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Debacle 
The Poverty 

at Chicago 
of New Politics 

The Labor Day New Politics convention in 
Chicago demonstrated in an overly dramatic 
fashion the utter bankruptcy of the New Left 
and with it considerable sections of the A
merican socialist movement. This fact, long 
visible to the more thoughtful, was demon
strated so clearly by the disgraceful fiasco 
in Chicago that those who still retain illu
sions concerning the v i a b i lit y of the CNP 
movement must be written off as either 
hopelessly naive or corruptly cynical. 

The Chicago conference, supposedly re
presenting all elements in opposition to the 
Vietnam war, turned on two axes--political 
action and Black-white relations. In the 
former respect, the convention was para
lyzed and unable to arrive at consistent, let 
alone correct, conclusions. With regard to 
Black-white relations, the convention degen
erated into such a hysterical shambles that 
its performance cannot be fully a n a 1 y zed 
except in terms of pllychopathology. 

PERMEATION OR CONFRONTATION 

On political action the same basic choice 
faced the convention which has been facing 
the new protest movement since its birth-
to work within the system for reform, or to 
begin the creation of an independent move
ment looking to the working class for revo
lutionary ends. The choice was permeation 
or confrontation. As might be expected from 
its past history, the CNP failed to come to 
grips with this issue, and by its failure, 
effectively 0 pte d for the permeationist ap
proach for influencing the system within its 
own framework. Rarely has such an orgy of 
pompous and overblown revolutionary rheto
ric led to s u c h anti- revolutionary conclu
sions. 

The political choice was posed concretely 
around electoral action. One pol e was to 
seek the formation 0 f a third party with a 
working c las s or socialist program. The 

other pole was, in reality, the approach of 
seeking reforms through the De m 0 c rat i c 
Party, on the perfectly logical grounds that 
there alone was the power that could achieve 
reform. However, because of the specific 
context of the convention, the question was 
never clearly posed in this fundamental way. 
The Draperite ISC carried the ball for the 
third party position, but for what amounted 
to a third capitalist party, lacking a clear 
class line. On the right end of the CNP pol
itical spectrum were the Communist Party
DuBois Club forces. traditional spokesman 
for the Democratic party line. However. the 
total discrediting of the Johnson administra
tion, which they had supported in 1964, and 
the pressures of the Vietnamese war. made 
it impossible for them to come out openly 
for a Democratic Party orientation. Instead 
they were obliged to push various compro
mise positions which could leave them free 
to support liberal and dove candidates where 
desirable. Thus the underlying polarity of 
the pOlitical action question was never really 
confronted by the convention, and its ener
gies were spent on debating a series of mid
dle positions which obscured the fundamental 
choice. 

PHONY INDEPENDENCE 

The conunon content of all these compro
mise positions was the attempt to build an 
outside base from which to exert pressure 
within the existing framework. This means 
using the form of independent politics to fur
ther the aims of permeationism. Most of the 
political action debate at the conference cen
tered around the best tactical form through 
which this operation could be carried out. 
After the overwhelming defeat of their third 
capitalist e!!Y position the ISC joined with 
the CP-DuBois group to push the third ticket 
pOSition, an avowedly temporary sort ~ 
dependence reactive not to the sOcio-political 
system but to its products, the Vietnam war 
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and the specific degradation of the Johnson 
administration. The CP-DuBois elements 
wanted this solution so that they could oppose 
the now insuppo rtable J 0 h n son and at the 
same time back local Democratic doves and 
liberals. The ISC was willing to accept the 
form of tempora ry independence out of con
viction that formal independence is in itself 
a force driving these petty-bourgeois forma
tions leftward. 

Opposed to this coalition were the "local 
organizers", in many areas people whose 

dedication to act u a I local or ganizing wa s 
strictly secondary to their opposition to any 
form of independent electoral action. The 
final settlement was called "The California 
Compromise" and was a worthy product of 
the Schee r school of politics. Third tickets 
could be run where the local people wished 
to do so, and not run elsewhere. Unity was 
preserved by not t a kin g a position on the 
most pressing question facing the conven
tion. 

If the Chicago convention's performance in 
the field of political action was a declaration 
of political ban k r up t c y, its approach to 
Black-white relations was a revolting spec
tacle of utter moral degeneration. 

BLACK CAUCUS CLTlMATUM 

The Black Caucus, from whlch Blacks un
acceptable to the nationalist leadership were 
excluded, presented the convention with an 
ultimatum: to adopt the famous 13 points or 
face a nationalist-engineered split along col
or lines. The 13 points _r-eflected_the current 
nationalist leadership's counter-revolution
ary stance, substituting a b sur d slogans of 
racial bitterness for any serious attempts to 
develope a programmatic attack on the sys
tem which oppresses the ghetto. Their emp
ty rhetoric, entirely de V::J i d of revolution
ary con ten t, passes for such in some left 
circles, but by proposing mer ely a Black 
cut-in on ghetto exploitation (Feinstein's 
pawnshop becomes Shabazz's, but it's still a 
pawnshop), it actually amounts to a diversion 
and betrayal of the Black people's struggle. 
Faced with the nationalist ultimatum, guilt
ridden white liberals and radicals went into 
a paroxysm of self-flagellation and hypocrit
ical humility, Hardly believing a word of it, 
they passed the resolution by a 3 to 1 mar
gin. They thus revealed an a b y sma 1 con
tempt for the Black pOSition, making in most 
cases not even a token attempt to debate its 
merits, as well as a completely jus t i fi e d 
self-contempt for their own political posi
tion. All they wanted was to keep from be-

ing rejected by the Blacks, whom they have 
been screwing for decades with their liber
alism, as they themselves admitted. 

It is arne a sur e of the decadence of the 
great majority of the white radicals at the 
convention that the only one of the 13 points 
to arouse serious opposition was one of the 
few essentially correct, if one-sided, points, 
condemning Zionist imperialism. To the ir
rational nationalists of the Black Caucus, the 
white radicals were able to 0 p P 0 s e only-
their own reactionary and sentimental ethno
centrism. 

The Black Caucus" ultimatum served the 
good purpose of exposing these liberals and 
radicals for the hypocrites and incompetents 
that they are. The DuBois-CP g roup, for 
example, came out in a hastily-written (self
revealing in times of stress) leaflet fo r the 
patriotic approach. 

DUBIOUS WINNER 

The usual customeafter one of these a11-
left jamborees is to tote up the s cor e and 
decide which of the com pet i n g tendencies 
gained most and which lost most. However, 
given the depth of the debacle at Chicago, it 
is difficult to find a v.inner_ If there was one" 
it was the CP, which was able temporarily 
to gain a preponderance of influence in the 
BlaCK Caucus after the more militant ele
ments split. They also were pleased aLtbe 
defeat of a third party position, and achieved 
a compromise which facilitated their double 
game of opposition to Johnson and sup po r t 
for Democratic doves. Throughout the con
ference, they demonstrated that if they could 
not dominate, they could, in the absence of 
strong and effective forces to their left, at 
least exercise veto power. 

For the ISC, the conference was a disas
ter. At the subsequent San Luis Obispo con
ference, their parity offer was rejected by 
the state Black Caucus, and this rejection in 
turn led to a subsequent split in the white 
radical ranks. The dissident elements went 
off to demonstrate their militancy by attend
ing the CDC conference. This leaves the lSC 
virtually alone holding the Peace-and-Free
dom bag. 

All this sectarian interplay, however, is 
of secondary importance. The rnajor signi
ficance of the Chi c ago conference was the 
death of the myth of the American New Left. 
The ~ew Left was a bright, new movement, 
free of the old hangups and full of imagina
tive Know-how. Chicago revealed its total 
incompetence. The New Left was a potent 
new source of power and youthful vigor on 
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IS the Spartacist League? 

The Spartacist League is a revolutionary 
Marxist organization which seeks, in the U.S. 
context, to contribute to the fundamental task 
of our epoch, the buildi.ng of viable and effec
tive sections of that international party which 
can lead the working-class to its own eman
cipation and hence that of all the oppressed. 
Our goal is workers' power, the socialist 
revolution in the United States. 

The history of socialist organizations in 
the U. S. as elsewhere is one of growth and 
degeneration. Many groups have, for a 
titTle, carried the banner of Marxist revolu
tion in our society. From the Socialist La
bor Partv of the late 19th century, through 
the Deb s ian Socialist Party of before the 
first World War, the Communist Party of 
the twenties, and the Socialist Workers 
Party of the thirties and forties, AInerican 
MarxIsts have maintained the integrity and 
continuity of the revolutionary movement. 

WORKING-CLASS POLITICS 
That which has dis tin g u ish e d all these 

in their revolutionary per i 0 d s is a princi
pled and consistent dedication to the work
ing-class as the necessary and decisive in
gtrument of social emancipation. Our ded
Ication to t his proposition is not bas e d on 
romantic ill us ion s concerning the present 
political, social, or moral attitudes of dom
inant sections of the working-clas s, but ra
ther by a Marxist and scientific insight into 
the 0 b j e c t i· v e social forces which make it 
possible for the working-class and only the 
working-class to play this revolutionary 
role. This attitude on our part is not re
served for Sunday platform speeches, but 
informs all our analyses of current politi
cal que s t ion s and our tactical approach to 
their resolution. 

The 0 rig ina 1 impetus which gave ris e to 
the formation of the nucleus of the Spartacist 
League within its par e n t organization, the 
SWP, between 1961 and 1963, was the actual 
abandonment of this position by the SWP un
de r the pre s sur e s of long isolation from 
popular mass movements, disapPOintment at 
the TTl e a g r e fruits of the crisis of the CP's 
in 1956-57, and an increasingly desperate 
desire to -ind, in the face of working-class 
quiescence, a non-proletarian shortcut to the 
revolution. The achievements of the Castro 
regime in Cuba and its struggle with U.S. 
i rn per i a lis m led tne SWP-to a world view 
which sees the peasantry of the colonial and 
semi-colonial worlds, led by a petty-bour-

geois democratic revolutionary grouping like 
Castro's, able to carry out the proletarian 
revolution without or even against the prole
tariat. We, on the con t r a r y, rejected the 
can c e p t that a regime and social order in 
which the w 0 r kin g clas s has no power, no 
party, no independent organs of expression 
and combat could represent workers' power, 
or be a step on the road to socialism. By 
calling for the organization of working class 
struggle against the regimes of the Castro's 
and the Ben Bella's, the heros of the hour 
for the pseudo- revolutionaries, we p I ace d 
our s e 1 v e s in irrevocable opposition to all 
tendencies leaning on these regimes for pol
it i c a I and ideological support, and laid the 
basis for our own independent existence. 

The 1 e s son s learned and the conclusions 
drawn from this per i 0 d have also saved us 
from what is today the g row i n g suction of 
the Maoist whi rlpool, where the petty- bour
geois enthusiasm of the Chinese Red Guards, 
based on a potentially privileged student youth 
acting not only against the more conservative 
elements within the bureaucracy, but much 
more fundamentally against the Chinese work
ing-class Itself, has drawn many rrrilitant ele
ments into a political dead-end. 

BLACK POWER 

It is our attitude to the w 0 r kin g - c I ass 
which determines our s tan d on all the cru
cial issues of the day, including the com
plex que s t ion ·of the ghetto revolts and the 
"Black Power" slogan. Because we see the 
uprisings as an elementary striking out by 
the most oppressed sec t ion of the working 
clas sag a ins t oppre s sion which is obj ect
ively class in ba sis, we support these out
bursts, while at the same time recognizing 
that their lack of organization and defined 
g a a 1 s dooms them to failure, and creates a 
potential for the des t r u c t ion of the m 0 s t 
militant elements in the B I a c k community. 
The popularization of the Black Power slo
gan represents the repudiation of tokenism, 
liberal tutelage, relianc e on the fede ral 
government, and on the non-violent philos
ophy of mar a I suasion. It therefore should 
be supported by all revolutionari.es. How
e ve r, this slogan arises at a tiIne when the 
white working-class as a whole is quiescent 
and in a moo d to go along with the s tat us 
quo. This gives rise to ate n den c y by the 

most militant Black e Ie men t s to slice the 
social cake not a Ion g the fundamental clas s 
lines, but along the a p par e n t lines of ac-
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tion, the line of color. Those Black spokes
men who encourage this tendency and g i v e 
expression to it, w hi 1 e accurately reflect
ing the moo d of the most militant elements 
in the ghetto, actually present the ruling 
class in this country with an invaluable 
gift, facilitating the i r t ask of utilizing the 
latent or 0 v e r t racism endemic in all sec
tions of the U.S. population to turn the 
white w 0 r kin g class into the active enemy 
of the Black r,1ovement, thus subverting the 
in t ere s t s of both groups for the benefit of 
their conunon oppressors. The "all blacks 
against all whites" approach is not leader
s hi p but Spokesmanship, for ... "A real 
1 e ad e r doesn't adjust his tactic in acco.rd
ance wit h the attitude of the mas ses, but in 
accordance with the development of his
tory. " 

MID-EAST CONFLICT 

It is this sam e 0 r i e n t a ti 0 n towa rd the 
working cIa s s and its historical role which 
determines our attitude toward s u c h events 
as the Near-East conflict, w her e rejecting 
both the sentimental ethno-centrism of the 
Zionist e 1 e men t s and their sympathizers, 
and also the Maoist-Nasserite approach 
which see s the b 0 u r g e 0 is nationalists of 
the A r a b states leading an anti-imperialist 
rev 0 1 uti 0 n, we have called for no confi
dence in e it her sid e, and for the trans
formation of the na ti 0 na 1 war into a c i vi 1 
war. Only the joint e ffo rt s of the working 
clas ses of the Arab states and Israelto 
overthrow t h ei r bourgeois leaderships and 
to c reate a workers' republic in the N ear 
East can end the conflict in the N ear E a s t. 
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the political scene. Chicago rev e ale d its 
political impotence. Abo v e all, the New 
Left represented honesty, integrity, telling 
it like it is, the spirit of the Berkeley FSM, 
in contrast to the tarnished reputation of the 
old left. Chicago's action toward the Black 
Caucus and the 13 points revealed its cynic
al moral hypocrisy. The New Left will ling
er on. After all, are not the C. P. and even 
the SLP still with us? The myth, however, 
is dead. For those who substitute clas sless
ness for class, empiricism for lvlarxism, 
anti-intellectualism for the science of soci
ety, who reject history and the relevance if 
not the very reality of anything that occured 
before they were born, the chickens came 
home to roost at Chicago. The task of build
ing a genuine and viable left in this country 
remains before us. 

In the peace movement, we are opposed to 
the demonstration tactics favored by both the 
CP and SWP, ty P i fi e d by such silly petty
b 0 u r g e 0 i s pacifist gimmicks as the Peace 
Torch Marathon. Not bigger and better dem
onstrations, but only the mobilization of the 
working-class can end the war. We therefore 
have propagandized within the pea c e move
ment for an approach which would have as its 
aim a one-day work stoppage in a significant 
number of shops and factories throughout the 
country. We feel that the setting of such a 
goal would force the present petty-bourgeois 
movement to 0 r i e n t itself in reality toward 
the working-class, not just as another pres
sure group like ministers and doctors, but as 
the one decisive social sector. 

WE WON'T GO? 

On the draft, we call not for individualist 
grandstand plays along the "We Won't Go" 
style, resulting only in the imprisonment or 
isolation of anti-war n1ilitants, but for the 
cool but n1ilitant exercise of their constitu
tional rights within the arm e d for c e s by 
drafted anti-war you t h s. We conunend the 
example of Pvt. Petrick to all who are ser
ious about anti-military activity. 

Ourpvsition on the unique role of the work
ing-class in no way implies a denigration or 
neg 1 e c t of the function of the revolutionary 
sections of the intelligentsia, students, and 
the like. Indeed, it is only to the extent that 
such elements bring clearly developed social
ist ideology into the working-class that that 
class can play its historical role. Thus, the 
fight for ideology, for political clarity among 
socialist intelligentsia, far from being a side
s how, is an essential link in the process of 
the proletarian revolution. However, we say 

that it is only within the working-class that 
the ideology developed by the revolutionary 
intelligentsia can take on fIe shand muscle, 
and be objectified as actual power. 

If you are interested in learning more about 
an 0 rganization like ours, or discus sing any 
of these points in further detail, write to PO 
Box 852, Berkeley, California, 94701, or 
call TH 8- .369. 

SUBSCRIBE TO THE 

SPARTAC)ST 
10. 1377. G.P.O. 

New Yorl!. N. Y. 10001 

twelve issues - $1 
six issues - 501t 

California subscribers also 
receive Spartacist- West. 


