsky 
in 1917 was the first giant step in the world socialist revolution and 
renovation, so the Leninist theory of the party first vindicated by 
that event will find its ultimate verification in the overthrow of im­
perialism in its central fortress and the establishment of a socialist 
regime with full democracy on American soil. 

Nothing less than the fate of humanity hinges upon the speediest 
solution of the drawn-out crisis of proletarian leadership. This will 
have to be done under the banner and through the program of the 
parties of the Fourth International. The very physical existence of 
our species depends upon the prompt fulfillment of this supreme obli­
gation. No greater task was ever shouldered by revolutionists of 
the Marxist school- and not too much time will be given by the 
monopolists and militarists at bay to carry it through. 

On this frl'tieth anniversary of the imperishable October revolution 
which has shaped and changed all our lives, our motto is: "To work 
with more energy toward that goal and win it for the good of man­
kind." 
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MYTHS ABOUT MALCOLM X: 

TWO VIEWS 

A Speech by Rev. Albert Cleage 

You were very kind to ask me to be here. 
1 am not a Marxist- 1 don't pretend to be, 1 don't even pretend 

to know anything about it. 1 am a black man in a world dominated 
by white oppression, and that is my total philosophy. 1 would like 
to get rid of that oppression, and that is my total objective. So 1 
bring to this occasion rather a simple approach - personal reflections 
on the significance of Malcolm X. 

1 can remember a number of occasions when 1 talked to him, when 
1 was with him, when 1 spoke on platforms with him; and so 1 am 
not indebted to printed material for my impressions of Malcolm X. 
1 remember the last time he was in the city- not so much the speech, 
which was not one of his best by any means; it reflected, 1 think, 
much of the tension that he was under, much of the confusion, the 
constant living on the brink of violence. But 1 can remember him 
backstage, in the Gold Room 1 think they call it, of Ford Auditorium. 
Recently he had suffered smoke inhalation, the doctor had given him 
an injection, he was trying to sleep, he was irritable. But he was here 
because he had promised to be here, because he thought some peo­
ple were concerned about what he had to say. 

1 remember him at the King Solomon Baptist Church on one of 
the occasions he spoke there - sort of in concealment backstage, con­
stantly harassed with the danger of assassination. And 1 can remem­
ber the occasion at the King Solomon Baptist Church when he gave 
the "Message to the Grass Roots," which 1 think is his bEtSt speech, 
his most typical statement, and which 1 personally think is his last 
will and testament. 1 remember him, 1 talked to him, 1 agreed with 
him. He was a Muslim, 1 am a Christian, and yet 1 can think of 
no basic matter upon which we disagreed. 

Two years after his death Brother M'alcolm is more important to 
more people than he was at any time during his lifetime. 1 think this 
is true. Young people who never saw him, who never heard him, 
speak of him with reverence and say, "1 love Malcolm." This is a 

Rev. Albert Cleage, chairman of the Detroit Inner City Organizing 
Committee, gave this speech at a memorial meeting for Malcolm X 
at the Friday Night Socialist Forum in Detroit, February 24, 1967. 
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tremendous thing. Older people who heard and saw him select from 
the things they heard and saw the things they want to remember, or 
even the things it suits their purpose to remember. This too is quite 
a thing-that an individual should be important enough to be remem­
bered even with distortions or for reasons not quite only of love. 

Brother Malcolm has become a symbol, a dream, a hope, a nos­
talgia for the past, a mystique, a shadow sometimes without sub­
stance, "our shining black prince," to whom we do obeisance, about 
whom we write heroic poems. But I think Brother Malcolm the man 
is in danger of being lost in a vast tissue of distortions which now 
constitute the Malcolm myth. The Malcolm myth or the Malcolm 
myths, the complex of myths which more and more tend to cluster 
about Brother Malcolm, remind us of what happened to Jesus Christ. 
I think I understand much more now the things that are written 
and said about Jesus, because I can understand how the life of a 
man dedicated to people can so easily become a focal point for the 
things people want to make that life mean. 

The Malcolm myth or myths depend for substance upon the last 
chaotic and confusing year or two of his life-fragmentary state­
ments growing out of his trip to Mecca and his efforts to bring the 
problems of black people in America to the attention of African lead­
ers. Out of this period of his life comes the confUSing complex of 
myths. According to the myth, his pilgrimage to Mecca turned Brother 
Malcolm into an integrationist. I've heard that seriously stated by 
people who claim to be scholars and students of the life of Brother 
Malcolm. In Mecca, they say, he saw blue-eyed whites and blacks 
worshipping and living together, in love, for the first time in his 39 
years - and his whole concept of white people changed. This is the 
myth. And he rejected his former position that the white man is the 
enemy and that separation is inescapable. This is the myth. 

The implication here is that this new insight changed his orienta­
tion; that with this new insight he was now free to join the NAACP, 
or to sing "We Shall Overcome" with Martin Luther King, or to be­
come a Marxist and join the Socialist Workers Party. And certainly, 
if we accept this basic myth as being true, as being fact, if his ex­
perience in Mecca changed his conception of white people, then all 
the implications certainly follow logically. If in terms of his experi­
ence in Mecca he came to believe that there is no enmity between black 
and white, that blacks and whites can march together in unity and 
brotherhood, then why shouldn't he join the NAACP, or sing "We 
Shall Overcome," or become a Marxist in the Socialist Workers Party? 

I say that is the myth, and from my personal point of view, real­
izing that we are in the position of the blind man who inspected the 
elephant and tried to describe what an elephant is, I say I do not 
believe this myth. I reject it completely, totally and absolutely. I 
say if Malcolm X, Brother Malcolm, had undergone this kind of trans­
formation, if in Mecca he had decided that blacks and whites can 
unite, then his life at that moment would have become meaningless 
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in terms of the world struggle of black people, and we would not 
have any occasion to be here this evening. So I say I do not be­
lieve it. 

Brother MalColm knew history and he was guided by his interpre­
tation of history. He interpreted the things that happened to him in 
terms of his knowledge and his understanding of the past. He would 
not have been taken in by what happened in Mecca. Brother Mal­
colm knew that the Arab Muslims had been the backbone of the 
slave trade. Those of you who have a sentimental attachment to the 
"Black Muslims" in America, or the Muslims that happen to be black, 
might not like to remember that the slave trade with black Africans 
in Africa was fostered, encouraged and carried on by the Arab Mus­
lims in Africa. Brother Malcolm knew this. He would not have been 
taken in by the window dressing in Mecca. He would not have for­
gotten this important fact-that blacks and whites do not unite above 
the basic fact of race, of color. He would not have forgotten this in 
Mecca any more than in New York or Chicago or San Francisco. 
He knew that in Saudi Arabia they are still selling black Africans 
into slavery, they still make forays into Black Africa and bring back 
black slaves for sale in Arab Muslim countries. Brother Malcolm knew 
this. And to me it is preposterous to say that in Mecca he became 
an integrationist. 

Also, according to the myth, Brother Malcolm tried to internation­
alize the black man's struggle in America. Certainly he brought the 
black man's struggle to the attention of African leaders. The impli­
cation is that Brother Malcolm felt that the black man in Africa 
could help us through the United Nations and that we would be 
better off before the white man's World Court than before the white 
man's Supreme Court. I do not believe it. Malcolm knew that one 
cracker court is just like another cracker court. He knew it, I know 
it and you know it. And to say now that he came to the conclusion 
that, if he could get the black man's problem in America before the 
World Court, it would somehow mysteriously be changed and trans­
formed is ridiculous. To take it before the World Court would have 
been interesting- but certainly no solution. We are no more apt to 
get justice before the World Court than before the Recorder's Court 
downtown here in the city of Detroit. Crackers run both of them. 

Don't be afraid, brothers, don't be afraid- I am not hurting the 
image of Malcolm. I am just trying to save it, because you are about 
to lose it, you are about to forget what Malcolm said. By taking 
the last moments of confusion, when he was getting ready to be as­
sassinated, and saying that the confused little 'statements he made in 
those last moments were his life- that's a lie, that wasn't his life. I 
heard him, I talked to him, I know what his life was, and he under-
stood the relationship between blacks and whites. 

Certainly Brother Malcolm wanted to relate our struggle, the strug­
gle of black people in America, to the struggle of black people every­
where. I say to the struggle of black people everywhere, because 
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that is a struggle that he understood, that I understand and that you 
understand. I am not talking about relating it to the struggle of 
oppressed people everywhere, but relating it to the struggle of black 
people everywhere. But he expected little help from the Africans and 
the African nations. Malcolm wasn't running around Africa thinking 
that the African nations were going to free us. Malcolm wasn't that 
kind of an idiotic idealist. He went to our black brothers because they 
were our brothers. He talked to them about our problems because 
their problems are our problems, and we are as concerned about 
their problems as we want them to be about our problems. But he 
didn't go to Africa expecting them to free us. 

Sometimes we forget that, and we sit around waiting for somebody 
in Africa to send somebody over here to free us - "like Malcolm said 
they were going to." He never said it and they are never going to do 
it. If you are going to be free, you are going to free yourself, and 
that is what Malcolm told us. The African nations can't free us, they 
can't save us. They couldn't save Lumumba in Africa, they couldn't 
wreak vengeance upon those who perpetrated his death in Africa. 
They couldn't save the Congo; they couldn't save the black people 
of Rhodesia; they couldn't free the black people of South Africa. Then 
why should we sit here in our own oppression, our own suffering, 
our own brutality, waiting for some mysterious transformation when 
black armies from Africa are coming over here and free us? They 
could use some black armies from over here to free them. 

Malcolm never said it, and don't be misled by the statement that 
Malcolm tried to internationalize the black man's struggle. He tried 
to tell us quite simply that the white man has given you hell here in 
the United States and he is giving black men hell all over the world. 
It is one struggle- black men fi~hting for freedom everywhere, in 
every country, in the United States, in Africa, in Vietnam, every­
where. Black men fighting against white men for freedom. He tried 
to tell you that the white man is not going to free you. I don't care 
what persuasion or philosophy he has, he is not going to free you, 
because if he frees you, he must take something away from himself 
to give it to you. 

Funny how we can so easily forget what Malcolm said. I don't 
believe it. Certainly he wanted to relate it to the black man's struggle 
throughout the world. He knew we were struggling against the same 
enemy. He knew that we could expect no more justice from the World 
Court than from a Supreme Court. So much for the Malcolm myth. 

Brother Malcolm's 'contribution is tremendous. What Brother Mal­
colm contributed to the black man's struggle in America and through­
out the world cannot be equaled or surpassed by the life of any man. 
Oh, we can think of individuals like Marcus Garvey. When he looked 
at the world and said, "Where is the black man's government?" it 
was tremendous. Because he understood that the black man was en­
gaged in a struggle against an enemy, and that if he was engaged 
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in a struggle there were certain things that were necessary- he had 
to have power, he had to have a government, he had to have econo­
mies, he had to have certain things. Marcus Garvey understood it. 
But no man surpasses Malcolm in his understanding of the meaning 
of the struggle in which black people are engaged everywhere in the 
world. And there was no subterfuge or confusion or weak-kneed 
pussyfooting in Malcolm as long as he lived. 

I want to tell you this: we get all confused because we don't' know 
who assassinated him. I don't believe that the Honorable Elijah Mu­
hammad assassinated him. You believe whatever you want to, I do 
not believe it. And because we get confused about who assassinated 
him, we say there was never any good in Elijah Muhammad or the 
"Black Muslims." I don't believe that either. I believe that the basic 
truths that Malcolm X taught came from the basic philosophy and 
teachings of Elijah Muhammad. I believe that the basic contribution 
which he made, the basic philosophy which he taught, stems directly 
from the teachings of Elijah Muhammad and the "Black Muslims." 
I do not accept all the teachings of Elijah Muhammad or the "Black 
Muslims," but I understand what Malcolm X did to those teachings. 
He took the teachings of a cult, with all the mythology of the "Black 
Muslims," and universalized them so that black people everywhere, 
no matter what their religion, could understand them and could 
accept them. 

I can accept the teachings which he abstracted from the cult phil­
osophy and mythology of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad. I do 
not believe in the story about Yacub and creating the white man as 
the devil in 6,000 years, but that has nothing to do with the essen­
tial truth. I do not believe that the white man is the devil. He does 
devilish things, but I don't believe that he is a devil. Because to say 
that he is a devil is to say that he is more than human, and I don't 
believe that. You know that in the Christian religion the devil was 
flung out of heaven; he was an angel, he was more than a man, and 
to believe that the white man is a devil is to attribute to him super­
natural powers. That is a cult mystique. There is nothing about the 
white man that is supernatural. He is just exactly like we are-that's 
why we can understand him so well. There is nothing mysterious 
about what he does. He wasn't condemned to be a devil for 6,000 
years - he just acts like a devil because it suits his purpose, and he 
mistreats us, he oppresses us, he's brutal to us, because it's .in his 
interest- not because he is a devil. 

It is closer to the truth to say that he is a beast, and that is what 
Malcolm said. You would like to forget that now, but every time I 
talked to him, he referred to the white man as a beast. And those 
of you who are white here will agree with him that most white people 
are beasts - you can't deny it. On the basis of the way the white man 
has treated black men in America and throughout the world for 400 
years, you cannot deny that he certainly had a truth there when he 
said that the white man is a beast. But not a devil. A beast is lower 
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than a man, a devil is higher than a man. Certainly the white man 
is not a devil, but he is in many instances a beast. 

Malcolm was different when he was in the "Black Muslims." You 
have got to remember that too-he had a power base then. You 
know, as quiet as it is kept, it is one thing to operate out of some­
thing, to talk out of something, to have something behind you when 
you go into a town or a city-to go knowing that there are people 
there who are preparing things for you. It is another thing to step 
out by yourself and try to go around the country without a power 
base, without any protection, without any organization in front. And 
that was the difference when Malcolm X stepped out of the Muslim 
movement and became an individual. Then he faced the harassment, 
the danger, the confusion and everything in these last years that 
those who want to distort Malcolm X want to make so much out of. 
At the beginning, when he was with the Muslims, there was a power 
base from which he operated, a philosophical foundation upon which 
he could build. And he built well and he operated well in terms of a 
power base. He abstracted the general truths that we still remember. 
And these things we have got to preserve-we have got to preserve, 
brothers, I'm telling you, we have got to preserve. 

We have a great tendency to turn our leaders over to somebody 
else. Who is the custodian of Malcolm's tradition? Who is the cus­
todian? (VOice from audience: 'We are.") But we aren't acting like 
it. You know who the custodian is, don't you?- there he sits, right 
there. If Mr. Breitman stopped writing, nobody would write anything. 
And he's doing it in terms of what he believes is a proper interpre­
tation. If we want to preserve our heroes, we have to become the 
custodians of that tradition. Who is the custodian of DuBois? Black 
people? No, we don't have one thing that he wrote. The Communist 
Party has it, and they will let us read what they want us to read. 
I'm talking to you black brothers, I don't care what the rest of these 
people think. We have got to become the custodians of our own 
heroes and save them and interpret them the way we want them in­
terpreted. And if you don't do it, then you have to accept what some­
body else says they said. Who is the custodian of Paul Robeson? 
(Voice from audience: "The Communists.") All right, we don't have 
it. The great things he said, all of the things-where are they? The 
CIA has taken over perhaps all of the African Encyclopedia that 
DuBois was working on in Ghana. Nobody knows where it is. We 
don't protect these things. We are careless and we get caught up in 
the myths that other people spin for us. In another five years our 
children won't know what Malcolm X was really like. Because we 
won't write it down, and everything that is written that they can put 
their hands on will be saying that Malcolm X said something he 
never said, that Malcolm X meant something he never meant. 

I say Malcolm X was tremendously important, beyond even our 
comprehension today, because Malcolm changed the whole course 
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of the black man's freedom struggle-the whole course of that freedom 
struggle not only in America but throughout the world. Black peo­
ple everywhere in Africa, in the United States, everywhere, black peo­
ple are fighting today a different battle than they fought before Mal­
colm began to talk. A different battle because Malcolm laid down cer­
tain basic principles that we can never forget. He changed the whole 
course. The first basic principle that Malcolm laid down that we 
can't forget is this: The white man is your enemy. That is a basic 
principle, we can't forget it. I don't care what else they drag in from 
wherever they drag it- remember one thing, Malcolm X taught one 
truth: The white man is our enemy. We can't get away from it, and 
if we accept and understand that one basic truth, his life was not 
lived in vain. Because upon that one basic truth we can build a total 
philosophy, a total course of action for struggle. Because that was 
the "basic confusion which distorted the lives of black people, which 
corrupted the movements of black people. That was the basic area 
of our confusion, and Malcolm X straightened that out. 

The white man is an enemy-he said it. We must break our iden­
tification with him, and that was his basic contribution. He didn't 
just say it, he didn't sit off someplace and just write it-he went out 
and he lived it. He asked for moments of confrontation. He said we 
have got to break our identification, we can't go through life identi­
fying with the white man or his government. You remember what he 
said down there at King Solomon Baptist Church: You talk about 
"your" navy and "your" astronauts. He said forget it, we don't identify 
with these people, they are the enemy. And that is the basic truth. We 
must break our identification with the enemy, we must confront him, 
and we must realize that conflict and violence are necessary parts of 
a struggle against an enemy- that is what he taught. Conflict, strug­
gle and violence are not to be avoided. Don't be afraid of them­
you heard what he said. There has got to be some bloodshed, he 
said, if black men want to be free-that is what he taught. Now 
you can't take that and say that he believed in blacks and whites 
marching together. He said black men have got to be willing to shed 
their blood because they believe that they can be free. The white man 
is an enemy. 

We must take pride in ourselves- you know that is what he said. 
But he didn't make a mystique out of Mrica. He didn't sit down in 
a corner and contemplate his navel and think about the wonders of 
Africa. He said we have a history that we can be proud of. Africa 
is our history, Mrican blood is our blood, Mrican soil is our soil. 
We can take pride in our past-not by sitting down and contem­
plating it, but by using it as the basis for a course of action in today's 
world, as a basis for confrontation with the enemy, as a basis for 
struggle, for conflict, and even for violence, if necessary. We fight 
because we are proud; and because we are proud, we are not going 
tQ lie down and crawl like snakes on our bellies. We are not going 
to take second-class citizenship sitting down, saying, "Well, in a few 
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years maybe things will change." We want to change it now. That is 
what Malcolm told us, that is what we believe, and that is the basis 
of our struggle today. 

A corollary of that, which you must understand and which is es­
sentially Malcolm's contribution, is that integration is impossible and 
undesirable. Integration is impossible- he said it time and time and 
time again, under all kinds of circumstances - integration is impos­
sible and undesirable. Now this was harder for black people to take 
than for white people. Because white people never wanted it in the 
first place, and were determined that it would never come to pass in 
the second place. But black people had been led to believe that it 
was a possibility, always just around the corner. So black people had 
pegged all of their organizational efforts toward integration. We sang 
'We Shall Overcome Someday," believing that overcoming meant in­
tegrating. The NAACP pegged its whole program on the possibili­
ties of integration. We are going to build an integrated world, we 
are going to build a world in which black people and white people 
live together, we are going to build an integrated world-that is 
what Dr. Martin Luther King said. "I've got a dream for America 
tonight, a dream when the children of slaves shall walk hand-in-hand 
with the children of slavemasters." And we believed it until Malcolm X 
told us it is a lie. And that is a genuine contribution- it is a lie. 

You will never walk hand-in-hand with anybody but black people, 
let me tell you. If you do, it is just a moment of mutual hypocrisy 
in which you are both engaged, for some purpose best known to 
yourselves. You may build a position of strength, a position of power 
from which you can negotiate with strength instead of weakness, 
and if you are willing to negotiate, then you can talk to the white 
man as an equal. That is as close to brotherhood as there is - there 
is no other brotherhood. If you talk to a man as an equal, he is 
your brother. But there is no other kind of equal. You cannot get 
down on your knees and talk up to a man and talk about brother­
hood. Because you stopped being a brother when you got down on 
your knees. And if you are afraid to get up and look him in the eye 
and take a chance of getting killed if necessary, then there is no hope 
of brotherhood for you. Integration is impossible and undesirable­
Malcolm taught it. 

We have our own communities. The white man "gave" them to us. 
He forced us into them. He separated himself from us. And white 
people went all around the country all the time Malcolm was alive, 
saying, "He wants separation." They had separated themselves from 
us in every area of life, and yet they said, "He is bad, he is wicked, 
he wants separation." And if he had asked for integration seriously, 
they would have killed him more quickly. 

He said we are going to control these separate communities. We 
have them, the white man "gave" them to us, and we are going to 
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stop being ashamed of them. We are going to live in them and we 
are going to make them the best communities in the world. We are 
going to make the schools in them black schools and good schools. 
We are going to make our housing black housing and good housing. 
We are no longer going to believe that a block is no good till a 
white man comes and buys a house on it. We are no longer going 
to believe that if we can move into a community where half of the 
people on the street are white, that that is a better community. We 
are going to take our separate communities, we are going to work 
with them, we are going to control them, we are going to control 
their politics, we are going to control their economy - we are going 
to control our community. 

Malcolm X laid the entire foundation for everything Stokely Car­
michael says. Stokely hasn't said one word that was not completely 
implicit in everything that Malcolm X taught. He is just a voice carry­
ing on upon the basic foundation that Malcolm X put down. Inte­
gration is impossible and undesirable. We are going to control our 
own communities. We are going to stop worrying about being sep­
arate. We are not worried about busing black children into white 
neighborhoods. We are not worried about open occupancy, except 
that we want the right to live any place, and unless we are given that 
right, we will take it. And when we take it, we will still live together, 
because we do not want to live with you. That is a philosophy, that 
is Malcolm X's philosophy. We have learned it, we still remember it, 
and there is nothing you can do today to take it away from us. But 
I'm telling you, brothers, we have got to write it down because they 
are about to mess it up so we won't recognize it next year. 

The whole civil rights movement has changed. The NAACP is 
washed up, through, finished. The Urban League is nothing but the 
social service agency it started out to be. The civil rights movement 
now is nothing but Stokely Carmichael and Floyd McKissick-that's 
it. Because they got the message. They are building today on what 
Malcolm said yesterday. The civil rights movement, the freedom 
struggle, the revolution - call it what you will- black men fighting 
for freedom today are fighting in terms laid down by Brother Mal­
colm. No other terms. You can't go out into the community-the 
brother here said ''let's go out into the community" - you can't go 
out into the community with anything other than what Malcolm X 
taught. Because they won't listen to you, they won't hear you. 

The whole movement has changed. The last great picnic, as Floyd 
McKissick said, on the White House lawn, that "great freedom march"­
that was the end, that was it. From here on in, black people are try­
ing to build, to organize. Malcolm in his last days was trying to 
make the transition to organization, to structure; to fight not only 
in terms of words, of ideas, but to build the organizational structure. 
He didn't do it. But he was making the transition because he realized 
that the next stage is an organizational stage - that if you want to 
be free, if you want power, you have got to organize to take it. 
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When you were just begging the white man to give you something, 
you didn't need organization. All you needed was a ~neeling pad so 
that you could kneel down and look humble. But if you want power, 
you have got to organize to get it- you have got to have political 
power, you have got to have economic power, you have got to or­
ganize. Malcolm realized that, and the feeble beginnings he made in 
the area of organization were pointing the way. Today we have got 
to carryon that organizational struggle that Malcolm pointed out. 

I was in New York, I went to his headquarters while he was over 
in Africa, I talked with his lieutenants. They didn't have the slightest 
idea of what was going on. They loved Malcolm, and they were sitting 
in the Hotel Theresa in a suite of rooms, but they didn't have the 
slightest conception of how to organize. They were waiting for Brother 
Malcolm to come home so he could tell them what to do. I said, 
''My God, one man never carried such a load all by himself! He 
has men here who are supposed to be doing something and they 
are sitting there waiting for him to come back." And they were car­
rying around his letters - he would write back a letter and they were 
carrying it around like it was the Bible: "Look, we've got a few words 
from Brother Malcolm." 

He did not want reverence-he wanted people who could do some­
thing, who could organize, who believed in action, who were willing 
to go out and sacrifice; and he didn't have them. And all of us to­
day- black people, brothers from coast to coast-when we get to­
gether and do reverence to Malcolm, let us remember that the last 
message was organize. We didn't do it and that is why he died. We 
didn't have organization enough to protect him. We didn't have or­
ganization enough to give him funds to do what he had to do. We 
let him die. The message is the same today, and still we are not 
organizing, we are not doing the work that has to be done. If you 
love Brother Malcolm, write your poems at night and organize and 
work in the daytime for power. Because until you get power, Mal­
colm X is just a memory. When we get power, we will put his statue 
in every city, because the cities will belong to us. Then we can do 
him reverence. 

But until we get power, let's not play with images and myths. Let's 
remember that he gave us certain principles, certain ideas, and we 
have got to do something with them. All of us have the task-to 
organize, to build, to fight, to get power. And as we get it, as we 
struggle for it, we will remember that we are struggling because we 
believe the things that he taught. That is the message of Malcolm, 
and don't let anybody get you all mixed up. He never turned into 
an integrationist, never. He wasn't fooled in Mecca, he wasn't fooled 
in Africa. He told it like it was and he knew it like it was. That is 
our Malcolm. Some other folks may have another Malcolm-they 
are welcome to it. But brothers, don't lose our Malcolm. 
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A Speech by George Breitman 

Three weeks ago the Friday Night Socialist Forum held its third 
memorial meeting for one of the greatest men of our time, Malcolm 
X. It was organized in such a way as to provide a broad range of 
opinion. There was a panel of several local poets, headed by Dudley 
Randall, reading their contributions to the new book, For Malcolm: 
Poems on the Lzle and the Death of Malcolm X. The chairman was 
attorney Milton Henry, who had worked with Malcolm, published 
the magnificent record of Malcolm's ''Message to the Grass Roots," 
and was the principal speaker at our second memorial meeting one 
year ago. The speakers were Dave Wesley of SNCC, Derrick Morri­
son of the Young Socialist Alliance, and Rev. Albert Cleage, chair­
man of the Inner City Organizing Committee. 

The usual custom at the Friday Night Socialist Forum is to have 
a discussion period after the formal talks, with the audience invited 
to ask questions or express opinions. But itwas not considered proper 
to have a discussion period at a memorial meeting, and it was omitted 
three weeks ago. However there was an unusual amount of desire 
for further discussion expressed after that meeting, much of it stimu­
lated by the remarks of Rev. Cleage. And so the committee in charge 
of the forum decided to have another meeting on the subject at the 
first open date, which was tonight, and to follow the customary prac­
tice allowing for discussion. 

Much of what Rev. Cleage dealt with in his talk concerned myths 
about Malcolm X, or what he considered to be myths. I am going 
to deal with the same subject- myths about Malcolm X, or what I 
consider to be myths. Since I have spoken and written about this 
subject before and it is a vast subject, I shall try to confine myself 
tonight mainly to points raised by Rev. Cleage. That is, I will take 
his remarks as a point of departure for mine. 

Someone asked me if I think it worthwhile to give a whole talk in 
that form. My answer, of course, is yes. In The Last Year of Mal­
colm X, I spent a whole chapter discussing the interpretations of 

George Breitman, the editor of "Malcolm X Speaks" and author 
of 'The Last Year of Malcolm X' Evolution of a Revolutionary," 
gave this speech at the Detroit Friday Night Socialist Forum, March 
17, 1967. 
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Malcolm made by Bayard Rustin, the social-democratic reformist 
and pacifist, and I consider Rev. Cleage to be a much more im­
portant figure in the movement than Bayard Rustin. In 1964, for 
example, Rev. Cleage led the most advanced expression of indepen­
dent black political action in the country - the Freedom Now Party­
at a time when Bayard Rustin was campaigning for Johnson and 
pressuring the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party to accept John­
son's rotten compromise offer at the Atlantic City convention of the 
Democratic Party. It is true that two years later Rev. Cleage took a 
backward step - a very wrong and harmful step, in our opinion­
when he went back into the Democratic Party to run as a Democratic 
candidate in a primary election. But even so, he remains the spokes­
man for an important militant wing of the black freedom movement, 
and a leader and sponsor of campaigns worthy of support, which 
we have supported despite his backward step; and what he said in 
his talk three weeks ago, which I think was his first on the subject 
of Malcolm, deserves serious consideration. 

[The next portion, a 10-minute summary of Rev. Cleage's speech, 
is omitted from this transcription.] 

That ends my summary of Rev. Cleage's speech. Of course I haven't 
done it justice as rhetoric; Rev. Cleage is one of the best orators in 
the country, one of the few people who could speak from the same 
platform as Malcolm without looking bad by comparison. But I 
have presented all of his main ideas, points and implications as ob­
jectively as I could. 

I agree with Rev. Cleage that there has been a profusion of myths 
spread about Malcolm in the two years since his death, and in a 
moment I will try to explain why. But I don't agree with him when 
he says there is a danger that the real Malcolm will be forgotten or 
obscured through distortion. There was a danger of that when Mal­
colm was killed, but I don't think it is a serious danger any longer; 
at any rate, the danger has grown smaller. I don't think the real 
Malcolm can successfully be distorted-whatever Rev. Cleage may 
say, whatever I may say, and no matter how many more myths 
may be manufactured and circulated. Because the truth is now too 
widely known, and becoming better known every day-the whole 
truth, and not just part of it. 

When Malcolm died, there was virtually nothing of what he had 
said that was in print. But since then many thousands and thousands 
of people have had the chance to read and hear what Malcolm had 
said, including large numbers who had never heard of Malcolm while 
he was alive. Milton Henry told me three weeks ago that he had just 
returned from the West Coast where he had spoken at a memorial 
celebration for Malcolm (there were more such memorials held this 
year than in the previous two) and he said he had run into children, 
literally children, who were quoting passages from Malcolm X Speaks. 
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And they were quoting what Malcolm really said and thought, not 
myths. So we have to keep on knocking down any and all myths 
that are raised, but I believe we can do this in a spirit of optimism, 
not despair, because the truth is on the march. 

There are many reasons for the myths. Malcolm was a remarkable 
man, a great man, and when he died, he became a folk-hero. Even 
if we leave aside the unsolved questions about who arranged the as­
sassination, which were bound to spur various speculations and 
rumors, Malcolm was the kind of man around whom legends grow­
not necessarily hostile legends either; favorable ones too. 

But there are other reasons for misconceptions about Malcolm. 
One of these was the fact that Malcolm was cut down before he had 
finished his work, before he had formulated all of his ideas and 
brought them together in a consistent whole. In his last year many 
people thought or knew that Malcolm was developing new ideas, 
perhaps a new body of thought, theory or philosophy. But because 
of the press distortions, and because Malcolm did not yet have an 
organization capable of reaching the masses, they didn't know ex­
actly or fully what his thinking was after he left the Black Muslims. 
This is always a breeding ground for rumor and myth. 

More than that. One of the things that distinguished Malcolm from 
almost all of his contemporaries was his ability to grow, to change, 
to move forward; even - how hard this is! - to admit an error and 
correct it. These qualities became more prominent after he broke away 
from the dogmas of Elijah Muhammad and began, as he put it, to 
think for himself. Free to think for himself and to speak for himself, 
he had the courage to admit to himself he had been wrong about 
something if he thought that was so, and the courage to admit it 
publicly, and to present a new position that he thought was more 
correct than an old one. It is the rareness of this quality, along with 
the vital importance of the questions he was reconsidering, that makes 
a study of his evolution during his last year so rewarding. 

But to people whose minds are fixed in a rut-that is, most of 
us-this was confusing. It wasn't that Malcolm was confused, but 
that some people, whose impressions of Malcolm had been formed 
and hardened and pigeonholed when he was a Black Muslim, some 
of these people became confused when Malcolm changed a position 
during his last year-merely because he wasn't saying word for 
word and slogan for slogan what they had become accustomed to 
hearing him say. No matter how logically, how lucidly, Malcolm 
stated these new positions, such people remained confused - some to 
this day; and when they spoke, their confusion contributed to myths 
about Malcolm. 

And finally there was the malicious motivation for myths, which 
Rev. Cleage referred to. Because Malcolm became a martyr and 
hero after his death, some groups have tried to claim him for their 
own, even though they did not speak up for him when he was alive. 
They have tried to "interpref' him in such a way as to make his 
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views appear to coincide with their own. In order to do this, they 
have to try to make us forget embarrassing facts such as their dis­
like of some of the positions he took. 

So what they do is chop Malcolm up, keeping the parts they like, 
the parts it suits their purposes to remember, and discarding the 
other parts as unimportant or irrelevant where they don't deny their 
existence altogether. This attempt to preserve only part of Malcolm, 
the part they find useful, while ignoring or denying the other parts 
that are needed if you want to see the real Malcolm, the whole Mal­
colm, is of course bound to result in myths, even if they are pre­
sented in the name of opposing myths. 

Rev. Cleage is absolutely correct when he labels as a myth the 
story that Malcolm became an "integrationisf' as a result of his trip 
to Mecca in the spring of 1964. This myth, or lie, is spread, as you 
can expect, by integrationists. Malcolm did not become an "integra­
tionisf' at Mecca, or at any time after that. Until the day of his death 
he remained an opponent of what is generally or popularly under­
stood, or misunderstood, as "integration." I find it easy to join Rev. 
Cleage on this point because we, the Marxists, have been exposing 
and opposing this myth since Malcolm died, even though Rev. Cleage's 
remarks may have left some ambiguity about this. 

But while Malcolm did not become an "integrationisf' at Mecca, or 
after, his views on race did begin to change at Mecca- his views on 
race, race relations, black-white relations, the possibility of eventual 
brotherhood. They began to change there, and they changed even 
more after he left Mecca and went to Africa and held discussions with 
many revolutionary Africans. Rev. Cleage did not mention this, but 
the impact of revolutionary African thinking on Malcolm was much 
greater and deeper and more profound than the impact of Mecca. 

The change, stated too briefly, was this: Not that Malcolm embraced 
"integration" as a solution, but that he saw the cause of racial oppres­
sion in a new light. He saw it as rooted not in merely racial or color 
differences, but as rooted in economic, political, social and cultural 
exploitation. From this he began to conclude, not that "integration" 
is the answer, but that racial conflict might be eliminated by elimina­
ting exploitation; that racial enmity is not inherent in human beings 
or immutable or necessarily ordained to last for all time; and that it 
is possible (not certain) that eventually, some day (not now) op­
pressed blacks and oppressed whites might be able to march together 
in genuine brotherhood and fight together against their common 
oppressors and exploiters. But, and he always qualified this thought 
immediately, it can't happen until the blacks first organize themselves 
independently and create their own movement, their own power. No 
worthwhile alliance can be created, he insisted, until blacks come 
together first and create their own organization with their own un­
compromising program. 

Now Rev. Cleage says he doesn't believe what Malcolm is supposed 
to have said at Mecca; he says Malcolm wouldn't have been taken 
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in by the window dressing, that Malcolm was too intelligent to be­
lieve that blacks and whites could' march together, and so on. Well, 
this is really an argument between Rev. Cleage and Malcolm, not 
between Rev. Cleage and people who accurately report what Mal­
colm said and wrote. Perhaps Rev. Cleage believes that Malcolm was 
not saying what he really thought; if he does, he should explain 
why. I, for one, after carefully studying everything I could find, be­
lieve that Malcolm said what he thought, popular or unpopular, es­
pecially after he left the Black Muslims, was no longer under their 
discipline and no longer required to express their ideas. If Rev. Cleage 
believes that what Malcolm said and wrote has been misrepresented 
by others, then I think he has the obligation to examine what Mal­
colm said (available on many tapes) and what he wrote (available 
in his own handwriting) and to show where the reports are inac­
curate or misleading. 

It is not enough to say merely, "I don't believe it." It is necessary 
in addition to square this disbelief with the evidence of Malcolm's 
own voice and Malcolm's own pen, and show why that evidence 
cannot be accepted or trusted. Rev. Cleage said that what has hap­
pened with Malcolm enables him to understand better the various 
myths about Jesus. But we have nothing about Jesus now except 
myths; we've got facts about Malcolm to balance along with myths. 
The world has changed since the time of Jesus, and in some ways it 
has changed for the better - especially technologically. I am thinking 
about the discovery and development of the tape recorder- a mar­
velous invention. Thanks to it, we can hear and know what Malcolm 
said, which is the best antidote to mythology that I can imagine. 

So Rev. Cleage is on firm ground in rejecting the myth that Mal­
colm became an "integrationist." But the reasons he gives for reject­
ing it are not so sound, and the conclusions he tries to draw - that 
Malcolm did not change any of his views- have not been demonstra­
ted factually or logically; and I don 't think they can be demonstrated. 

I cannot go along with Rev. Cleage when he says that it is a myth 
that Malcolm wanted to internationalize the Afro-American struggle. 
Malcolm spoke here in Detroit twice after leaving the Black Mus­
lims - in April, 1964, and in February, 1965, one week before his 
death. On both these occasions Rev. Cleage was present, and at both 
of them Malcolm called for internationalizing the struggle. What he 
said both times is preserved on tape, as are many other speeches 
when he said the same thing. So this is a matter of fact, easily verified. 

Besides the question of fact there is the question of interpreting the 
fact. Rev. Cleage spoke of people who have a mystique about Africa 
and who say that Malcolm said that the African nations are going 
to free American black people, and therefore all that Afro-Americans 
have to do is sit around and wait for that happy day. I haven't 
run into many people with this particular interpretation of Malcolm'S 
call to internationalize the struggle, but of course Rev. Cleage is cor-
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reet to pronounce this as a distortion and myth, which can only do 
harm by promoting passivity, instead of struggle. 

But this particular distortion or misunderstanding of what Mal­
colm was talking about does not change the fact that Malcolm did 
advocate an alliance of Afro-Americans with Africans and other non­
whites to coordinate their struggles, and even their strategy, against 
their common enemy, against what Malcolm called "the international 
power structure," whose headquarters he correctly placed in Washing­
ton, D. C. I don't see how anybody can question the fact that Mal­
colm became an internationalist (this is one of the things that made 
him so dangerous in the eyes of the imperialists and their CIA), 
and that internationalism, by definition, means efforts to internation­
alize the struggle. 

One of the ways in which Malcolm sought to internationalize the 
struggle was by bringing an indictment of racism against the United 
States government before the United Nations, the so-called world 
court. He raised this proposal immediately after he left the Black 
Muslims in the spring of 1964, and he worked hard trying to get 
African leaders to bring the indictment into the United Nations, and 
to get American civil rights leaders to join in promoting this project. 
He did not succeed, for various reasons, but he still had it on his 
agenda at his death. 

When he first publicly raised this project in the spring of 1964, he 
tended to overstate its possibilities - that is, he gave too rosy a pic­
ture of what the probable results would be. The Militant printed an 
article by me in May, 1964, supporting Malcolm's proposal to take 
Washington to the United Nations and expose its racism and hypoc­
risy, but noting that the U. S. government and its allies control the 
United Nations, and that the UN cannot be expected to do anything, 
seriously against the interests of American imperialism. I didn't say 
it as pungently as Rev. Cleage did three weeks ago, when he said 
you can't expect any more justice from the so-called world court than 
you can from the Supreme Court or Detroit's Recorder's Court, be­
cause all of them are run by crackers, but I said essentially the same 
thing almost three years ago. Even though my article was critical, 
Malcolm sent me a message of thanks for writing it. 

Now Rev. Cleage says Malcolm couldn't have believed that much 
would be accomplished by going to the United Nations, and there­
fore it is a myth to say he wanted to internationalize the struggle. 
But this is a fallacy of over-simplification, a non sequitur. The truth 
is more complex, and the conclusion to be drawn different. Malcolm 
did get carried away at the beginning about the possibilities of taking 
Washington to the UN; I am sorry to say this now, as I was sorry 
to say it then, but it happens to be the truth. And the truth is what 
we are after, not Simplifications. So: at the beginning Malcolm went 
overboard in what he said could be accomplished by going to the 
UN. Later, however, he took a more balanced view of the project, 
he stopped speaking of it as a move that could solve the problems 
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of black people, he corrected himself in assessing its probable results. 
But he continued to push this project. After modifying what he said 
about it, he continued to work for it. Because he did want to inter­
nationalize the struggle- that's no myth- and this was one way of 
doing it, even though it would not be the final solution, but only a 
step in that direction. If Malcolm was ready to acknowledge and 
correct mistakes, I don't think we do him or the struggle any service 
by denying either the mistake or the correction; or by saying "I don't 
believe" he made this mistake in order to deny that he wanted to 
internationalize the struggle. 

Rev. Cleage's stated intention-to explode myths in order to pre­
serve the real Malcolm - can only be applauded. But I am afraid 
that he was only partly successful with some of the myths he aimed 
at, and that in the process he may have contributed some myths of 
his own. 

His basic mistake, I think, is to present Malcolm the Black Mus­
lim as the real Malcolm, the only one worth remembering, the only 
one worth building on and continuing from - and to dismiss as un­
important, inconsistent or irrelevant the last year of Malcolm's life, 
when Malcolm himself began to build on and continue from his pre­
vious positions. This, I submit, is not the way to see or understand 
the whole Malcolm. Rev. Cleage mentioned the blind men, each of 
whom touched a different part of the elephant, and came up with a 
different concept of the elephant. Rev. Cleage is doing that too-he's 
saying the hide is the elephant, and the feet and the tail- but not the 
trunk or the tusks. It is harder to forgive him than those blind men, 
because he is not blind, and all the parts of Malcolm can be easily 
seen by anyone who wants to look at them. 

I say Malcolm is both the Malcolm of the period before the split 
and the Malcolm of the year after the split, and I want to see and 
understand the whole man. I want to see the whole man-the parts 
that remained constant and never changed, and the parts that did 
not remain constant and did change; the parts that fit preconceived 
notions and the parts that contradict preconceived notions; what he 
was trying to do after he decided to think for himself instead of with 
the mind of Elijah Muhammad; and in what direction he was moving. 
That is why in editing his spee<:hes, I included everything available, 
not just the parts I agree with. That is why in the book about his 
evolution I was just as concerned in presenting his positions that 
diverge from my own as I was in exploring those that resemble or 
approach mine. If I didn't do that, I wouldn't really have the right 
to talk about myths spread by other people. A myth can consist of 
nothing but the exclusion of relevant facts. 

Rev. Cleage wants, in effect, to dismiss the last year of Malcolm's 
life; he could find only one favorable statement to make about that 
year-that Malcolm was beginning to make a transition to organi­
zation, to structure. The last year was the period when Malcolm was 
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developing his own ideas rather than popularizing those of Elijah 
Muhammad. The reason Rev. Cleage wants to dismiss the last year 
is not that he agrees with all of the ideas of Elijah Muhammad, but 
that he disagrees with some of the ideas Malcolm was expressing in 
this, the independent phase of his life. In a moment I will list some 
of those ideas. First, I want to call your attention to the way that 
Rev. Cleage seeks to justify such dismissal. 

In the last year, Rev. Cleage says, Malcolm was under constant 
harassment, under fierce pressure, under never-ending threat of as­
sassination. All of this is completely true. As a result, Rev. Cleage 
continues, Malcolm made a number of confused and confusing state­
ments, fragmentary statements, which unscrupulous people use to 
distort the meaning and tradition of Malcolm. Is that true?- not how 
Malcolm's statements are used or misused, but is it true that Mal­
colm's last year was distinguished by confused and confusing state­
ments? 

Rev. Cleage says it is true, I say it is not true, and it is up to you 
to find the answer. Because on it will depend your judgment about 
whether the real Malcolm tradition ended when he left the Black Mus­
lims, or whether it continued and reached a higher level after he left. 

How are you going to decide this? Rev. Cleage more or less in.; 
vites you to take his word for it, since he doesn't suggest any alter­
native or offer any documentation or evidence. I invite you not to 
take my word, because there is an alternative. And that is: Read 
what Malcolm said during his last year. Read it for yourself and 
judge for yourself if it is confused or confusing- or just the opposite. 
Read the book Malcolm X Speaks, which contains everything from 
his last year that was available at the time it was published at the 
end of 1965. It has been in print now for one and a half years and 
has now been -read by tens of thousands of people. So far, not one 
challenge to its veracity or accuracy has been publicly presented by 
anybody. Liberator, a magazine which is not sympathetic with the 
views of the editor of Malcolm X Speaks, calls it ''the source book 
for what Malcolm actually said." 

Then, after you have read it, if you have the slightest doubt about 
its accuracy, you should listen to the tapes from which most of Mal­
colm X Speaks was taken. I have listed them all at the end of The 
Last Year-22 tapes from Malcolm's last year-which are available 
for anyone who wants to listen to them. And since The Last Year 
was printed there are three more tapes from that period that have 
become available. 

By this method, I contend, you can arrive at a solid judgment not 
only about the accuracy of the printed material by Malcolm, but 
also about whether the ideas presented there are confused or confus­
ing; and about whether they are fragmentary, that is, presented out 
of context. I have no doubt whatever that the outcome of this method 
of investigation will establish conclusively that it is a myth to assert 



SEPTEMBER·OCTOBER 1967 51 

that Malcolm's statements in his last year were anything but lucid, 
carefully thought out, closely argued, and amazingly consistent, de­
spite all the adverse conditions under which he had to operate. 

Now what were some of the main ideas that Malcolm developed 
and adopted in his last 'year? I cannot deal with this fully tonight, 
but I have tried to do it in The Last Year of Malcolm X. There I 
have presented Malcolm's main ideas, citing in each case the source, 
the place, the date, etc., and including both the ideas I agree with 
and the ones I question or differ with. In addition, I have given my 
interpretation, my interpretation of the significance, trend and direc­
tion of these ideas. It will not surprise me if some people will dis­
agree with my interpretations, but it will surprise me if anyone suc­
cessfully challenges the facts I have presented there. 

Malcolm came to the conclusion that the Black Muslims had gone 
as far as they could go, and he wanted to go farther. He wanted to 
get into the active struggle, influence it ideologically, and revolu­
tionize it. He wanted to build a new movement, on new foundations, 
and therefore he reviewed all his ideas - keeping some, modifying 
others, casting aside still others. He began to move to the left. 

The concept that "the white man is the enemy," which Rev. Cleage 
calls the essential strand in Malcolm's philosophy, is the beginning 
of wisdom for black people who have had illusions that the white 
power structure is going to hand them freedom on a platter some 
day. To reject that illusion, and to get to understand that the black 
man has to fight for freedom, and that he has to depend first of 
all on his own organized strength, on black power-that is a great 
step forward, an indispensable step. But it is the beginning of wis­
dom, not the end of it; it is not a formula sufficient by itself for 
achieving freedom. After the need for independent black power is 
learned and absorbed and becomes a guide for action, there are 
other questions that have to be asked and answered. 

If the white man is the enemy, are all white men equally enemies?­
both the white men who have the power in this country, the rulers, 
and the white men who don't have power, and who are exploited by 
the rulers - not exploited as much as black people, but exploited too? 
If the white man is the enemy, is there some way of dividing the 
enemy, splitting them, driving a wedge in among them, setting them 
to fighting each other- to the benefit of the black man? If the white 
man is the enemy, is there some way of transforming the situation 
so that some of the whites can be demobilized, or neutralized, or even, 
under certain circumstances, turned into allies or potential allies of 
the black man because it would be in their own self-interest? 

These are some of the questions Malcolm was beginning to think 
about and work out in his last year. The main allies of Afro­
Americans, he decided, are the black, brown, yellow and red people 
of the world; but then he also began to see the possibility of alli­
ances with what he called "militant white" Americans. In fact, he said, 
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to bring about the changes that are needed such alliances will be 
necessary. He didn't think they would be consummated right away­
first, he always stressed, blacks must organize themselves independent­
ly, with their own leaders, their own movement, their own program. 
After they did that, which was his main preoccupation-then there 
might be alliances with militant whites, the right kind of alliances. 
And by the right kind of alliances he did not mean working in the 
Democratic Party. 

None of this made him into an "integrationist." But it did make 
him go beyond the simple formula, the white man is the enemy, 
which is not the end of wisdom. It did make him think about and 
study the causes of racism and to see the possibility of its elimina­
tion some day. It led him to study the nature of American capitalist 
society, and of world capitalism - always from the viewpoint of how 
the interests of black people could be promoted and protected. And 
from his thought and study- especially from the thinking initiated 
through his discussions with African revolutionaries (whose impact 
on him far exceeded the influence of the religious Muslims in Mecca)­
he came to the conclusion that capitalism is the cause of racism, 
that you can't have capitalism without racism, and therefore socialism 
should seriously be considered as an objective by black Americans 
as well as by Africans and Asians and Latin Americans. At the ve~y 
least, you can say that in his last year he became pro-socialist and 
anti-capitalist. 

Now these are only a few of the ideas Malcolm was thinking about 
and trying to work out in his last year, and on some of them, I 
want to be the first to stress, he had not completed his thinking when 
he was struck down. Rev. Cleage, who doesn't agree with some of 
these ideas, wants to discard these parts from the Malcolm tradition 
as irrelevant, as confused. He says the great speech, "Message to the 
Grass Roots," made while Malcolm was still in the Nation of Islam, 
is his last will and testament. But I think the evidence shows that 
Malcolm added to that testament, if you want to call it that, much 
that is rich, valuable, indispensable, and that he did it knowingly, 
consciously, and with a clear mind. You may not agree with what 
he added, but you can't say he didn't add it or that he added it out 
of confusion. 

I would also like to offer an explanation of why Rev. Cleage re­
jects the contributions of Malcolm's last year. Rev. Cleage is, and 
has been since the end of 1963, an advocate and defender of black 
nationalism. Now when I say that, I am not-as anyone who knows 
me or the Marxist position is aware- I am not attacking him or 
using the term as an epithet. As I have said and written for many 
years, black nationalism is progressive and potentially revolutionary. 
To show what I mean by black nationalism, to show that it is not 
a negative thing to me, I would like to read you the definition of 
black nationalism presented in The Last Year of Malcolm X Black 
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nationalism, I say, "is the tendency for black people in the United 
States to unite as a group, as a people, into a movement of their 
own to fight for freedom, justice and equality. Animated by the de­
sire of an oppressed minority to decide its own destiny, this ten­
dency holds that black people must control their own movement 
and the political, economic and social institutions of the black com­
munity. Its characteristic attributes include racial pride, group con­
sciousness, hatred of white supremacy, a striving for independence 
from white control, and identification with black and non-white op­
pressed groups in other parts of the world." End of defmition. In 
the same chapter I try to show why black nationalism should not 
be equated with what is called separatism by those who advocate 
a separate black nation, but I can't go into that here. 

If the definition of black nationalism I have just given is correct, 
then Rev. Cleage is a black nationalist, and that is not an epithet 
but, from my standpoint, a scientifically correct designation and an 
expression of respect. Also, according to this definition, Malcolm 
was a black nationalist, and remained one to his last day-even 
though in his final months he began to wonder if that was the right 
label to describe what he was after. 

But within the broad category of black nationalism it is possible 
to see many subdivisions. (This is one of the reasons why the vari­
ous kinds of black nationalists unfortunately have been unable so 
far to unite into a single nationwide movement.) For present pur­
poses I cannot discuss the various subdivisions of black nationalism 
but have to concentrate on the one I call pure-and-simple. 

In Marxism and the Negro Struggle, written in 1964, and again 
in The Last Year, I have presented the argument that "The pure and 
simple black nationalist is concerned exclusively or primarily with 
the internal problems of the Negro community, with organizing it, 
with helping it to gain control of the community's politics, economy, 
etc. He is not concerned, or is less concerned, with the problems of 
the total American society, or 'with the nature of the larger society 
within which the Negro community exists. He has no theory or pro­
gram for changing that society; for him that is the white man's 
problem." 

When Rev. Cleage became a black nationalist, he became a pure 
and simple nationalist (in fact, it was by studying his statements, 
activities and development that I first became aware of this subdivi­
sion), and he remains a pure and simple nationalist. Malcolm too 
was a pure and simple nationalist before he left the Black Muslims, 
and he remained one for the first few months after the split. But 
then, after his first trip to Africa in the spring of 1964, mainly as a 
result of the thinking started by his discussions with African revolu­
tionaries, he began to move beyond pure and simple nationalism, 
to transcend it - if not transcend it, to add something to it that changed 
it into something else. What was it he added? He added the belief 
that society as a whole has to be changed, revolutionized, if black 
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people are to achieve their freedom. This did not contradict his con­
viction that blacks must control their own community, that is, his 
black nationalism; it was an addition to his black nationalism. Black 
control of the black community, yes - but that is not enough, be­
cause even a black-controlled black community inside a reactionary 
and exploitative social and economic and political system cannot 
provide full and genuine freedom. The implication is that Afro­
Americans must fight not only to gain control of their community 
but also to change society as a whole, to reconstruct it on a truly 
non-exploitative basis. 

Malcolm accepted this implication, which is profoundly revolution­
ary, without ceasing to be a black nationalist. Rev. Cleage does not 
accept this implication. That, I believe, is the theoretical explanation 
for Rev. Cleage's tendency to reject most of Malcolm's last period, 
and, perhaps, not even study it with the care it deserves. 

This is not only a mistake, but a sad mistake, because Malcolm 
was ready to give his life, he did give his, life, for the right to be 
able to say the things he did in his last year. I mean that literally. 
He could have lived by keeping quiet. But he had things to say in 
his last year that he considered vital, things that it is dangerous to 
say, things that he knew it was dangerous to say-and still he put 
his life on the line for the right and opportunity to say them. To 
discard what Malcolm himself considered the most important part 
of his legacy, and for which he gave his life-that is indeed a sad 
mistake. 

Despite my differences with Rev. Cleage's evaluation of Malcolm, 
which I have tried to present objectively and witbout personal ran­
cor, I think I agree with what may have been the main intention of 
his talk three weeks ago. If I understood it correctly, his main in­
tention was to inspire black people to make fhe Malcolm tradition 
their own - to interpret it according to their lights and needs, cherish 
it, make it a weapon in their struggle for freedom. With that inten­
tion I am in full accord. 

I think this is already being done, to a far greater degree than 
Rev. Cleage does. The same night he spoke here, Eldridge Cleaver 
spoke in San Francisco about how the ideas and tradition of Mal­
colm have been "internalized" by black people all over the country. 
That is true, and in addition there is a growing body of written lit­
erature about Malcolm by black people, interpreting him and shaping 
his tradition, which Rev. Cleage overlooks or may not be aware of. 
On the West Coast there are people like Cleaver, not only writing 
about Malcolm but trying to continue what he began. In the Midwest, 
Milton Henry, Robert Higgins, Lerone Bennett, David Llorens. In 
the East, LeRoi J ones, Calvin Hernton, Rolland Snellings, Lawrence 
Neal, A. B. Spellman, Robert Allen, John O. Killens, Robert Vernon, 
Sara Mitchell, C. E. Wilson, - these are only a few of the many black 
people whose articles spring to mind (I hope the others will forgive 
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me for not mentioning them too) - whose interpretations I may not 
always agree with, just as Rev. Cleage may not, but which show that 
black people have been doing what he urges, in sufficient quantity 
to fill many volumes. James Baldwin is reportedly considering writing 
a play about Malcolm's Autobiography; a play called Message from 
the Grass Roots is soon to open in England. And the poets - I de­
tected a slight tone of condescension or irony in Rev. Cleage's voice 
about the poetry by black people about Malcolm, a little surprising 
when you consider that in his profession he quotes poetry every 
Sunday-the poets too, in their own way, and it is not a way with­
out influence, are making contributions to the preservation of the 
real Malcolm. 

I agree, as I say, with what I take to be Rev. Cleage's intention. 
Malcolm is more than a hero and martyr, he is what Eldridge Cleaver 
calls "the standard" and "the model." I think he is and should be the 
standard and model for revolutionary and radical-minded people 
of all races, and will be for all who take the trouble to investigate 
him without prejudice and to learn from him. But he does belong, 
in a special sense, to black people first of all, and especially to young 
black people, whom Malcolm counted on to lead their people to free­
dom. If anyone should be the custodian of the Malcolm tradition, 
it should be they. 

Rev. Cleage called me the custodian, perhaps softening it a bit by 
granting my sincerity. To make sure, I looked up the word "custody" 
in the dictionary. It says: "1. keeping, guardianship, care: (example) 
in the custody of her father; 2. the keeping or charge of officers of 
the law: (example) the car was in the custody of the police; 3. im­
prisonment: (example) he was taken into custody." Well, I am not 
the custodian of the Malcolm tradition, I have not been, and I do not 
aspire to be. What I have been, or rather, what Marxists have been­
because Rev. Cleage really means the Marxists rather than me per­
sonally- are (1) the chief circulators of the Malcolm material, and 
(2) interpreters of it, from our own point of view. 

Circulators, because nobody else showed any interest in doing that 
job. Of this we are quite proud; we feel it has been a genuine contri­
bution- but it is a task that we do and will gladly share with any­
one else. The circulation of this material has been a contribution to 
everyone, black and white. It is the raw material- not distorted in 
any way, not dragged in, not partially presented or partially with­
held to suit anybody's factional purposes-it is the raw material 
which everyone, white or black, can use in order to understand and 
then fashion the Malcolm tradition. In addition, as I said, we Marx­
ists have interpreted the raw material- again, not by distorting what 
Malcolm said, only by giving our analysis and opinion about what 
he said and did. That is everybody's privilege, that is the duty of 
anybody who considers himself a radical, and we hope that all ten­
dencies will work out and present their interpretations, as we have 
done, so that all interpretations can confront each other openly and 
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provide a sound basis for what will be the historical judgment and 
tradition. 

So I join with Rev. Cleage in urging black people to find out what 
Malcolm really said and stood for, write about it, preserve it, inter­
pret it, circulate it, and use it in the struggle. All I say is that when 
you do this, don't do it partly- do it all the way; don't chop the 
Malcolm tradition to pieces - preserve the whole thing, confront the 
whole Malcolm, preserve the whole Malcolm, utilize the whole Mal­
colm to advance and win the struggle. If you do, and if your aim 
is to revolutionize society, then I think you will cherish the final part 
of the whole Malcolm, the part that he gave his life to add, as the 
most useful part because it is the most revolutionary. 

From the Discussion Period 

Question: Rev. Cleage said he didn't know anything about Marxism. 
You say Malcolm was not a Marxist, but did he know anything 
about it-had he read or studied it? 

Answer: What Rev. Cleage actually said- and I quote from the 
transcript of his speech, which I have here- was, "I am not a Marx­
ist - I don't pretend to be, I don't even pretend to know anything 
about it." Maybe the key word here is "pretend." I don't know how 
much he knows about Marxism, but in one speech he gave in this 
hall some years ago, and in at least one article he wrote, he gave 
some reasons why he does not accept Marxism. So I imagine he has 
some knowledge about it. Or else I don't see how he could reject it. 

Of course I think everybody, and especially leaders, should find out 
about Marxism, whether they will accept it or not. I can't say for 
sure whether Malcolm did, or how much. I know that he read papers 
and magazines that claim to be Marxist, including small, obscure 
and uninfluential ones. When I wrote an article for the International 
Socialist Review in 1964, attempting to present a Marxist defense of 
the Freedom Now Party against various misconceptions, including 
some spread by so-called socialists, I know that Malcolm ordered a 
couple dozen copies for leading members of his organization because 
he thought they should be acquainted with this point of view. 

Someone who knew Malcolm in prison before he became a Black 
Muslim, and later worked closely with him in the Nation of Islam, 
told me that Malcolm did read and study more than radical papers 
and magazines; that even while he was in prison he read some radi­
cal books and pamphlets, and that he later read some basic works 
of Marxism. But I am not sure of this from my own knowledge. 

Question: Rev. Cleage said that if Malcolm had actually become 
an "integrationist" at Mecca, then he could have become a Marxist 
and joined the Socialist Workers Party. Does he really think that be-
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lieving in "integration" is a condition for joining the Socialist Workers 
Party? 

Answer: What Rev. Cleage said was that if Malcolm had actually 
become an "integrationist" and accepted the ideas that go with that 
concept of race relations, then there would have been nothing to stop 
him from joining the NAACP, or singing "We Shall Overcome" with 
Martin Luther King, or becoming a Marxist and joining the Socialist 
Workers Party. In fact, Rev. Cleage said, these things would follow 
logically. 

On the contrary, leaving the bit about the NAACP and King aside, 
there is nothing logical about it. The Socialist Workers Party does 
not view "integration" as the solution any more than Malcolm did, 
or than Rev. Cleage does; in fact, the Socialist Workers Party reached 
this conclusion before Rev. Cleage did. So even if Malcolm had be­
come an "integrationist," that wouldn't have been any reason for him 
to join the Socialist Workers Party. 

Let it be clearly understood: Malcolm was not a Marxist, and he 
was not about to join the Socialist Workers Party. That's what we 
said when he was alive, and that's what we've said ever since. The 
only ones who circulated a contrary story were his enemies - as a 
way of discrediting him, they thought. 

The facts are these: Malcolm respected the Socialist Workers Party, 
and was willing to work with it in certain areas - just as he would 
have been willing to work with any organization that he believed was 
opposed to racism and the racist government. He praised The Mili­
tant as one of the best papers anywhere, and there were copies on 
sale at his headquarters. He had become pro-socialist in his outlook 
after his trips to Africa, urging black people in this country to learn 
about socialism- and he did this not only when he spoke before 
socialist audiences, but also "at home," when he spoke before his own 
organization in Harlem. 

Despite this, he was not a Marxist, for reasons I have discussed 
in The Last Year of Malcolm X. Whether he would ever have be­
come a Marxist, nobody can say. The most you can say is that it 
was possible in the long run. But he was not a Marxist at the time 
of his death, much as we wish he would have become one, and we 
Marxists have never claimed he was. Anybody that says we do is 
guilty of misrepresentation. 

Question: The impression I got from listening to Rev. Cleage last 
month is that he was saying that after Malcolm died and couldn't 
speak for himself, the Marxists jumped on the bandwagon in order 
to distort his views and print speeches whichhe wouldn't have printed, 
"fragmentary statements" and so on. Will you comment on this and 
Malcolm's relations with the Socialist Workers Party? 

Answer: Well, Rev. Cleage did not quite make that specific charge 
against the Marxists in his talk three weeks ago. But I do believe that 
when he spoke about distorters, calling them "they" and "somebody 
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else," when he said certain people remember "the things it suits their 
purposes to remember," when he said "everything that is written that 
they can put their hands on will be saying that Malcolm X said some­
thing he never said, that Malcolm X meant something he never meant," 
when he said, "I don't care what else they drag in from wherever they 
drag it," and similar statements- I do believe that he meant at least to 
include the Marxists among his targets. And that would support the 
impression you got. 

First of all, I should point out that our interest in Malcolm, the 
sympathetic interest of the revolutionary socialist movement in his 
ideas, did not begin after his death in 1965. Nor did it begin only 
after his. split with the Black Muslims in 1964. It goes back further 
than that, to the time when he was still a Black Muslim. You can 
read the pamphlet, Freedom Now, adopted in the middle of 1963, 
and see that the Socialist Workers Party, in that resolution adopted 
at its national convention, pointed out the progressive potential of 
black nationalism - that is, while Malcolm was still a Black Mus­
lim, we were pointing out the good aspects of what he was saying. 
If that can be called jumping on a bandwagon, all I can say is that 
there weren't many other people on it besides us. 

Even before that, the Friday Night Socialist Forum of Detroit was 
the first socialist hall in the country where a Black Muslim was a 
guest speaker-Wilfred X, who was received in a sympathetic way 
because we saw the potential of the Black Muslims while Malcolm 
was a leader. Later that year, in the fall of 1963, Malcolm was a 
speaker at a meeting sponsored by the Young Socialists at Wayne 
State University- still while Malcolm was a member of the Nation 
of Islam. 

When Malcolm broke with the Black Muslims in March, 1964, The 
Militant was the only paper in the country to point out its great 
significance for the future of the freedom struggle and the radical 
movement as a whole - we predicted then that he could change the 
whole course of the movement, the same thing Rev. Cleage said after 
the fact here in 1967; and it was the only paper in the country to 
print Malcolm's Declaration of Independence in March, 1964. 

In the following 50 weeks Malcolm spoke three times at the Militant 
Labor Forum in New York, and the last time he said he'd speak 
there again any time he was invited. Again and again he praised 
The Militant, not only when he spoke at the Militant Labor Forum, 
but also when he spoke before his own Organization of Afro-American 
Unity in Harlem. In his talk on Afro-American history one month 
before his death, he mentioned that the Negro press largely ignored 
what the OAA U was trying, to do, while The Militant reported it 
accurately and fully. 

Malcolm's three Militant Labor Forum speeches were all printed 
in The Militant while he was alive, not later. He didn't think they 
were inaccurate in any way. If he had thought so, you can be sure 
he would have said it, and he wouldn't have had a bundle of The 
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Militant on sale in his office. He did not think the printing of those 
speeches was something "dragged in" - on the contrary, he was grate­
ful that this paper was willing to print them at a time when nobody 
else would. A month before his death, he agreed to go on a national 
speaking tour for the Young Socialist Alliance; and if he hadn't been 
killed, he would have spoken here in Debs Hall during that tour. 

Excuse me for taking so long with this, but I'm still speaking about ' 
the myths about Malcolm, and I want to say a few words about the 
key book to understanding him, the book of speeches, Malcolm X 
Speaks. This book begins with the "Message to the Grass Roots," 
when Malcolm was still a Black Muslim, and which Rev. Cleage ad­
mires; but the rest is from his last year, after the split, about which 
speeches Rev. Cleage had nothing good to say. The idea for this 
book, it is true, was suggested by Marxists, who wanted to help 
Malcolm publicize his independent ideas. But it was not a book 
thought up after Malcolm's death- it was suggested to Malcolm him­
self, while he was still alive, as a book of his speeches following 
the break with Elijah Muhammad. Malcolm's response to the sugges­
tion was favorable, and he was going to select the speeches hi:tn­
self. But he was killed a month later, before he could start on the 
project. 

Merit Publishers then asked one of Malcolm's closest co-workers, 
who had been present at the original discussion about the proposed 
book, to select the speeches for the book and edit it. In The Last 
Year of Malcolm X, I have told how I was later brought in as co­
editor, to speed up the publication, and how finally Malcolm's co­
worker withdrew from the project. But before he withdrew we had 
agreed on the contents, most of which had been supplied by him­
the speeches the book contains. So their selection was not a unilateral 
choice of Marxists, but one made in collaboration and agreement 
with one of Malcolm's closest collaborators-who, I should add, 
not only was not a Marxist, but did not approve of Malcolm's entry 
into any kind of politics. The book contains everything from Mal­
colm's last year- I repeat, everything-that was available when the 
book was published in 1965. Since then, other speeches have become 
available, such as the one by Malcolm on Afro-American history, 
and that has been published too, verbatim, without any change. 

I stress "everything" because I want to make the point that the 
material was not picked over to present only things that Marxists 
like and agree with-it includes what Malcolm liked and agreed with, 
and that was the sole and overriding criterion that was used in pre­
paring Malcolm X Speaks. So, yes, "everything we can get our hands 
on" has been printed, but, no, nothing has been "dragged in." I told 
you earlier how you can check this for yourself. 

This is important because Malcolm X Speaks, more than anything 
else, and more than what people claim they remember without any 
documentation, is the basis for forming your judgment about the 
value of Malcolm's last year. You know, Malcolm was not a fool; 
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if he had thought we might misrepresent his ideas, he wouldn't have 
trusted us an inch. And he did trust us. But you don't have to trust 
us or take our word for anything. Malcolm himself had some won­
derfully pertinent words about this in his remarks to Mississippi 
students visiting Harlem two months before he died. He said: 

"One of the first things I think young people, especially nowadays, 
should learn is how to see for yourself and listen for yourself and 
think for yourself. Then you can come to an intelligent decision for 
yourself. If you form the habit of going by what you hear others say 
about someone, or going by what others think about someone, in­
stead of searching that thing out for yourself and seeing for yourself, 
you will be walking west when you thing you're going east, and you 
will be walking east when you think you're going west. This genera­
tion, especially of our people, has a burden, more so than any other 
time in history. The most important thing that we can learn to do 
today is think for ourselves. 

"U's good to keep wide-open ears and listen to what everybody 
has to say, but when you come to make a decision, you have to 
weigh all of what you've heard on its own, and place it where it be­
longs, and come to a decision for yourself; you'll never regret it. 
But if you form the habit of taking what someone else says about a 
thing without checking it out for yourself, you'll find that other peo­
ple will have you hating your friends and loving your enemies. This 
is one of the things our people are beginning to learn today- that 
it is very important to think out a situation for yourself. If you don't 
do it, you'll always be maneuvered into a situation where you are 
never fighting your actual enemies, where you will find yourself 
fighting your own self." (Malcolm X Speaks, pp. 137-138, paperback 
edition. ) 
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REVIEWS 

LABOR SPIES 

THE LABOR SPY RACKET by Leo Huberman. Republished from 
1937 Modern Age Books edition by Monthly Review, with post­
script on McClellan Committee hearings (1957). 209 pp. $5.00. 

In this era when labor statesmen like Walter Reuther and George 
Meany are trying to prove that there is no class war and there are 
no class distinctions, the republication of this valuable handbook on 
anti-labor techniques and tactics as they have been developed through­
out the whole history of organized labor, is welcome indeed. 

Huberman wrote his original book in 1937, basing himself on the 
first eight volumes of the LaFollette Civil Li.berties Committee. This 
committee spent months delving into the anti-union activities of big 
business in the turbulent '30s when the CIO was on the rise. Much 
of the text of the original book is actual testimony by reluctant wit­
nesses from business, from the then burgeoning labor espionage 
industry, from labor spies themselves, and from workers ''hooked" 
into stooging on their fellow workers. 

Perhaps one of the most infamous cases involves Richard Frank­
ensteen who was the first president of the independent Automotive 
Industrial Workers Assn. Frankensteen's best friend, John Andrews, 
the vice president of AIWS paint local at Dodge, was a spy. During 
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the long period that he and Frankensteen worked to build the union 
he appeared to be a strong union man, an able organizer, a good 
speaker, ready and willing to do anything to build the union. 

The wives and children of the two men also became inseparable. 
The two families even shared a summer cottage for one vacation 
while the plant was shut down. Every night during that long as­
sociation John Andrews wrote a detailed report to his agency- the 
Corporations Auxiliary Co., a private detective agency hired by 
Chrysler Corp. John Andrews was paid $40 a month for his treachery. 
The Chrysler Corp. paid Auxiliary $9 a day for his services. 

Multiply John Andrews by many thousands and you get a vague 
idea of the bigness of these ''labor relations" operations. 

In his postscript Huberman deals with the very short hearings of 
the McClellan Committee (Select Committee on Improper Activities 
in the Labor and Management Field of the U. S. Senate, 1957). This 
committee spent many months delving into possible racketeering 
connections of the labor movement, but took only two months to 
investigate "improper" activities in the management field. But their 
revelations were interesting. 

While ''labor statesmen" may believe the old days of class war are 
all over, the capitalist class has no such illusions. It still looks upon 
the working class as its class enemy. It still employs every weapon 
at its disposal to keep its supremacy. In the north, in the big in­
dustrial cities where the unions are well established the methods used 
are more modern- bugging devices everywhere, even in union head­
quarters, take the place of most of the old fashioned labor spies. But 
it is a different story in the south where runaway plants are now in 
danger of being organized. There the old methods still serve. 

For instance, in North and South Carolina, the J. T. Stevens Com­
pany, headed by former Secretary of the Army Stevens, is fighting 
an organizing drive of the Textile Workers Union with labor spies. 
More than 100 workers have been fired for union activity. Recently 
an appealed NLRB award, ordering the Stevens company to rehire 
87 of those workers, has been upheld by a Circuit Court of Appeals. 
Now Stevens is taking the case to the Supreme Court. 

And in McKeepsport, Tenn. Pinkerton thugs are guarding scab 
labor at the McKeesport Press, where several unions of the printing 
trades have been on strike for jive years. 

Much of the material· in this book will be new to the young genera­
tion of students, civil rights fighters and workers. To many young 
people the history of the labor movement, especially that dynamic 
period beginning in the 1930s is either entirely unknown or thought 
of as one views an historic novel- interesting but dramatized beyond 
reality. To those of us who lived through and fought in the battle 
to bring unionization to the masses of American workers it is anything 
but mysterious and over-rated. It was life. And it was very real. 

Today there is a new turbulence in the labor movement, a new 
fighting spirit especially among young workers who refused to be led 
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by their noses into bad agreements by "labor statesmen" who insist 
the class war is over. This book should be read and studied by all 
union members, by all students, civil rights workers and antiwar 
fighters. It is a good idea to know your enemy. And it is even better 
to be fully aware of his arsenal of weapons. 

Marvel Scholl 

AHMED BEN BELLA 

AHMED BEN BELLA by Robert Merle. Walker and Co., 1967, 
160 pp., $5.00. 

Ahmed Ben Bella is a pseudo-autobiography put together by Robert 
Merle on the basis of 30 hours of taped interviews with Ben Bella. 
Since it was published after Ben Bella's downfall and confinement, it 
is impossible to say how close it is to what Ben Bella would have 
written himself. However, the narrative throughout is in the first 
person. 

This book has certain value as a panoramic view of the Algerian 
revolution and through its insights into the effects of colonialism on 
Ben Bella specifically and the Algerian people generally. 

One episode of the independence struggle of particular interest to 
Americans is the role of the CIA in the struggle against the French. 
Ben Bella points out the political sophistication of the CIA in pro­
viding arms to the Algerian nationalist movement. He states that the 
CIA provided arms to the FLN in hopes of "reaping rewards after 
Independence," and to strengthen the hand of right wing and tra­
ditionalist elements in the independence movement to the detriment of 
the socialist wing. At the same time the CIA never provided enough 
arms to make a difference in the struggle. 

Ahmed Ben Bella's discussion of the effects of colonialism on the 
individual is interesting. The frustrations of being a "foreigner" in one's 
country of birth, cut off from the traditions of one's people are 
movingly presented. 

He points out the plight of the majority of Algerian intellectuals, 
more at home in French than Arabic. ''When the colonial learns a 
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foreign language," states Ben Bella, "he more orless adopts the mental 
attitudes which that language interprets." Even those like himself who 
consciously maintained their links to the Arabic of the masses, feel 
a conflict between ''thinking in French," and "feeling in Arabic." 

Ben Bella discusses at some length the need to maintain French as 
a link to the technical knowledge of the West while at the same time 
expanding and redeveloping the roots of the Algerian people in the 
Arabic language. 

Among the other points of interest are Ben Bella's favorable reaction 
to Cuba and his description of the mechanics of the first wave of 
nationalization of French owned land. 

The major shortcoming of the book is that, according to Robert 
Merle, Ben Bella refused to discuss any internal disagreements since 
he was hoping for reconciliation. We therefore get no insight into the 
reasons for Boumedienne's coup. 

Will Reissner 
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