
• 

., 

Chicago Workers' Voice ~ 
Theoretical Journal Issue #14 ~ 

Published by the Chicago Worker's Voice, P.O. Box 11542, Chicago 60611 February 18, 1998 

Price: $3 .00 ISSN 1084·1717 

*The Bolshevik Agrarian PrograDl, 
Part III 

*Wbat was the MLP? Introducing a new 
series assessing the history of the Marxist-Leninst 
Party, USA. 

*News from Mexico: Protests against 
the Massacre in Chiapas 

*Report: Visit to Cuba 

Contents 
Editorial Guide, by Jake .. ........ ........ ... .............. .... ......... .. ... ... .. ..... ... .. ... ..... ............ ..... ... ..... ... 2 
The Bolshevik Agrarian Program, Part ill, by Barb .......... ..... ... ......... ....... ..... .. ..... ... .. .. ........ ...... ... ... 3 
What was the MLP?, by Jake ....... .... ... .. ... ....... ...... . .. ...... .. ... .. ...... ... .. ... ...... ......... ......... ...... .... 24 
Mexico in the Aftennath of the Massacre at Acteal, by Anita Jones de Sandoval ........ .. .. .. .. ....... ...... ... .. 28 
Report on Trip to Cuba, by Barb .. ......... ... ...... .......... ..... ... ..... .. ... ....... .. .... .. ...... .. ....... .. ..... ... .. .... .. ... ... . 31 
Some thoughts on the Left and Modem Philosophy, a review of Kuhn's book The Structure of 

Scientific Revolutions by Sarah ........ ... ... ..... ... .... .... .... .. ... ..... ........ ...... .. ......... ... .. .. ..... ..... ......... 40 
The UPS Strike, WPAEN's intervention and issues for activists, by Jack Hill ....... ... ........ ....... .43 

WPAEN flyers on the UPS strike .. ....... ..... ... .. ... .. .... ..... ..... ........ ............. .......... ........... ... . 48 



Editorial Guide to issue #14 
by Jake 

This issue of Chicago Workers' Voice Theoretical 
Journal continues with B.-b's series on the Bolshevik 
Agrarian Program. She had promised to end it with Part 
m but it will continue with Part IV in our next issue. 

Smnming up the history of tho MLP is one of the 
reasons we started this journal. We begin that summary 
with an article in this isme that puts forth a framework of 
questions. CWVTJ is also issuing a call for contributions 
to this summation. particularly ftom people Who w~ 
with the MLP. 

, 

The massacre at Acteal. Mexico shows the evil in the 
PRJ and its deepening crisis. Anita reports on the political 
situation and the reaction in Chiapas to this massacre. 

Barb reports on her trip to Cuba last fall. 
Sarah provides a provocative review of Thomas 

Kuhn's book on the philosophy of science. This is an 
influential book, and Sarah connects its ideas to the crisis 
in the left. 

Finally. Jack Hill sums up the United Parcel Service 
ltiike and details the left intervention by WP AEN in 
Chicago. <> 
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The Bolshevik Agrarian Program 
Part nI 

by Barb, Chicago 

When we promised the peasants socialisation 
of the land, we made a concession; for we 
understood that nationalisation could not be 
introduced at one stroke. We know that we 
may have made a mistake in embodying your 
socialisation of the land in our law of October 
26. It was a concession to the Left Socialist 
Revolutionaries, who refused to be in the 
government and said they would only remain 
if this law were passed. (1) 

The April Theses 

"Hail the world-wide socialist revolution!" (2) 

Due to the moribund state of the tsarist autocracy, its 
overthrow by the democratic masses was accomplished 
quickly and almost effortlessly. Indeed, the February 
Revolution took the revolutionary exiles, including Lenin, 
by surprise. The Bolshevik faction of the Petro grad 
Soviet, which was recreated at the moment of Revolution, 
urged the Soviet to take over the power. However, its 
Menshevik and SR leadership voted against even taking 
part in the Provisional Revolutionary Government (PRG) 
since it took the view that Russia was ripe only for a 
conventional bourgeois revolution. Therefore, the PRG 
consisted mainly of the liberal or constitutional bourgeoi
sie, with the exception of one "socialist" member Kerensky, 
the Deputy Chairman of the Petrograd Soviet, who 
accepted the post of Minister of War despite the Soviet's 
decision. As the leader also of the Duma Trudoviks, 
Kerensky had been a sort of "generic socialist," and had 
associated himself with the Popular Socialist Party, a 
breakaway from the far-right wing of the SRs, only after 
the Revolution. 

The Petrograd Soviet, through its "Contact Commis
sion," preferred to view itself as the "watchdog of the 
Revolution," as a body verifying and exercising control 
over the PRG, which it vowed to support "to the extent 
that it carried out its promises." At the maximum, it would 
serve as a "loyal opposition" which would push the PRG 
into more democratic positions -- as if, Lenin commented, 
one could demand that the imperialists cease being impe
rialists! Lenin viewed this position as naive and cowardly; 
it was the "voluntary surrender of state power to the 

bourgeoisie and its Provisional Government" (Carr, I, 70-
71). 

Revolutionaries of all shades hurried back from exile. 
Lenin arrived in Petrograd on April 3 and greeted the 
cheering crowd of workers, soldiers and sailors with "Hail 
the world-wide socialist revolution!" The following night 
he delivered a series of propositions on the "Tasks of the 
Proletariat in the Present Situation" ("The April Theses") 
to Bolshevik Party leaders and then to a joint Bolshevik! 
Menshevik meeting of the Soviet. Although Lenin made 
it clear that these Theses represented his own views and 
should not be taken as an official Bolshevik statement, his 
speech caused shock and even outrage among both SD 
factions who interpreted his Theses as advocating the 
immediate "going over" to the socialist revolution. The 
attacks of Plekanov were particularly virulent, but were 
echoed on all sides, many Bolsheviks included. Lenin's 
speech was characterized as "raving"; he was called " a 
"madman" and a "Blanquist anarchist." He was accused 
of fomenting "civil war in the midst of a revolutionary 
democracy" [sic] and of adventurism, of attempting to 
foist an irresponsible "socialist experiment" on the masses. 
This attack on Lenin certainly exposed the Mensheviks, 
who like the SRs, really were afraid of the Revolution 
going further, but it also made clear the disarray the 
Bolsheviks hadfallen into in the absence of Lenin's lead
ership. Lenin found himself almost totally isolated in his 
own party; he later quipped that, at this point, there had 
been only two "Bolsheviks" -- himself and Krupskaya! 
(3) 

Lenin was even accused of advocating Trotsky's 
concept of "No tsar but a workers' government," i.e., 
skipping over the stage of the bourgeois revolution. This, 
he immediately refuted; it was not what he meant at all. 
Lenin's actual statements were carefully measured: 

The specific feature of the present situation 
in Russia is that the country is passing from 
the first stage of the revolution - which, 
owing to the insufficient class-conscious
ness and organisation of the proletariat, 
placed power in the hands of the bourgeoisie 
-- to its second stage, which must place 
power in the hands of the proletariat and the 
poorest sections of the peasants (Vol. 24, 
"Tasks of the Proletariat in the Present Revolu-
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tion," 22). 

Lenin exposed the PRO as a government oflandown
ers and petty-capitalists which was carrying on the same 
old imperialist, annexationist war policies of the autoc
racy. It was refusing to act on the land question, was 
implementing the minimum of refonns, and was making 
deals with the deposed monarchists. It was in no way a 
democratic government, and was "revolutionary" only in 
the sense that it represented the fact that capitalism had 
superseded feudalism. However, at this time, Lenin did 
not advocate a slogan of "Down with the PRO," but rather 
a policy of "No Support for the PRG." He insisted that the 
PRG "must be overthrown, but not now, and not in the 
usual way" (Vol. 24, "7th (April) All-Russia Confer
ence," 246). The task at hand was not to "introduce" 
socialism but to "preach" socialism, that is, to begin the 
fight to purge the soviets of petty-bourgeois influence so 
that they could eventually supersede the PRG. In fact, at 
this point, Lenin even envisioned "the possibility of a 
peaceful and gradual transition to socialism" through the 
soviets (Vol. 24, "A Partnership of Lies," 120). 

The PRG, with its ideal of a bourgeois parliamentary 
republic, must be replaced by a truly democratic republic 
of Soviets of Workers', Agricultural Labourers' and 
Peasants' Deputies. This meant a return to the principles 
of the Paris Commune: "a state without a standing army, 
without a police opposed to the people, without an 
officialdom placed above the people" (Vol. 24, "Letters 
on Tactics," 49). The soviet system was "the only 
possible fonn of revolutionary government." But this 
was not yet "socialism"; the progressive features of the 
Commune had represented the first "steps toward social
ism. Thesis #8 stated clearly: 

It is not our immediate task to "introduce" 
socialism, but only to bring social produc
tion and the distribution of products at once 
under the control of the Soviets of Workers' 
Deputies ("Tasks of the Proletariat," 24). 

Every measure proposed -- nationalizing the banks, the 
capitalist syndicates and the land -- all were geared 
toward the practical and urgent purpose of alleviating the 
terrible conditions caused by the war. Lenin emphasized: 

IS. Under no circumstances can the party of 
the proletariat set itself the aim of "intro
ducing" socialism in a country of smaU peas
ants so long as the overwhelming majority of 
the population has not come to realise the 

need for a socialist revolution ••• But only 
bourgeois sophists, hiding behind "near
Marxist" catchwords, can deduce from this 
truth a justification of the policy of postpon
ing immediate revolutionary measures, the 
time for which is fuUy ripe ••• which are abso
lutely indispensable in order to combat im
pending total economic disorganisation and 
famine (73-74). 

Lenin's Theses were based on the reality of the 
current situation, not on the hopes which the masses put 
in the PRG, and not on the old fonnulas. The situation in 
Russia was "highly original," "novel," "unprecedented." 
As Lenin had predicted, it was a bourgeois revolution 
different from any which had previously taken place, and 
different from that historically envisioned by orthodox 
Marxists in which the rule of the bourgeoisie would be 
neatly followed by the rule of the proletariat. Ononehand, 
the bourgeois revolution had been completed because 
conventional state power had passed from the feudalists 
to the bourgeoisie. But at the very same time. and side 
by side, was arising a "dual power," in the more demo
cratic fonn of the soviets, at this juncture a mixture of the 
petty-bourgeoisie ("peasants dressed in soldiers' uni
fonns") and the proletariat. So, Lenin concluded, "In a 
certain fonn and to a certain extent," the "revolutionary
democratic dictatorship of the proletariat and the peas
antry" had already become a reality, but only insofar as 
"this 'fonnula' envisages only a relation of classes, and 
not a concrete political institution implementing this 
relation, this co-operation" ("Letters on Tactics," 44). 
The PRG and a potential parallel government were 
"interlaced" but, at present, the soviets were voluntarily 
ceding power to the bourgeoisie, becoming their "annex." 

While the PRO had enacted some refonns, such as 
disbanding the police force and instituting many legal and 
civic freedoms, it was now conducting the imperialist war 
under the false colors of a "revolutionary defencist" war, 
and the masses were supporting this in "mass intoxica
tion." Moreover, the government -- and the Mensheviks 
and SRs -- were cautioning the peasantry not to act, not 
to seize any land, but to wait for the convening of the 
Constituent Assembly. Since the PRG was delaying the 
CA, the peasants had been left hanging. At this point, 
however, most still had faith in the new government to 
resolve their situation. They were urged on in this by the 
SRs, their traditional agrarian allies. The path the peas
antry would eventually take still could not be known at this 
time. Presently, there seemed to be a "class collabora
tion" between the peasantry and the bourgeoisie. 

4 CWV Theoretical Journal 2118198 

• 



The soviets, which were quickly being established 
throughout the country, were still a very weak "dual 
power," a "shadow government." They were totally 
under the control of a bloc of various petty-bourgeois 
opportunist elements; the Bolsheviks had, so far, only a 
small minority. When the proletariat (i.e., the Bolsheviks) 
gained a majority in the soviets and the soviets were 
wrenched away from the PRG, when the peasantry 
switched their loyalty from the bourgeoisie to the prole
tariat by seizing the land and the power in the countryside, 
then "that will be a new stage in the bourgeois-democratic 
revolution" (47). And this unstable situation of a true 
"dual power" -- a united proletariat and peasantry vs. the 
bourgeoisie --would inevitably bring the two classes into 
conflict -- for "Two powers cannot exist in a state" 
("Tasks of the Proletariat," 61). 

A Bolshevik Agrarian Program 

"For us it is the revolutionary act which is 
important, whereas the law should be its 
consequence." (4) 

After much debate, Lenin's Theses were approved at 
the 7th (April) All-Russia Conference of the 
R.S.O.LP.(B.), described by Lenin as "the first proletar
ian party convention"; and a new revolutionary program 
was passed. The agrarian portion followed the outline of 
the 1905 program, except that it was now based solidly on 
the probability of a soviet government, a true democratic 
republic. It was purged of the compromising Menshevik 
(petty-bourgeois) elements: the hazy and unworkable 
concepts of municipalization, equalization, and subsis
tence norms, which were also supported by the Cadets 
and the SRs. In other words, the program was proletari
anized. Lenin described the major change as "the weight 
of emphasis in the agrarian programme to be shifted to the 
Soviets of Agricultural Labourers' Oeputies"(Vol. 24, 
"Tasks of the Proletariat, 23). In its final fonn, it read: 

In order to do away with the relics of 
serfdom, which are a heavy yoke on the 
necks of the peasants, and to enable the 
class struggle to develop freely in the coun
tryside, the Russian Social-Democratic 
Labour Party 

1) Fights with all its strength for the 
immediate and complete confiscation of aU 
landed estates in Russia (and also crown 
lands, church lands, etc.). 

2) Stands (or the immediate transfer of 

all land to the peasantry organised in Soviets 
of Peasants' Deputies or in other organs of 
local self-government elected on a truly 
democratic basis and completely indepen
dent of the landowners and bureaucrats. 

3) Demands the nationalisation of all 
lands in the country; nationalisation implies 
that aU property rights in land are vested in 
the state, while the right of disposal of the 
land is vested in the local democratic insti
tutions. 

4) Encourages the initiative of those 
peasant committees which, in various locali
ties of Russia, are turning over the landown
ers' livestock and agricultural implements 
to the peasants organised in these commit
tees for the purpose of their socially regu
lated utilisation in the cultivation of the land. 

S) Advises the rural proletarians and 
semi-proletarians to strive towards turning 
every landed estate into a sufficiendy large 
model farm, to be conducted on a communal 
basis by the local Soviet of Agricultural 
Labourers' Deputies under the direction of 
agricultural experts and with the aid of the 
best technical appliances. 

The Party, under aU circumstances, and 
whatever the conditions of democratic agrar
ian reform may be, will unswervingly work 
for the independent class organisation of the 
rural proletariat, will explain to the latter the 
irreconcilable antagonisms that exist be
tween it and the peasant bourgeoisie, will 
warn it against the false attraction of the 
system of petty farming, which, while com
modities production exists, can never do 
away with the poverty of the masses, and, 
finally, will urge the need for a complete 
socialist revolution as the only means of 
abolishing poverty and exploitation (Vol. 24, 
"Revision of the Party Programme," 477-78). 

The fact that "all the land in the country" was to be 
thrown into the national fund would not only deal the death 
blow to feudalism but a blow to private ownership of the 
means of production: every peasant would rent land from 
the state. 

Tenure is not proprietorship, tenure is a 
temporary measure and it changes from 
year to year. The peasant who rents a plot of 
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land does not dare regard the land as his 
own. The land is not his nor the landowner's, 
it belongs to the people (Vol. 24, "First Con
gress of Peasants' Deputies," 496). 

The wording of Party involvement in the peasant revolu
tion was also strengthened. For example, no more "will 
support with all its might" (in a later version, "demands"), 
but "fights with all its strength" for the immediate and 
complete confiscation of all landed estates. The idea 
was to change the emphasis from the comfortable bour
geois concept of "the peasants need more land" to the 
idea of oppression of a class, as expressed with the slogan 
"Down with serfdom!" Even such a minor change in 
wording from "farm-hands" to "agricultural laborers" 
bespeaks of this "proletarianization." The peasants were 
also now urged to waste no time in dividing the mush
rooming rural soviets into separate organizations oflabor
ers and poor or "semi-proletarian" peasants. 

In his presentation of the agrarian program to the 
First Congress of Peasants' Deputies in May, Lenin 
spelled out concretely the relationship between the future 
centralized Soviet power and land redistribution: 

(The central state1 power ••• must fix the 
size, etc., of the resettlement land fund, 
pass legislation for the conservation of for
ests, for land improvement, etc., and abso
lutely prohibit any middlemen to interpose 
themselves between the owner of the land, 
i.e., the state, and the tenant, i.e., the tiller 
(prohibit all subletting of land). However, 
the disposal of the land, the determination of 
the local regulations governing ownership 
and tenure of the land, must in no case be 
placed in the hands of bureaucrats and offi
cials, but wholly and exclusively in the hands 
of the regional and local Soviets of Peasants' 
Deputies ("Tasks of the Proletariat," 71). 

Since it was obvious that the better-off peasants 
would profit from the release ofland for use, the Program 
also spelled out provisions to protect the interests of the 
agricultural laborers and poor peasants who did not have 
the capability or the implements and resources to work 
land of their own. The separate organization of these 
groups would impel them to ask: "Where do we come 
in?" And the answer could only be: banding together in 
common cultivation. The poor peasants were urged to 
ensure that all large landed estates (from 100-300 dess.) 
would be converted into model farms which they would 

work with the assistance of trained agronomists, using the 
animals and implements of the former landowners. (5) 
This solution not only took care of the groups the Bolshe
viks were most concerned with, but followed the Marxist 
principle of retaining large estates which could more easily 
be converted from capitalist to socialist agriCUlture. All 
the peasants were encouraged to continue to share in a 
communal manner all confiscated livestock and imple
ments. 

Furthermore, in addressing the new labor unions, 
Lenin appealed to the proletariat to help the agricultural 
workers establish their own unions, for agricultural wage 
labor would obviously exist for some time to come. The 
rural laborers must at once begin to "defend their inter
ests as a class during the coming great land reform" (Vol. 
25, "Need for an Agricultural Labourers' Union in Rus
sia," 126). He also emphasized that it would be the urban 
and rural proletariat, working together, which would have 
the responsibility of the distribution of trade between city 
and countryside. All of these measures were intended to 
further the just-beginning class conflict in the countryside 
and to emphasize the common class interests of the urban 
and rural proletariat. However, at this time, Lenin felt that 
peasant sections of the Party must remain distinct because 
the peasantry was, as a whole, still under petty-bourgeois 
illusions. 

In a sense, this was still the "maximum program" 
because, for agrarian reform to succeed, it must be 
predicated on the kind of democratic society based on 
Paris Commune principles. For the immediate present 
and, in a sense, as the new "minimum program," Lenin 
mandated the Party to urge the peasants to carry out the 
agrarian reform at once and on their own -- to seize the 
land. The peasants were urged to concentrate on increas
ing food supplies for the army and the poor and to be 
responsible, i.e., not to cause any injury to livestock, 
machinery, structures, etc. The seizing of the land should 
be directed by the local peasants' deputies. The Bolshevik 
view was that the peasants should have immediate pos
session and use of the land, but it should not be seized as 
private property. The final form ofland regulation must be 
decided only by a central state power, that is, by a 
Constituent Assembly -- Q! an All-Russia Council of 
Soviets "should the people choose to make it the Constitu
ent Assembly." 

Still, the present situation was an unknown: 

We want the peasantry to go further than the 
bourgeoisie and seize the land from the land
owners, but at the moment it is impossible to 
say anything definite about its further 
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attitude •••• It is not permissible for the prole
tarian party to rest its hopes nowon a com
munity of interest with the peasantry. We 
are struggling to win the peasantry over to 
our side, but to some extent it stands con
sciously on the side of the capitalists (Carr, 
11,28). 

And, in fact, the SR-dominated Peasant Congress did not 
accept Lenin's Theses. It declared in favor of the PRO's 
war policies and against any transfer of land to the 
peasantry, until the CA would meet. 

The Bolsheviks declared an all-out ideological struggle 
against the PRO, the Mensheviks and the SRs, the goal 
being to wrest away peasant loyalty. A chief target was 
the PRO Land Committees, to which the other parties had 
voiced no objection. In April, the Minister of Agriculture 
(a Cadet) had responded to the growing threat ofpeasant 
appropriations by instituting a hierarchy ofland commit
tees to prepare the way for the agrarian reform to be set 
in motion by the CA. These committees formed a pyra
midical structure of provincial, county and district organi
zations with a Central Land Committee at the apex . The 
government threatened the peasantry with severe penal
ties for "taking the law into their own hands." The land 
committee scheme was a clever and obstructive tactic. 
The Cadet idea had always been that distribution ofland 
to the peasants would be accomplished by a "voluntary 
agreement with the landlords," and the landed bourgeoisie 
were in control of these land committees. They repre
sented a counterforce to the rural soviets which were still 
in their infancy, and also to the other self-formed peasant 
organizations which, in the Bolshevik plan, were to handle 
distribution. Later, these land committees would be 
captured by the SRs and become an important instrument 
of their policy and a weapon against the Bolsheviks. 

The Coalition Government 

"The coalition cabinet is only a passing 
moment in the development of the funda
mental class contradictions of our revolu
tion." (6) 

Due to mass protest against the PRO's war policies 
(the "April Crisis"), the government was forced to reor
ganize and reform.. offering a coalition with the soviets. 
Despite Bolshevik opposition, six "socialist" ministers 
from the Petrograd Soviet reversed their principles and 
joined the cabinet, with the meaningless caveat that the 
government be answerable and accountable to the sovi-

ets. Or as Lenin put it, "The Mensheviks and 
Narodniks ... have provided six ministers as hostages to 
the ten capitalist ministers" (Vol. 24, "Postscript," 90). 
He described this "coalition" of bourgeoisie and "turn
coats from socialism" as a common practice by capitalists 
with their backs against the wall to "fool, divide and 
weaken the workers" (Vol. 25, "Lessons of the Revolu
tion," 237). Victor Chernov, the ideologue of the SRs, 
was appointed Minister of Agriculture. Thus, the SRs 
assumed responsibility for the government's agrarian 
policy. 

It seemed, on the face of it, that this was a progressive 
step in democratizing the government. However, this new 
coalition merely followed all the old policies of its prede
cessor. In reality, the coalition tied the soviets to the 
government and prevented them from forming an alterna
tive workers' authority. Lenin considered it the second 
missed chance for the soviets to take over the govern
ment. Moreover, by joining the bourgeois government, 
the SRs and the Mensheviks had actually saved it from 
collapse and allowed themselves to be made its servants 
and defenders, thereby leading the revolution to its doom. 
Thus, the battle between the SRs and the Bolsheviks for 
the allegiance of the peasantry became clarified in the 
specific context of overthrowing the PRO. 

While Lenin never diminished the popular appeal the 
SR program had for the peasantry, he put his finger on 
their fatal flaw and drew the line which reduced the 
agrarian struggle to a single issue: 

Whether the peasants on the spot should at 
once seize aU the land without payingthe 
landlords any rent and without waiting for 
the Constituent Assembly or whether they 
should not (Carr, II, 31). 

Chernov' s Ministry of Agriculture proceeded to put out 
ferocious propaganda against the peasant seizure ofland, 
warning of all sorts of dire consequences, and merely 
standing by when retributive acts were taken. Thus, the 
contradiction between SR rhetoric -- the "peasants' 
allies" -- and SR actions began to be thrown into high 
relief. Still, when at the beginning of the summer Lenin 
presented the Bolsheviks' new program to the Peasant 
Congress, it was defeated. The peasants still voted firmly 
for support of the PRO. 

At the first All-Russian Congress of Soviets in June, 
the SRs reiterated their program, which had not changed 
one whit since its original inception, except that the 
inclusion of the Cadet land committees had now become 
a mainstay of its structure. Carr summarized its content: 
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The land was to be "taken out of commercial 
circulation", that is to say, neither bought 
nor sold. The right of disposing of it was to 
be vested in "the whole people" and exer
cised through "democratic organs of self
government". The right of users of the land, 
"both individual and coUective", was to be 
guaranteed by "special juridical norms on 
the principle of the equality of aU citizens". 
The pyramid of land committees ••• were to 
provide for "the most speedy and finalliqui
dation of aU survivals of the order of serfdom 
remaining in the countryside" and, in gen
eral, to supervise the execution of agrarian 
policy (II, 32-33). 

At the first All-Russian Congress of Soviets in June, 
the Bolsheviks still had only a small minority: out of822 
delegates, only 105, and thus only 35 members on the 
Executive Committee, out of a total of 235. The bold 
Bolshevik resolution demanding "the transfer of all state 
power into the hands of the All-Russian Soviet of Work
ers', Solders' and Peasants' Deputies" was considered 
irresponsible "anarchism." The official records report 
this dialogue between a Menshevik Minister and Lenin: 

Minister: "At the present moment there is 
no political party which would say: 'Give the 
power into our hands, go away, we will take 
your place'. There is no such party in 
Russia." 
Lenin from his seat: "There is." (Carr, I, 90). 

Although not taken seriously by most, this was, in effect, 
the Bolsheviks' declaration of war on the PRO and a 
pledge to take the responsibility of assuming state power. 
Although a group of more left-SRs had broken away from 
the leadership and voted with the Bolsheviks, the Bolshe
viks regarded the soviets as pretty hopeless and withdrew 
their slogan of "All Power to the Soviets." 

While the Bolsheviks' stance had appeared quixotic, 
it was based on the fact that while the soviets and 
peasantty voted confidence in the PRO, the workers out 
in the streets were making clear their "vote" of no
confidence. This was born out by the abortive workers' 
uprising of July, again a protest against the PRO's military 
offensives. A continued series of governmental crises put 
Kerensky in power as premier, and the downward slide of 
the doomed Kerensky Oovernment proceeded at a rapid 
pace. The PRO came out in its true counter-revolutionary 

colors when it instituted a flood of arrests of socialists and 
workers which sent Lenin, among others, again into exile. 
The so-called "socialist" Menshevik and SR ministers 
exposed themselves as nothing but reactionary accom
plices. The anger of the masses prompted the Cadets to 
withdraw from the government. Then followed the 
abortive right-wing "Kornilov coup" in August, which 
prompted the left parties to tty to reunite. The Bolsheviks 
offered a compromise to the Mensheviks and SRs: they 
would support a government composed of the two parties 
if they would breakall ties with the bourgeoisie. This "third 
opportunity" to take power was rejected. 

The Bolsheviks now were seen as the only party 
which supported the workers and peasants, and they 
rapidly began to gain support. As more and more peasant 
soldiers deserted the army and returned to the countty
side, land hunger grew more acute and peasant disorders 
and the ransacking of estates (which had for some time 
been escalating) suddenly grew in intensity. With this, 
came a final discrediting of the right-wing SRs and a 
division of the PSR into Right and Left factions. By the 
end of August, the Bolsheviks had a majority in the 
Petrograd and Moscow Soviets, although the petty-bour
geois parties still dominated the Executive Committees. 
The Bolsheviks renewed their slogan of support for the 
soviets which were now poised for the conclusive battle 
with the PRO. 

The Peasant Mandate 

"We are not doctrinaires. Our theory is a 
guide to action, not a dogma." (7) 

In August, the SR-controlled All-Russia Peasants' 
Congress published a "Model Decree" compiled from 242 
demands submitted by peasant delegates. Lenin summa
rized this Peasant Mandate: 

••• abolition of private ownership of aU types 
of land, including the peasants' lands, with
out compensation; transfer oflands on which 
high-standard scientific farming is practised 
to the state or the communes; confiscation 
of aU livestock and implements on the con
fiscated lands (peasants with little land are 
excluded) and their transfer to the state or 
the communes; a ban on wage-labour; 
equalised distribution of land among the 
working people, with periodical 
redistributions ••• Pending the convocation of 
the Constitutional Assembly, the peasants 
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demand the immediate enactment of laws 
prohibiting the purchase and sale of land, 
abolition of laws concerning separation from 
the commune, farmsteads, etc., laws pro
tecting forests, fisheries, etc., abolishing 
long-term and revising short-term leases, 
and so on (Vol. 25, "From a Publicist's Diary, 
279-80). 

From exile in Finland, Lenin declared that the "Model 
Decree" was acceptable as a program. However, the 
"self-deception of the SRs, and the deception by them of 
the peasantry," rested in their theory that the program 
could be carried out without overthrowing the capitalist 
regime. He argued that since much of the land was 
presently mortgaged to the banks, confiscation was un
thinkable until the revolutionary classes had broken the 
resistance of the capitalists. The SRiPeasant program 
was acceptable only with the vital proviso that it could be 
realized as part of the workers' and peasants' revolution 
against bourgeois capitalism. 

Lenin judged the Peasant Mandate to be a naive 
compilation of what were, in reality, "socialist" demands. 
For example, he regarded the confiscation of livestock 
and implements as indicative of the germ ofa "socialist" 
regulation of the rural economy. Furthermore, granted, 
the peasant demand for a ban on wage-labor was "naive 
wishful thinking on the part of downtrodden petty propri
etors." Still, since without wage-labor capitalism would 
come to a stand-still, this demand indicated the peasants' 
desire for "socialist" relations. And even though "equal
ized distribution among the working people" was SR 
utopianism, it represented the peasants' desire for fair
ness and justice which could not be achieved under 
capitalism. Lenin was quite encouraged by the Peasant 
Mandate. On the basis of its demand for the abolition of 
all private ownership ofland, he felt that nationalization 
could now be viewed not as the apex of the bourgeois 
revolution, but as a definite step toward socialism. The 
details would be ironed out later. He elaborated: 

The crux or the matter lies in political power 
passing into the hands of the proletariat. 
When this has taken place, everything that 
is essential, basic, fundamental in the 
programme set out in the 242 mandates will 
becomefeasible. Life will show what modifi
cations it will undergo as it is carried out. 
This is an issue of secondary importance. 
We are not doctrinaires. Our theory is a 
guide to action, not a dogma •••.• We do not 

claim that Marx knew or Marxists know the 
road to socialism down to the last detail. It 
would be nonsense to claim anything of the 
kind. What we know is the direction of this 
road, and the class forces that follow it; the 
specific, practical details will come to light 
only through the experience of the millions 
when they take things into their own hands 
(285). 

The SRs Betray the Peasants 

"The Socialist-Revolutionary Party has be
trayed you, comrade peasants. It has be
trayed the hovels and deserted to the pal
aces." (8) 

In Lenin's view, the SRs had always betrayed the 
peasants since they proposed a utopian theory of "peasant 
socialism.'" Once the SRs were in the government, how
ever, a series of events began to make this clear to the 
peasantry. Lenin stated: ["The SRs] assure the peasants 
that they are against any peace with the capitalists, that 
they have never regarded the Russian revolution as a 
bourgeois revolution -- and therefore enter into a bloc 
with the opportunist Social-Democrats and rally to sup
porta bourgeois government" (Vol. 25, "From a Publicist's 
Diary," 282). And the leftward-leaning SRs had failed to 
oppose this compromise on the plea that the masses were 
not yet "sufficiently enlightened." What about the fact 
that the SRs endorsed the Peasant Mandate? Lenin 
answered, "The Socialist-Revolutionaries sign all peasant 
progranunes, however revolutionary, except that they do 
so not to carry them out, but to pigeon-hole them and 
deceive the peasants with the most non-committal prom
ises, while actually pursuing for months a policy of 
compromise with the Cadets in the coalition government" 
(282). 

From the beginning, the SRs had not only urged the 
peasants to wait, but had passively stood by while the 
government punished the peasants for seizing land. Then, 
in early summer, the peasants had demanded that the 
government issue a decree to stop the buying and selling 
of land. Chemov, who regarded himself as a Left
centrist, presented himself as the peasants' chief advo
cate. In reality, he was ineffectual and double-dealing: he 
resigned himself to trying to "persuade" the government 
to effect this measure, through granting concessions to 
the Cadet landowners. The bill was not passed until the 
Cadets withdrew from the PRG in July, but by then it was 
too late. Moreover, the SRs' "betrayal" of the proletariat 
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during the July uprising was actually another fonn of 
"betrayal" of the peasantry because only through the 
proletariat could the peasants gain what they demanded. 
By September, the peasants were clearly refusing to wait 
any longer; the peasant insurrection had begun. Chemov 
resigned his post with an air of martyrdom. 

The betrayal of the peasants came to a crux right 
before the October Revolution when the SR Minister of 
Agriculture (Maslov) proposed a bill which totally re
versed everything the SRshad originally stood for, i.e., full 
confiscation without compensation." Lenin accused: 
"[The SR Party] has crawled away from its own land bill 
and has adopted the plan of the landowners and Cadets 
for a 'fair assessment' and preservation oflanded propri
etorship" (Vol. 26, "The SR Party Cheats the Peasants 
Once Again," 228). He swnmarized the main points of 
the SR bill: 

(1) Not all landed estates are to go into the 
proposed "provisional lease pool". 
(2) Landed estates are pooled by land com
mittees set up under the law of April 21, 
1917, which was issued by Prince Lvov's 
government of landed proprietors. 
(3) Rent paid by the peasants for these tracts 
is to be fIXed by the land committees "in 
accordance with the net income" and after 
deduction of various payments goes to the 
"rightful owner", that is, the landed propri
etor(229). 

This meant that the rich landowners of orchards, beet 
fields, cattle, or crop-processing plants could retain great 
estates fanned on capitalist lines. It also meant that the 
bourgeois landlord/rich peasant-dominated land commit
tees would swindle the best land from the poorer peasants 
and, furthennore, it "treats the peasants to a preserva
tion of rent which is still to go into landlords' coffers" 
(231). This bill not only went against everything that the 
Peasant Mandate (endorsed by the SRs!) demanded, but 
exposed the SRs' false promises about waiting for the CA 
to distribute the land, for the intent was to slip this bill 
through before the CA was to meet in November. 

This crisis in the land distribution issue sharpened the 
urgency of the proletarian revolution. It was not just a 
matter of winning peasant support for the proletariat 
program by exposing this mean scheme; it was a matter 
of "rescuing" the future of the peasantry by transfemng 
authority to the Soviets of Peasants' Deputies and Agri
cultural Labourers' Deputies -- immediately. 

After the October Revolution: The Land Decree 

"Nor are we implementing a Bolshevik 
programme on the land question, 
because ••• our programme has been taken 
bodily from peasant mandates." (9) 

"Any government that hesitates to intro
duce these measures should be regarded as 
a government hostile to the people that should 
be overthrown and crushed by an uprising of 
the workers and peasants." (10) 

At the convening of the new "Provisional Workers' 
and Peasants' Government" (Council of People's Com
missars or Sovnarkom), Lenin proclaimed the Peasant 
Mandate to be a "provisional law" which "shall serve 
everywhere to guide the implementation of the great land 
refonns until a fmal decision on the latter is taken by the 
Constituent Assembly" (Vol. 26, "Second All-Russia 
Congress of Soviets," 258). (11) Lenin's acceptance of 
the SRIPeasant Mandate in loto surprised both oppo
nents and supporters (who evidently had forgotten his 
aflinnation back in August). Chemov was particularly 
indignant: "Lenin copies out our resolutions and publishes 
them in the fonn of 'decrees' ," he protested (Carr, 11,35). 
Lenin answered his critics: 

Voices are being raised here that the decree 
itself and the Mandate were drawn up by the 
Socialist-Revolutionaries. What of it? Does 
it matter who drew them up? As a demo
cratic government, we cannot ignore the 
decision of the masses ••• even though we 
may disagree with it. In the tire of experi
ence, applying the decree in practice, and 
carrying it out locally, the peasants will them
selves realise where the truth lies. And 
even if the peasants continue to foDow the 
Socialist-Revolutionaries, even if they give 
this party a majority in the Constituent As
sem bly, we shall still say - what of it? Expe
rience is the best teacher and it will show 
who is right. Let the peasants solve this 
problem from one end and we shaD solve it 
from the other ••• We are therefore opposed 
to all amendments to this draft law. We want 
no details in it, for we are writing a decree, 
not a programme of action •••• Whether (the 
peasants) do it in our spirit or in the spirit of 
the Socialist-Revolutionary programme is 
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not the point. The point is that the peasants 
should be firmly assured that there are no 
more landowners in the countryside, that 
they themselves must decide all 
questions,and that they themselves must 
arrange their own lives ("Second All-Russia 
Congress of Soviets," 260-61). 

While the Bolsheviks did not "amend" the Mandate, 
they did add some important points. The matter of 
authority for land disposal had been omitted from the 
Mandate. The Bolsheviks added that disposal of all 
confiscated land and equipment was to be shared by the 
local land committees and peasant soviets. The Bolshe
viks also added that the small holdings of working peas
ants and Cossacks were exempt, that is, they would not be 
confiscated and then redivided again (260). The Mandate 
had been vague on this point. The Decree also added a 
clause warning that peasants who did any damage to 
"confiscated property, which henceforth belongs to the 
whole people," would be punished by "revolutionary 
courts," and it mandated the local soviets to "assure the 
observance of the strictest order" in all matters of confis
cation, redistribution, and inventory (258). In view of the 
contest for power in the countryside between the SRs and 
Bolsheviks, granting these powers to the soviets would 
prove to be of decisive significance. 

The minor problems of the Peasant Mandate, such as 
the questions of hired labor and subsistence norms, (12) 
could be "worked out." However, as Lenin later noted, 
there was a serious unresolved contradiction between the 
Bolshevik Land Decree and the SRlPeasant Mandate. 
The Decree had asserted boldly: "Landed proprietorship 
is abolished forthwith without any compensation," whereas 
the Mandate had stated: "The question of compensation 
shall be examined by the Constituent Assembly." So, was 
"without compensation" an ultimatum or merely an in
terim policy that a CA could reverse? The Bolshevik view 
was that a CA must be subject to the authority of the 
soviets because they represented a "higher" democratic 
form. In the end, of course, it didn't matter because the 
CA was dispersed. 

The question arose then, and has arisen ever since, 
was it necessary for the Bolsheviks to accept what was 
viewed as the SR program? At the time, Lenin believed 
it to be the only possible course. However, it was not just 
an astute political tactic to win the peasantry to the side of 
the new proletarian government, as bourgeois critics so 
often maintain. Lenin explained that the law was based 
on general democratic principles which united the rich 
peasant with the poor peasant - hatred for the landowner. 

It was based on the general idea of equality, which was a 
revolutionary idea in the context of the present situation
- completion of the democratic revolution. And, despite 
the SR influence, the Peasant Mandate was the "voice" 
of the peasantry in this new "workers' and peasants' 
government." 

Marx and Engels had maintained that in a backwards 
semi-feudal country, the proletariat could not come to 
power without a concurrent peasant revolution, and ac
ceptance of the Mandate assured that the peasant revo
lution would proceed apace. Any measures which would 
have stalled the peasant revolution would have seriously 
endangered the proletarian revolution. In fact, it was a life 
and death situation because the destruction of rural 
private property, which only the peasants could accom
plish, was essential to accomplish the transition to social
ism. 

In another context, Lenin had quoted Engel's views 
on compromise, but they apply to this circumstance as 
well: (12) 

Compromises are often unavoidably forced 
upon a fighting party by circumstances •••• The 
task of a truly revolutionary party is not to 
declare that it is impossible to renounce all 
compromises, but to be able, through all 
compromises, when they are unavoidable, to 
remain true to its principles, to its class, to 
its revolutionary purpose •••• (Vol. 25, "On 
Compromises," 309). 

Critics and supporters of Lenin seem to agree that this 
compromise was "unavoidable," but did it, in turn, com
promise the Bolsheviks' "class principles" and their "revo
lutionary purpose," i.e., socialism? A major principle, of 
course, was that Marxists did not act against the will of the 
working and poor majority. ThePeasant Mandate was 
"the expression of the unconditiorial will of the vast 
majority of the conscious peasants of the whole of 
Russia" (Carr, II, 35). In addressing the Peasant Soviet, 
Lenin stated: 

In order to prove to the peasants that the 
proletarians want not to order them about, 
not to dictate to them, but to help them and 
be their friends, the victorious Bolsheviks 
did not put a single word of their own into the 
decree on the land, but copied it word for 
word from the peasant ordinances (the most 
revolutionary, it is true) which had been 
published by the SRs •••• (36). 
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In regard to preparing the way for socialism, the most 
important principle was that private ownership of land, 
both feudal and capitalist, be abolished forever, so in this 
respect the Mandate was totally in line. Another principle 
was that the land be nationalized and belong to the 
"people," and in this respect the "national land fund" 
concept of the Mandate was also in line -- although the 
SRs meant the Central Land Committee to be in charge 
and not the centralized state government. As far as the 
principle of developing large-scale units of cultivation, the 
Mandate stated that lands on which high-level scientific 
farming was practised should pass into the exclusive use 
of the state or commune - although its stricture against 
"hired labor" came into contradiction with state land 
ownership for the state obviously had to "hire" workers. 

Some Party members objected that the Mandate put 
a roadblock in the way of creating socialism because it left 
it up to the peasants to protect the large estates. They felt 
that the government should seize them at the onset so as 
to ensure their survival. Lenin maintained that it was 
utopian thinking to believe that a Party of thousands could 
influence a peasantry of millions to forgo their beloved 
private plots to become wage-laborers on large estates 
when, only ten years before, they had been given their 
right of property. This was indeed the goal of socialism 
-- in the future. Lenin had to continually warn against the 
peasants being "coerced," for there was a definite seg
ment of the Party which was, for lack of a better term, 
"super-proletarian." Moreover, the influence of the Bol
sheviks did not extend very far into the countryside at this 
time. 

All of these factors rest on the crucial premise that, 
despite the proletarian party's seizure of power, the 
revolution was still working through the stages of the 
"democratic revolution" and, moreover, there were still 
battles to be fought out among the "democrats." In this 
context, Lenin demonstrated even more political astute
ness than was apparent at the time. With an eye to the 
peasants "understanding what is right," to "proving who is 
right," this "hands-off" policy was also calculated to split 
the SRs and weaken their hold over the peasantry. The 
peasants had to learn from their own experience that the 
SR plan could not work. 

Since September, Lenin noted that the peasant revolt 
had "been flowing everywhere in a broad stream" (Carr, 
II,36). Now, after the October victory, the peasants were 
called on to "take all power on the spot into their hands." 
(36) In a way, this call was redundant because the 
peasants were already doing this. However, now it was 
an official mandate from the government, not just encour
agement from the Bolshevik Party. The Bolsheviks 

continued to urge the peasantry to leave the large estates 
intact and take them over collectively, but they were 
already seizing them and dividing them up. There was no 
way the Party could control what was happening. 

One last point must be emphasized. At this time, the 
Bolsheviks' chief priority was to get out of the war; all 
efforts had to be directed to this task. Without peace, 
nothing could be done for the workers -- or for the 
peasants. But the situation was even more critical. In the 
absence of a German revolution, if the war were contin
ued, Russia would continue to suffer grave defeats. Lenin 
feared that there was a very real likelihood that "the 
peasant army, which is exhausted to the limit by the war, 
will after the very first defeats -- and very likely within a 
matter of weeks, and not of months -- overthrow the 
socialist workers' government" (Vol. 26, "Theses on the 
Question of a Separate Peace," 448). For the time being 
then, the peasantry had to be left on its own. Moreover, 
grain supply had to be disrupted as little as possiblebecause 
the soldiers had to be fed, and the threat of famine in the 
cities lay, as always, just over the horizon. 

The Socialist-Revolutionary Split 

"The peasant question brought them closer 
to the other SR's, and repelled them from 
the Bolsheviks; the peace question brought 
them closer to the Bolsheviks and repelled 
them from the other SR's." (13) 

Since the July uprising, a left-wing of the PSR had 
been growing, which reflected the shift to the left among 
the peasantry. The traitorous land bill put forth just prior 
to October had clarified that a section of Right-SR 
"betrayers" had blatantly identified with the Cadet posi
tion. This was strengthened further when they protested 
against the Land Decree, demanding a proviso that all 
private peasant land (i.e., including kulak land) should be 
exempt from redistribution. In fact, the SR-Dorninated 
Central Land Committee refused to recognize the Land 
Decree. The Right-SRs also supported the Cadet position 
on the war, i.e., they were for continuing a "revolutionary 
defencist war." In reaction to these turncoats, the Left
SRs grew closer to a Bolshevik position, especially on the 
matter of an immediate peace. The Bolsheviks regarded 
them as fellow "internationalists," whereas the Right-SRs 
were chauvinistic nationalists, like all the bourgeoisie. 

On the other hand, the Left-SRs, like their estranged 
brethren, never changed their negative attitude toward a 
centralized proletarian government. Inasmuch as they 
paid any attention to industrial economics, they were of 
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a syndicalist cast. Moreover, they never modified the 
original SR land program, the central tenet of which was 
"individualism": to tum all peasants into "middle peas
ants" through "equalization of the land." And although the 
Left-SRs professed to be the champions of the poor and 
landless peasants like the Bolsheviks, they never came to 
terms with the fact that their land committee redistribution 
and subsistence norms would actually favor the kulak 
So, true to their petty-bourgeois origins, the Left-SRs 
continued to occupy an unstable position: with the Right
SRs on land, with the Bolsheviks on peace. 

Immediately after October, certain Right-SR leaders 
joined with the Cadets and other counter-revolutionaries 
to launch an offensive against the government under the 
auspices of "The Committee to Save the Fatherland and 
Revolution." They attempted several ineffectual military 
operations using white guard cadets and even solicited 
help from the foreign imperialists. Kerensky, who had 
fled, vainly tried to lead a Cossack force against the 
Bolsheviks. By this time, he was so hated by the 
population that even the Right-SRs dared not claim him. 
Even the "Left-centrist" Victor Chemov was touring the 
country spreading propaganda against the "Anti-Christ of 
the Philistines" who was imperiling the country with his 
"hatchet socialism" (Radkey, 5). When several Right
SRs were arrested, the upcoming CA in January promised 
to be the arena of a mutual declaration of war. 

The Constituent Assembly 

"We are asked to call the Constituent As
sembly as originally conceived. No, thank 
you! It was conceived against the people 
and we carried out the rising to make certain 
that it will not be used against the people." 
(14) 

The split of the SRs came at the first and only meeting 
of the Constituent Assembly. A common bourgeois 
analysis is that the Bolsheviks reneged on their promise to 
convene a CA, that they dissolved it by force when they 
discovered they did not have a majority. (IS) This was 
not the case at all. A representative parliament had been 
one of the most important demands of the democratic 
masses,especially in face of the pseudo-Duma. As such, 
the Bolsheviks had supported it as "the highest form of 
democracy ... in a bourgeois republic" (Vol. 26, "Theses 
on the Constituent Assembly, 379). The issue of the CA 
then became an important political weapon to discredit the 
PRG which had promised to convene the CA, yet kept 
putting it off. The CA had even more potency as a 

weapon. Lenin had believed that "With a Constituent 
Assembly convened, it will be impossible, or exceedingly 
difficult, to carry on the imperialist war in the spirit of the 
secret treaties concluded by Nicholas n, or to defend the 
landed estates or the payment of compensation for them" 
(Vol. 25, "Constitutional Illusions," 198). 

But support for a CA must be seen in the context of 
the absence of strong proletarian organization. As Lenin 
laconically commented: "At one time, we considered the 
Constituent Assembly to be better than tsarism and the 
republic ofKerensky" (Vol. 26, "Speech on the Dissolu
tion of the CA," 439). The growing strength of the soviets 
indicated the potential of a class struggle against the 
bourgeoisie. Thus, by the time of the "April Thesis," 
Lenin had firmly concluded that only a soviet government 
could convene a CA and, moreover, that a CA and the 
soviets could not exist together, unless the CA accepted 
the hegemony of the soviets. Due to the course of history, 
the CA had ceased to be a pivotal issue: "The Constituent 
Assembly issue is subordinate to that of the course and 
outcome of the class struggle between the bourgeoisie 
and the proletariat" (200). Lenin elaborated: 

We see in the rivalry of the Constituent 
Assembly and the Soviets the historical dis
pute between two revolutions, the bour
geois revolution and the socialist revolu
tion. The elections to the Constituent As
sembly are an echo of the first bourgeois 
revolution in February, but certainly not of 
the people's, the socialist, revolution (Carr, 
I, 116). 

The CA sealed the fate of the PSR. The Right-SRs 
had concocted schemes to defend the CA by force of 
arms; there were plots to abduct Lenin and hold him 
hostage, even to assassinate him. As for the Left-SRs, 
they were indecisive about the CA and adopted a wait
and-see attitude. They still seemed to envision some sort 
of hazy political order intermediate between the soviet 
and parliamentary systems, an impossible compromise 
between class-based and universal suffrage. The Left
centrist SRs had capitulated to the Right-SRs, who now 
put forth Chemov as Chairman, hoping to capitalize on the 
tattered remnants of his revolutionary credentials with the 
peasantry. It was a last-ditch attempt to "re-revolution
ize" themselves and explain away their bankrupt record. 
But their pro-war zeal and their chauvinism could not be 
disguised. The Bolsheviks walked out. The Left-SRs 
briefly remained to do battle with their former comrades· 
then they also walked out. The CA was dissolved a; 
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gunpoint. Withdrawing more than half the PSR total, the 
Left-SRs then proceeded to establish an independent 
party which mainly consisted of the younger, "semi
anarchistic" members. 

The gauntlet had been thrown down at the at the 
convocation of the assembly in the fonn of a "Declaration 
of Rights of the Toiling and Exploited People." The CA 
was asked to accept these conditions: 

Russia is declared a republic of Soviets of 
workers', soldiers' and peasants' deputies. 
AU power in the centre and locally belongs 
to tbese Soviets ••• Tbe Constituent Assem
bly would tbink it fundamentally incorrect, 
even from the formal standpoint, to set itself 
up against tbe Soviet power •••• Supporting 
tbe Soviet power and tbe decrees of tbe 
Council of People's Commissars, tbe Con
stituent Assembly recognises that its tasks 
are confined to tbe general working out of 
tbe fundamental principles of the socialist 
reconstruction of society (Carr, I, 117). 

This was the Bolsheviks' "declaration of war." The 
Bolsheviks justified their dissolution of theCA on the 
grounds that its composition did not reflect the current 
political situation and mood of the masses. And the facts 
do back this up. The full significance of the October 
Revolution could not have been known at the time election 
lists had been drawn up; it had clarified and changed the 
groupings and power of class forces. The Right-SRs had 
achieved their majority because election lists had been 
made up before the Right and Left-SRs split. The election 
list had been packed with Right-SR intellectuals, white
collar workers and rich peasants from the land commit
tees. For the most part, the ordinary peasant delegates 
had no idea of the growing divergence between Right and 
Left factions or what the basic issues were; they had not 
been able to distinguish ''the wolves in sheep's clothing." 
The more sophisticated peasants, half the Right-SR del
egates, did not even show up. Moreover, the Right-SRs 
counted in their majority sections ofRight-SRs in many of 
the national groups who, while anti-Bolsheviks, could not 
help but be, at the same time, opposed to the Russian SRs' 
nationalism. Furthennore, the Right-SRs' counterrevolu
tionary activities against the government had become 
public only after the election lists had been drawn up. 
Most importantly, their pro-war stance had virtually no 
peasant support. 

The Left-SRs had been doing their work in the 
countryside, explaining to the peasants that it was the 

Right-SRs in the PRG who had done nothing for them. 
Many peasants had no trouble believing that their counter
revolutionary actions were actually an attempt to restore 
the hated PRG, although this was not really the case. 
Thus, in the Peasant Congress, the Left-SRs had now 
gained a majority over the Right-SRs. In the urban 
soviets, the Bolsheviks unquestionably predominated. As 
Lenin said, "In matters of revolution the well-kriown 
principle applied: "The town inevitably leads the country 
after it; the country inevitably follows the town" (Carr, I, 
112). 

There remained the issue of whether there should be 
new elections to the CA, but by this point it was clear that 
any CA would represent a counter-revolutionary force. 
The sections of the Cadets and the Right-SRs who were 
engaged in a "civil war'" against the government issued a 
rallying cry of "All Power to the CA" -- which really 
concealed the slogan "Down with Soviet Power!" Finally, 
even the "constitutional" Right-SRs were forced to admit 
that "Now in the tenth month of the revolution, half of the 
all-Russia Peasants' Congress openly demonstrated its 
indifference or even its negative attitude to the Constitu
ent Assembly. It became clear that the position of the 
Constituent Assembly was all but hopeless" (Radkey, 
232). 

This course of events validated what Lenin had 
always maintained: the CA was an archaic remnant of 
bourgeois "democracy," a political order which had shown 
itself to be corrupt and moribund. It had already been 
superseded by a "higher fonn of democracy," the linkage 
of the peasantry and the proletariat through the system of 
soviets. There could be no dispute: "The interests of this 
revolution stand higher than the formal rights of the 
Constituent Assembly" (Vol. 26, "Theses on the CA," 
382),and 

For tbe transition from the bourgeois to the 
socialist system ••. [tbe Soviet system] is tbe 
only form capable of securing the most pain
less transition to socialism ( 378). 

Tbe Left-SRlBolsbevik AUiance 

"Tbeir batred of the rigbt SR's was greater 
tban tbeir fear of Bolsbevism." (16) 

For the Revolution to succeed, the most important 
task was to make an alliance between the proletariat and 
the peasantry. Upon taking power, the Bolsheviks had 
first extended the offer of a coalition government to the 
SRs and Mensheviks, on the principle that the new 
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government of workers and peasants was a soviet gov
ernment, and these parties still had a large presence in the 
soviets. In addition, the SRs controlled the rural land 
committees, as well as the Central Land Committee. The 
Mensheviks and the Right-SRs declined; in fact, the 
Right-SRs had walked out of the convocation of the 
government. These groups were no longer in the picture. 

The results of the CA convinced the Bolsheviks to 
make a coalition with the Left-SRs. Only the Left-SRs 
had remained loyal to the peasantry: it was "the party 
which expressed the real aims and interests of the peas
ants" (Vol. 26, "Third All-Russia Congress of Soviets," 
457). The influence the Left-SRs had over the peasantry 
was essential to ensure the confiscation of the land. 
Nevertheless, immediately following October, they re
vived the old accusations of "anarchism" when they 
realized the Bolsheviks were in control and serious about 
creating real socialism. They too would have preferred a 
"socialist" coalition, but realized this was now impossible. 
As Radkey puts it: "They dreaded being left alone in the 
government with the redoubtable Lenin and his strong 
disciplined party" (65). The Bolsheviks offered cabinet 
posts to Left-SRs, but they demurred, consenting only to 
assuming lesser posts on Commissariat boards. Then just 
prior to the CA, the Left-SRs made an about-face, and 
agreed to take part in the government; they realized that 
this was necessary in order to retain influence on the 
peasantry. If they wanted to be a part of the Revolution 
(like Trotsky!) they really had no other place to go! Three 
ministerial posts were fmally accepted. (17) A Left-SR 
(Kolegaev) was appointed Commissar of Agriculture. 
Therefore, the Bolsheviks had gone into the CA supported 
by this strength. 

Earlier, Lenin had explained how he envisioned the 
BolshevikslLeft-SRs could coexist in an "honest coali
tion" despite their divergences on the land question. In 
the CA, the Left-SRs and the Bolsheviks would vote as 
one against the counter-revolutionary elements, including 
the Right-SRs and other defencist-war elements. The 
Bolsheviks would support the SRsipeasants in any issues 
the bourgeoisie opposed, even if the Bolsheviks didn't 
agree. This had, indeed, been the case. If the two parties 
shared power the Council of People' s Commissars (cabi
net) or in the CEC, the Bolsheviks would abstain from 
voting on any SR law involving "socialization of the land," 
thereby not compromising their own program or prin
ciples. Lenin believed: 

The proletariat •••• is obliged, in the interests 
of the victory of socialism, to yield to the 
small working and exploited peasants in the 

choice of these transitional measures, for 
they could do no harm to the cause of social
ism (Vol. 26, "Alliance Between the Workers 
and Peasants," 334). 

The coalition was sealed at the Congress of Peasants 
Deputies which closely followed the CA. The Bolsheviks 
again ran up against Right-SR opposition when they tried 
to present their Land Decree; there was also bitter strife 
over the issue of the CA and over declaring the Cadets 
"enemies of the people." The Left-SRs supported the 
Bolsheviks. Failing to drive a wedge between them, the 
Right-SRs again walked out, scorning the Left-SRs as the 
"Bolsheviks' handmaidens." The Peasant Congress 
declared its support for the government and ratified the 
Land Decree, although the Bolsheviks bowed to the Left
SRs toning down of their draft resolution which was 
originally worded: ''The Peasants' Congress, fully sup
porting the Revolution of October 25, and supporting it 
precisely as a socialist revolution .... " (Vol. 26, "Congress 
of Soviets of Peasants' Deputies," 328). 

Lenin was perhaps too sanguine. He was satisfied 
because the Left-SRs had not objected to the clauses 
about a Soviet government and the goal of socialism. 
However, the liaison between the Bolsheviks and Left 
SRs was always tense because simultaneously each 
pursed their opposing land policies. At the outset, 
Kolegaev reaffIrmed the Land Decree, but at the same 
time issued a statement that "lands under special cultiva
tion or of industrial importance, agricultural and other 
educational institutions" were to be exempt from partition 
and placed under management of the land committees. 
The Bolsheviks promptly dissolved the (Right-SR con
trolled) Central Land Committee. This was an important 
step which made it easier for the local land committees 
eventually to become subordinated to the rural soviets. 

By January, when the Third All-Russian Congress of 
Soviets met and ratified the Land Decree, soviet authority 
had been established throughout northern and central 
Russia and was penetrating rapidly into Siberia. Expro
priation ofland was almost complete, but no redistribution 
had begun. Now the boneof contention between the 
Bolsheviks and the Left-SRs became centered in the 
redistribution policy. There were three issues: the 
authority of distribution, i.e. the land committees or the 
soviets; the method of distribution involving the "subsis
tence nonns"; and the fate of the large estates, i.e., state
run or commune-run. 

At first, the Left-SRs refused to deal with the rural 
soviets. The old All-Russian Congress of Peasants' 
Deputies, although fonnally merged into the larger Soviet 
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entity, attempted to maintain a shadowy independent 
existence as a "peasant section" of the All-Russia Con
gress of Soviets. After the Right-SRs lost credibility in the 
rural soviets, they turned against them as "undemo
cratic." Because the Left-SRs did not want to be 
associated with their enemies, they were forced to recog
nize the soviets as governmental institutions. However, 
they resented the fact that they were essentially Bolshe
vik institutions, so that they always held a covert measure 
of hostility toward them. 

"On the Socialization of the Land" 

"We have passed the world's first law abol
ishing aU private ownership of land." "[It] 
should be published in aU languages." (18) 

At the 3rd Congress of Soviets in January, 1918, the 
Bolsheviks presented the agricultural law, now called "On 
the Socialization of the Land." Ratification (in February) 
was deliberately planned to coincide with the 57th anni
versary of Alexander II's decree emancipating the serfs. 
The new law was calculated to secure eventual Bolshevik 
hegemony in the land redistribution question. Article 9 
entrusted distribution to "the land sections of the 
village, district, county, provincial, regional and 
federal Soviets." This, in effect, either superseded the 
old land committees or transformed them into depart
ments of the soviets. The Left-SRs accepted the law 
because the old land committees were still under control 
of their enemies, the Right-SRs. The other important part 
of this law was Article 11 which defined the purposes of 
a socialist agrarian program: 

(a) To create conditions favourable to the 
development of the productive forces of the 
country by increasing the productivity of the 
soil, by improving agricultural technique, 
and fmaUy by raising the general level of 
agricultural knowledge among the toiling 
masses of the agricultural population; 
(b) To create a reserve fund of agricultural 
land; 
(c) To develop agricultural enterprises such 
as horticulture, apiculture, market garden
ing, stock raising, dairying, etc; 
(d) To hasten in different regions the transi
tion from less productive to more produc
tive systems of land cultivation by effecting 
a better distribution of the agricultural popu
lation; 

(e) To develop the collective system of 
agriculture, as being more economic in re
spect both of labour and of products, at the 
expense of individual holdings, in order to 
bring about the transition to a socialist 
economy (Carr, n, 43-44). 

At the time, Lenin thought the law a qualitative improve
ment over the Land Decree. He boasted that it gave "the 
Soviet power gave direct preference to communes and 
associations, putting them in the first place" (44). Side by 
side with the SR's "black partition" (equalized individual 
plots), the Bolsheviks asserted their socialist goals, based 
on the principle of collective agriculture, momentarily 
shelved in the first Land Decree. 

However, this new law was not really satisfactory: it 
was still a compromise with the Left-SRs. Later, Lenin 
criticized it, commenting that the Bolshevik modifications 
were merely "accretions" to the"soul" of the law which 
was "the slogan of the equal use of the land" (44). He 
concluded that it had had "a progressive and revolutionary 
significance in the bourgeois-democratic revolution," but 
actually no relevance to the socialist revolution. For the 
old SR tenets were still included, such as 

Article 12: The distribution of land among 
the toilers should be made on an equal basis 
and according to capacity to work on it .••• Care 
should be taken that no one should have 
more land than he can work, or less than he 
needs for a decent existence. 
Article 25: The area of land aUocated to 
individual holds ••. must not exceed the limits 
of the consumer-labour standard. 
Article 52: The employment of hired labour 
is not permitted by law (44-45). 

Being contradictory, this law was almost impossible 
of being enforced and, of course, the Bolsheviks did not 
really want to enforce the SRs' "equaIized division." As 
long as the SRs were in the mix, proceeding in the 
direction of socialism was impossible. The compromise 
law only frustrated the Bolsheviks' plan to "help the 
peasantry to outlive petty bourgeois slogans, to make the 
transition as rapidly and easily as possible to socialist 
slogans" (45). 

Confiscation and Redistribution 

"Owing to the preponderance of SRs in 
most of the organs concerned with the 
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redistribution, ••. the poor peasants 
fared ••• less well than their more prosperous 
neighbours." (19) 

While the Bolsheviks had called for the "spontane
ous" seizure oflandlord property, at the same time, they 
had insisted on an orderly and organized process. The 
reality was more chaotic than envisioned although condi
tions varied greatly from region to region. The most 
orderly seizure took place near the urban locations of 
centralized authority where agriculture was more techni
cally advanced or in regions under Bolshevik-soviet con
trol. In the outlying areas, especially behind "white" lines, 
the process was more anarchic. In general, the poorer 
peasants were more likely to engage in violence and 
destruction because of their anger toward the landlords, 
whereas the middle peasants were more careful, as they 
had experience in protecting their own property. Al
though the law had clearly delegated provincial and higher 
organs to oversee the distribution, it seemed to have been 
carried out by the smallest county organs. 

Even in the 28 provinces where Soviet power was 
securely established, the confiscation and redistribution 
process bore little relation to the law. According to a 
Soviet official: 

Socialisation was not carried out on a na
tional scale ••• 1D practice, the land was simply 
seized by the local peasants and no attempt 
was made by them to migrate from places 
where land was scarce to places where it was 
more abundant. Equal distribution of the 
land within the villages took place every
where, but equalization between rural dis
tricts was less frequent. Still less frequent 
were cases of equal distribution between 
counties and provinces (Carr, II, 46). . 

Locked into the SR's "equalization" theory, the Bol
sheviks had to go along with their "labor norm" principle 
of land division. Since this principle had been vaguely 
stated, there was no unifonnity between distribution 
according to "conswners" ("bread-eaters") or "labor
ers." (20) What this meant was the amount of land 
granted was either determined by how much it took to 
feed a family, or how much land could be worked by a 
family. Then, there was the problem of just which lands 
were to be distributed. Generally, the Bolsheviks sup
ported distribution of landlord and kulak land, reckoned 
by nwnber of conswners, as this favored the poor and 
landless peasants.. The Left-SRs sought to restrict 

distribution only to landlord lands, according to the capac
ity to work the land, which favored the better-off peasants 
who not only had the experience but also some equipment. 
So depending on which party was in control of an area, 
there was a mixture of these two methods. The result was 
gross inequality and often conflict between the afl1uent 
and poor peasants. 

The old evil of dispersed strip-lands, which should 
have been solved by redistribution, was not; cases of farm 
land miles from the peasants' homes were reported. The 
system of common holdings (the old communes) which 
still maintained period redistribution was not affected by 
the reform, and promised to cause much more chaos up 
the road. The end result was that the average increase in 
peasant holdings, while varying from district to district, 
was only between one-quarter and three-quarters of a 
dess.. Because the Bolshevik center had almost no 
control over the situation, fully 86% of confiscated land 
went to the peasants, and only 11 % went to the state in the 
form of soviet farms, with 3% going into collectives (47). 

The BolsheviklLeft-SR Split 

"Though the child had broken away from the 
parent, it bore within itself the same con
genital defects." (21) 

The BolsheviklLeft-SR split came to a head over 
three issues: withdrawal from the war, methods of 
dealing with the food shortage, and class conflict in the 
countryside. The critical food shortage in the cities 
impelled active intervention by the Bolshevik-controlled 
center. The war had greatly reduced harvest hands, 
transport had been severely disrupted, and Russia had lost 
the Ukrainian "breadbasket" to the Germans. Added to 
this, was much speculation and withholding of grain by the 
peasants. In January, the Bolsheviks advocated mass 
searches of all storehouses and goods yards and the 
shooting on the spot of speculators found to be holding up 
grain supplies. Persuasion and force were ineffectual. 
Chaos and sabotage reigned, and the situation was des
perate. Lenin explained that the well-to-do peasant had 
his little stock of money and was under no pressure to sell; 
the kulaks were leading a "passive revolt" of the coun
tryside against the town. The People's Commissar for 
Supply proposed to send armed detachments into the 
villages both to extract the grain by force and to stimulate 
the exchange of products between town and countryside 
-- although there were few manufactured items to ex
change for grain. 

So somewhat prematurely, the "second stage" of the 
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Revolution had to be put into effect, that is, the splitting of 
the peasantry and setting the poor peasants and workers 
against the kulaks. Marx and Engels had envisioned 
possible situations in which the rich peasants might not 
have to be coerced, and a peaceful transition to socialism 
might be possible. This was obviously not going to be the 
case. "We are convinced," Lenin stated in February, 
"that the working peasantry will declare unsparing war on 
its kulak oppressors and help us in our struggle for a better 
future for the people and for socialism" (Carr, II, 50). 

Brest-Litovsk 

"The spinelessness of the petty 
bourgeois ••• in the shape of the Left Social
ist-Revolutionaries, has beaten the record 
for phrase-making about a revolutionary 
war." (22) 

But first, the issue of peace had to be settled. The 
Mensheviks, Right and Left-SRs, and anarchists put up a 
solid front against ratification of the "shameful" Brest
Litovsk treaty on "revolutionary defencist" grounds. (23) 
This was a blatant reversal of the Left-SRs' "internation
alist" position, theirposition on a "separate peace" which 
had united them with the Bolsheviks. Furthermore, Lenin 
accused: "These Left Socialist-Revolutionaries, in de
claring for war now, have obviously parted company with 
the peasantry" (Vol. 27, "A Serious Lesson and a Serious 
Responsibility," 82). Radkey maintains that the war and 
B-L caused the "nemesis" of Intellectual-Populism, i.e., 
the SRs, because it aroused the latent nationalism in all 
populism (488). 

This new "betrayal of the peasantry" was based on 
two facts. The peasant-army was retreating in the 
thousands; they wanted nothing but to get out of the 
slaughter to which the Left SRs were condemning them. 
Radkey paints a vivid picture: 

From every locality ••• unwilling sons had 
marched off to this unwanted war and now 
they were coming back with rifles in their 
hands and rage in their hearts against any
thing or anyone connected with the war, 
from the tsar and his generals to the socialist 
opponents of a separate peace (266). 

Not only had the Left-SRs lost their soldier-peasant 
following, but a poll had been taken of all the rural soviets 
and they too had voted for "peace at any price." 

When the Brest-Litovsk treaty was ratified at the 4th 

All-Russia Congress of Soviets in March, 1918, the Left
SRs withdrew from Sovnarkom, although they remained 
on the commissariat boards, in the soviets, and in the local 
land committees which they had captured from the Right- ' 
SRs. A Bolshevik (Seread) was appointed Commissar of 
Agriculture. Thus, the Bolsheviks now had more leeway 
in instituting emergency measures to combat the food 
crisis. 

"Bread Socialism": The War on Grain and The 
Food Dictatorship Decree 

"Socialism, I repeat, has ceased to be a 
dogma, just as it has perhaps ceased to be a 
programme. Our Party has not yet drawn up 
a new programme, but the old one is already 
worthless. The proper and equitable distri
bution of bread - that is what constitutes the 
basis of socialism today." (24) 

In May, a "war on grain" was declared, which was to 
last for three months until the harvest. Land distribution 
and collectivization, once again, took a back seat in the 
face of this emergency. The power over agriculture was 
transferred from the Commissariat of Agriculture to the 
Commissariat of Supply (Narkomprod), which was given 
"Extraordinary Powers for the Struggle with the Rural 
Bourgeoisie which Conceals Grain Stocks and Speculates 
in Them." The Commissariat for War was converted into 
a Commissariat for War and Food, and it was mandated 
to reorganize the army to collect hoarded grain from the 
kulaks. The campaign was run with military discipline: 
martial law was declared, the "draft" was reinstated, 
shooting for lack of discipline was ordered, and the army 
detachments were held collectively liable for the collec
tion under the threat of shooting every tenth man for each 
case of plunder. 

The government instituted a "grain monopoly," total 
control over all food (and fuel) resources, as well as trade 
in consumer goods. The Commissariat of Supply was 
given authority to overrule all decisions of local food 
authorities or dissolve such authorities and to apply armed 
force in the event of resistance to the removal of grain or 
other natural products; it also had control of all other 
supplies relating to agriculture. The new Decree, dubbed 
"The Food Dictatorship Decree," was seen as a socialist 
measure: '''He who does not work, neither shall he 
eat' ... in this simple, elementary, and perfectly obvious 
truth lies the basis of socialism" (Vol. 27, "On the 
Famine," 392). The Decree listed three principles: 

18 CWV Theoretical Journal 2118198 



First, ••• a state grain monopoly, i.e., absolute 
prohibition of all private trade in grain, the 
compulsory delivery of all surplus grain to 
the state at a fixed price, the 
absoluteprohibition of all hoarding and con
cealment of surplus grain ••••• 
Secondly, ••• tbe strictest registration of all 
grain surpluses, fauldess organisation of the 
transportation ofgrain ••• ,and the building up 
of reserves for consumption, for processing, 
and for seed. 
Thirdly, ••• a just and proper distribution of 
bread ••• which win permit of no privileges 
and advantages for the rich (392). 

The rich peasants were held personally responsible 
for the collection of all grain surpluses; kulak transport 
vehicles, as well as personnel were conscripted into 
service, and they were threatened with "ruthless suppres
sion" if they withheld grain. Bolshevik or Left-SR political 
commissars were attached to each regiment to insure that 
"ideological-political" education was promoted among the 
rural poor, and to ensure that the poor peasants received 
a free portion of the surplus grain collected. The Decree 
warned that kulaks who concealed grain stocks or used 
them to distil spirits would be declared "enemies of the 
people and will be subject to imprisonment for a term of 
not less than ten years, confiscation of all their property 
and expUlsion for ever from the community" (Vol. 27, 
"Main Propositions of the Decree on Food Dictatorship," 
356). 

The Left-SRs opposed the state grain monopoly and 
agitated for a return to private trade. Lenin contrasted the 
open opposition of the Right-SRs to the Soviet power with 
the "characterless" attitude of the Left-SR Party, which 

"protests" against the food dictatorship, 
allows itself to be intimidated by the bour
geoisie, fears the struggle with the kulak, 
and tosses hysterically from side to side, 
advising an increase in fIXed prices, permis
sion for private trade and so forth" (Carr, II, 
52). 

"War Communism": The Poor Peasants' 
Committees 

"It was only in the summer and autumn of 
1918 that the urban October Revolution 
became a real rural October revolution." 
(25) 

The Civil War accelerated the grain appropriation 
policy. The Red Army, now having to fight the imperialists 
and white guards on several fronts at once, needed to be 
fed, nor could it spare soldiers to collect the grain. 
Moreover, military requisition had been an emergency 
measure; it did nothing to advance the consciousness of 
the peasantry or further the socialist revolution. A better 
method was sought. Lenin proclaimed: 

After a desperately difficult half-year of So
viet rule, we have now arrived at the 
organisation of the poor peasants. It is a pity 
we did not arrive at it after half a week - that 
is where we are to blame! ••• We say that only 
now that we have taken this path has sodal
ism ceased to be a mere phrase and is 
becoming a practical thing •••• 1t will be a real 
fight for socialism -- not for a dogma, not for 
a programme, for a party, for a faction, but for 
living socialism, for the distribution of bread 
among hundreds and thousands of starving 
people •••• (Vol. 27, "Fifth All-Russia Congress 
of Soviets," 524-25). 

The foundation of "War Communism" in agriculture 
was thus laid by a Decree in June, 1918. Officially titled 
"On the Organization of the Village Poor and Supply to 
Them of Grain, Prime Necessities and Agriculturallrnple
ments," the Decree provided for the establishment of 
Committees of Poor Peasants (Kombedy) which would 
be 

rural district and village committees of poor 
peasants organized by the local Soviets of 
Workers' and Peasants' Deputies with the 
immediate participation of the organs of 
supply and under the general direction of 
the People's Commissariat of Supply (Carr, 
11,53). 

The whole rural population was eligible to elect, or be 
elected to, these committees with the exception of 

known kulaks and rich peasants, landlords, 
those having surpluses of grain or other 
natural products and those having trading or 
manufacturing establishments employing the 
labour of poor peasants or hired labour (53-
54). (26) 
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The government also called for an "anny" of workers' 
food detachments from the cities, each with a socialist 
placed at the head, to help organize the Committees. Each 
factory was to provide one volunteer for every twenty
five workers, and these workers were promised food and 
equipment, as well as their regular pay. In addition to 
providing material assistance, their purpose was to 
strengthen the link between urban and rural proletariat: 

One of the greatest, the indestructible tasks 
of the October, Soviet, revolution is that the 
outstanding worker, as the mentor of the 
poor peasant, as the leader of the toiling 
rural masses, as the builder of the labour 
state, should go to the "people" .... We need 
a mass "crusade" of outstanding workers to 
every comer of this vast country. We need 
ten times more iron detachments of the con
scious proletariat unreservedly devoted to 
communism. Then we shaU conquer famine 
and unemployment. Then we shaU succeed 
making the revolution the real ante-cham
ber of socialism (52). 

The Poor Peasants' Committees were charged with 
the tasks of taking stock of food resources and assisting 
the soviet supply bodies in requisitioning surpluses, as well 
as protecting and delivering confiscated grain to the state 
granaries. They were to distribute fann implements and 
manufactured goods, look after sowing and harvesting, 
protect the crops, and combat grain profiteering. They 
were to assure that the poor peasants were rewarded with 
grain from the quantities seized from the kulaks, either 
free or at a sizeable discount, as well as with domestic 
articles at special prices, on the basis of grain turned in. 

By the fall of 1918, over 80,000 Poor Peasants' 
Committees had been established, and Lenin reiterated 
what he felt was a remarkable record. In six months, the 
Committees had fed the Red Anny and prevented starva
tion in the industrial centers; in addition, they had recruited 
soldiers for the Red Anny from among the poor peasants. 
The Committ~s had alleviated much hunger and suffering 
among the rural masses. They had completed the confis
cation of land, turning over to the peasantry 50 mil. 
hectares of land confiscated from kulaks who had re
fused to cooperate. They had requisitioned the bulk of 
these kulaks' fann implements and distributed them 
among the poor and weak middle peasants. They had also 
been active in establishing collective agricultural enter
prises -- artels and communes. The number of collective 
fanns had increased from 240 at their inception to 1,6000. 

Lenin maintained that the Committees had also 
achieved their political purpose. Most importantly, they 
had strengthened worker-peasant ties because they were 
the first rural "proletarian organisations." They had helped 
to consolidate local soviets by purging them of kulak 
elements, and they had paved the way for a change-over 
from the policy of neutralizing the middle peasants to an 
alliance with them. By November, the Committees had 
outlived their usefulness. Originally conceived as a 
transitional measure, they were either merged with the 
local soviets or turned into soviets. The PoorPeasants' 
Committees assumed great importance in Lenin's think
ing at this time: 

Only when the October Revolution began to 
spread to the rural districts and was COD

summated, in the summer of 1918, did we 
acquire a real proletarian base; only then did 
our revolption become a proletarian revolu
tion in fact, and not merely in our proclama
tions, promises and declarations (Vol. 29, 
"8th Congress of the R. C. P. (B. )," 157. 

The Poor Peasants' Committees were 

the step by which we passed the boundary 
which separates the bourgeois from the so
cialist revolution (Carr, IT, 55). 

On the other hand, Carr's assessment is less glowing. 
He calls the Committees "mainly a political gesture 
designed to split the peasantry" by "providing informers" 
to locate the hoarders, and maintains they were totally 
under the control of the Bolshevized workers and political 
commissars (57). He calls their dissolution a "timely 
recognition of failure -- a retreat from an untenable 
position," although he adds, "not one of principle" (159). 
He believes that the Committees mostly alienated the 
middle peasants and that, since the time had come to turn 
from collection to production of grain, the middle peasants 
had to be pacified. He also maintains that a "dual power" 
had arisen in the countryside between the Committees 
and the soviets, and that something had to give (158). In 
this respect, Lenin seemed to agree: "The' dictatorship of 
the workers and the poorest peasants' could be embodied 
only in 'the supreme organs of Soviet power from highest 
to lowest'" (158). 

Certainly, the Committees had not been without their 
problems, and the Left-SRs capitalized on these prob
lems. Chiefly, the SRs (and others) accused them ofbeing 
"undemocratic." (27) They raised a great cry against the 
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"splitting of the peasantry," as this, of course, went 
entirely counter to their ideology of the peasantry as a 
whole "people," and their hidden agenda which was to 
preserve the status of the "February Revolution." Lenin 
answered ironically: 

If we don't split the peasants, the country
side will be left at the kulak's mercy. And 
that is exactly what we do not want, so we 
decided to split them. We said: true, we are 
losing the kulaks -- we cannot avoid that 
"misfortune" - but we shall win thousands 
and millions of poor peasants who will side 
with the workers (Vol. 28, "Speech at a Meet
ing of Poor Peasants' Committees, 174). 

Still, there was some substance to the SRs' accusa
tion that the Committees trespassed on the rights of the 
middle peasants. Lenin agreed that distinctions were not 
always nicely drawn and that "blows which were intended 
for the kulak very frequently fell on the middle peasant" 
(Vol. 28, "8th Congress of the R.C.P.(B.)," 159. The 
situation was very tricky. Attempts were made to draw 
middle peasants into the Committees, but it was not very 
successful because they were being asked to act against 
what they saw as their own self-interest and to tum in their 
peers. Materialist as the small peasant was, there were 
simply not enough material incentives available to per
suade him to turn in his small hoard of grain. Conditioned 
to barely surviving from harvest to harvest, he was always 
fearful of the future. Moreover, not only kulaks specu
lated and traded illegally in grain -- so did many middle 
peasants. 

The Left-SRs (and kulaks) also accused the Com
mittees of harboring "idlers" and drunks. This Lenin 
conceded, but regarded as an inevitability. He considered 
this accusation a covert defense of the kulaks who were 
profiting off the starvation of the poor and causing the 
deterioration of their lifestyle, e.g., they often bribed 
workers and peasants with home-distilled vodka. Always 
the peasants"'advocates," the Left-SRs propagated the 
idea that the "war on grain" was a "war on the peasantry." 
They were particularly critical of the workers' detach
ments and accused the workers of "robbing the working 
peasants of grain" - in their minds, of course, the rich 
peasants were also ''working'' peasants. Lenin agreed 
that it was a ''war'' all right, but a war on the exploitive 
peasants who "realised that the Soviet government could 
be fought by starvation as well as arms" (174). Despite 
the fact that some of the SR' s criticisms contained a grain 
of truth, the bottom line was that their hostility to the Poor 

Peasants' Committees actually reflected their fears they 
had lost control of the countryside and that it was becom
ing Bolshevized. 

The End of the BolshevikILeft-SR Alliance 

"It is not worth while arguing with a Left 
Socialist-Revolutionary." (28) 

The formal break between the Bolsheviks and Left
SRs came at the 5th All-Russia Congress of Soviets 
which met in July, 1918. The Left-SRs attacked the 
Bolsheviks on three counts. They accused the worker 
detachments of conducting "little short of war declared by 
the town on the country." They accused the Bolsheviks 
of trying to supplant the authority of the SR-controlled 
land committees which, of course, was perfectly true! 
But this merely disguised the fact that while most of the 
well-to-do peasants had retained their allegiance to the 
SRs, the poor peasants were being won over to the 
Bolsheviks. Finally, they objected to the creation of state
run large-scale farms because this ran directly counter to 
their policies of "equalization" and to their ban on rural 
wage labor, which they said "defied true socialist prin
ciples." These accusations only exposed the bankruptcy 
of their view that the peasant revolution could create 
"peasant socialism." It also exposed their hidden weak
ness for the kulak, disguised as support for the "middle 
peasant." In the end, the differences between the Right 
and Left-SRs had been mainly cosmetic. 

The Left-SRs also opposed the Bolsheviks' decision 
to introduce capital punishment for treason. This was 
directly connected with the Bolsheviks' accusation against 
them (and the Mensheviks) for agitating among military 
units on the Ukrainian border with the aim of causing a 
clash with the Germans (i.e., a treasonous action!). The 
Left-SR call for a vote of "no confidence" in the Soviet 
government and a denunciation of the Brest-Litovsk 
treaty was summarily defeated. They then walked out of 
the Congress. 

Immediately, the Left-SRs reverted to their old 
anarchistic mentality. First, a Left-SR assassinated the 
German ambassador Mirbach, the motive being sabotage 
Brest-Litovsk and drag the Soviets back into a war with 
Germany. This was immediately followed up by an 
insurrection in Moscow which involved bombing the 
Kremlin and seizing the communications system which 
they used to broadcast to the country that they had "taken 
over power" and that their action had been "welcomed by 
the whole population." The insurrection was squashed in 
less than a day. The Left-SRs also attempted abortive 
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insurrections in Petrograd and other cities, and instigated 
kulak uprisings. There is evidence that they received 
support from various foreign missions of the imperialists. 

Upon reconvening, the Congress arrested those Left
SRs who had supported their mutinous leadership and 
expelled the SRs from all the soviets. The SR Parties 
were then outlawed. In retaliation, a young Left-SR, 
Fanny Kaplan, attempted to assassinate Lenin. The SRs 
remained a counter-revolutionary threat throughout the 
civil war period, disrupting relations in the countryside and 
urging the peasantry to overthrow the Bolsheviks. A 
small section of Left-SRs joined the Bolshevik Party. 
(29) 

Nevertheless, Lenin continued to view the SRs in a 
materialist manner. He always gave them credit for their 
revolutionary history, for their brave acts on behalf of the 
peasantry. He seemed to regard the Left-SRs as muddle
headed simpletons who had originally "meant well," e.g., 
"A Left Socialist-Revolutionary .. . cannot connect any 
ideas on political economy in his head" (Vol. 27, '''Left
Wing' Childishness," 339). The SRs represented the 
petty-bourgeoisie whose confusion and "waverings" 
hadtossed them helplessly from one side to the other. The 
acts of the Left-SRs were "criminal folly" which had, in 
the end, turned them into "henchmen of the whiteguards." 
Lenin vowed: 

We shaD draw fresh strength for war from 
the merciless suppression both of the madly 
reckless (Left Socialist-Revolutionary) and 
the class-conscious (landowner, capitalist 
and kulak) exponents of counter-revolution 
(Vol. 27, "Speech and Government Statement," 
541). 

Thus ended the short-lived alliance of the Bolsheviks 
and the Left-SRs. Freed at last from the necessity to 
compromise, the Bolsheviks lost no time in instituting 
policies which would implement their original agrarian 
program and further "proletarianize" the Peasant Revo
lution. <> 

(Section 4 will continue with War Commu
nism and NEP.) 

Notes 
·(1) Vol. 27, "Fifth All-Russia Congress of Soviets," 526. 
(2) Carr, I, 78. 
(3) Evidently, Alexandra Kollontai was the only Bolshe
vik who supported Lenin (re: Carr, I, 79). 
(4) Carr, II, 29-30. It should be noted, however, that 

"April Theses" rhetoric of "passing over," or a "transi
tion" to the next stage, i.e., the socialist revolution, was 
omitted from this Revolutionary Program, evidently being 
too much for most of the Bolsheviks to handle at this time! 
Nor could Lenin get the word "confiscation" changed to 
"seizure. " 
(5) Lenin calculated the number of these estates to be 
only about 30,000 (Carr, II, 32). 
(6) Vol. 24, "Postscript," 91. 
(7) Vol. 25, "From a Publicists' Diary," 285. 
(8) Vol. 25, "From a Publicist's Diary," 284. 
(9) Vol. 26, "Conference of Regimental Delegates of the 
Petrograd Garrison," 269 
(10) Vol. 26, "The Tasks of the Revolution," 64. 
(11) The full text of the Peasant Mandate can be found 
in Vol. 26, "Second All-Russia Congress of Soviets," 258-
60. 
(12) Lenin was quoting Engels in the context of a brief 
moment after the Kornilov affair when the Cadets with
drew from the PRG and he had hoped a compromise with 
the Mensheviks and the SRs ("not our direct enemies, but 
our nearest adversaries") might again be possible. Even 
as he was writing, it was obvious that it could not happen. 
(13) Radkey, 220. 
(14) Carr, II, 113. 
(15) The composition of the CA was: 175 Bolsheviks, 
370 SRs (40 Left, 370 Right), 86 national groups, 17 
Cadets, 16 Mensheviks (Carr, I, 110). 
(16) Radkey, 357. 
(17) The posts were Justice, Post and Telegraph, and 
Agriculture. The frrst Commissar of Agriculture, Milyukin, 
a Right-SR, resigned when SRs were arrested. 
(18) Vol. 26, "Speech at a Meeting of the Land Commit
tees .... ," 518; Vol. 27, "Seventh Congress of the 
R.C.P.(B.)," 138. 
(19) Carr, II, 48. 
(20) An elaborate (and ridiculous) standard was devised 
which attempted to merge both "worker-units" and "bread
eaters." A man counted as 1 "worker unit," a woman as 
0.8, boys 16-18 as .075, girls .06 and children 12-16 as .05. 
If present holdings were insufficient, they would be made 
up from the confiscated "land reserve." The question of 
leveling offiand already exceeding this limit was not dealt 
with, althoughsurplus revenues were to be handed over to 
the state (Carr, II, 45). 
(21) Radkey, 131. 
(22) Vol. 27, "Strange and Monstrous," 74. 
(23) This brand of "revolutionary defencism" was really 
defending the February Revolution, whereas the "Left 
Communists" (and Trotsky) were supposedly defending 
the October Revolution. 
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(24) Vol. 27, "5th All-Russia Congress of Soviets," 519. 
(25) "Extraordinary 6th All-Russia Congress of Soviets," 
141. 
(26) Carr estimates that at this time, the Kulaks formed 
less than I 0%, poor peasants 40% and middle peasants 
50% (160). Lenin's calculations were quite different: out 
of a total ofl5 mil. peasant families, 10 mil. poor peasants, 
3 mil. middle peasants, 2 mil. rich peasants (Vol. 28, 
"Forward to the Last, Decisive Fight! 55). The Commit
tees of Poor Peasants were retained in the Ukraine after 
it was returned to Soviet control, until NEP. 
(27) i.e., the Mensheviks and also some Bolsheviks. For 
example, Zinoviev, seeking to discredit the Committees, 
reported that there was, in fact, no "genuine elective 
principle" about their appointments: "They were nomi
nated by representatives of the executive committee [of 
the Soviet] or of the party organization coming together" 

(Carr, IT, p. 54). 
(28) Vol. 27, '''Left-Wing' Childishness," 339. 
(29) Two new parties, the Narodnik Communists and 
the Revolutionary Communists, separated from the Left
SRs after the insurrection. After vowing allegiance to the 
proletarian government, they were allowed to merge with 
the Bolsheviks. 
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chance to hit at their bosses in a small way and to gain 

some political experience. Invariably, people passing leaf
lets on to friends would wind up discussing the content. 
Since they also got to work closely with the MLP activists, 
it provided us with the opportunity to draw them further 

P.O. Box 11542 
Chicago IL 60611 

email: mlbooks@mcs.com 

into Party work. Study circles was one of the next steps. 
Bringing workers out to political demonstrations and 
meetings was another. Sometimes we were successful in 
organizing factory workers with no experience in the left 
to come out to demonstrations and rallies and distribute 
MLP literature along with us. [To Be ContinuedJ<> 
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Assessing the life and work o(the MLP. USA 

What was the Marxist-Leninist Party? 
by Jake 

From 1969 to 1993, the Marxist-Leninist Party, USA 
(MLP) and its predecessors -- The Central Organization 
of US Marxist-Leninists and the American Communist 
Workers' Movement (Marxist-Leninist) -- attempted to 
build a revolutionary working class party. For 23 years 
they worked and struggled for the goal of socialist revo
lution and communism. 

They organized public meetings and underground 
Congresses, spirited rallies and demonstrations. 

They published and distributed a tremendous amount 
of revolutionary literature. 

They organized and led struggles, bringing ordinary 
people into active political fights during strikes, anti-racist 
struggles, anti-war actions and abortion clinic defenses. 

The MLP and its predecessors had guts too, at times 
it engaged cops, scabs and reactionaries in combat. 

In Cleveland in July 1970, the American Communist 
Workers Movement smashed a reactionary "hard-hat" 
demonstration, puncturing the nascent fascist movement 
that Nixon had organized to attack the anti-war move
ment. 

In 1978 the Central Organization of US Marxist
Leninists (COUS:ML) beat up the South Boston Marshalls, 
a racist gang opposed to school integration, when the 
racist thugs tried to break up a meeting mobilizing support 
for an international communist rally. 

The MLP passed out over 1 million leaflets in South
east Michigan opposing concessions to Chrysler, OM, and 
Ford, in 1979-1980, drawing attacks from company and 
trade union thugs. 

In the early 1990' s, the MLP helped stomp Operation 
Rescue at clinics in Chicago and Buffalo. During the 
"Spring of Life" in 1992, especially, the MLP not only 
mobilized activists to defend clinics but provided a militant 

MLPMayDayMarch,1991 

revolutionaries must make for the sake of the working 
class, for the dream of socialism, for socialist revolution. 

What was the :MLP, what were its politics, what kind 
of organization was it? More importantly, what signifi
cance did the MLP have? Is its history, its experience, of 
value to the working class? 

Chicago Workers' Voice Theoretical Journal, a 
descendant of the MLP, an heir to its legacy, wants to 
answer these and other questions. We also feel strongly 
that other leftists would like answers to these questions 
and, most likely, they would like to speak to these ques-
tions. 

Whatever anyone feels or felt about the :MLP, its 
twenty-three years of experience organizing for commu
nism in the United States is nothing to sneeze at. A study 
and assessment of the MLP will no doubt be of value to 
any organization that wants to overthrow capitalism, or 
anyone who wants to organize the working masses to fight 
the rich. 

backbone that, in practice, led several actions against the It is important to do this now before we lose contact 
anti-abortion bigots in spite of the attempts of reformists with ex-:MLP members. The MLP's death was largely a 
and political opportunists to disarm and neutralize pro- dissipation of its forces. Only three small organizations 
choice activists. came out of the MLP's dissolution. The Chicago Branch 

MLP members withstood arrests, imprisonment and continued on, and several of its former members and 
political persecutions, and in addition to these heroic supporters publish this journal. Some members of the 
sacrifices, most MLP members made tremendous per- Detroit Branch worked with us for the first year after the 
sonal sacrifices every day for many years: forsaking MLP died but then split to put out their own journal 
careers of any kind, suffering material hardships in order Communist Voice. The Los Angeles Workers' Voice 
to provide financial support for their party, and risking the activists were members of the MLP and are still politically 
alienation offamily, friends and community. These were active. Here and there a few other former MLP members 
and are the constant sacrifices that all serious communist and supporters continue with left political work of one sort 
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or another, but it appears that most fonner members are 
out ofpolitics. 

As well, there are other organizations that came out 
of the MLP. Though the MLP didn't like to acknowledge 
it, the U.S. Marxist-Leninist Organization and the Work
ers Party are part of the MLP's history. While these 
obscure groups were not exactly splits from the MLP, 
they were founded by former members who, after a 
period of demoralization, found a new political purpose in 
opposing the MLP and sucking up to the international 
trend that the MLP had split from. The details of that 
painful and contorted story will have to wait, but for now 
I want to make the point that off-shoots of the MLP, even 
bastard ones, will have to be considered when making a 
summation of it. 

The CWVTJ will lead the effort to make this assess
ment. We will write about the MLP. We will ask others 
to write; we will solicit opinions and information not only 
from fonner members and supporters of the MLP, but 
also from activists of other left trends, including opponents 
of the MLP. If it is possible to obtain it, we should even 
consider the opinion of our class enemies, what the 
capitalists we organized against thought of the MLP. 

As an initial framework for this project, we suggest 
the following questions: 

• Was the MLP qualitatively different from other left 
organizations that advocated sociali st revolution? It thought 
it was, not only in ideology but in day to day practice and 
in its internal life. 

• What is anti-revisionism? The MLP at its death 
described its 23 year effort as an "anti-revisionist experi
ment." In many other documents, it stresses the impor
tance of the fight against revisionism. Certainly the MLP 
was founded as part of the struggle against revisionism, 
the struggle to affmn scientific socialism and negate the 
distortions of Marxism-Leninism by Stalin, Khrushchov, 
Mao and others who would "revise" Marxism into some
thing non-revolutionary or non-working class. The ques
tion of anti-revisionism is central to answering the ques
tion: what trend was the MLP? 

Note that answering this question will not only require 
careful study of MLP documents, but also a study of the 
international communist movement in the 1950's and 
60's. What was the anti-revisionist struggle in the 50's 
and 60's? How do we assess the polemic China and 
Albania waged against "Khrushchovite revisionism"? 

• Why wasn't the MLP able to recruit new members? 
It had a declining membership from the time of its first 
Congress in 1980 to its dissolution in 1993. Dwindling 

membership was a major factor in its death. Of course the 
left in general did not recruit very well in this period. How 
did the MLP fare compared to other groups? For that 
matter, why did the left shrink so dramatically? 

• Why wasn't the MLP able to resolve its ideological 
crisis? Although political organizations may die or split as 
the consequence of such a crisis, it is possible to resolve 
serious ideological differences without the death of the 
organization. In the MLP's case, it had difficulty address
ing its crisis, and a majority of its Central Committee 
wanted to liquidate it in silence rather than attempt to 
resolve the ideological differences. This seems strange 
for an organization that repeatedly called on other Marx
ist-Leninist organizations to openly spell out their dis
agreements with other parties. The MLP opposed the 
suppression of debates in the international communist 
movement and in every mass movement it participated in. 
Why couldn't it practice in the 1990'swhatithadpreached 
for over a decade? 

• Was the MLP's press effective? What role did it 
play in the life of the working class and the left? What role 
did it play in the MLP? Note that the MLP had a 
prodigious press. Its national newspaper was the Work
ers' Advocate, a monthly. It also published the Workers' 
Advocate Supplement, which carried most of the MLP's 
research and political theoretical articles in its last decade. 
Additionally, its local organizations published a multitude 
of leaflets, newsletters and pamphlets. 

There was some controversy about the party press 
and how it was organized. The Workers' Advocate, for 
example, was published by committee. Although some 
comrades were in favor of bylines and signed articles, 
there was strong opposition, and W A articles were rarely 
ever signed. 

Among other things, W A's editorial procedure re
sulted in compromise formulations that prevented dis
agreements in the leadership from surfacing. While com
promise formulations have their value, in the MLP they 
hid the thinking, both good and bad, of the individuals who 
created the MLP's policy. 

• What was the fruit of the MLP's international 
work? From the "Internationalist Rally" in 1978, to our 
polemics against Hardial Bains (Communist Party of 
Canada M-L), to our solidarity work with MAP (ML) in 
Nicaragua, the MLP put a major effort into this. With its 
public polemics against the Party of Labor of Albania, the 
MLP itself became controversial internationally, even 
among parties that agreed with the MLP's critique of the 
PLA. The MLP tried to lead the fight against revisionism 
internationally and influence Marxist-Leninist organiza
tions in the pro-Albania trend. What is the assessment of 
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this work? 
• What were the MLP's organizational strengths and 

weaknesses? Externally the MLP seemed to have good 
skills in organizing the "masses," that is people on the shop 
floor and rank-and-file activists in the mass movements. 
Internally, the MLP may have lacked some worthwhile 
organizational features and may have suffered from some 
unhealthy practices. At the same time, the MLP's internal 
life seemed much healthier than other left organizations 
that I have seen. 

A curious thing about the MLP is that in the huge body 
ofliterature that it produced, there is precious little about 
i!s organizational structure or its internal life. Even long
tune supporters of the MLP knew very little about its 
internal workings or how things were carried out. Yet 
~th 23 years of experience in organization-building, the 
history of the MLP should be of great value to revolution
aries everywhere. We need to study the MLP's structure 
and its organizational practices. We need to examine the 
good and bad ofits internal life (its "culture" if you will). 
In this way, present and future revolutionaries will be able 
to benefit from this rich experience. 

• What did the MLP accomplish? This is the major 
question. It did not succeed in building a working class 
political party, nor in rescuing communist theory from 
revisionism and opportunism. Did it have anything else to 
show for 23 years of work? Did it help to shape political 
events? Did it contribute to communist political theory? 
How do we assess its role in the mass movements? 

The MLP certainly had a number of small victories 
and partial victories in struggles that it led. What effect did 
these have on the working class. Was the working class 
better off because the MLP fought for it? I think yes, but 
the answer must come from analysis of the facts. 

These are some initial questions as fonnulated by the 
Chicago Workers' Voice. Undoubtedly, there are many 
more. 

Let me begin the discussion with some general com
ments about the MLP's participation and intervention in 
the mass movements. 

MLP and the mass movements 

The MLP was an activist party. It participated vigor
ously, no joyously, in mass struggles whether they were 
led by the MLP or by others. Over time the MLP learned 
to work in a larger movement, pursuing a revolutionary 
agenda, criticizing whatever it thought were weaknesses 
in the official leaders and in the rank-and-file activists 
themselves. . 

The MLP pushed the mass movements, pressured 

George Bush, American Capitalism and General 
Schwarzkopf in a May Day skit in Chicago, 1991 

them to stay oppositional, to keep fighting, especially 
when opportunists pressured the movements to surrender 
or to dissolve into the Democratic Party. The MLP 
considered its~lf to be the protector of the mass move
ments, and that such a role was a vital one for a proletarian 
party. 

The MLP promoted the mass movements and worked 
to bring new people into them. At times it made such 
concerted efforts to mobilize and organize that it was 
more effective and more visible than the official sponsors 
or organizers. 

The MLP went into the mass movements to fight the 
bourgeoisie. It argued that the movements should be more 
oppositional; it pushed the issue of capitalism as the 
source or the main prop of the particular problem that the 
masses faced (imperialism and war, racism, layoffs and 
low wages, attacks on women, nuclear weapons, environ
mental poisoning, etc.). 

For independent organization and action 

After its death, one of the MLP's social-democratic 
opponents lamented its passing. While ridiculing its ideol
ogy, he nonetheless stated that the MLP would be missed 
if for no other reason than it always stressed to the 
masses that they had to take matters into their own hands. 
I think he made a good point. No matter if the MLP hailed 
"The Year of Stalin," or campaigned for a salute to 
Albania, "Red Beacon of Socialism," it was a party that 
unrepentantly urged the masses to be "troublemakers." 
The MLP, its members and its supporters, were the 
Human Resource managers' worst nightmare. 

Even when the rest of the left "forgot" to mention it, 
the MLP always told the masses that they would win 
when they fought for themselves, for their own interests; 
they would lose when they left matters in the hands of 
politicians or opportunist trade union and movement lead-
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ers. 
For the MLP, pushing the mass movements to the left 

meant that activists should break with the Republicans 
and Democrats, the parties of the system, that the masses 
should build their own organization independent of the 
bourgeoisie, independent of existing organizations con
trolled by the bourgeoisie. The MLP never ran a voter 
registration campaign for the Democratic Party, nor a 
membership drive for NOW or the NAACP. 

Nowhere was the MLP more distinctive on this point 
of independent organization than in the workplace. The 
MLP supported trade union organization but opposed 
capitalist trade unions and capitalist trade union bureau
crats. While some left trends took all the struggle issues 
to the union, the MLP tried to get the rank and file active, 
whether it was through an existing union apparatus or not. 
"Don't wait on the union," was a common verbal slogan 
of MLP activists in the organized factories. "Go Lower 
and Deeper" was the exhortation in our press to MLP 
supporters and movement activists alike. 

Consequently, the MLP built small organizations on 
the shop floor (such as literature distribution networks, 
sticker campaigns, groups to secretly circulate petitions, 
study circles) that would fight or help the fight against the 
bosses. This was rank and file organization of the workers 
themselves and not necessarily owned by the trade union 
or even the Party. 

The MLP wanted to win activists to revolutionary 
politics. It tried to involve them whenever possible in the 
work of the MLP, especially in direct work for the 
promotion of communism or socialist theory. It hoped to 
recruit them, but at the same time, the MLP learned that 
it would hurt the mass movement if it drained the best 
activists out of it and directed them towards other fronts. 

Using the party press to organize 

The MLP published a large body ofliterature, includ
ing leaflets, posters, magazines, newspapers and even a 
songbook. With branches in from 8 to II cities during its 
lifetime, the MLP produced a huge nwnber ofleaflets on 
local and national struggles. Many activists around the 
MLP and even leftists who belonged to competing trends 
considered the MLP's best work to be its local agitations. 

In many plants the only news workers had of what 
was going on in their workplace and even in their union 
was from the MLP leaflets passed out at the factory gate 
and secretly distributed inside. 

One of the best things about a press apparatus is that 
it's agood organizing tool. You can always fmd something 
for people to do, no matter what their political experience, 

skills or literacy level. The MLP published leaflets and 
local newsletters as agitations, as something that would 
spread the news and get people riled up, but it also used 
the process of publishing and distributing leaflets as a way 
to involve workers with the MLP. 

.In the 1.9~0's in Chicago, we published the Chicago 
Antt-Impenallst Newsletter and later the Chicago Work
ers' Voice. Not all of the articles in these newsletters 
were written by MLP cadre. In fact, at one point, most of 
the articles in our Anti-Imperialism Newsletter were 
written by activists and sympathizers around the MLP. 
This is certainly not unique, but for the MLP it was a real 
goal to get workers to write articles against their employ
ers, against racism. against war, against capitalism. Ifwe 
couldn't get them to write articles, we tried to get them to 
help us write articles. If we couldn't involve them in 
writing, we tried to involve them in layout or printing or 
other technical work. 

Finally, there was distribution. A lot of our work at 
some plants was aimed at building a network inside to 
distribute revolutionary literature. Usually, we would try 
to distribute outside the same day we brought leaflets 
inside. This gave a little bit of cover to the inside distribu
tors. One MLP leader was fond of saying that the 
literature distribution networks that were only passing out 
flyers today would one day supply weapons to the prole
tariat. Unfortunately, we never got that far. Our success 
in this in Chicago was variable and peaked in the mid-
1980's. We never gave up trying though. 

Workers that participated in these networks got a 
Continued on page 23, See MLP 

CWVT J welcomes comments and contributions 
on the history of the MLP.USA. Contact us at 

CWV 
P.O. Box 11542 
Chicago.IL,60611 

or via email: 
mlbooks@mcs.com 
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Mexico in the Aftermath of the 
Massacre at Acteal 

By Anita Jones de Sandoval 

It is probably not necessary to recount the details 
of the brutal massacre of 45 Indian peasants in Acteal, 
Chenelho, Chiapas on December 22 by government
sponsored paramilitary groups. Nor does it seem 
necessary in the pages of the CWV to work to 
convince readers of the obvious involvement of the 
PRI and that culpability for the massacre reaches the 
highest levels of the Mexican government. However, 
it is interesting to look at what has been happening in 
Mexico since December 22, and the positions and 
actions taken by some of the political forces involved. 

Despite stupider than usual attempts by the PRI 
officials in Chiapas to cover up and downplay the 
murders, the public and international outcty has been 
such that the government has had to take some actions 
on the public relations front. So, President Zedillo 
reshuffied his cabinet, forcing the Secretary of the 
Interior (the most powerful cabinet position in Mexico) 
Emilio Chauyffet to resign. Chauyffet is a prominent 
member of the hard line faction of the PRI (the 
"dinosaurs"). He was replaced by Francisco Labastida 
Ochoa, who is a member of the technocrat "modem" 
faction of the PRI to which Zedillo belongs. Several 
PRI officials in Chiapas have been removed from their 
posts, including the governor of the state and the 
mayor of Acteal, who was arrested for involvement in 
the massacre. A few other arrests were made of 
participants in the massacre. As a "good will" gesture, 

Indigenous women hold back troops trying to enter the town 
of X'Oyep in Chiapas on Jan. 3, 1998 

the 
PRI released 300 prisoners from jails in Chiapas; how
ever, not a single EZLN prisoner was freed. Before 
jetting off to Europe to woo the European Economic 
Community, Zedillo made a speech in Yucatan promising 
vaguely to withdraw troops and to negotiate. He did not, 
however, promise to sign the San Andres agreement on 
the rights and culture of the indigenous people which was 
already negotiated, and no troop withdrawal has oc
curred. 

Instead, the government has continued to carty out 
repression and a press campaign to weaken the political 
influence of the Zapatistas and other forces fighting in 
Chiapas. The government accused Bishop Samuel Ruiz 
and his human rights organization ofbeing "frontmen" for 
the EZLN and of exaggerating the problems in Chiapas. 
Government press releases and interviews have painted 

the massacre as just a part of the continuing "fratricidal" 
conflict among peasants in Chiapas. The government has 
planted stories trying to link the EZLN to Raul Salinas (the 
brother of ex-president Carlos Salinas, who was a mem
ber of one of the more reformist Maoist groupings in 
Mexico in his student days). The EZLN is accused of 
creating a climate of violence and of being intransigent 
towards the "oh so reasonable" government. At the 
national level, the PRI is trying to paint itselfas "neutral" 
and not responsible for the violence between the EZLN 
and other forces, (i.e. the PRJ in Chiapas). With all of this, 
the PRI hopes to support the myth that the struggle in 
Chiapas, its issues and the demands of the masses, are 
something isolated from conditions in the rest of Mexico. 

But, looking neutral and laying the blame on the EZLN 
is difficult to maintain, given the continuing repression in 
Chiapas by the federal army as well as by the state police 
and PRI paramilitary groups. 

28 CWV Theoretical Joumal 2118198 



On January 12, a women was murdered in Ocosingo 
during protests against the December 22 massacre. State 
police opened fired on demonstrators killing the woman, 
wounding her baby and wounding another adult. On 
January 28, Ruiz Gamboa, a leader of one of the indepen
dent peasant organization in Chiapas, Aedpch (Demo
cratic Assembly of the Chiapaneco People), was mur
dered. Gamboa was also active in the Chiapeneco PRD. 
Another PRD member and long time activist in Chiapas 
was murdered just a few days later. 

The PRl' s myth is also difficult to maintain, given the 
strength of the mass movement in Chiapas which contin
ues to target the PRl both nationally and locally and to 
support the EZLN and other activist organizations. 

The PRJ 

The PRl's goals in Chiapas (as summarized in a 
recent article in EI Machete) have remained the same for 
the last year or more: 

1. To force the EZLN to return to the "dialogue" with 
the PRJ on the PRl's terms. (Remember, the EZLN 
broke off negotiations with the government when the 
government refused to sign the San Andres agreement). 

2. To use the "Dialogue" on their terms to disarm the 
popular forces in Chiapas (which includes not only the 
EZLN combatants but also the numerous peasant militias 
and organized villages which have armed themselves to 
defend their struggles). 

3. To destroy all the forms of autonomous organiza
tion which have developed in the villages and communi
ties, and 

4. To impose once again the old order (although with 
some cosmetic changes) ... 

oppose the extension of those same demands to the rest 
of the country, as proposed by the EZLN and much of the 
mass movement. In fact, then, they support the PRl's 
refusal to sign the San Andres' agreement but are criticiz
ing the fact that the PRl participated in any such dialogue. 
At the same time, in their press statements they are 
attempting to play the "truly neutral party" role, criticizing 
both the PRl and the PRD (whom they call Zapatista). 

The PRD 

The PRD spoke out against the massacre immedi
ately and held a number of very small protests. It is not 
clear if the actions were small because they had difficulty 
in mobilizing their base or because they didn't want to 
mobilize massively. When some of the student base 
belonging to the Frente Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional 
(FZLN) responded to the massacre by taking over (briefly) 
some radio stations in Mexico City, the newspaper La 
Jornada -- which normally reflects the view of the PRD 
-- condemned these actions because they were illegal and 
would give rise to more repression. 

The PRD base was mobilized or mobilized itself to 
participate in a massive manner in later protests in Mexico 
City and other states in Mexico. The PRO leadership 
called on the Mexican government to return the federal 
troops to their barracks (not, however, to leave Chiapas), 
to honor the San Andres agreement, and to allow new 
elections in Chiapas (where fraud and violence and a no
vote call by the EZLN affected the PRD during last July's 
elections). 

Mass Actions 

The original mobilizations against the massacre were 
The Pan small by Mexican standards. This probably reflects the 

relative decline of the mass movements in the last year or 
The right wing party, the PAN, has used the crises so, some disillusionment with the EZLN and with the 

caused by the massacre to attempt to recapture some of stalemate in Chiapas, the preoccupation of the PRD with 
the political momentum as an "opposition" party which it being a successful ruling party in Mexico City, and the 
lost with the PRO surge in the 1997 elections and the PAN strains and demands placed on the independent organiza
rapprochement with the PRl over the federal budget. tions by their own struggles and fight against repression of 
(The PAN joined with the PRl in congress to insure the last 3 years. For example, the workers' movement is 
passage of the budget.) The PAN has called for the seeing an increase in struggle and has a number of strikes 
reinterpretation and legal formulation of the San Andres and other job actions going on. The CNOSI (National 
agreement. It has denounced any legislation that would CoordinatorofIndependentSocialOrganizations)organi
make Chiapas an exception or the EZLN zones an zationsmobilized 10,000 people on January 9 in support of 
exception to the general law or constitution. This, in the MPI - RUT A 100 and the Francisco Villa Popular 
effect, of course, means that they oppose any agreements Front. (Note: shortly after this march the FPFV leader Eli 
between the government particular to demands in Chia- Homero Aguilar was released from jail after more than 1 
pas. It goes without saying, however, that they certainly year of imprisonment). The independent unions repre-
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senting university workers and professors at the 
Metropolitana University were mobilizing for a strike set 
to begin on February 1. (Note: The contract was settled 
before the strike deadline), and local sections of the 
teachers' union have been mobilizing over wages and 
public education issues continuously since last spring. 

Despite the problems, strains and weaknesses of the 
movement, however, the pace of the mobilizations picked 
up so that massive protests were held in Mexico City, and 
big mobilizations occurred in other cities and towns in 
Mexico. These mobilizations, especially in Mexico City, 
were strengthened by the mobilization of the independent 
social organizations on the left, such as the Francisco V ilIa 
Popular Front, Movimiento Independiente Proletario, left 
wing independent unions, etc. These forces support the 
basic demands of the EZLN related to Chiapas, but also 
call for the resignation of the Zedillo government as well 
as the state government of Chiapas. In addition, these 
organizations are continuing to tie the issues in Chiapas to 
the issues of the working class and poor throughout 
Mexico. 

There have also been mass mobilizations in Europe 
and in Latin America. In Europe, Zedillo was hounded by 
demonstrations in Italy and Switzerland, and the massacre 
was made a major issue. These demonstrations reflect the 
outcry against the further brutalization of the repression 
against the masses and their movement in Chiapas. They 
also reflect the mobilization of the PRO in Mexico and its 
international contacts in social-democratic circles in Eu
rope. 

The EZLN 

The EZLN has maintained the demands it made prior 
to the massacre and has added some related to the 
massacre. It demands that the government sign the San 
Andres agreement as a precondition to the EZLN consid
ering a return to the dialogue; that the military withdraw 
from Chiapas and from Ouemo and Oaxaca; that the 
political violence against the campesinos stop immedi
ately, and the top PRJ officials resign for their part in the 
massacre and other violence. The EZLN has been able to 
maintain its organization among the campesinos. Despite 
the fact that it continues to suffer from a narrow political 
perspective and vacillations as to just what its political 
project is (democracy and justice for the poor indigenous 
peasantry or some project for "civil society"; alliance with 
the left wing of the mass movement or with the PRO 
leadership), and these vacillations have affected the 
support it receives, it still has support from the mass 
movement and from the organizations in Chiapas. 

The Movement in Chiapas 

In Chiapas there was a strong response to the mas
sacre and strong resistance in the indigenous communities 
from the beginning. Indeed, the rising violence and use of 
the paramilitary is part of a desperate move on the part of 
the PRJ to break the stubborn mass movement. Although 
the massacre reveals the weaknesses of the EZLN in not 
being able to physically defend its base communities 
outside the areas it still directly controls, events since the 
massacre have highlighted the depth of organization and 
commitment among the campesinos themselves. This is 
true of both EZLN supporters and those belonging to 
other organizations. Time after time, the indigenous 
campesinos, with the women playing a prominent role, 
have come out to physically fight the army, to organize 
protests and all kinds of mass actions. Even those who 
have become refugees forced out of their homes have not 
stopped fighting. In addition, the current crises has led to 
more joint action by the various campesino organizations, 
leading to some of the largest actions and protests in 
Chiapas itself since the 1994 uprising, such as the occu
pation of one of the most important Mayan ruins, marches 
on military headquarters, and others. 

What is also revealed by the reaction in Chiapas to the 
massacre is the growth, since January 1, 1994, of different 
forms of autonomous altemative organization in the indig
enous communities and municipalities ofChiapas. These 
modest forms of mass political action and power have 
served to mobilize and train activists, to allow them to 
organize self defense against the repression, and to 
continue to press their demands. These experiments by 
the poor peasantry and rural workers and their organiza
tions are forming the backbone of a very tough mass 
movement, and for that reason the PRJ at the national and 
local level is desperate to destroy them. <> 
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Report on Trip to Cuba 
by Barb 

Having spent but a brief week in Cuba in November, 
I will merely give an anecdotal account of what I observed 
and what was told to me. While there, I also had access 
to a recently-published (in English) government hand-

.. book. Information from this source will be labelled (OH). 
Comrades can incorporate this material into whatever 
view they hold of Cuba's economic and political charac
ter. 

Women's Conference 

I visited Cuba under the auspices of an international 
conference called "Women on the Threshold of the 21st 
Century" held at the University of Havana. Even though 
the conference was only an excuse and an inexpensive 
way to go, I was hoping for more than was the case. It 
seemed little different from any other feminist university 
conference held anywhere. The conference was ambi
tious, offering about 90 workshops and short courses over 
a four-day period, which pretty much covered the spec
trum of women's experience [schedule is available]. I 
ended up attending only one and a half days (15 work
shops), but did read some additional papers presented and 
heard summaries of others. I particularly checked out the 
workshops relating to Cuban women under such catch
words as race, class, economics and power. However, 
the presentations tended to be short and, thus, superficial 
or general, and most often they were of an academic, 
historical or demographic nature. There was also the 
problem of distraction, in that one's attention was divided 
between the Spanish presentation and the English trans
lation, given by university students sitting among groups of 
English speakers .. 

About 100 foreign participants attended, representing 
the U.S., Canada, Australia, England, Turkey, P. R., 
Mexico, Central and South America. The topics pre
sented by the foreign guests seemed mostly old hat, 
tangential, or academically frivolous, such as women's 
impact on the internet, on the environment, their role in 
soap operas, the suffragette movement, migration pat
terns, the feminization of poverty, psychological issues, 
etc. 

Interestingly enough, the word "socialism" was not to 
be found among the 90 presentation titles! The only 
important motive that I could discern behind these confer
ences (held every two years) was that of encouraging 
guests to carry on the struggle against the U.S. blockade; 

to 
during the Cuban Revolution. 

and I suspect that is an underlying motive behind the many 
international conferences that the Cubans host. A special 
reception was held for Alice Walker, the Black-American 
novelist, who was honored for her work against the 
blockade. 

The conference emphasized the gains women have 
made since the Revolution, and that cannot be denied. 
There is certainly legal equality in Cuba, and the (OH) 
gave these statistics: women comprise 40% of the civil 
sector workforce, 62% of technicians, 29% of executives, 
60% of university graduates, and occupy 23% of the seats 
in the Communist Party and the parliament. In addition, 
women enjoy some social benefits that are rare even in 
developed capitalist countries, for example, state subsi
dies if they have to take time off from work, not only for 
childbirth, but to care for sick children or relatives. 
Abortion has been legal since the Revolution, and methods 
are comparable to those in the U.S. although women must 
furnish a supply of their own blood to cover any emer
gency. Currently, there is 8 strong family-planning and 
contraceptive campaign~ one sees few pregnant women 
on the street. The government imports contraceptives 
and sells them below cost, but they are still relatively 
expensive. 

The conference was held in conjunction with The 
Cuban Women's Federation, which was established im
mediately after the Revolution. It is very comprehensive 
and very respected. After researching the Bolshevik 
Zhenotdel, it struck me that the Cubans followed many of 
its guidelines, only did some things better [possibly a topic 
for 8 future research project]. One of the tasks of the 
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CWF is to keep alive in the people's memory the women 
heros of the Revolution, such as Haydee Santamaria, 
Melba Hernandez, "Tanya", Celia Sanchez. It was 
emphasized how much Castro valued the role of women 
in the Revolution and trusted them to carry out the most 
dangerous and sensitive assignments. One thing I didleam 
was the considerable role women had played in the War 
for Independence. Today, women are still not conscripted 
into military service, but there is now a women' s military 
academy. Vilma Espin, the wife of Raul Castro and head 
of the CWF, was to give the closing address, but was 
unable to make it. One U.S. conferee audibly interjected, 
"She's probably home making Raul's lunch!" Who else 
but an American feminist would publically demonstrate 
such gall? In her place, Graciela Pogolotti spoke. She is 
a famous old guerilla fighter after whom streets and parks 
are named, but I wasn't familiar with her. 

The infonnal discussions were really more interest
ing than the fonnal presentations, although they were hard 
to follow. However, one dominant theme could not be 
missed. The Cuban women complained, although in good 
humor, that the men did not share equally in domestic 
duties. Housework is still considered "women's work. In 
contradiction to the historical ideal of women as guerrillas 
and the official propaganda of their promotion in society, 
there is still a prevalent concept of women as the "sweet 
and tender" sex. The men are very respectful, even 
gallant -- but the women do the cooking. At one point, a 
young Cuban man (there were a few men in attendance), 
cried out in mock anguish, "Hey, I'm NOT the enemy!" 
And it was at that point that I felt I could be at any 
"feminist" conference, anywhere in the world! 

While the conference was well-organized, and the 
Cuban women were wonderfully gracious hosts, it was 
obvious that there was not a lot of money or resources 
behind it. This I concluded from talking to women who 
had attended other Cuban international conferences on 
science, technology or education, which had been much 
more elaborately provisioned, offering field trips, trans
portation, meals, and literature, which this conference did 
not. 

Soda. Services 

Many people we talked to pointed to the healthcare 
and educational systems as Cuba's proudest achieve
ments. Despite the privations of recent years, healthcare 
is still almost totally free. According to (GH), before the 
Revolution there were only 6,000 physicians in a country 
of 11 million people, and 3000 of these fled. Now there 
are 284 hospitals, in addition to several hundred local 

clinics, maternity centers, blood-donation centers, and 
dental clinics which cover 96% of the country. There is 
a ratio of one physician to every 195 citizens, and every 
year 5,000 new students enter medical schools and re
search institutes (entrance dependent on "revolutionary 
behavior"). The Cubans have eradicated many diseases 
entirely, and life expectancy and infant mortality rates still 
compare favorably with the most advanced countries. 
Evidently, however, a saturation point has been reached, 
and Cuba "exports" medical workers. 

The new industry called "Health Tourism" 
[SERVIMED] comprises nine international clinics which 
specialize in the treatment of complicated conditions -
organ transplants, rare skin and eye diseases, etc. The 
Cubans manufacture many high-tech, specialized medi
cines for export -- interferon, medicines for hepatitis B, 
for meningitis -- as well as medical equipment. However, 
common "drug-store" medicines are in critically short 
supply. VisitOJ:s are asked to bring down aspirin, vitamins, 
cold and allergy medicines, and especially asthma inhal
ers, even though asthma is another medical specialty. On 
the other hand, we suspected a "scam" on the streets, 
where a young man was persuading tourists to buy asthma 
inhalers at the tourist pharmacies for his allegedly sick 
girlfiiend. 

The Cubans seem to be handling the problem of AIDS 
rather intelligently. At the onset of the epidemic in the 
early 80s, they threw out all their blood supply and began 
testing a large segment of the population: all military 
personnel, pregnant women, anyone who had travelled 
abroad. The (GH) estimates that currently there are only 
about 2,000 HIV and AIDS cases. Patients are 
mandatorily housed in a sanatorium in Havana, but are 
allowed home visits (the "warranter" program). Re
cently, an "ambulatory" or out-patient program has been 
started. 

A shocking phenomenon occurred a few years ago. 
About 100 "roqueros" or punk-rocker youth (and their 
girlfriends and wives) deliberately injected themselves 
with the HIV virus as a protest against government 
restrictions on their lifestyle, which not only involved 
American-style dress and music but also refusal to work 
or comply with compulsory military service. In the 
sanitorium, they were allowed topractice their lifestyle 
and, as well, had access to better food. Now most are 
dead, but this sad occurrence evidently had some influ
ence on government relaxation of restrictions on youth 
activities. [I have a most interesting article on this which 
is available.] 

My travelling companion, who is a Social Worker, 
visited a huge mental hospital (4,000 patients) and talked 
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with both patients and workers. She was impressed by 
the kindness and caring of the healthcare workers, al
though the care-concept seemed to her to be paternalistic 
"warehousing," that is, no concept of community-based 
mental health or of integrating patients into the commu
nity. On the other hand, there are obviously not the 
resources to do so. The psychotropic medicines are 
mainly donated from abroad, e.g., from France, and are of 
the out-dated, heavy kind. All able patients are employed 
in such activities as assembling toys and manufacturing 
ceramics. This is considered an important part of their 
therapy, and supposedly they are paid standard wages. 
While she was there, a large musical entertainment was 
presented in which both guest artists and patients partici
pated. She also pointed out to me that there are almost no 
public conveniences for the handicapped, and that the 
casts and apparatuses she saw on the streets are very old
fashioned. We witnessed a bad bicycle-car accident in 
the middle of the city. Although an ambulance was 
summoned, none came, and after a considerable wait, 
motorists carried the victim to a hospital. A nurse who 
was with our group tried to give instructions on how to 
properly handle the injured man, but to no avail. 

As mentioned, the educational system, bright spot as 
it is, has over-produced professionals. The society simply 
cannot absorb them. The University' s exterior is attrac
tive, but its classroom resources are minimal; it is just 
beginning to computerize. The tank with which the 
students held off Batista' s police occupies a prominent 
spot on the grounds! The public school buildings we saw 
were very shabby, and ordinary school supplies are still 
lacking. But the school children are a delight. Long lines 
of well-behaved, co-operative, happy, laughing kids are 
everywhere -- touring public attractions and doing out
door exercise in the park. According to (GH), 95% of the 
high-school students volunteer one month of their summer 
vacation to helping the farmers with the crops and also 
teaching literacy. We were told, however, that there is 
now a shortage of pre-school slots and long waiting lists. 

Che 

Yes, Che is everywhere -- on the billboards, on the 
buildings, on the currency, in the bookstores, and in many 
museums. The Che t-shirts, posters, paintings and post
cards seem geared toward the tourist trade. In fact, the 
Museum of the Revolution (the old Batista palace) is 
almost as much devoted to Che alone as it is to the total 
Revolution. Every scrap of his personal possessions -
bloodied, bullet-ridden clothing, utensils, guitar, radio, etc. 
-- has been preserved. Even the mules which carried his 

asthmatic body through the mountains of Bolivia are 
stuffed and mounted. A holiday, "Heroic Guerilla Fighter's 
Day," is devoted to Che; and his bones have recently been 
returned to Cuba and reunited with his hands in a grand 
new monument and museum in Santa Clara. 

In the U.S. , the kids are encouraged to "want to be like 
Mike"; in Cuba, the kids are encouraged to "want to be 
like Che." In spite of the way Che may be manipulated 
these days, is that such a bad image to hold up? To be fair, 
Che has never not been the strongest revolutionary 
presence in Cuba -- along with Jose Marti. However, the 
current Cuban promotion campaign seems to have spawned 
"Che mania" among the youth worldwide. The youth I've 
talked to have little idea of what Che actually did or what 
he stood for. One young man from Honduras sporting a 
Che t-shirt answered: "Oh, well, you know. He's a cool 
revolution man." By the way, although there probably are 
some, I never saw a picture of Castro anywhere. 

The Countryside 

We spent one day driving around the countryside in 
the direction ofPinar del Rio, west of Havana. While this 
area has some cane, banana and citrus groves, it is mainly 
tobacco country. We weretold that 70% of the agricul
tural land is government-owned and 30% is private
owned. According to (GH), 58% of the state land has now 
been granted in free usufruct to people already working 
it. Most of these farmers have organized themselves into 
cooperatives. The private land is taxed heavily, but the 
(GH) noted that the cooperative farmers are not taxed, 
and that both sectors enjoy the full range offree services 
and benefits granted to all other citizens. The privately
farmed land is the best kept up and produces the highest 
yield, although we were told that only about a half of all 
arable land is presently under cultivation. Due to the 
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Che's image on the Ministry of Justice Building, Havana 

overeducation of the people, and the fact that fuel short
age has arrested mechanization, Cuba is having trouble 
recruiting sugar cane workers. Supposedly, the govern
ment has been forced to double wages for cane-cutters. 
An interesting phenomenon is the considerable 
outmigration from the cities to the countryside of urban
ites, including women, seeking employment on the private 
farms. 

The hohios, which are thatched-roof, dirt-floor 
huts, are still a common sight in the rural areas. They are 
in use both as family dwellings and for tobacco storage 
and curing. The countryside is littered with unfmished 
construction projects: bridges that connect nothing, foun
dations for housing dug and then abandoned. A very 
disturbing sight was the hoards of people waiting by the 
roadside, often for hours and in the rain. They were 
carrying large bundles, and had come from the towns into 
the countryside to purchase food. They were hoping to 
catch a ride from motorists, as few buses are running in 
this area anymore. The rural police are now, more often 
than not, on horseback, and there were many horse
drawn wagons on the road. In addition, we saw many old 
trucks crammed to the limit with agricultural workers 
being transported to and from the fields. We did not 
happen to see any oxen used in fieldwork, although we 
were told of them. We saw no "state patrol" cars on the 
highWays even though the many bicycles and animals on 
the road make driving conditions hazardous. 

Transportation 

There were actually more cars on the road than I 

expected to find -- plenty of old American-model Dodges, 
Plymouths, Oldsmobiles and Buicks with fms. These cars 
are so prized that they have become an "icon" of Cuba: 
many artists specialize in "car paintings." On every block 
and by the side of the highway, one can see feet sticking 
out from under stalled vehicles, their owners valiantly 
trying to repair them. By necessity, the Cubans have 
become inventive fixers, and prizes are awarded in the 
neighborhoods for the most ingenious repairers. But there 
are also (old) Russian and Polish cars, and (new) Korean 
and Japanese cars. We were told that there is now no gas 
rationing per se, although only licensed car owners can 
purchase gas, which is about 4 times the price of gas in the 
U.S.. There are now many privately-owned taxis, and 
also many motorists eam extra cash by picking up passen
gers. With the fuel crisis, the government imported one 
million Chinese-made bicycles, and now there are many 
ingenious conveyances, pedi-cabs and bike-carts, as well 
as horse-drawn conveyances in the city. We happened 
upon two interesting events: a huge bicycle marathon 
race and a demonstration of racing cars. 

The public transportation system looks nightmarish, 
although it still costs only a few centavos. Long lines of 
people are constantly waiting, and tourists are discour
aged from using the buses. To cope with this, the Cubans 
have manufactured monstrously strange vehicles which 
look like they have been knocked together from old 
(Russian?) army trucks and tanks. The Cubans swear 
that these khaki-colored "camillos" (camels), as they are 
nicknamed, can hold 350 passengers. 

The New "Liberalism" 

While we were there, the country was gearing up 
high-speed for the Pope's visit. Conferences scheduled 
for that time had been cancelled. All the Catholic 
churches were ablaze with welcoming banners. I couldn't 
resist purchasing an amusing commemorative plate from 
one of the churches which portrays a pensive Pope, chin 
in hand, sitting under the Cuban flag, evidently pondering 
what to do! According to (GH), over a third of the 
population identifies as Catholic, and this includes a 
sizeablerepresentation of younger people, unlike in Russia 
where the Orthodox Church supporters are mainly elderly 
women. However, few attend church regularly. Cuba's 
most famous cathedral in Plaza de Catedral was undergo
ing extensive renovation. There appear to be several 
motives behind this new tolerance toward religion (Castro 
recently said that "Catholics can be Communists!") As 
we all have seen on TV, Castro's bold (and risky) 
invitation to the Pope was obviously calculated to arouse 
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opposition to the blockade and to increase humanitarian 
aid. But these historical churches are also of tourist 
interest, and serve the needs of the new foreign residents. 
Incidently, people seem to be very aware of and apprecia
tive of the organization "Pastors for Peace" who recently 
got caught trying to smuggle computers into Cuba 

A few of us had the opportunity to attend a private 
Santaria ceremony (like Haitian voudoun) . I don't 
know if, in the past, any effort was made to discourage 
Santaria; my impression is that it was pretty much left 
alone as it was a deeply ingrained relic of the African 
(Yoruba) cultural and religious heritage of Cuba's large 
andpoorBlackpopulation(about30%). Today,Santaria 
appears to be thriving -- almost "trendy." The large 
Santa ria district in Havana, as well as Santorian towns, 
are now tourist attractions. In addition, there were 
"white" Cubans participating in the ceremony, and also 
we visited an alley-art gallery featuring many Santarian 
artists. 

The film of a few years back, "Strawberry and 
Chocolate," which won wide acclaim worldwide and was 
very popular in Cuba, is said to have been partly respon
sible for a change of attitude toward homosexuality. The 
current Party position was expressed to me this way by 
our guide who, I assumed, is a Party youth-organization 
member: "We still see homosexuality as a social deviance, 
but they are human beings like everyone else and deserve 
the full rights of all other citizens." Homosexuality is 
attributed to deviant parenting or upbringing; there ap
pears to be resistance to a genetic theory, but at least it's 
a start. 

Popular culture seems fairly free. One now sees 
many posters and t-shirts advertising rock groups, and 
youth styles resemble those in the U.S. -- dreadlocks and 
braids, dyed hair, shaved heads, pony-tails -- although I 
didn't notice any tattooing or extreme piercing. The 
Cubans are big movie-goers; we saw constant lines 
(almost as long as bus lines) of people waiting to purchase 
tickets. The film industry is very small, and it is difficult 
to judge the amount of freedom currently given it. Both 
"Strawberry and Chocolate" and a current hit 
"Guantanamera" criticize government policies, but they 
seem to me to be criticizing "old" government policies, and 
to be supporting "new" government positions. Both films 
have been widely distributed. [A critique of these ftlms 
win appear in the next issue.] The TV industry is still 
embryonic. There are only a couple of local stations, 
which air the requisite government meetings which no
body seems to watch, but plenty of Mexican soap operas 
which people love. Only the hotels can afford cable, on 
which a full range of mindless U.S. fare is available. The 

locals often gather in the bars of the smaller hotels to 
watch American sports. All Cuban sporting events, by 
the way, are free. The video industry is gaining momen
tum, and a VCR is a prized possession. There are also 
foreign radio stations, including one English station. We 
also saw quite a bit of satirical art. A lot of it seemed to 
be directed against stupid bureaucratic practices or the 
worship of the dollar, or depicted the cruelty of the living 
conditions. Again, it was hard to tell just where it was 
coming from. 

Economic Situation 

During el periodo especial. the name given to the 
period from 1990-94 after Cuba got the rug pulled out 
from underneath her with the collapse of the Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe, according to (GR), she lost 85% of 
her markets, more than 112 of her fuel supply, and 70% of 
her imports. Between 1990 and 1995, the economic 
situation decreased by 34%. Special hardship was caused 
by the decline in oil delivery from the SUo During this 
period, as everyone knows, the people experienced acute 
shortages in basic foodstuffs, clothing, footwear, and 
hygienic articles, to the point where the government put 
out pamphlets on how to use local herbs to make soap and 
cure minor illnesses. Housing suffered and, as well, 
cutbacks in electrical power were imposed several times 
a week. The government emphasizes, however, that 
during this period, no schools, hospitals, or elderly facilities 
were closed. "Guantanamera,"now playing in the U.S., 
gives a good picture of how people dealt with el periodo 
especial and the black market. The government insists 
that Cuba began to pull out of el periodo especial in 1995. 

Not so long ago, Castro insisted that: "For us to adopt 
perestroika would be like living in our home with another 
man's wife." Cuba's new image certainly looks like 
''perestrOika,'' but the government does definitely por
tray the current economic policy as Cuba's NEP -- a 
necessary retreat on the road to socialism. The (GH) lists 
the new economic measures as: increased crop diversi
fication and food export; convertible currency (dollars); 
dispersion of state lands for private use; a new tax system 
to heavily tax private businesses; raising of prices fornon
essential goods (not specified); abolition of certain gratu
ities (not specified); self-employment encouraged; free
market prices for agricultural and industrial goods; simpli
fication of the central state apparatus (more autonomy 
given to local centers); foreign capital investment and joint 
ventures; and changes in laws accordingly. 

These new laws state that foreign investment is 
possible in all areas except health, education and the 
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military. There are many types of foreign investment 
allowed but, in all, the foreign investors do not own the land 
nor, in my understanding, are they sold existing businesses 
or structures. They are "given" them to run and make a 
profit from. A recent Granma article featured Raul 
Castro in China learning how to set up free-enterprize 
zones and industrial parks, while flattering the Chinese 
that Cuba and China represent the last bastions of "social
ism." The government has vowed to offer foreign 
investors a more attractive proposition than they can get 
elsewhere. The Germans and Italians seem to be in 
currently in the forefront. 

According to (GH), as of the middle of 1996, more 
than 200,000 people are now engaged in 140 newly
allowed private enterprises. Most of these have to do with 
the food or service industry, such as restaurants, taxis, car 
and appliance repair, small craft retailers, etc. Anyone, 
even professionals, can engage in these occupations. We 
saw many hustlers on the streets, selling back issues of 
Granma and souvenirs of the Revolution, and proprietors 
operating food carts, used-book, fruit and flower stalls, 
and craft stands. But the situation is nothing like in Russia, 
for example, where the streets are crowded with kiosks. 
and people are lined up at the railway stations, selling off 
their pitiful household possessions and family heirlooms. 

Because of the nature of our visit, we were limited to 
talking with university people, students and service work
ers. We did see a few factories, mainly old and decrepit, 
and were told that especially the cement factories had bad 
working conditions and that environmental illness was a 
serious problem in them. 

Living Conditions 

It was interesting to re-read Jim's article of 1993 and 
to compare it with the living conditions of the Cubans four 
years later. Today, the people appear to be well and 
fashionably dressed, still not so well shod, however. We 
were told it was no longer necessary to donate clothing. 
The citizens have a slim appearance, but are very ener
getic and healthy-looking, this despite continued rationing 
of basics. What isn't rationed is often beyond the means 
of ordinary workers, such as coffee, rum, even sugar -
chief among Cuba's exports! There is a shortage of 
vegetables and fruits for local consumption, although 
meat appears to be more plentiful. The Cubans are just 
beginning to develop their fishing industry and to encour
age people to eat fish, formerly considered a "low" food. 
The terrible situation of a few years back where children 
were suffering from vitamin-deficiency eye disease ap
pears to be under control now. Efforts are definitely 

directed toward the children, who receive a special ration 
of milk and also soap and other baby products. The soap 
ration has evidently gone up to 2-3 bars per family per 
month, and the electricity blackouts cut back to one or two 
hours per week, staggered among the districts. Hotels are 
exempt. 

At our very modest, state-run guest house [$270 for 
8 nights and 2 meals per day], we actually suffered food 
deprivation. We were served the same meal every day: 
for dinner, a choice of fried beef, pork or chicken, potatoes 
and rice in very small portions. We never saw a veg
etable. For breakfast, whenthey ran out of eggs, a deep
fried ham and cheese sandwich which most guests found 
inedible. Milk and coffee also often ran out. The 
conference participants found it necessary to go search
ing the streets for fruit, not easy to fmd, or to resort to 
Chinese restaurants in Havana's small Chinatown or 
other private restaurants, where food was plentiful, tasty 
and inexpensive. Although there are "dollar specialty 
stores" and even "dollar supermarkets" now, travel books 
advise travellers to bring food with them, and it is a good 
idea. Out of curiosity, I checked out the University 
cafeteria, and was appalled to see that it offered only 
three dishes: brown rice with peas, plain white rice, and 
a kind of pastry. 

The housing situation does not appear to have im
proved. The shabbiness of the apartment buildings is 
shocking, and it is common to see people drawing water 
from outside pumps. Rent is still very cheap, but most 
people are buying their apartments. Some people, e.g., 
pensioners, are given living space, and it is also possible to 
inherit a deceased relative's apartment. The Cubans brag 
that they have no homelessness. We were invited for 
dinner at the home of our guide, whose mother is a 
divorced university teacher. University professors still 
make double the salary of an ordinary worker, although 
now it has gone up from a 150-300 peso ratio to 250-500. 
The apartment building was located in Milimar, formerly 
a rich section, its mansions now converted into foreign 
embassies or multiple dwellings. We were told that the 
former servants of these rich had been given first choice 
of apartments; this is similar to what the Bolsheviks did. 
Our hosts' ugly cinder-block apartment building, eerily 
located beside the Iraq embassy with a huge, scary 
picture of Saddam outside, was dark and in a state of 
disrepair. Inside, the living conditions were very depress
ing: five family members in a very small space, bathroom 
plumbing which did not work, an antiquated kitchen 
smaller than an average U.S. bathroom, cracked dishes, 
an ancient Russian-made TV - but lots of books. We 
were served an elaborate meal, but felt guilty eating it 
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because we suspected that the family had blown their 
ration stamps for our benefit. We brought along wine, but 
had no idea what a rare treat it would be -- simply beyond 
the means of most people. 

The streets of Havana are bustling with activity. 
Everyone seems to be hurrying to or from work. There 
is very little lounging about, although we did notice a few 
elderly drunks who seemed to be tolerated by the police. 
We were approached only a few times by people asking 
for money or goods. We brought down a lot of soap, 
shampoo, and toothpaste to give to helpful citizens or 
instead of tips. The saddest supplicants were the mothers 
asking for pencils or pens for their school children. One 
other rather sad phenomenon was the hundreds of scrag
gly stray dogs roaming Havana, surviving off tourist 
handouts. It seems that during el periodo especial. 
people couldn't afford to feed their pets and had to let 
them loose. 

Havana, as well as the other towns we visited, is 
generally clean, tidy and well-ordered. I was admonished 
by a "park patrol" for indecorously sitting on a bench arm 
rest instead of on the seat, and a young Cuban man who 
did likewise received a sizeable ticket. I was constantly 
using a camcorder, and was stopped only once by a young 
policeman who very politely inquired if I were taking 
pictures of the police. When I explained that I was 
actually focusing on a monument but was afraid to cross 
the street (there are few traffic lights), he gallantly took 
my arm and led me across and back! 

Tourism 

Nicknamed "the chimneyless industry," tourism is 
going great guns. Underneath the shabbiness, the old 
Spanish colonial architecture is fascinating. The UN has 
designated "Old Havana" as a world historical heritage 
cite. According to (GH), in 1995 tourism generated an 
income of one billion dollars, and Cuba currently averages 
about 3/4 million visitors yearly. The hotels appear to be 
booming with business, and some are quite splendid. 
They contain many luxury shops and special services, 
expensive restaurants, musical entertainment, foreign 
magazines and newspapers, etc. Although it was a bit 
disconcerting to see Cuban women dressed up like French 
maids, we were assured that their wages and tips com
pensate for this seemingly demeaning costume. Tipping 
was formerly not allowed. About the only construction 
we could see was the renovation of hotels and other 
tourist facilities and attractions. The wonderful stretch of 
white-sand beach east of Havana is now sprouting re
sorts, and trendy cafes, bars, andmusic clubs have sprung 

up in the city. Will the Cubans next revive the gambling 
casinos? 

I had forgotten that Cuba capitalizes so much on 
Hemingway, who resided there for many years and 
supposedly supported the Revolution. His old hotel room, 
favorite restaurants and bars, private marina, etc. have all 
been preserved and designated as tourist cites. Our 
guides couldn't understand why we were not at all 
interested. They were shocked when I volunteered that 
many regard Hemingway as having had reactionary 
politics and a chauvinistic attitude toward women! 

Tourism has and is continually changing the society. 
As mentioned, the ease-up on religion, culture, homosexu
ality, etc. has a lot to do with encouraging tourism. But 
most important, tourism is taking up the slack in employ
ment, especially for the over-educated professionals, 
many of whom are now working in the tourist industry. 
For example, our tourist agents, who worked for the 
University, had earned degrees in biology and law. Tour
ism is also responsible for the many people who have gone 
into the taxi industry. It is enabling many service workers 
to obtain not only dollars but foreign-made goods as well. 
Tourism has had a positive impact on attempts to control 
the black market; it is responsible for the new rules on 
foreign currency which now may be bought and sold. A 
new "tourist peso" bill which equals a US dollar has been 
circulated, and travellers' checks and credit cards are 
now accepted (not American Express, of course!). 

With tourism has re-emerged some evils, mainly petty 
theft and purse-snatching (although, as yet, practically no 
violent crime). We were warned against youths on 
bicycles who would snatch bags and cameras, and pros
titutes quite openly walking the streets with their clients 
were pointed out to us. We saw a very ugly scene at one 
of the beaches where 13-14 year old girls were skipping 
school to mingle with fat, prosperous German business
men. Another lesser "evil" is the famed Tropicana 
Nightclub, one of Cuba's biggest tourist moneymakers. 
We couldn't resist checking it out. The place is huge, the 
price is exorbitant -- $50 for a two-hour show, and the 
drinks are watered down -- but the show is fun and 
tasteful, no bare breasts like in Las Vegas. The Tropicana 
stayed open after the Revolution, amidst much criticism. 
I can't understand who frequented it besides the Rus
sians? Certainly not the Cubans. A poll was taken of the 
audience, which was heavily German, French, Italian and 
Canadian, but a sprinkling of tourists from everywhere. It 
wasn't asked how many Americans, but they were there. 
Our flight from Cancun was full of vacationers who were 
bopping over for the weekend just to say they'd been to 
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Cuba. 

The US-Cuba Connection 

Maybe others are aware of these matters, but I 
learned some new things. For example, I was surprised 
to learn that the University of Havana has a "U.S. Studies 
Program" which regularly sends academics to the states 
for research. One professor's project had been Harold 
Washington, Chicago's former Black mayor! Another 
surprise to me was the huge, heavily-guarded U.S. "Cuba 
Special Interest Section" building in central Havana, 
which is an "embassy" but not an "embassy." I was told 
that it employs over 100 people. When I asked what they 
do there, the answer was: "They spy!" It is intriguing to 
speculate just how these "spys" integrate into Cuban 
society. I was also taken aback by billboards advertising 
American products, e.g., Lux soap and Pepsodent tooth
paste. There must be some subsidiary arrangement 
through another country. And why is the tourist peso tied 
to the American dollar? Why not, e.g, to the deutschmark, 
or to the currency of some other heavy investor? 

Despite the dire warnings and complications men
tioned in most guidebooks, it is very easy to visit Cuba -
and quite cheap when you get there. One can go down 
officially under the auspices of a government conference 
or tour, with a U.S. Treasury Department license and 
visa, although this office is now swamped, and one should 
allow about 3 months for application processing. The 
government has an arrangement with an E. Coast travel 
agency through which flight arrangements can be made 
with Air Cubana. [I have the information on this, plus a 
long list of officially-sanctioned conferences.] Or one can 
merely hop over from Cancun, Nassau or Jamaica on 
nothing more than a $20 tourist card. Although flight 
arrangements to Cuba cannot be made in the US, we 
easily made ours through Air Mexicana in Mexico City 
and were allowed to pay for our Cancun-Havana ticket in 
Cancun. Cuban customs does notstamp passports, and 
the only restriction is that one must have verification of a 
place to stay. It is now also possible to go down as a 
student for a six-week study tour, through a U.S. college 
[I also have this information]. It is easy to get past US 
customs, who assume you have been vacationing in 
Mexico or the Caribbean. Just be careful about bringing 
back Cuban cigars -- a red flag! And even though you can 
buy Cuban cigars in Mexico, Mexican customs also 
questioned us. I couldn't figure that out. 

Postscript - or the end of anecdote 

Yes, it is true. There are billboards allover Cuba 
which proclaim: "Tenemos socialismo, y tendremos 
socialismo" (We have socialism and we will (continue to) 
have socialism). And obviously, that is not the case. 
However, in my opinion, to make such statements as "the 
repressive society in Cuba has nothing in common with 
genuine socialism or communism" is not a very materialist 
or dialectical way of dealing with Cuba [re: DWV). For 
starters, no one on this earth has yet experienced "genuine 
socialism." One should perhaps review Lenin's analyses 
about "shoots of socialism" (or communism) which he 
regarded as any sincere volunteer or cooperative efforts 
by the people which undermined capitalist exploitation, 
individuality and selfishness. Despite the obvious fact that 
the Cuban workers do not control the society (as the 
Soviet workers did not under the Bolsheviks either), there 
are, in my opinion, certain "shoots" which took root in 
Cuba and remain today. For example, the extensive free 
services that CJlbans enjoy, no matter how cut back, are 
considerably more than a "safety-net." Moreover, a lot of 
ideological training has been accomplished, which is not 
the ideology of capitalism: better race relations than I am 
aware of in any other country, the spirit of sharing out 
scarce goods which have been donated and other neigh
borhood cooperation, many forms of volunteerisrn, a 
certain honesty in interactions and, not the least, the 
respect shown to women in a Latin culture, all of which 
seem pretty impressive to me. 

Furthermore, to even bring up "genuine communism" 
at this point in history seems to me to be irresponsible. 
Certainly, Castro's rhetoric is sloppy. Sometimes he talks 
about "creating socialism" or being on the "socialist 
road." Sometimes he speaks of Cuba as being "socialist": 
the 1977 Constitution states that "The Republic of Cuba 
is a socialist state formed by workers, peasants, and other 
manual and intellectual laborers." Perhaps I am mis
taken, but I don't believe that he actually calls the society 
of Cuba "communist," although the government or the 
Party may be referred to as such. Lenin once defended 
the name of the USSR, which of course contains the word 
"socialist," by saying that it was validated by their "inten
tions." It is mainly the western capitalist press which has 
wildly hurled the epithet "communist" at any regime it is 
threatened by, so, in my opinion, to talk about "Cuba's 
phony communism" only confuses the very complex 
situation. 

Castro may be incompetent, misguided. ideologically 
flawed, whatever you wish, but he is no Stalin, Mau or 
Ceausescu, who lives as a splendid potentate and lies to 
the people to maintain personal wealth and power. He is, 
after all, the man who brought about a most remarkable 
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Revolution and has stood his ground against incredible 
odds. I am not convinced that Castro consciously knows 
that he is NOT CREATING socialism! While there is 
plenty of grumbling against government blWlders and the 
inevitable red tape, Castro himself seems remarkably 
exempt from criticism. (Obviously, I am not talking about 
the Cuban exiles: the "gusanos," the "Marielites," or the 
"barcos"). My impression is that he is neither hated nor 
feared by the majority of the population, and I believe that 
most regard him as a sincere advocate of the working 
masses. A common view, however, is that Castro cannot 
control those beneath him, as the military narcotraffikers' 
case of a few years back demonstrated. Our guide 
insisted that I take home a book (in English) which has 
reprinted the entire Ochoa, et al. affair, including a 
transcript of the trial. It was very interesting, but I had to 
send it back. 

The Cuban masses certainly suffer from serious 
material deprivation, but I doubt that most feel they are 
living in a politically repressive society at this particular 
moment in histOIY. -- and now the Catholics will be 
happier and some political prisoners will be released, etc., 
etc. The fact remains that Cuba can still blame the U.S. 
blockade (the "silent bomb") rightfully for much of their 
economic deprivation, and that undoubtedly clouds the 
internal situation. In addition, the current marketreformsare 
going to improve the average Cuban's standard ofliving 
at least for the immediate future. Things have already 
improved in the last couple years, due to tourism and the 
controlled foreign investment, which Castro believes to be 
the only way out of the economic crisis. Like other 
Caribbean islands, Cuba has few mineral resources to 
exploit. And while agricultural certainly needs reorganiz
ing, there has to be money to invest in any enterprise. 
What economic course should Cuba take? 

It is a platitude that the situation in Cuba is not a 
carbon copy of the USSR or of Eastern Europe, but I 
personally feel that there is much more serious work to be 
done besides relying on bourgeois appraisals of Cuba, 
before one can "advise" the Cuban masses how to be 
"revolutionary." One intriguing thing: when we asked 
people where the "well-to-do" lived, we got nothing but 
blank responses. Perhaps a place to start would be to do 
some investigation on the strata of Cuban bourgeoisie: 

"Juramos", circa 1980, from a Cuban postcard 

who they are, how exactly do they maintain their lifestyle, 
by what means do they rob the people, what laws and 
loopholes allow them to do so, how is ideology manipulated 
to justify this? 

The problem is, the 1959 Revolution is still very much 
alive in Cuba. Deprived as the Cuban masses are, the 
older generation still remember how much worse life was 
for them 40 years ago, and the younger generation is 
constantly reminded of it. As our young guide expressed 
it: "I'm a Black man. I received a free university 
education and now I have a law degree." Even though he 
cannot currently get enough work in his specialty, he is 
both grateful and hopeful -- and that counts for a lot. <> 
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Some thoughts on the Left and Modern Philosophy, 
a review of Kuhn's book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

By Sarah 
Activists in the left are discussing the crisis of current

day socialist politics. I was a member of the Marxist
Leninist Party, USA, a revolutionary communist organi
zation which dissolved in the face of an internal ideological 
crisis in 1993. The crisis facing the left was an issue which 
greatly concerned the MLP. An issue around at the 
demise of the MLP was the question of how to assess 
current-day philosophical thought and its meaning for 
socialist politics. 

From the beginning, a question of concern to the 
socialist movement was its philosophical underpinnings. 
In the current crisis of socialist politics, I think it useful to 
investigate current issues in philosophy and how they 
might impact on the crisis. I have been doing some reading 
on these questions and would like to raise some of the 
issues for discussion. 

Marx and Engels write that their views of scientific 
socialism were very much based on and a development of 
the views of the "utopian socialists" (Saint-Simon, Fou
rier, and Owens), materialist and dialectical philosophy, 
and materialist conceptions of history and economics. 
The works of Marx and Engels are steeped in these and 
greatly developed their thought. Modem socialism, I think, 
also needs to take account of the developments in philo
sophical, economic and political thought and to sort out the 
relationship of them to revolutionary politics. 

I have been doing some reading of modern philoso
phy, and I want to make a stab at presenting some of the 
major ideas of one of the more important authors, along 
with some thoughts on what these ideas may mean for left 
revolutionaries. 

Thomas Kuhn's book The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions was published in 1962. Kuhn wrote on how 
he thOUght scientific progress develops. His ideas have 
had a major impact on scientific fields. This discussion has 
been around for thirty years so it is not new. However, the 
issues raised by this writer were not directly discussed in 
the MLP, so they were new to me and I suspect new to 
many people in the left. He is the source of the now-trendy 
and somewhat overused term "paradigm shift," although 
current usage of this term often has very little to do with 
what Kuhn put forward. 

Kuhn opposes the idea that scientific progress con
sists in the piecemeal addition of facts, knowledge, tech
niques and methods. He says this view of scientific 
progress sees the history of science as an accumulation of 

various discoveries, development of laws, instruments 
and inventions and seeing this accumulation as opposed 
by various myths and theories that inhibit scientific progress. 
He does not see science as developing towards an 
ultimate goal of "truth." 

Instead, Kuhn sees science as developing in a more 
revolutionary fashion. He says that the early development 
of most sciences is characterized by periods when many 
theories, explanations and techniques compete. Early 
fact-finding, in the period before a "paradigm" is estab
lished, is very random. Effective scientific research, what 
he calls "nonnal science," begins only when the scientists 
in a particular field acquire finn answers to basic ques
tions of the field, at least the basic questions that are being 
asked at that time. He calls this the achievement of a 
paradigm. 

When a paradigm is found and science is in a period 
of "nonnal science," this is when most progress takes 
place. Much of science depends on the ability to defend 
that paradigm. Nonnal science defines the maturity of a 
science. Nonnal science defmes the problems that need 
to be addressed, it defmes the rules and standards, it 
defines the types of measurements needed. It focuses the 
attention of scientists on a relatively small number of 
problems, and it facilitates the solving of those problems. 
The paradigm gives "fonn to scientific life" and is a 
"vehicle for scientific theory." The paradigm defines 
what questions are legitimate and defmes the techniques 
necessary to solve them. Paradigms provide the puzzles 
that challenge most scientists. Most scientific progress 
consists of elaborating paradigms already found and 
solving the problems defmed by that paradigm. 

The paradigm turns a field into a profession. It brings 
a period when scientists no longer have to defme their 
work to the world at large. It gives rise to the scientific 
journals in that field. The scientists of a field are able to 
talk to each other in their own language. The paradigm 
means that new generations of scientists in a field can be 
trained in the rules and methods and the problems of that 
field. This creates a certain insulation of the scientific 
community from the larger community. It allows scientists 
to concentrate on problems they thinks they can solve and 
which are defmed by the paradigm. 

He does not see scientific progress as either the 
methodological verification or falsification of theories. 
Theories confront counterinstances all the time. Even the 
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most stubborn are usually solved by normal science. He 
says that everything that can be seen as a counterinstance 
to a theory can also be seen as a puzzle of that theory. 
Indeed, much of scientific progress is in solving those 
puzzles. He says that once a paradigm is established, 
there is no such thing as research in the absence of a 
paradigm. And there is no such thing as rejection of a 
paradigm without another to take its place. 

Normal science goes astray when it goes into crisis, 
when an anomaly is more than an anomaly. Kuhn talks 
about instances that make anomalies particularly pressing 
and notes that it usually takes several of theses instances 
to provoke crisis. The anomalies become more recog
nized by the profession. The anomaly may exist on a key 
point of the theory and thus be recognized instantly. 
Anomalies build up. Crises are necessary for the emer
gence of new theories. Then efforts begin to get a new 
commitment. This period of paradigm shift has many 
similarities to the period before a paradigm is in place. 
Science in crisis generates many speculative theories. 
These speculations are often versions of the old para
digm. The period of paradigm shift looks similar to the pre
paradigm period in that there are many competing theo
ries and methods of investigation. The development ofa 
new paradigm requires the reevaluation and reconstruc
tion of prior facts and theories. There is frequently a fairly 
long period when new paradigms compete with older 
paradigms until the new paradigms win. This victory may 
sometimes require that the adherents of the old paradigm 
die out. He portrays the development of a new paradigm 
as frequently taking a fairly long period and a fairly bitter 
struggle. 

Kuhn says that his view of scientific progress applies 
to the natural sciences and he has not worked out how it 
would apply to the social sciences. He notes that fields like 
medicine, technology and law are different from the 
natural sciences. They are called upon to address prob
lems which are urgent for the larger community without 
regard to whether or not there are the tools to actually 
address them. Social scientists frequently have to defend 
their choice of a research problem, while he says that 
natural scientists frequently do not. Kuhn says he is 
interested in pursuing how his ideas on scientific revolu
tions apply to social science. 

I think that the ideas of Thomas Kuhn regarding 
progress in the natural sciences provoke thought on the 
nature of the crisis in the socialist movement. It is clear 
that great progress took place in the development of 
socialist thought with the advent of Marxism. But Marx
ism is currently in crisis. The countries and regimes which 

took power under the banner of Marxism did not succeed. 
Each in its own way had severe problems with great 
differences in status between the leaders, the ruling party 
and the majority of the population. Each had its problems 
with the exploitation of the working classes. Each had 
problems with lack of democracy, with a lack of actual 
control by the working classes. And several, including the 
Soviet Union, China and Albania, had problems with 
severe repression of the masses under the guise of 
Marxism. 

The "official" socialism and "Marxism" of the Soviet 
Union that was promoted at least since the 1930' s, and its 
developments in various other regimes, I think, in many 
ways represents a paradigm. As rigid and one-sided as 
the interpretations of Marxism have been, nevertheless 
these have passed as official Marxism. Various trends 
from Trotskyism, to Maoism, to the trend from Albania, to 
dependency theorists, to the followers of Castro - all had 
some critiques of some of the "socialist" regimes in 
power, even including their own. All had some valid 
critiques. Activists in the struggles of the oppressed have 
adopted one or another of these theories. 

The trend from which the late MLP emerged was 
opposed to revisionism. It took the stance of fighting to 
build an anti-revisionist trend. The early predecessors of 
the MLP saw the inherent reformism and the stifling of 
the independent motion of the working class and other 
political movements by the politics of the Communist 
Party USA and the main Trotskyist groups in the late 
1960' s. They attributed revisionism largely to a betrayal 
of Marxism-Leninism in the Soviet Union by Khrushchev 
and the Soviet leaders that took power after Stalin's death 
in the 1950' s. One of the anti-revisionist paradigms (if you 
will) and certainly a set of ideas that shaped the MLP and 
its predecessor organizations, was the debate in the 
international communist movement between China and 
the Soviet Union. 

"The polemic on the line for the international commu
nist movement," as it was known by Marxist-Leninists of 
the late 60's and the 1970's, fingered Khrushchev as the 
source of revisionism and validated Stalin as a true 
communist revolutionary. From the late 60's through the 
early 1970' s, our predecessors saw Mao Zedong Thought 
and the politics and policies of the People' s Republic of 
China as the leaders of the struggle against revisionism 
and the best hope for revolutionary communism. 

However as time went on, one ideological icon after 
another feU. Closer investigation revealed that Mao Zedong 
Thought and China were not the anti-revisionism that the 
MLP's predecessors wanted. So they looked to Enver 
Hoxha's Albania and Stalin's Soviet Union as the bastions 
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of communism and anti-revisionism. Even after the MLP 
was declared in 1980, they continued to hold that revision
ism in the Soviet Union did not gain ascendance until 
Khrushchev. They held that Stalin was a true upholder of 
socialism throughout his life. 

Being fairly honest, however, the MLP investigated 
Albania and Stalin and Dimitrov and others, and the icons 
fell one after another. Discovering that some of our most 
revered communist theoreticians were actually revision
ists, that they conciliated social-democracy and imperial
ism, that they put the brakes on constructing socialism, 
was no doubt one of the factors that created the crisis for 
the MLP. With the loss of these ideological icons came a 
loss of innocence; the MLP no longer had so many pat 
answers for theoretical political questions. Perhaps most 
importantly, we had lost our model for socialist construc
tion. Marx, Engels and Lenin survived the test of the 
MLP's theoretical work and investigations, but they 
never lived to see socialism. The MLP now had difficulty 
describing the system that was its goal. 

The MLP was also unable to answer other basic 
questions of modem day socialist politics. In the fIrst issue 
of this journal, its editors wrote that various ideological and 
theoretical disputes were at the heart of the dissolution of 
the MLP including" 1) the assessment of imperialism, 2) 
analysis of the program of the capitalists and what the 
program of the working class should be in the post Cold 
War world, 3) assessment of the role of the working class 
as a base for revolutionary politics, 4) assessment of 
Leninism, 5) assessment of Soviet history, and 6) analysis 
for the role of a small revolutionary party or group in the 
present situation." These were and are serious issues 
which need attention. 

The MLP was aware of these issues and made 
attempts to grapple with them. It was also one of the best 
of the left organizations in grasping how to participate in 
struggles and maintain a socialist orientation without 
either being sectarian or falling into the trap of tailing 
behind the trade union bureaucracy or various reformists. 
It, however, was unable to answer these questions -
which I think in many ways are part of developing a new 
paradigm. 

In my opinion, Thomas Kuhn's work provokes thought 
about how to address our crisis. Socialist theory needs to 
take into account various factors. 

1. Whether what has passed for Marxism, including 
some issues of how the MLP interpreted Marxism, were 
simply rigid interpretations, or whether what we need is 
new insight, is a question. I think the paradigm will be new. 
It will take in and account for the monumental work of 
Marx, Engels, and Lenin but it will develop from there in 

new ways. I think it will be a new way oflooking at many 
things. 

2. Socialism needs to stand with the poorest and most 
downtrodden in their struggles. It has to foster the shoots 
ofindependentpolitical movement. It is often the case that 
groups and individuals who call themselves "socialist" 
base themselves on this or that contradiction within the 
trade union bureaucracy or the reformist politicians. This 
is itself a source of a lot of confusion and crisis among 
activists. 

4. We have to continue to realize that socialism is a 
direct product of class antagonisms. We should study how 
the complex interaction of national, racial, ethnic, gender 
and other issues interplay with class contradictions in 
building a revolutionary movement. Many of the trends 
that say they adhere to Marxism and socialism have not 
dealt well with this interplay and have either tended to 
reduce everything to class or to overlook class issues. 

5. We should come to grips with how such things as 
new technology and how the changes in class formation 
affect the class struggle. We also have to judge how the 
advances in the sciences such as anthropology, cultural 
anthropology and ecology impact on what we will build in 
the future and how we address issues of the movement. 
For instance, in my opinion, in the past, our trend would 
have come down very one-sidedly on the nurture side in 
the nature vs. nurture debate (and not studied the complex 
interplay). Some of the classics of Marxist literature, such 
as Plekhanov's "The Monist View of History," are 
heavily partisan to the "nurture" view while modem 
science is raising serious questions about this. 

6. We need to study what were the similarities and 
differences among all the "socialist" regimes such as that 
of the Soviet Union, China, Albania, and Cuba, and for that 
matter their similarities and differences with other capital
ist regimes where the state was a controlling or dominat
ing force in the economy, such as that of Lazaro Cardenas 
in Mexico or the nationalist regimes in Africa. 

I realize that these thoughts are very rough; but I hope 
they will provoke some thought as to how we in the 
socialist movement can address the troubling issues fac
mg us. <> 
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The UPS Strike, WPAEN's Intervention 
and Issues for Activists 

By Jack Hill 
The strike against UPS (United Parcel Service) by 

nearly 200,000 workers last August was the biggest 
national strike for several years in the U.S. It is certainly 
one of the major events in the development of the working 
class movement in the last couple of years. Nearly 
everyone, worker and capitalist, knows about it and has an 
opinion about it. I want to discuss some significant points 
on the history of this struggle and the relation of various 
political forces to it. In particular, I want to discuss how 
the Working People's Action and Education Network 
(WP AEN) in Chicago tried to help the UPS workers 
advance their struggle and get a better grasp of what was 
happening. 

The UPS strike started Aug. 4, 1997, and lasted for 15 
days, except in Chicago where it lasted till the end of that 
week while a separate contract based on the national 
contract was worked out. UPS was demanding to take 
over the pension fund from the union. Further, UPS 
wanted to maintain and expand its use of part-time 
workers and subcontracting. The Teamsters Union was 
demanding 10,000 new full-time jobs, wage increases, 
limits on subcontracting, and was refusing to give up 
control of the pension fund. 

The Teamsters Union had made some preparations 
for the strike among its members and was able to keep 
most of its people together throughout the strike. UPS 
was not able to get any massive scabbing by UPS 
workers, nor could the company get Clinton to invoke a 
Taft-Hartley injunction to force the strikers back to work. 
UPS also lost the public relations battle to the Teamsters. 
The Clinton administration did send a high powered 
mediator to force a settlement. UPS was forced to 
concede to the Teamsters' demands on most issues, at 
least if one doesn't examine the fme print too closely. The 
company did agree to create 10,000 new full-time jobs 
(with an escape clause), to pay raises, and to limit 
subcontracting. UPS did get a five year contract rather 
than four years. So, for the first time in many years, a 
major national strike has ended with the workers getting 
a lot of public sympathy and at least appearing to win a 
solid victory. 

One of the major aftermaths of the strike has been 
that the federal government has forced Ron Carey, the 
head of the Teamsters, out of office and forbidden him to 
run as a candidate in a new election for Teamster 
President. 

The UPS strike and the government' s actions against 
Carey present a number of controversies among the 
political and trade union left. For one thing, on the strike 
itself, was it a simple case of a glorious victory, or a case 
of sellout of the workers, or something more complicated? 
If it was not pure victory or pure sellout, what was good 
and what was bad about the way the struggle was 
conducted? How about Ron Carey, is he a good,honest, 
trade union reformist who should be whole-heartedly 
supported, or is he a vile sellout who deserves nothing but 
condemnation? What are the actual complexities here? 

In summary, I feel that the Teamsters did better in 
leading the UPS strike than many trade unions have done 
in leading national strikes. They held off the company and 
they won something. However, the tactics and strategy of 
the Teamsters had a least a couple of major weaknesses. 
One was their opposition to preparing workers to resist 
scabs breaking their line. Another was the uneven level of 
organization and unity they achieved among UPS workers 
at different facilities and cities across the country. On the 
question of Ron Carey, I feel that the Teamsters are 
better off with Ron Carey than with a mob-controlled 
President, but that is not saying much. Carey has done 
some very bad things, against the Staley workers and the 
Detroit newspaper strikers as two examples. A basic 
conclusion is that there is no getting around the need for 
Teamster rank and file members to build their own 
organizations, networks, communication links, etc., out
side of the control of Ron Carey. That said, I want to get 
back to history and conditions in more detail. 

Working conditions at UPS are horrendous. Over 
60% of the UPS work force is part-time, making wages 
starting at $8 per hour. Full-time drivers start at about $20 
per hour. UPS management enforces a killing pace of 
work. We have heard that new hires are required to sort 
2000 packages per hour through their probationary period 
and are then required to maintain a pace of 1 000 packages 
per hour. Every move that workers make is dictated by 
management in an attempt to squeeze every last drop of 
energy out of their workers. Not surprisingly, UPS work
ers suffer a very high rate of injury on the job. 

In spite of this militaristic work environment, UPS has 
tried to sucker workers into support for management with 
various forms of "team concept" type meetings and 
committees. In the period before the contract expired, 
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workers got paid to come in early for a free breakfast and 
a meeting. In various places, Labor Notes reports, union 
activists were able to undercut this management mind 
game. Just think about this, you are being worked to death 
for chicken feed and can' t even get 40 hours work a 
week, and then management wants to sit down with you 
and get you to understand their problems and how you 
might be able to work even harder. There are ways that 
workers who are alert can tum the tables on management 
in such a situation. 

For decades the Teamsters Union was run in a 
dictatorial manner by a corrupt clique which was affiliated 
with organized crime. For most of the time the govern
ment looked the other way since the mobsters kept the 
Teamster workers under control. Some Teamster leaders 
did go to jail, particularly Jimmy Hoffa, but the basic 
structure of mob control stayed intact. 

However, in 1989 the federal government took con
trol of theTeamsters Union, perhaps to head off the 
growing reform movement inside the Teamsters. To this 
day the federal government retains extraordinary powers 
to oversee and dictate the internal workings of the union. 
Some of the corrupt leadership was forced from office. 
However, the "old guard" bureaucrats retain control of 
many Teamster locals even after all these years. In 1991 
the federal government organized and supervised the first 
ever direct election for the national president of the 
Teamsters. Carey ran on a reform platform and won 
against two candidates who were tied to the "old guard". 
Since then Carey has been president of a deeply divided 
union, with a bitter "old guard" leadership in control of 
many locals fighting by every underhanded method they 
know to sabotage Carey. In 1996 Carey won re-election 
in a very close vote against Jimmy Hoffa, Jr., a corporate 
lawyer. After the UPS strike was over, the federal 
government decided that Carey's re-election was invalid. 
The basis for the government's action was that the Carey 
campaign funneled money from the Teamsters union 
treasury into their campaign. There is clear evidence that 
Carey's campaign managers did this, and there is no 
reason to doubt that Carey was involved in this. The only 
question is why the government decided to use this against 
Carey. (Huge fmancial "irregularities" seem to be stan
dard practice in evety major election, political or union, in 
the U.S.) Most observers believe (and I do, too) that 
Carey is being attacked as revenge for the Teamsters 
surviving the attack by UPS. 

Inside the Teamsters Union an organization called 
Teamsters for a Democratic Union (TOU) has been 
fighting the mob domination of the Teamsters and for 
democratic reforms of the union since 1976. TOU stood 

up to the physical threats and the physical attacks of the 
mob-bureaucrats' goons. TDU became an important 
force for reform in the Teamsters. Members of leftist 
organizations have always been important as leaders and 
activists inside TOU. Currently, many of these activists 
are associated with the group Solidarity and the publica
tion Labor Notes. In the government-run elections in the 
Teamsters in 1991 and 1996, TDU supported Carey, 
although he was not in TOU. 

What is particularly controversial among union and 
political activists is how to evaluate Ron Carey. Even if 
you consider out of bounds the views of those Teamsters 
who think the "old guard" should be returned, you will find 
that opinions vary from almost unqualified support for 
Carey to unqualified denunciation. For example, our 
friend Neil from the Los Angeles Workers ' Voice is 
unqualified in his opposition to Carey, while at least one 
member ofWP AEN tries to justify the actions or inaction 
of Carey against the Staley workers and the Detroit 
newspaper workers. Labor Notes criticizes Carey for his 
bourgeois political style, his reliance on capitalist-style, big 
money campaigning. However, if Carey had been able to 
stay on the ballot, TOU and Labor Notes would have 
backed him again. 

In a situation such as this, neither blanket praise nor 
blanket condemnation will do. 

In the Staley struggle and in the Detroit newspaper 
struggle, I believe Carey played a bad role and deserves 
criticism. In the Staley struggle Carey promised to help 
the workers, but stood back, did not take up the work he 
promised, and did not interfere with the UPIU leadership 
as they strangled this struggle. In the Detroit newspaper 
strike, Carey deserves even harsher criticism. In the first 
place he did not assist the strikers, the largest group of 
whom were Teamsters, in spreading their struggle. He 
participated in suppressing the militant resistance to the 
scabs at the plant gate which developed over Labor Day 
in 1996. Then, when the pressure to call a national march 
in Detroit in solidarity with the strikers became too strong 
to withstand, he ordered the strikers to surrender uncon
ditionally (as did the other union heads involved), before 
agreeing to the march. (I wrote some on this question in 
the last issue of this Journal.) 

In evaluating how Carey and the "New Teamsters" 
performed in the confrontation with UPS, I think the 
picture is also mixed. In the first place, it should be noted 
that it was under the "old guard" that UPS instituted the 
massive use of part-time workers at half the pay rate per 
hour of full-timers. The "New Teamsters" inherited this 
situation. The TOU and the Labor Notes people give 
Carey and the Teamster leadership a lot of credit for 
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fighting hard to turn things around for the UPS workers. 
I am skeptical of this broad praise, but it looks to me as if 
the "New Teamsters" have done some positive things. In 
1994 UPS unilaterally doubled the weight of packages 
that one worker could be required to handle by himJherself 
from 7Slbs. to 150 lbs. UPS stonewalled Teamster efforts 
to negotiate on this, and Carey called an illegal wildcat 
strike against UPS. He folded the strike within a few days, 
however. Labor Notes says that he had to because the 
"old guard" leadership of many of the UPS locals refused 
to call their members out. 

Both the Teamsters and UPS could see clearly that 
the contract expiration in August of 1997 would be a major 
battle. The Teamsters made at least some preparations of 
their membership at least a year ahead of time. All UPS 
workers were polled on what they thought the crucial 
issues were. This membership feedback is reported by 
Carey sympathizers to have been critical in picking the 
issues on which to fight UPS. In various places UPS 
workers carried out rallies and demonstrations in the 
months before the contract expired. A communications 
network was set up. 

From what members ofWP AEN observed during the 
strike, it is obvious that these preparations were spotty in 
Chicago. The UPS workers at the various UPS locations 
in the immediate Chicago area are members of Teamsters 
local 705 . This is a huge amalgamated local whose 
Secretary-Treasurer for the last few years has been 
Gerry Zero, a supporter of Carey and an officer of the 
Chicago branch of the Labor Party. He won narrow 
victories over "old guard" opponents in each of the two 
local union elections held following Carey's two national 
wins. During the strike it became clear that support for the 
union position was not as strong and deep as it needed to 
be at all the UPS locations. In particular at a giant sorting 
facility called the CACH, WP AEN members witnessed 
300-400 workers cross the picket lines on a Monday 
morning. The union picket captains at the site insisted that 
no one interfere with the scabs. This number of workers 
was not a full shift and it did not signal a general 
breakdown of the strike, but it was a very worrisome 
development. Discussions with some workers at the 
CACH indicated that the Teamsters union apparatus at 
the CACH was weak and disrespected by the workers. 

In the general public relations side of the battle, the 
Teamsters came out pretty well. The Teamsters Union 
was able to develop a lot of public sympathy for the plight 
of part-time workers making a miserable wage. In most 
cases, and particularly during the first few days of the 
strike, UPS was not able to stampede its own workers to 
cross the picket lines, which it seemed they thought they 

could do. At the picket lines that WP AEN members 
visited, UPS management made a big show of driving 
trucks back and forth through the picket lines with police 
protection. The UPS workers we talked with didn't seem 
that concerned about this, however. 

The biggest tactical question where members of 
WP AEN felt that the Teamster leadership was wrong 
was on the question of how to deal with scabs crossing the 
picket line. The official Teamster line was not to interfere 
with them, butjustto record their names for possible union 
disciplinary action later. At the very least we felt that the 
UPS workers should be warned that massive resistance 
to scabs might be called for depending on what the 
company tried. The use of scabs has defeated many 
strikes in recent years, and UPS workers know this as 
well as everybody else. If UPS had gone further in trying 
to break the strike with scabs, the necessity of massive 
physical opposition to scabs crossing the lines surely 
would have come up. The strike survived the limited 
number of scabs who crossed. Some workers tried to 
resist these scabs, but the Teamster leadership squashed 
this resistance. 

WP AEN had two public meetings relating to the 
strike, one while it was still going on and one after it was 
over. Both got a small number of UPS workers to attend 
and participate. We distributed quite a few flyers to UPS 
workers and to other workers, calling on workers to shut 
the company down completely. We were developing 
proposals for advancing the struggle right up until the 
strike was settled. 

In fact, one of the most enlightening political events 
relating to the strike took place on the Monday evening 
right before the strike settlement was announced. A 
meeting was called, mainly by members ofISa (Interna
tionalSocialistOrganization),toformasupportcommittee 
for the UPS strikers in the Chicago area. Over thirty union 
and political activists from several groups attended this 
meeting as well as a representative from Gerry Zero. In 
the course of this meeting it became clear that some of us 
at the meeting felt that solidarity with the strikers included 
giving our own views on issues of tactics which might be 
different from the policy of the Teamster leadership. In 
particular we felt we had to disagree with the Teamster 
policy of not interfering with scabs. 

The proposal came up that perhaps the solidarity 
work could be done through the labor solidarity subcom
mittee of Jobs With Justice. However, upon direct ques
tioning by a WP AEN member, it became clear that folding 
into Jobs With Justice meant giving up any rightto publish 
views for general distribution which were not approved by 
the labor union officials who are on the executive board of 
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Jobs With Justice. At this point a member of Solidarity 
proposed that we fold into Jobs With Justice because the 
role of a support committee is just to mobilize support and 
accept the leadership of the trade union leaders. In his 
view, we shouldn't express views opposed to the Wlion 
leadership. The ISO members who had initially wanted an 
independent committee changed their minds and sup
ported working within Jobs With Justice. After a vigorous 
debate, the proposal to work inside Jobs With Justice 
passed 17 to 13. 

The point is that there are activists and groups, 
considering themselves to be socialists, who are ideologi
cally opposed to criticizing trade union leaderships, at least 
during a struggle. This is particularly striking because 
many of these activists realized that the Teamster policy 
of not resisting scabs was wrong and exposed the Team
sters to grave danger. As a WP AEN activist put it in an 
email debate after the strike, "If you saw friends walking 
into a dangerous building, wouldn't you warn them? Or 
would that be 'telling them what to do'? Maybe it would 
be nicer to wait for them to get hurtlkilled and then tell 
them? That way, we could be oh, so respectful of their 
autonomy. And if our warnings were offbase, then the 
others would note that and take it into acCOWlt, just like 
most nonnal people do everyday." We in WPAEN were 
discussing how to develop our own independent work 
when we learned that the strike had been settled. 

Personally I feel that Carey and the Teamster lead
ership was not in that strong of a position vis a vis UPS 
by the end of the strike. Yes, the Teamsters had strong 
public support, and, no, large numbers of Teamsters had 
not crossed the picket lines. However, the Teamsters 
Union was low on cash, and some cracks in the workers' 
ranks were beginning to appear (for example, the 300-400 
workers who crossed the lines at the CACH in Chicago). 
Since the Teamster line was not to resist scabs crossing 
the lines, the Teamsters were very vulnerable to massive 
strikebreaking. It seems to me possible that if the strike 
had lasted much longer UPS might have been able to 
organize a massive return towork by UPS workers or they 
might have tried to hire large numbers of scabs. Of course 
this would have been a big gamble for UPS which they 
could have lost big, especially since they had little public 
support. In sum, I believe UPS was in desperate need of 
a settlement, but I don't think the Teamsters were all that 
strong either. 

UPS agreed to pretty much what the Teamsters had 
been asking for all along. The attack on the pension fund 
was turned away. New full-time jobs were promised. 
Wage increases for all workers were negotiated. From 
the point of getting pretty much what was asked for, the 

Teamsters won. However, looking more closely at the 
settlement, one can see some issues. One issue is that the 
Teamsters never asked for a very high percentage of new 
full time jobs in the ftrst place. Another issue is that UPS 
has an escape clause to get out of granting new full-time 
jobs if they don't make a proftt. The huge wage gap 
between part-time and full-time workers remains basi
cally intact. Even the new full-time jobs are not going to 
pay as much as the current full-time jobs. Furthennore, 
nothing appears to have been done on the horrible health 
and safety conditions. Health and safety don't appear to 
have been on the table at all. Clearly this settlement makes 
a few improvements for the UPS workers but leaves them 
with many problems unresolved. 

The general public perception of the UPS strike is that 
the Teamsters won a smashing victory. Many workers 
are feeling good that our side fmally won one. Even though 
a look at the fine print of the agreement may call for a less 
rosy assessment, just the feeling that the tide may be 
turning a little in our favor is helpful. Workers feel 
somewhat more inclined to stand up and ftght the outrages 
their employers are shoving down their throats. 

The capitalists also feel that they lost one. Most 
activists are convinced that the Justice Department's 
decision to force a re-fWl of the last Teamster Presidential 
election and to disqualify Carey as a candidate is payback 
for this public humiliation ofUPS. In the months since the 
UPS strike many political activists, including some WP AEN 
members, have been debating what stand to take in regard 
to Carey's disqualiftcation and what the Teamster mem
bers who want further reform inside the Teamsters should 
do. 

TDU held a convention in Cleveland in November at 
which Carey spoke. This was shortly after Carey was 
ruled off the ballot. Carey was still the hero to the TDU 
leadership and much of the rank and file. Two proposals 
for petitions were circulated at the convention. One, 
which was backed by the leadership, called on the govern
ment to investigate Hoffa, Jr. The other called on Carey 
to continue to lead the Teamsters and to ftght the federal 
government' s interference in Teamster affairs. This sec
ond one was not supported by the TDU leadership and 
apparently has gone nowhere. The fact that Carey is 
ftghting only on thelegal front to get back on the ballot and 
does not seem to be mobilizing any mass campaign has 
Wldercut any possibility for any big campaign such as this. 
The government has started investigating Hoffa, Jr., and 
the election is put off for 45 days at least from the 
supposed schedule of mid-February. 

In the wake of TDU's rather weak response to the 
government's attack on the Teamsters, a WPAEN mem-
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ber proposed a campaign to get the government out of 
Teamster affairs and to let Carey run. Others in WP AEN 
have agreed with the demand for the government to get 
out of Teamster affairs but wanted a more critical stance 
towards Carey. In fact, as a general principle I think that 
government, which is run by the capitalist class, should not 
have any say in how a union is run. At the same time, I 
share the reservations about promoting Carey. Only in the 
very limited sense that it is somewhat better for the 
Teamsters to have Carey as President than Hoffa could 
I see anything positive to say about Carey. The discussion 
of how such a campaign would be run has clarified some 
opposing political views, but I am not aware of any of 
these campaigns actually going very far among Teamster 
Union members. 

Carey is basically in the mold of the mainstream of the 
trade union bureaucracy of this country, which is to say 
that he is part of the problem. He promotes the politics of 
the Democratic Party, at least the "liberal" wing of it. He 
limits workers role in running their union and their struggles 
to very narrow, safe (for the bureaucrats) channels. 
Within these channels he promotes workers activity more 
than the mobsters do. To develop the working class 
struggle to the point where it can challenge the social and 
economic structure of our country, workers have to break 
out of the box that Carey wants to keep them in. 

Building a working class movement which is indepen
dent of the capitalist politicians and the trade union 
bureaucrats is a big key to advancing the struggle against 

the capitalist system. The Teamsters strike against UPS 
provides another example of how difficult and complex 
this task is. At the very lowest level, I think it helps 
workers to feel that they won a major struggle. The UPS 
workers did not advance much in organizing themselves 
independently in any sense, nor did their understanding of 
this need advance much. WP AEN did put some effort into 
trying to help workers advance beyond the limitations 
imposed on their struggle by Carey and his apparatus. We 
certainly had some effect, but nothing major. We did help 
to sharpen the exposure of trends such as ISO and 
Solidarity as followers of the trade union bureaucracy. <> 

Here are some of the sources I used for this article: 
Labor Notes, issues from Aug., 1997, through Jan., 1998. 

DAN LABOTZ, speech at a forum in Chicago after the 
strike. Dan is a founding member of Teamsters for a 
Democratic Union and has written a book entitled, "Rank
and-File Rebellion: Teamsters for a Democratic Union", 

Email exchanges between WP AEN members and other 
trade union and other left-wing political activists. I can 
make this material available if someone is really inter
ested. 

For your reference, flyers produced by WPAEN on 
the UPS Strike are included on pages 48 and 49. 
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UPS STRIKE: A FIGHT FOR 
OUR FUTURE- WHAT'S AT , 

STAKE & HOW WE CAN WI N 

Public Meeting with open discussion: 
3-5 PM, Sat. Aug. 16th, UE Hall, 37 So. Ashland, 

Chicago 

,. 

All working people have a stake in the UPS fight: 

This strike is about part-timers getting a living wage and full-time work. As a striker 
said, "These companies all have the formula. They don't take you on full time. They 
don't pay benefits. Then their profits· go through the roof." UPS owners made over 
$1 Billion last year in profits off these workers, yet the part-timers struggle to buy food! 
Unemployed, part- and full-timers, this is our fight! We can help make our future! 

More and more corporate owners are replacing full-time jobs with part-timers, temps, 
contract workers and 'independent contractors'. Right now, 38,000,000 of us are part
timers- up triple since 1968. Sears, for example, went from 800/0 full-time to 80% part
time since 1982. Record profits and salaries for the owning class - less money and 
more hardship for us in the working class. We all have a stake here. 

Most UPS workers (110,000) are part-time and average $9/hr. Full-timers (70,000) 
get $20/hr.; the owners pocket the difference. When this two-tier pay scale started in 
'82, the difference was $4/hr. The part-timers haven't gone up since! If UPS can beat 
these workers, other employers will go on hiring part-timers and firing full-timers. If we 
help the strikers win, that'll encourage others tc? stand up and fight for: 

JOBS FOR ALL AT A LIVING WAGE! 

Sponsored by: Working People's Action & Education Network, 773-935-5255, clo Box 578427, 60657 
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SHUT DOWN BIG BROWN-
AND SPREAD· IT AROUND'! 

Right now, the strike is pretty solid, but that can change fast. Strikers are hanging tough. Public support 
is high- especially around the part-timer issue. Business is way down. UPS looks like they may make a deal. 

If this deal doesn't go down, UPS has a 2-part strategy: Get Clinton to sign a Taft-Hartley order to 
break the strike or UPS will bring in scabs. First, UPS paints the union as undemocratic and cries about 
the customers' hardships. If Clinton doesn't break·the !;trike, they'll threaten to fire everyone, start a 'back-to
work' move with scared, broke workers, get injunctions to keep the gates open, and recruit outside scabs. 
Today that may seem unlikely, but do we want to just watch it happen? We say: 

Shut Down Big Brownl 
Stop all UPS shipments! No Scabs! 

Right now, the union's policy is to sit back and let trucks and scabs go through the lines. That might look 
good today, but nothing stands still in a fight. Every minute, UPS prepares their next blows. We can't out-wait 
them. They've got deep pockets and the law. Standing still invites defeat. No trucks, no scabs! 

Elect strike committees to make it happen! 
To win this fight, more workers must get active. Elect the most dedicated strikers. 

Hold regular union meetings-- to get information and to decide how to fight. 

Mobilize Working Class Solidarityl 
Spread the struggle for Living-Wage Jobs for Alii The UPS strike is for all of us! UPS is just one part of the 
corporate attack on the working class, replacing full-time jobs with lower-paid part-timers. Sears, for example, 
went from 80% full-time to 80% part-time. Today there are 38 million part-timers, up triple since 1968. 
There's a lot of support - union and non-union. Organize solidarity committees and marches. Lefs rally 
that support on the picket lines to shut UPS down! Bring this fight to other workplaces and our communities. 

Organize a National Teamsters' Strike 
and Workers' Day of Action 

Over 1 million Teamsters have a stake in this fight. Tell the leaders to call and prepare for a national 
Teamsters' strike and rallies by all workers and unemployed to SHUT DOWN BIG BROWNI 

If the union leaders take up this policy, the strike can be a victory 
for UPS strikers and the whole working class. 

If they don't -- they will be responsible for the defeat. 
UPS strikers will have to organize to make the leaders take up this policy. 

Working People's Action and Education Network 773-235-5257 or 773-955-4899 (espanol) 
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