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FOR A PROLETARIAN ORIENTATION

by Barbara Gregorich, Bill Massey, John McCann, Phil Passen

Marx wrote that the working class
must free itself from capitalist oppres-
sion. The class as a whole will be led
by its vanguard, organized in the revo-
lutionary party. The construction of
vanguard parties on an international
scale is the central task Marxists face
in this epoch. Obviously the party which
seeks to organize the vanguard of the
working class must have a proletarian
orientation. The necessity of this
orientation has been reaffirmed through-
out the history of the socialist move-
ment. A fundamental aspect of a prole-
tarian orientation is that the party
must see the recruitment of workers
as a basic task, must enter the organiza-
tions of the workers, and must seek to
root itself in the working class. The
party must be predominantly working
class in composition.

The central point of this document
will be to show that the Socialist
Workers Party, despite what it may
say, no longer has a proletarian orien-
tation, and that the party leadership,
while ignoring the necessity of a
proletarian orientation, is developing
new concepts about the relationship
of the vanguard party to the working
class -— concepts which are directly
opposed to Leninism.

The major reason for the party's
present course is that it has been
and is adapting to its petty-bourgeois
milieu and composition. This process
of adaptation is not irreversible.
On the contrary, it can and must be
stopped and reversed.

SECTION I: CLASS COMPOSITION OF THE
REVOLUTTONARY PARTY

It is elementary materialism to
observe that being determines conscious-
ness. As Marx said:

The mode of production in
-material life determines the
general character of the social,
political, and spiritual pro-
cesses of life. It is not the
consciousness of men that
determines their existence but,
on the contrary, their social
existence that determines

their consciousness (Critique

of Political Economy, pp. I%-Ie)
In other words, the social being of a
person -determines his class conscious-
ness. His consciousness, in turnm,
determines his actions. The class
composition of the vanguard party must

be a working class composition not
only because the working class must free

itself, but also because the composition
of the party, in the long run, influences
the party's program. Every revolutionary
organization in history, whether a
faction or a political party, which

has based itself somewhere other than
the working class has succembed to

the class on which it was based.

Proletarian composition and solid
ties with the working class alone
do not guarantee success. It should
be enough to look at some of the
Communist Parties to see that. Program
is fundamental. But the program can
become a "scrap of paper" if the party
1s not rooted in the working class.
That is the central lesson 1n Ghe
Shachtman fight. Trotsky and Cannon
repeat that lesson over and over again
in their writings on that struggle.

Trotsky pointed to the importance
of the proletariat's effect on the
course of the party many times. In
Russia prior to the spring of 1917,
the primary leadership of the party
had been, for many months and even
years, physically separated from the
struggle of the workers due to exile
and imprisomnment. It took the inter-
vention of Lenin to transcend the
separation from the working class
(imposed by exile) and maintain a
revolutionary consciousness. Lenin's
April Theses found little support among
the o0l1d Bolshevik leaders of the party.
They rejected his "too left" position.
On the other hand, Lenin's program
did find acceptance among the left
Bolsheviks (mainly workers) who, as
Trotsky said, although they did not
know how to refute the premise about
the bourgeois character of the revolu~
tion, nevertheless, with the instincts
of their class, rejected the idea of
support to the Provisional Government
and even demanded the expulsion of the
party leaders (Kamenev and Stalin) who
advocated it. Turning this around,
it becomes obvious that without the
worker Bolsheviks, Lenin's theses
would have found little acceptance
in the party.

Later in the history of the
Bolshevik Party, after the Civil War
and the death of Lenin, the leadership
again became separated from the working
class, this time for different reasons
and with different effects. The van-
guard role that the worker Bolsheviks
played in the Civil War had taken
a considerable toll. Many of the in-
dustrial proletariat who survived the
war became demoralized.

The social stratum which Lenin



was able to turn to in 1917 d4id not,
practically speaking, exist for Trotsky.
Although there may have been worker
Bolsheviks instinctively groping for
the correct program, they were out-
weighed by the vast and growing petty
bourgeoisie being admitted to the
party. This petty bourgeois layer found
Just what it wanted and needed in
Stalin's program, as Stalin's program
found a base in the petty bourgeoisie.
The permanent revolution was anathema
to the bureaucracy and its social base.

These brief examples from the
history of the Russian Revolution are
not the only examples of the necessity
of a proletarian composition. The
Shachtman-Burnham fight in our own
party, as mentioned before, offers
the same example.

The relationship between program
and composition is dialectical. Just
as the program makes the party, so
the party (the composition) in turn can
make or shape the program. Without
the program, the proletariat is power-
less. Without the proletariat, the pro-
gram cannot be implemented. It is
necessary for the vanguard party to
root itself in the working class:
this alone will not guarantee the
making of the revolution, but without
this, the revolution will not be made.

SECTION II: THE WORKING CLASS AND
THE PETTY BOURGEOISIE

In discussing the construction
of a revolutionary party rooted in
the working class, it is necessary
to have a clear understanding of the
heterogeneous nature of the working
class and of which sections of the
class the party considers to be key.

In the generally accepted Marxist
definition, proletarians are subject
to two basic conditions: (1) they are
forced to sell their labor power,
(2) they provide the capitalists with
surplus value or surplus labor time.
All workers, however, are not the
same. The foreman, the technician,
and the assembly line worker are all
paid wages, but their social power
and social roles are quite different.
What distinguishes certain workers,
especially the industrial workers,
is the manner in which they are ex-
ploited. The basic division in the
working class is between productive
and non-productive workers. The pro-
ductive workers are those who are
exploited at the point of production
and thus produce surplus value. Included
in this group are tramsportation workers,
who Marx says in Capital, Volume II,
Chapter VI, participate in a necessary
"additional process of production."

It is productive workers that
Marxists have always considered the
key sector of the working class. It
is on their backs that the basic contra-
diction of capitalism rests. In addition,
the socialization of production under
capitalism creates a cohesiveness in
the working class not found in any
other oppressed sector of society.
The rationalization of production,
involving increasing division of labor
and concentration of masses of workers
at the point of production, has created
a tremendously powerful capacity for
organization in the working class, and
has created within the class a certain
consciousness of its own power. The
powerful organizations of the industrial
workers are a result of this process.

Of course, even within the category
of productive workers there are divi-
sions and stratifications. On the one
hand, numbers of productive workers
remain unorganized. On the other hand,
skilled workers, whom Marx described
as "a superior class of workmen,"
are in a privileged position within
their class. Having beeh granted a
relatively higher standard of living,
these workers are more susceptible
to petty bourgeois ideology in’ the
workers' movement. )

For these reasons socialists
consider the key section of the working
class to be the basic productive and
distributive workers. This group is
the only sector of society which .
possesses the power to bring the pro-
cess of capitalist production to a
halt.

The remainder of the work force
is comprised of non-productive workers.
Except for government workers, who
are paid from the wages of the working
class as a whole, the non-productive
workers are paid out of the surplus
value created by the productive workers.
They create no value, but they contribute
unpaid labor time to the capitalists.

Important changes have occurred
in this section of the working class
in the past several decades. The first
change developed with the increasing
urbanization and centralization of
American capitalism. Certain groups
of workers, such as postal, sanitation,
communications, and urban transit
workers, have become more and more
important to the daily functioning
of the economy. They have the ability
to seriously hamper the functioning
of capitalist production. The conditions
of their work have generated growing
union organization and militant strikes.
In addition, Black and Chicano workers,
the most oppressed section of the
working class, have concentrated in
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increasing numbers in these jobs, as
well as in basic production. This
section of the class, then, which was
unimportant in Marx's day, has now
assumed definite strategic importance
to the vanguard party.

The second major change occurring
among the non-productive workers has
been the tremendous quantitative growth
of commercial workers, administrative
workers, clericael workers, technicians,
etc. Trotsky, in "Marxism in Our Time,"
described this development this way:

At the same time, it is true,
the development of capitalism
has considerably stimulated

an increase in the army of
technicians, managers, service-
men, clerks, attorneys, physi-
cians -- in a word, of the
go-called "new middle classes."

In addition, Trotsky said in "The
Communist Manifesto Today":

Furthermore, the bourgeois

state has long directed its
conscious policy toward the
artificial maintenance of petty
bourgeois strata. At the opposite
pole, the growth of technology
and the rationmalization of

large scale industry engenders
chronic unemployment and
obstructs the proletarianiza-
tion of the petty-bourgeoisie.
Concurrently, the development -
of capitalism has accelerated
in the extreme the growth of
technicians, administrators,
commercial employees, in short
the so-called "new middle class."
In consequence, the intermediate
classes, to whose disappearance
the Manifesto so categorically
refers, comprise even in a
country as highly industrialized
as Germany, about one-half of
the population. (p. 8)

The underlying cause of the growth
of this stratum is the basic process
of capital accumulation. Under the
force of competition, capitalism increases
its investment in constant capital
(capital for machines, plants, and raw
materials) and decreases (relatively)
its investment in variable capital
(capital for wages). The result is
a decline in the rate of profit. This
decline is compensated for by a greater
mass of commodities. The numerical
decline of the productive workers is
compensated for by the creation of new
armies of commercial workers to sell
the growing mass of commodities, clerical
workers to economize the circulating.
time of these commodities, and technical
workers to research new commodities.

Because of their dependence on
the amount of surplus value available
to the capitalists, these workers
are basically economically competitive
with the productive workers. In fact,
in many cases, especially with regard
to the technical workers, their job
is to increase the exploitation of
the productive workers. Time-study
men, research and design engineers,
and technicians of all sorts, for
example, increase the amount of surplus
value extracted from each worker. It
is this role which separates these
workers from the mass of workers.
The consciousness which develops from
their work cannot be identical with
the ideology of The assembly line worker.
The atomized character of this work
stands in further contrast to the con-
centration of the industrial proletariat.
Lacking an independent relation to the
means of production, these non-productive
workers constitute a socially unstable
layer.

To summarize, the social power
of a sector of society is determined
by its relationship to production.

Based on this general analysis,
Marxists have always sought to build
revolutionary parties based on the
workers involved in basic production
and distribution. With the recognition
of the changes in certain sections
of the working class brought about
by urbanization, this should suffice
as definition basic to the call for
a proletarian orientation. However,
in the last several years Comrade
Ernest Mandel has developed a theory
which challenges these basic Marxist
definitions. And the SWP leadership
has neither criticized Mandel's asser-
tions nor analyzed the implications
these assertions have for the strategy
of the revolutionary party. In fact,
our party has been following the logic
of Mandel's position without admitting
it.

It is Mandel's opinion that "...
starting either with the great depres-
sion of 1929-~%2 or with the second
world war, capitalism entered into a
third stage in its development...."
("Workers Under Neo-Capitalism," ISR,
Nov.-Dec., 1968, p.2) Mandel calls
this new period neo-capitalism and says
that it has been characterized by
"The massive reintroduction of intel-
lectual labor into the process of
production...." ("The Leninist Theory
of Organization: Its Relevance for
Today," ISR, Dec., 1970, p. 41) Mandel
then says:

Thus a process is underway of
roletarianization of intel-
iecfuaI labor. Proletarianiza-

tion does not mean primarily







not, however, affect the point of this
document. We base ourselves on the
traditional Marxist analysis of the
key section of the proletariat. If

the SWP leadership intend to act on
the basis of any new analysis, it is
their responsibility to describe in
detail why the old position is no
longer applicable, and exactly what the
new position is. It is also their
obligation to describe in full the
impact of the new analysis on the
party's strategy.

It is the implications of his
analysis with regard to party strategy
that Mandel fails to discuss, yet it
is these implications that are the most
dangerous part of his analysis. The
logic of his position is clear. First,
of his new "producers of surplus value"
—— "laboratory assistants, scientific
researchers, inventors, technologists,
planners, project engineers, draftsmen,
etc.," he asserts:

[They] can only enhance the
impact of the working class and
revolutionary organizations
because they equip them with
the knowledge that is indis-—
pensable for a relentless
critique of bourgeois society,
and even more for the success-
ful taking over of the means

of production by the associated

Mandel has an even softer spot
in his heart for the intelligentsia-
to-be, the students. He tells us that
".e.eothe student revolt can become a
real vanguard revolt of the working
class as a whole, triggering a powerful
revolutionary upsurge as it did this
May in France." (ISR, Nov.-Dec., 1968,
p. 9) This obviously develops from
Mandel's implicit inclusion of the
students as part of the working class.
The unmentioned conclusion here of
course is that a party composed of
students is a party composed of workers,
so a student orientation is a proletarian
orientation.

Again, we stand on the old assump-
tions. Students are not workers. Students,
by virtue of their suspension between
classes and the values and attitudes
their situation produces, are a petty
bourgeois layer. The party, while not
ignoring the developments among the
students or any other section of society,
must at all times gear its major atten-
tion and activity toward rooting itself
in the key sectors of the proletariat.

We will prove that this is the
traditional position of Bolshevism.
Comrades who want to offer a new posi-
tion are obligated to produce a thorough
analysis of the new situation and ex-
plicitly refute the old theories.

SECTION III: THE PARTY'S RELATIONSHIP

roducers. (Ilok, Dec., 1970,
P. 40 MandeTl's emphasis)

To Comrade Mandel, don't you see,
the technical intelligentsia is not
only part of the working class, but
that part which plays an "indispensable"
role in the overthrow of capitalism.
Insert any of the specific occupations
listed above into the first word of
the quoted sentence and the tragicomedy
of Mandel's position will become apparent.
What is this "indispensable" knowledge?
If it is the knowledge of how to over-
throw capitalism, then there is obviously
no need for the party. If it is the
knowledge of how to run the factories
after capitalism is over-thrown then
Mandel is siding with the crassest
anti-working-class petty bourgeois
hacks who maintain that the workers
are incapable of running the economy.

The inevitable logic of Mandel's
position is that the party today must
orient toward this layer of intelli-
gentsia. We maintain that while the
party must try to win recruits anywhere
it can, it is incorrect to assign
anything more than secondary importance
to any layer but the industrial prole-
tariat. Of course, if dream merchants
are considered "industrial labor,"
then the proletarian orientation becomes
a farce.

TO THHE TRADE UNIONS

As we have already said, in order
to win the workers and help them make
the socialist revolution, the party
must be rooted in the working class.
The word rooted is particularly appro-
priate to describe the relationship
of the party to the class because the
party draws its strength from the
working class. The class is the primary
source of life to the party. The task
of the party is to bring revolutionary
consciousness -- Bolshevik politics --
to the working class, to build up the
party primarily from the working class,
and to organize and lead the working
class for the seizure of state power
and the socialist reconstruction of
society. In order to do this, the
party must be a party of the class,
not outside or apart from the class.
Only a party with the correct program,
rooted in the correct class, can accom-
plish the task of smashing the bourgeois
state.

The key sector of the working
class is, as we have already said,
the industrial proletariat. It is
this group that has the power to make
the socialist revolution, and it is
in this group, specifically, that the
vanguard party must sink its roots.
The industrial working class in the

-7=-



U.S., as in other countries, is organized
into trade unions -- the UAW, USW, URW,
UMW, etc. These trade unions, backward

as they are, represent the present

of the working class. It is the task

of Bolsheviks to represent the future

of the movement in the present of the
movement.

The trade unions are the fighting
organizations of the working class.
As Engels said of them, "...if they
are not made to fight against the
encroachments of capital, what are
they made for?..." (The British Labor
Movement, p. 19) This 1is not Lo say
That because the workers are organized
into unions they have political class
consciousness. The trade unions are
the defensive organizations of the
working class to maintain and improve
their wages and working conditions.
We, the Bolsheviks, are the conscious
element in the struggle of the working
class -- we are the ones who bring
revolutionary class consciousness to
the working class.

Not only are the trade unions
combat organizations of the working
class, but they are also an arena
of struggle themselves, an arena in
which different tendencies engage in
battle for influence over the workers.

In order to win over the most
advanced workers by revolutionary
propaganda and agitation, Bolsheviks
must be where the workers are. In
other words, the Bolsheviks must be
inside the combat organizations of
the working class. Here is what Comrade
Cannon had to say on the question:

The purposeful activism of the
educated socialists must be
directed primarily into the
trade unions precisely because
they are the immediate connec-
ting link with a broader

circle of workers and therefore
the most fruitful field of
activity. When the socialist
idea is carried into the
workers' mass organizations

by the militant activists, and
takes root there, a profound
influence is exerted upon these
organizations. They become more

aware of their class interest and

their historic mission, and grow
in militancy and solidarity and
effectiveness in their struggle
against the exploiters.

At the same time, the party
gains strength from the live
mass contact, finds a constant
corrective for tactical errors
under the impact of the class
struggle and steadily draws
new proletarian recruits into

its ranks. In the trade-union
struggle the party tests and
corrects itself in action. It
hardens and grows up to the
level of its historic task as
the workers' vanguard in the
coming revolution. (Notebook
of an Agitator, p. 1

It is our duty to fight with the
workers and defend their interests.
We do this not only by participating
in the economic struggles of the workers,
but also, and most importantly, b
bringi Bolshevik politics to the
WOTKersS. The most ilmportant WoTkers
we want to reach are in the industrial
unions. It is our duty to be there --
not tomorrow, but today.

A, Lenin and Trotsky on the Trade Unions

In preparation for the struggle
against the ultra-lefts at the Second
World Congress of the Communist Inter-
national, Lenin wrote "Left-Wing" Com-
munism, An Infantile Disorder. In
This very important work Lenin argued
against the ultra-lefts because they
sought to spark an uprising of the
proletariat without engaging in the
long, hard, patient, systematic work
which is necessary for Bolsheviks to
engage in in order to win the proletariat.
In this work Lenin said that the Bol-
sheviks must work in the trade unions,
no matter how reactionary those unions
might be.

To refuse to work in the
reactionary trade unions means
leaving the insufficiently
developed or backward masses
of the workers under the in-
fluence of the reactionary
leadersSssees (pe 37)

* * *

If you want to help the "masses,"
and to win the sympathy, con-
fidence and support of the
"masses," you e... must im-
peratively work wherever the
masses are to be found. You
must_be capable of every
sacrificey of overcoming the
greatest obstacles in order

to carry on agitation and
propaganda systematically,
perseveringly, persistently and

patiently precisely in those
institutions, societies an
associations —— even the most
reactionary —- in which prole-
tarian and semi -proletarlian
masses are to be found. And
the trade unions and workers
cooperatives...are precisely
the organizations where the

masses are to be found. (pe.
37 our emphasis)
* * *




There can be no doubt that
these gentlemen, the "leaders"
of opportunism, will resort to
every trick of bourgeois
diplomacy, to the aid of bour-
geois governments, the priests,
the police and the courts, to
prevent Communists joining the
trade unions, to force them out
by every means, to make their
work in the trade unions as
unpleasant as possible, to
insult, bait, and persecute
them. We must be able to with-
stand all this, to agree to

any sacrifice, and even —- if
need be —-- to resort to all
sorts of strategems, artifices,
illegal methods, to evasions and

subterfuges, only so as to get
into the trade unions, to
remain in them, and to carry on
communist work in them at all
costs. (p. 58 our emphasis)

In these quotes from one of
Lenin's most important works we can see
that Lenin considered it a fundamental
duty and utter necessity for the Bol-
sheviks to enter the trade unions, the
organizations of the working class.

Yet today, when we in the citadel of
imperialism do not have to resort to
"all sorts" of devices to get into the
trade unions and remain in them and
carry on Communist work in them at all
costs, the party barely discusses the
question of entering the trade unions.
We seem content to leave the few comrades
we have in industry remain there, but
we certainly do not show any desire

to strengthen our forces in the unions
with campus recruits.

Instead, the party leaves the
question of entering (when it considers
it at all) to the hazy future. It does
not heed Lenin's teachings and it
abandons the "insufficiently developed"
and "backward masses" precisely to those
reactionary leaders who have betrayed
and will continue to betray them. The
party's attitude seems to be that if
the workers look around and see us
leading the student movement, the
antiwar movement, women's liberation,
and decide to come to us, fine. But
as for going to them, we will not 1lift
a finger to enter the trade unions.

Such a lack of concern with the trade
unions is an abandonment of our heritage,
a disregard of the lessons of history,
and a casting off of our duty.

Lenin stated in the strongest
terms the necessity of revolutionaries
working to get into the trade unions.
Trotsky did likewise. In 1955 Trotsky
was interviewed by the Independent
Labor Party of England. He said:

Tllegal work is work in the

mass organizations -- for the
ILP it is systematic entry and
work in the trade unions,
cooperatives, etc. In peace

time and in war it is the same.
You will perhaps say: "They will
not let us in. They will expel
us." You do not shout: "I am a
revolutionist" when working in
a trade union with reactionary
leadership. You educate your
cadres who carry on a fight
under your direction. You keep
educating new forces to replace
those expelled, and so you
build up a mass oppositione.
Illegal work must keep you in
the working mass~s. You do not
retire into a cellar as some
comrades imagine. The trade
unions are the school for
illeg§l work. (Writings, 1935-36,
p. 72

In Trotsky on the Trade Unions the

following remarks by Trotsky appear:

The question of the relation-
ships between the party, which
represents the proletariat as
it should be, and the trade
unions, which represent the
proletariat as it is, is the
most fundamental question o
revolutionary Marxism. (p. 21
our emphasis)

* * *

The Communist Party is the
fundamental weapon of the
revolutionary action of the
proletariat, the combat or-
ganization of its vanguard that
must raise itself to the role
of leader of the working class
in all its spheres of its strug-
gle without exception, and
consequently, in the trade
union field. (p. 15)

* * *

The character of the party's
leadership [of the trade
unions], its methods and its
forms, can differ profoundly in
accordance with the general
conditions of a given country
or with the period of its
development. In capitalist
countries, where the Communist
Party does not possess any
given means of coercion, it is
obvious that it can give
leadership only by Communists
being in the trade unions as
rank and file members or function-
aries. (p. 17/ our emphasis)

* * *

Under these conditions, the
thought easily arises: Is it
not possible to bypass the trade














































































