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Dying From the Inside:
The Decline of the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers

In July of 1967, years of pent-up frustration and rage
exploded in the city of Detroit. Crowds of angry Black people
filled the streets, looting the stores that siphoned their money
out of the community, burning the slums to which economic
exploitation and housing discrimination confined them, and
fighting the police force which harassed and often brutalized
them. Lyndon Johnson insisted this “lawlessness” had “no-
thing to do with civil rights” and fanned the flames by sending
in the army. By the time the rebellion was over, at least forty-
one people had been killed and 3800 arrested; 1300 buildings
had been burned, and 2700 businesses looted.

Widespread unemployment among Blacks in the Motor
City was certainly a major cause of the rebellion. When, after-
ward, companies announced small increases in hiring as a
token gesture, thousands lined up at the personnel offices. But
it wasn’t only the unemployed members of the working class
who had spilled into the streets in July. Blacks and even whites
who put in their days and nights on the automobile assembly
lines of Chrysler, Ford, and GM were seen taking part in the
“shopping for free,” getting back some of what was theirs.

The following May, their anger took a new form. Four
thousand workers shut down the Dodge Main assembly plant
in the first wildcat strike to hit that factory in fourteen years.
The issue was the incessant, nerve-destroying, and accident-
causing speed-up of the line. A key element in making the
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strike happen was a group of radical Black workers who called
themselves DRUM—the Dodge Revolutionary Union Move-
ment.

Black workers had been kept out of many auto plants
entirely until the Second World War; now they were the
holders of the lowest-paying, most dangerous jobs, and they
had the least seniority and job security. In the old, unsafe, and
overheated Detroit plants, the auto companies kept up the
pressure to produce more cars with fewer people. Black
workers, especially, paid the price; they called this process
“niggermation.” The United Auto Workers, dominated by an
overwhelmingly white officialdom interested in negotiating
primarily for pay increases, not better conditions, offered little
help.

DRUM set out to attack all these issues—discrimination
in the plant, discrimination in the union, and the power of the
auto companies to dictate working conditions. Within a few
months DRUM had dramatized its seriousness to both the
company and the union by publicly calling another illegal

strike which was honored by 3000 Black workers and some

whites; demonstrating at union and company headquarters;
and putting forward a DRUM candidate, Ron March, who
pulled out the largest number of votes in the first round of the
union election. .
Company and union officials responded with injunctions,

arrests, firings, and vote-tampering. Still, the model was
imitated in other plants. The most successful new attempt was.

ELRUM, in Chrysler’s Eldon Avenue gear and axle plant;
others included FRUM (in Ford’s River Rouge plant),
CADRUM (at Cadillac), and UPRUM and HRUM (among
United Parcel workers and health workers). In an effort to
keep up the momentum and marshall a strong enough force in
the plants and the community to defend the RUMSs against
growing repression, the League of Revolutionary Black Work-
ers was formed.
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The League was initiated by a seven-member Executive
Board of local Black revolutionaries from working class back-
grounds. This group, associated with a newspaper formed
shortly after the 1967 rebellion called the Inner City Voice, had
been working and studying together for some years, and had
been instrumental in organizing and supporting DRUM. One’
of its members, General Baker, had been working at Dodge
Main at the time of the first wildcat and had been fired by
Chrysler as a result, ' ,

The history of the RUMs and the League—their suc-
cesses and failures and the continuing role of the League
activists in later political activity in Detroit—has been chron-
icled in a number of books and articles listed in the Appendix.
Unlike the preceding chapters on the Civil Rights Movement
and Black Panther Party, the following essay by Ernie Allen is
not intended to tell the organization’s history, or to capture the
flavor of participation in rank-and-file workplace activism. It
takes a more limited and negative focus, but an important one.
It seeks to isolate the internal structural and political weak- -
nesses that caused the League of Revolutionary Black Work-
ers, like many of the later New Left groups, to come apart two
and a half years after its founding.

In general, the effectiveness of New Left groups in
attracting support and carrying out action and education was
not matched by an ability to create stable organizations. Parti-
cularly in the later years, splits and splinters multiplied as
rapidly as they ever have on the left. This essay examines a
number of dilemmas and failings in the League which were
common to many other groups. Among them are:

® A temptation (already noted by Reggie Schell) to seek
coalitions and expanded organizations which look impressive
in their formal structures—which allow more people to have
some kind of contact with the organization and its politics—
but which are often much less solid than they appear.

® A related tendency for leaders to lose contact with their
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base, and to see what is happening only in terms of their own
ideas about what is needed.
e A lack of structures to encourage democracy and full
participation by members.
e A lack of clarity or agreement about strategies and goals.
In dealing with these issues, the essay delves into the
internal conflicts and factions of the organization, and it
embodies the author’s personal judgement about the roles
played by specific individuals, including himself. The readings
which he suggests in the Appendix offer other points of view.
In this chapter, the footnotes are the author’s.

Ernie Allen

Ernie Allen was active in the Civil Rights and Black
Power movements on the West Coast during the 1960s. He
joined the League of Revolutionary Black Workers in 1970
and served as its Director of Political Education. He is
currently a Corresponding Associate of the Journal of Ethnic
Studies and teaches history in the W.E. B. DuBois Department
of Afro-American Studies at the University of Massachusetts
at Ambherst.

The founding of the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers (LRBW) in the late 1960s proved to be one of the
more significant manifestations of Afroamerican political
maturity since World War II. Though only a short-lived
organization, the League, by virtue of competent leadersh
and the right conditions, and despite opposition from both
company and union, was able to mobilize hundreds of black
American workers in the factory—where the material wealth
of the country is produced.
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The LRBW’s approach differed in several ways from
those of other black organizations seeking civil and social
rights. Rather than place primary emphasis on combating the
awesome effects of Afroamerican oppression, it directed its
efforts toward organizing that specific sector, which as a result
of its strategic position within the economy, harbored the
greatest potential for effecting ultimate political and social
change. Rather than view the local police as the principle
enemy of the black community, the practical implications of
which would lead other, less sophisticated black organizations
into fruitless and bloody encounters, the League, while taking
concrete steps to combat police oppression, continued to view
that phenomenon as only one important aspect of class rule.
Rather than attempt to resolve the social problems of blacks in
piecemeal fashion, as had the majority of Afroamerican
reformist organizations, the League envisioned the creation of
a socialist society in the United States in which all forms of
exploitation of human beings by one another would be elim-
inated forever. ,

The LRBW was an organized outgrowth of the 1967 black
urban rebellion of Detroit. Beginning in May 1968 with the
creation of the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movément
(DRUM), by early 1969 the more or less autonomous
formation of additional Revolutionary Union Movements
underwent partial consolidation as the League. With a central-
ized leadership in command and important material resources
at its disposal, the LRBW quickly embarked on a program of
expansion into community organizing, film production, and
legal defense, as well as the establishment of a small printing
plant and a bookstore.

Outwardly, the League operation was extremely impres-
sive. Even those with prior political experience could not help
but be moved by the seriousness, dedication, and camaraderie
of League members who followed impossible schedules to get
the job done. The print shop was always especially busy: a
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computerized typesetter was pushed to frequent breakdown
(not a particularly difficult task), presses ran at all hours, and
the continual going and coming of people to drop off “copy,”
pick up completed work, or contribute labor was a striking
phenomenon. v

Striking, too, was the activity around the workers’ center
in Highland Park, despite some of its internal problems. At all
hours of the day and night, black workers facing specific dif-
ficulties on the job knew they could stop by to discuss their
problems. Organizers on their way to meet the morning shifts
would often assemble there before dawn to pick up leaflets and
other materials. Regular visits from community people wish-
ing to talk over problems of drug abuse, police harassment, or
even personal crises, could always be anticipated.

In short, the League—particularly in its earlier days—was
both highly visible and highly respected in the Detroit metro-
politan area, in the community as well as at the plant gates. At
a time when New Left and Black Power organizations were in
the process of decline, League membership gave one the
distinct feeling of being part of a “winning” organization. But
by mid-1970, when the League began to attract considerable
attention nationally as well as internationally, cracks had
already appeared in its organizational foundation. The follow-
ing year witnessed the ultimate crumbling of the edifice: the
League of Revolutionary Black Workers was no more.

Today, in 1978, as we “prepare” for further cutbacks in
social services, lower standards of living, and increased
political repression which invariably oozes from the seams of a
deteriorating social situation, it is essential that we avoid,
where possible, the more salient “movement” errors of the late
1960s and early 1970s—not to mention earlier periods.

In examining the development of the League from an
“inside” perspective it shall become quite apparent that its
demise, like that of too many other progressive organizations
of that period, was due more to internal than external pres-
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sures. With that experience behind us, and with adequate
reflection, we can do better. At the very least, we must
attempt to understand how organizations such as the League,
which held so much political promise for so many people, were
unable to surmount their internal contradictions. If the follow-
ing study does no more than aid that process of understanding, -
it will have accomplished its purpose.

The Problem With Structure

By 1969—the year the League was founded—the spon-
taneously formed RUM groups were declining in influence in
the plants. Whereas the larger RUMs had often been able to
attract hundreds of workers to their meetings in 1968, the
following year they were fortunate to pull out a handful.

Several factors account for this decline. The wave of
popular discontent unleashed in the 1967 rebellion—upon
which the Revolutinary Union Movement had built itself—
had now subsided. It might be more accurate to say that it had
been engulfed by increasingly violent gang activity and street
crime—often drug-related—within the black community.
Moreover, by 1970 Chrysler Corporation had visibly increased
the number of black foremen on some of its assembly lines,
?hus robbing the RUM groups of one of their most pressing
issues. ,

RUM activists, meanwhile, had been identified and were
constantly surveilled. Even those who had been fortunate or
skillful enough to survive the purges by plant management felt
a sense of isolation and ineffectiveness. And RUM leadership
had furthered its isolation from a large strata of potential
constituents by launching indiscriminate verbal attacks on
older workers for their “conservatism,” as well as tasteless
commentaries on the personal lives of numerous union “mis-
leaders.”

In the face of these problems, one of the intended
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functions of the League was to overcome the isolation of the
RUM groups by coordinating their activities and linking the
plant struggles with wide, community-based support. There
were also several other pressing problems which the formation
of a consolidated organization was supposed to deal with. Due
to the refusal of local printers to handle the Inner City Voice,
concrete means had to be found to fill the movement’s pub
lishing needs. Also facilities had to be secured to provide a;
permanent home for the organizations, as well as to alleviate
problems which had fallen on particular activists’ families. §
General Baker’s family, for instance, had to contend with a -
literal “army of unemployed” organizers and leafleters who,
having no other place to go, bivouacked nightly on their living
room floor. And, overall, the haunting problem of scarce
financial resources had to be resolved if the movement was to
survive over the long run.

The formation of the League was a creative response to .
these difficulties: but it proved to be as ominous as it was
creative. The drive by the top leadership to provide a sup-.
portlve apparatus for black workers’ struggles paradoxically
ended in its abandoning them. The League did not succeed in
confronting the problems of declining mass revolutionary
sentiment, tactical maneuvers by management, and tactical
errors by RUM leadership which were curtailing the in-plant
revolt. But in 1969 and 1970 such political failures were
masked by a false sense of organizational successes in other
areas: the creation of the League film “Finally Got the News,”
the prohferatlon of LRBW offices in the Detroit area, parti-
cipation in a book-discussion project which had enrolled
hundreds of liberal whites, as well as the growing media atten-
tion which the League was attracting nationwide. How did
such a situation come about?

The reorganization of the existing RUMs into the League
was accomplished by the Executive Board from the top down.
This was made possible by money which the EB succeeded in
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raising from outside sources- —the Black Economic Develop-
ment Conference in particular.! As a direct consequence,
decisions concerning specific allocations of funds (and, more
importantly, decisions about what activities the League would
become involved in) could and did occur without the parti-
cipation, or even the knowledge at times, of the rank-and-file.2

Due to a lack of participatory democracy or even of
adequate communication in the new organization, many of
those who remained active in the RUMs were not even aware
that they had “joined” the League.

With reorganization also arrived a qualitative shift from
in-plant organizing to activities nominally supporting that
goal: the gathering of resources, development of printing,
publishing, and film-making operations, participation in
struggles around control of the schools, etc. An unintended
but direct consequence was an influx of political and technical
personnel who staffed these new projects—and whose per-
sonal loyalties generally went to individual EB members
heading such operations. (The fact that some harbored
“middle class” outlooks also had a bearing on the changing
character of the organization.)

Two other factors prevented an open recogmtlon of the
League’s drift away from its original base. First, the money

1. The National Black Economic Development Conference—later
shortened to BECD—first convened in April 1969 at Wayne State
University in Detroit. Sponsored by the Interreligious Foundation
for Community Organization (IFCO), BEDC was not originally
intended as an independent organization, which it later became, but
as a means of bringing “together a broad spectrum of black leaders to
explore strategies for more rapid black-directed community develop-
ment.” However, after adopting a “Black Manifesto” under the
leadership of James Forman, BEDC began pressuring religious
organizations to provide “reparations” to the black community. At
least several hundred thousand dollars were raised in this manner,
with a significant portion going to the League. For further infor-
mation, see Robert S. Lecky and H. Eliot Wright (eds.), Black
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from BEDC served to lubricate the sharpest edges of personal
or political dissatisfaction both among RUM members and
inside the EB. Second, eminently aware that it was the talented
members of the EB alone who had secured necessary legal and
material resources for the organization, until mid-1971 the
politically inexperienced rank-and-file tended to follow a strict
policy of “deference” in regard to top leadership, despite
private criticisms which they occasionally voiced.

On the positive side, then, the formation of the LRBW in

early 1969 led to organizational consolidation at several levels:
a centralized leadership was constituted—albeit not in the
most democratic of terms; material resources were secured,
and in turn funneled to the RUM groups as well as other.
projects; and various offices and facilities were established.
On the questionable to negative side, the transition to a more
complex structure and its associated activities placed the
Executive Board largely out of touch with the rank-and-file—
the plant workers in particular. There arose a problem of
organizational democracy, by which I mean the absence of any
structural possibilities for the general membership to impose
its collective will on either the overall political direction of the
League or its internal affairs. And, finally, League energies

Manifesto: Religion, Racism, and Reparations (New York: Sheed
and Ward, 1969).

2. Not withstanding the fact that BEDC funds underwrote a number
of League activities which, under other circumstances, might not
have been immediately feasible, had political emphasis been placed
instead on a dues-paying apparatus financed by membership, a more
structurally sound organization might have resulted. This approach
is to be distinguished from implementation of the League-proposed
International Black Appeal through company “checkoff” proce-
dures (by which money for the United Fund or union dues is
secured), but rather through a more direct means of collection—
certainly not the most expedient means at hand, but an important
process if political organizing in itself.
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were poured into a number of diverse activities—some of
which proved absolutely necessary—while consolidation and
further expansion of the RUM groups was virtually neglected.
To understand this process as it unfolded, concretely, in
the League, we must look at its social and political make-up, at
its seven-member Executive Board, and at the EB’s decisions
(or lack of them) about organizational discipline, relations
with the membership, and political education. Then we.can
look at the specific internal conflict around these issues that
was the immediate cause of the break-up of the League.

Social Make-Up

Who was the LRBW? Large numbers of people partici-
pated at one time or another in the RUMs or in League-
sponsored campaigns, demonstrations, or discussions. But
active members in the League itself usually totalled about
sixty.

In the early stages of the League’s formation, the plant
workers made up the majority of the membership, but by late
1970 they found themselves outnumbered by other elements. A
second important group who joined the ranks of the LRBW
were the high school students who had organized themselves as
the Black Student Union Front, a league affiliate. The
majority of the workers earned their livelihood by toilingin the
auto plants, of course, while the high school students still relied
on their parents to provide them with the basic necessities.

From time to time, however, the LRBW has to provide
shelter and money for both workers and students, who, as a
direct result of their participation in LRBW activities, ex-
perienced personal crises: job firings, expulsion from home by
politically conservative parents, etc. This situation created a
third type of League member, whose dependence on LRBW
resources could last indefinitely, Also in this third category

| were “free-floating” elements, or “hangers-on,” who might
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enroll at Wayne State University or a local community college
for a semester or two, work at the Eldon Avenue axle plant for
a few months, and then quit or be fired. Either way, the
members of this third group had the “free time” which allowed
them to provide the League with indispensable services: the
printing and distribution of plant leaflets and other organi-
zational literature, office and transportation maintenance,
security details, etc. At the same time, this sector also proyided
the League with some of its greatest disciplinary problems.

Finally, a fourth group of people provided the LRBW
with services and political leadership. Its members often drew
salaries from League components, but unlike the third group
they tended to assume permanent responsibilities within the
LRBW. They usually possessed political-intellectual, adminis-
trative, or technical skills as well. Here would be classified
people who, for example, managed LRBW operations such as
Black Star Printing or the bookstore, who oversaw the techni-
cal aspects of the printing operation, who orchestrated legal-
defense strategies, who furnished typing or clerical services, or
who conducted political education classes. With the expansion
of the RUM groups into the League in early 1969, it was this
strata which increased in absolute numbers, while the number
of workers decreased.

Political Make-Up

The RUM groups attracted primarily people who had
never become involved in politics before. Caught up in the
militant spirit of the urban rebellions and Black Power
demands, the hard-hitting, “tell-it-like-it-is” approach of
RUM leaflets captured the imagination of these younger
workers. (But as others have stressed, the tone of such leaflets
also tended to alienate older workers as well as white workers
in general.)
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Of the two most important worker components, DRUM
and ELRUM, DRUM’s leadership was by far the most stable,
experienced, and politically sophisticated. Ron March of
DRUM, for example, had accumulated considerable prior ex-
perience working within the UAW black caucus, including
political interaction between white and black workers. Such
was not generally typical of ELRUM cadre, who became
largely dependent on DRUM leadership for direction.

In this period, national consciousness on the part of
younger black industrial workers far outweighed any manifes-
tations of class consciousness, though the latter was by no
means completely absent.3 For the most part this nationalism
was expressed as anti-racist sentiment, but the negative exper-
iences of black workers within the plant and union also led to
anti-white attitudes in general.

Nationalism was hardly limited to the “non-intellectual”
strata, as one writer recently asserted. Whether at a sophis-
ticated or elementary level, it manifested itself in varying
degrees among most LRBW members. It was the principal
motive force behind the Black Student United Front, and it
surfaced in a more sophisticated form among those Executive
Board members who advocated a “black-led Marxist van-
guard party.” By far the least progressive manifestations of
national consciousness came from the “free-floating” elements
within the LRBW—the least disciplined of all.

3. An important issue facing any group like the League of Revo-
lutionary Black Workers is how much to focus on the way black
workers are treated because of being workers and how much to focus
on the way they are treated because of being black. Are the members
of organizations banding together primarily because of their com-
mon class, or their common nationality? In a note at the end of this
chapter, the author explains his use of the terms “class conscious-
ness” and “national consciousness,” and some of the political and
historical issues connected with this question.—ed.
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Until mid-1970 the main political divisions inside the
League rested mainly within the Executive Board. These
divisions were basically two-fold. At the level of direct poli-
tical ideology, there was a struggle between one section of
leadership putting forward a general Marxist orientation who -

proved to be more amenable to working with white (mostly.
middle class) allies, and more nationalistically oriented indivi-

duals who tended to oppose such alliances. Mike Hamlin, Ken

Cockrel, John Watson, Luke Tripp, and John Williams

belonged to the first tendency, while the second was character=
ized by General Baker and Chuck Wooten. At the same time

both Wooten and Baker nominally subscribed to Marxist
principles as well.4

The second division on the EB represented a clash over
immediate tactics as well as long-range strategies. Nominally,

all EB members agreed that the principle political task of the

League was the organizing of black workers; however, a

number of the other activities in which the League was engaged

from 1969 onward tended to become ends in themselves. A
highly pragmatic section of the leadership advocated ex-

-panding League activities into many spheres at the same time, -
both locally and nationally. Another group favored a more

coordinated expansion but also concerned themselves with the
consolidation of existing organizational ventures. Finally,
there were more people who tended to resist involvement in
any activities that were not immediately connected with the
direct organization of black workers in Detroit. On these sets
of issues Hamlin, Cockrel, and Watson were identified with

4. One cannot become a Marxist in the sense that one becomes a
Christian. The latter requires that one believe; the former should
require some degree of study, and the translation of that study into
practice. It is difficult to distinguish, among all the EB members,
between those who were consequent Marxists—that is, whose
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the first tendency; Tripp and Williams with the second; and
Wooten and Baker with the third.

The two-fold political division on the EB was to produce
curious alignments and realignments among its members,
depending on the specific issues involved. In the case of gross
violations of organizational discipline by rank-and-file mem-
bers, the necessity to enter specific support activities, as well as
in confronting the issue of narrow nationalism, Williams and
Tripp tended to align with the Hamlin/Cockrel/Watson.
faction. When it came to the question of the League’s over-
extending its limited financial and human resources, the two
generally—but not always—sided with Baker and Wooten.

Practically speaking, then, it became difficult if not
impossible for any one of the factions within the top leader-
ship to win a clear-cut victory. This, plus the fact that each
group needed, or thought it needed, the particular skills culti-
vated by the others, stalemated any clear-cut direction of the
League from the very beginning. As funds began flowing into
the LRBW in early 1969, the shifting alignments within the
Executive Board resulted in the establishing of three different
“headquarters” for the organization; Baker and Wooten
oversaw the Highland Park office, main center for worker
organizing; Tripp and Williams were associated with the
Linwood office, from which were coordinated the public
school decentralization and control struggles of 1969-1970 as
well as a fundraising project called the International Black
Appeal; Hamlin headed the Black Star Publishing operation.
(Cockrel and Watson, due to their involvement in legal and
film work, respectively, tended to be the least visible of all.)
Political division had become physical division as well.

concrete political practice was logically and cosistently informed by
Marxist theory—and more pragmatic, but capable people whose
knowledge of Marxism failed to extend beyond the reciting of key
phrases or principles.
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Rank-and-File Nationalism and the EB

Initially, the EB as a whole tended to recognize the virtues
of the mass-based nationalism which had brought the League
itself into being. A long-standing history of white, working .
class racism in Detroit had created a fierce climate of mistrust -
among black workers regarding “black and white, unite”
slogans. Moreover, in an apparent projection of Detroit
conditions onto the rest of the country, the majority of the EB -
subscribed to the dubious proposition that black workers by
themselves had the power to shut down the strategic centers of
U.S. heavy industry. In consequence, even those among the
top leadership who were the most adamant concerning the
need for black and white labor unity were led to advocate, or at
least tolerate, certain tactics. An example is the League’s’
refusal to distribute plant leaflets to white laborers, in orderto -
avoid losing credibility with blacks. ,

In time, however, due to numerous internal problems -
which surfaced within the organization, some of the more
Marxist-oriented members of the EB developed an extreme
aversion to Afroamerican nationalism in general, thereby jet
tisoning its positive sides along with the negative. Undoubt-
edly the most delicate and volatile issue concerned “sniping” -
by rank-and-file (and sometimes EB) members in regard to
interracial personal relationships engaged in by a number of
these leaders.

This “white woman question” was complicated by male-
chauvinism at all organizational levels. In particular, a double
standard allowed League males to seek relationships outside
the organization even where “competing” political groups
were concerned; similar action on the part of League females
was often viewed as a “security risk.” In response, the women
would frequently raise hell over the white woman question.s

5. Parallels can be found in the experiences of black women within
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For some male leaders, anxious to squelch this personal critic-

- ism, nationalism itself became a major enemy.

The Problem With Leadership

Generally speaking, the individuals comprising the Exec-
utive Board—the top leadership strata of the League—were
eminently capable and creative. Some were even congenial.
Without the presence of those particular individuals in
Detroit, it is doubtful that an organization such as the LRBW
would have emerged when it did. But a measured, political
evaluation of that same strata must draw some harsher
conclusions, as well: many of the internal organization
problems of which EB members chronically complained were
the immediate or delayed result of decisions which they
themselves made, or failed to make at the appropriate time

Among the numerous, interrelated difficulties facing the
League from the beginning was that of an extremely lax organ-
izational discipline. Most of the earlier members of the LRBW
had been swept into the organizational fold as a result of their
involvement in earlier RUM struggles. By the time of the first
general meeting of the LRBW in July 1970, when wholesale
recruitment occurred, the EB either was or should have been
keenly apprised of the strengths and weaknesses of individual
rank-and-file members.

At that point, those who had posed constant disciplinary
problems could have been placed on probationary status or
eliminated from the ranks altogether. Although the League
might have lost some of its best leafleters in the process,
instances of equipment abuse and, on a lesser scale, petty theft,

the Communist Party during the 1930s and 1940s. See, for example,
Claudia Jones, “An End to the Neglect of the Problems of the Negro
Woman!,” Political Affairs (June 1949),
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might also have been curtailed. Instead, nearly everyone who
had worked informally for the LRBW in the past was drafted
into the organization. And no organizational code of conduct
was adopted to be binding on all League members.
Moreover, extremely poor choices were made by the EB
in matters of “security” personnel. Rather than security forces
being comprised of the most disciplined and emotionally
stable members of the LRBW, volunteers were sought; the
result was that the members most anxious to carry weapons

became the security force—and fights which could have been

avoided sometimes occurred between these “revolutionary”
versions of Starsky & Hutch and rank-and-file members.

A deeper problem, though, was that in many ways the
Executive Board conducted itself almost as an autonomous
organization. Its relatively “hermetic” (sealed off) nature,
made worse by the proliferation of LRBW activities from early
1969 onward, resulted in a relative lack of visible or res-
ponsive leadership for the organization as a whole. Perhaps
the best illustration of this particular state of affairs can be
found in the fact that the LRBW’s first general meeting did not
take place until almost a year and a half after its founding. A
large number of individuals who had more or less informally
participated in League activities until then, were not even
aware of their own formal membership until receiving letters
from the EB requesting their attendance at that first meeting in
July 1970. The mail, rather than face-to-face discussion,

tended to be a primary form of communication between the .

EB and general membership from then on—even though the
League was comprised of roughly sixty members.

The term “lack of visible leadership” should not betaken
in the crude sense that individual EB members were never seen
by the membership. Due to the priorities which they assigned
to plant organizing, General Baker and Chuck Wooten, for
example, were among those most accessible to the rank-and-
file on a day-to-day basis; other EB members could usually be
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located at the various League offices which they supervised.
(Though there were some who spent almost as much time in
Europe as they did in Detroit, or whose job responsibilities or
personal temperaments tended to prohibit regular interaction
with general membership.)

But even where leadership was highly visible, it was not
always responsive. There was a very acute problem (to be
discussed shortly) of members not getting any guidance as to
how they should carry out assigned tasks. Even in matters of
ideology or information about the League, different EB
members had different positions and it was not clear to
members what “the League’s position” was on a number of
important issues: Was the LRBW a mass organization seek-
ing to organize the greatest number of people around general
issues, with a hope of eventually becoming a more selective
group of “professional revolutionaries?” Or was it already in
fact that more selective group with a strategy for taking poli-
tical power? What would be the League’s eventual relationship

* to white workers or to other people of color within the United

States? Would it become an “integrated” revolutionary poli-
tical party, or was there envisioned some sort of federation
which would seek to unite all nationalities around revolu-
tionary issues? Such questions had as many answers as there
were EB members.

Finally, the problems of leadership were reflected in the
inability of the organization to coherently resolve day-to-day
difficulties which regularly surfaced in financial or disciplin-
ary areas: numerous problems either went unresolved or
received partial and unsatisfactory solutions because there was
no visible chain of command within the leadership structure to
which aggrieved parties might appeal.

The closed quality of the EB manifested itself as well in the
failure of political education among the membership—here,
not so much in the sense of formal classes as in the general lack
of internal political discussion: the collective reflection of the
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rank-and-file on their own political activities. For example,
the political development of the Executive Board itself had
been nurtured by the experiences of its individual members
prior to the RUM and LRBW formations, the sharing of these
experiences in regular EB sessions, as well as the collective
reflection of this body on League tactics and strategies in
progress.® In contrast, although open, political discussions
among the general membership sometimes occurred, such
were left to the “laws” of chance: no structure existed whereby
leadership could communicate its concrete political exper-
iences to the rank-and-file, nor was any formal mechanism
developed in order that the organization might collectively and
systematically analyze itself.

Formal political education fared little better. The funda-
mental problem here, I believe, was a failure on the part of
instructors to relate the subject matter to the existing political
level and needs of those attending classes. For example, the
principle staples of League internal education were the philo-
sophical essays of Mao Tse-Tung (“On Practice” and “On
Contradiction,” among others). For those living outside
China, one difficulty in teaching from these works lies in Mao’s
exclusive use of Chinese historical references for illustrative
purposes. Black workers who possessed meager historical
background in regard to their own struggles, whose political

sophistication was only beginning to develop, and who had _

6. It should be noted, however, that the internal discussions and
debates within the EB tended to center around pragmatic questions
bearing on strategies and tactics rather than the more basic political-
ideological underpinnings of the former. Given the fragile unity of
the EB from the very beginning, such political discussions might
very well have resulted in a miscarriage of the LRBW at its moment
of conception. But that remains an academic matter: fundamental
political divisions resulted in the eventual fracturing of the EB
anyway. :
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little time to devote to studies in the first place, simply could
not maintain an interest in material which seemed so remote
from their own needs. Later efforts were made to correct some
of the most glaring difficiencies of the internal education
program, but basic difficulties remained.

Similar to its allowing internal political education to seek
its own level was the general failure of the EB to provide
particular guidance to members in the carrying out of organi-
zational tasks. An example is the LRBW newspaper, the Inner
City Voice. The EB had actually come together around the
paper, which began publication after the 1967 rebellion. Once
the ICV became the official voice of the League, it should have
been accorded their greatest attention. But the EB concentra-
ted on other projects and essentially abandoned the newspaper
by turning it over to a new, committed, but untrained staff.

It is true that formal journalism classes ended in failure
partly because of the narrow nationalistic attitudes on the part
of the incoming staff. But the fact that they regarded the classes
as futile exercises in “white journalism” and that they received
little guidance in the actual gathering and writing of news in
the field, also suggests that insufficient effors were made to
relate such training to League members’ actual needs and
political outlooks.

Another example occurred after the first general meeting
of the LRBW in mid-1970, when several plant workers were
assigned the tasks of organizing Detroit’s east- and west-side
black communities. Though lacking prior experience, the two
workers, after having been assigned funds and told to look for
office space, were simply instructed by the EB to “organize.”
With neither guidance nor prior experience to draw upon,
projects such as these were destined to fail. (Fewer difficulties
existed with training of a purely technical nature, such as the
development of printing and typesetting skills among the
membership.

The “hermetic” nature of the EB was manifested in its
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relative self-dependency and its monopoly of organizational ]

skills, information, and political expertise. All this, contrasted

to the behavior of a number of undisciplined, politically

unsophisticated personnel whom EB itself recruited into the
LRBW, eventually tended to create in the minds of many
upper-ranking leaders the idea that the EB alone constituted
the League. This apparent self-deception contributed to
attitudes of arrogance and contempt which some EB members
exhibited at times in regard to the rank-and-file.

The flow of discussion from the floor during organiza-
tional meetings, for example, was effectively curtailed not only
because of a basic lack of political self-confidence among the
general membership, but also by a justifiable fear on their part
of being subjected to ideological terrorism. They risked
stepping into scenes like courtroom proceedings, with the EB
“prosecution” fervidly attempting to unnerve a *hostile wit-
ness.” Given the shortcomings of political education and the
very real lack of coordinated political discussion within the
organization as a whole, the fact that political sophistication
remained the “property” of the EB while the general member-

ship remained in relative political ignorance, should come as -

no surprise.

The result was that at the very top level, the League was
nominaily a “Marxist-Leninist” organization; middle to lower
echelons assumed the character of mass organization which
generally deferred to the EB in matters of Left politics, but
whose cohesiveness for the most part derived from a shared
nationalist sentiment and within that context, a specific
commitment to the struggles of black workers.

Evolution and Decline of the Central Staff

An attempt to rectify some of the organizational prob-
lems and create a “second-line” leadership beneath that of the
EB was the “expanded Central Staff.” First discussed in
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November 1969, the Central Staff idea was written into the
1970 League program. In contrast with the Executive Board,
which had the responsibility of formulating policy,the Central
Staff (CS) was to function mainly as the “implementation
arm” of the LRBW. It was to consist of the “heads of commit-
tees and representatives of lower organizations.”

The CS first convened on August 22, 1970. Save for the
EB, not one of the thirty or so persons present at this meeting
had asked to be there: they had simply received letters stating
that their attendance was required. Further, though the CS
was to represent the “implementation arm” of the League, and
though some did play leading roles in the plant, community,
and publishing components, its members apparently had not
been chosen with any political criterion in mind. CS members
were no more politically experienced or aware than most
League rank-and-file,. Consequently, this first CS gathering
was a poor one indeed. If the CS was to be the place where
“second-line” leadership was to emerge, it was clear at that
point that the League was in trouble.

A second meeting was called some three months later, and
then only after one of the more politically conscious CS
members began pressuring for it. Because there were so many
issues to be discussed, it was decided that a CS “retreat” should
be held December 19-20, with reports to be submitted by
various persons. (The sole EB member to volunteer for the
“retreat” planning committee attended not a single one of its
meetings.)

The December “retreat” opened with a report by EB
meémber Mike Hamlin, who attempted to place the principal
contradiction within the LRBW on a quantitative footing.
There existed two trends within the League, according to
Hamlin. Certain people, who wanted to proceed at a rapid
pace, advocated continual expansion and involvement in more
activities and struggles; others desired to proceed more slowly,
concentrating on one aspect of the struggle at a time.
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Hamlin affirmed that he was one of those who represen-
ted the first tendency; espousing the need for 24-hour-a-day
struggles, he felt that individual black revolutionaries should,
for example, be completely “interchangeable” with their Viet-
namese counterparts then battling against U.S. imperialism.
Hamlin, moreover, was pained to think that the LRBW had to
take time away from life-and-death struggles in order to
discuss organizational problems. He indicated that if the
League were involved in continuous struggle against the
enemy, organizational difficulties would cease to exist.

Shola Akintolaya and myself, on the other hand, viewed
the LRBW’s main contradiction as that existing between the
concrete political tasks which the League had mandated itself
to carry out, and the actual organizational structure which in
our estimation, stifled the effective completion of such tasks.?
We viewed the central political task of the LRBW as the
organizing of black workers in general, and the developing of
working-class political cadre in particular; second, we saw the
central organizational task as the reconstruction of the Central -
Staff in order to lay the basis for working-class leadershipand -
control of the League. The numerous organizational prob-
lems, we reasoned, either resulted from or were reinforced by
the existing structure.

Even the unimplemented paper structure in the program
was rooted in an anti-Marxist division of tasks which would
effectively relegate the practice of mental labor to the EB,

7. Akintolaya and I had first met one another, as well as General
Baker and Luke Tripp, on a student trip to Cuba in 1964. We
renewed our friendship in 1969 when both of us were living in New
York City. En route to a UAW convention in Atlantic City in early
1970, General Baker recruited us into the LRBW. Initially we were
unaware of the existence of factions among League leadership; as the
drama of League internal politics unfolded in our minds, we lent our
political support to the Baker-Wooten forces, whom we believed to
be correct in their stressing of plant organizing activities. By late fall
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manual labor to the CS. In other words, the proposed
structure called for a division between those who would con-
ceptualize League policy, and those who would carry it out.
Second, there were members of the EB itself who possessed no
concrete, spelled-out responsibilities; their activities, rather,
were more or less spontaneously determined according to
circumstances. (Which is not to say that many EB members
were “non-functional,” but that their activities were neither
integrated, cooordinated, nor channeled structurally in ac-
cordance with the role that a leading body of this sort must
play within a revolutionary organization.) Third, the unimple-
mented structure contained no effective guarantee for workers’
control of a workers’ organization. Most importantly, we
argued, the League, in its own pragmatic way, was attempting
to appropriate the structure of both a vanguard party and a
mass organization at the same time.®

On the one hand, the LRBW had failed to show itself to be
a true “cadre” organization (seen as a formative stage of a
Leninist vanguard party). Without an effective political educa-
tion program, there was no way in which the League could ever
become a formation of “professional revolutionaries.” More-
over, “democratic centralism,” the organizing principle behind
the Leninist concept of revolutionary party, was haphazardly
imposed by the EB—and then only from the “centralist” side.

On the other hand, the hierarchical structure of the
League had actually robbed the organization of some of the

of 1970, when it had become clear that the EB was hopelessly
deadlocked, we suggested to Baker and Wooten that they continue to
struggle for this policy within the EB, while we would mount pressure
from without. But we had no agreement or discussion with them
about the form that our pressure would take.

8. See note at end of chapter for a discussion of the dilemma that
these forms—mass organization and vanguard party—are attempts
to deal with, and of their meaning in the Leninist tradition.—ed.
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most positive attributes of a mass organization: internal
democracy, spontaneity, and the consequent ability to effi-
ciently resolve organizational problems. Finally, workers and
students, according to the League program, were not able to
join the LRBW merely on the basis of their demonstrated
willingness to struggle around concrete social issues, but were
first required to commit themselves ideologically to Marxism.
Such a measure could only hinder future mass organizing
efforts by the League.

Thus within the revolutionary political forest of 1970, the
LRBW could be counted as neither flora nor fauna, although it
had begun to exhibit remarkable vegetative characteristics!

In concluding, we called for: the reconstitution of the
LRBW into two structures—a cadre (pre-party) formation on
the one hand, mass organizations (RUM groups, Black
Student United Front, Parents and Students for Community
Control, the community organization UNICOM, etc.) on the
other hand; dissolution of the Executive Board; and recon-
stitution of the Central Staff on the basis of concrete parti-
cipation of its members in LRBW mass organizations. Admit-
tance to the League’s mass organizations would require only
demonstrated willingness to struggle against prevailing social
and political conditions; such mass organizations would
project no strict doctrinal line. On the other hand, admission
to the League’s inner cadre would be much more stringent,
based upon one’s practice as well as effective mastery of
Marxist theory. The highest body of the League, according to
this plan, was to be a conference of the entire membership of
the cadre organization; it was to meet every six months with
the power to review decisions made by the CS during each
interim period.

Not unexpectedly, the CS “retreat” was thereby plunged
into a rather sharp ideological battle which lasted some twelve
hours the first day, and four hours the next.
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Despite the inordinate amount of time consumed in the
wake of this presentation, the response of the EB proved to be
quite limited. The real problem, reiterated the more vocal
members of this body, Ken Cockrel and John Watson, time
and time again, was that “people weren’t doing what they were
supposed to be doing,” and that whatever internal difficulties
the League harbored could be resolved if such people would
only “implement the program.” (No matter that even the best
political program cannot tell one how to function on a day-to-
day basis: it cannot tell one what to do when faced with a
specific problem, nor how to react in a specific situation.)?

The overt response of the main body of the Central Staff
to the proposed restructuring of the League, as well as the
criticisms of the EB, was one of silence. Privately, many
expressed solidarity with the critique; in open discussion, the
same persons became tongue-tied. Ultimately, however, after
the proposal had been “much cussed and much discussed,”
the CS as a whole voted to make itself “functional” within the
existing League structure.

Things Fall Apart

A follow-up meeting to the December “retreat” was
scheduled to take place January 16, 1971. CS members were to
have reported the proceedings of the December gathering to

9. This lack of response to the specific criticisms and suggestions
caused an impasse, in which further discussion was impossible.
Cockrel responded to the expressed need for particular guidance in
daily work only by saying he “didn’t have time to be holding
motherfuckers’ (people’s) hands.” Watson explained that the League
had to callitself “Marxist-Leninist” to distinguish itself from existing
black reformist organizations. In regard to restructuring, he said the

EB “was not about to turn over resources which it had spent years
collecting.”
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their respective components, engaged all members of these
components in collective discussions, and then reported their
conclusions back to the CS. But on the eve of January 16 the
EB cancelled the scheduled meeting. Believing that the EB’s
decision to stay the Central Staff gathering was based on a fear
of criticism by the membership, several CS members decided
to act by holding the scheduled meeting anyway.!0

The meeting was held, but under confusing circum-
stances: some CS members, hearing only of the cancellation,
did not attend; others participated only because they were un-
aware of the EB’s decision; and still others attended in open
defiance of what they considered to be an arbitrary and
damaging decision on the part of the leading body. Chuck
Wooten, the only EB member to participate, excused himself
halfway through the proceedings with the remark that he
would “fight out any differences he had with the EB, within the
EB itself.”

The week which followed was one of uncertainty. A
“reprimand” meeting of the CS was held January 23, where the
communications secretary was castigated by the EB for
refusing to notify CS members of the cancellation, and CS
members in general were put on alert that further actions of
this sort “would not be tolerated.”!! The once-lively internal
political discussions which had been sparked by the December

10. Chuck Wooten initially agreed with this assessment of the reason
for the cancellation. Both he and Baker were absent from the EB
meeting which had made the decision—Baker was out of town, and
Wooten could not be contacted in time. The EB’s stated reasons for
cancellation were not all convincing to some CS members who
viewed its failure to set a new convening date as an ominous sign.
11. Apparently as a balance to the harsh tone of the meeting, John
Williams announced an “incentives” plan which would single out for
recognition members who had accomplished exemplary work. But
his comparison of this program to the toilet training of infants, where
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CS meeting now came to an end, replaced by less stimulating
rumors of possible splits as well as membership decisions to
side with whatever faction controlled the most League real
estate.

Splitting the League was the very thing that its small
handful of “reformers” wanted to avoid at all costs. We pushed
for radical structural changes within the organization in order
to establish some degree of workers’ political control internally
and thereby return the League to its stated interim task of plant
organizing. But we did so on the assumption that the organiza-
tion would ‘be able to tolerate principled political dissent
within its ranks. We did not agitate among the membership for
support for our action, sensing that any attempt along these
lines would result in the fracturing of the League.

Meanwhile, the EB had decided on its own plan for
restructuring the LRBW. Rather than convene a general
meeting to openly thrash out the issues point by point, the
leading body sought instead to gauge membership loyalty by
means of what one irreverent soul termed a “revolutionary
Gallup poll.” On February 11 a mimeographed questionnaire
was sent by the EB to all League members requesting
“confidential” information: “state your commitment to the
League from the standpoint of priority, i.e., does it rank first or
fifth, in relation to other priorities, i.e., job, family, school, or
other aspirations and commitments.” And so on ... only a few
members chose to respond to this “dialogue.”

In March, a general meeting was held in which some EB
members spoke of the “disrespect for leadership and author-
ity” in the CS, and others directed their remarks mainly to up-
coming organizational activities; none addressed the role of
the Central Staff or organizational structure in general.
Shortly thereafter, and despite the fact that there had been no

rewards are given by parents for appropriate “potty behavior”
provoked further anger.
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political “unrest” within the LRBW for several months, the EB
unanimously voted to expel seven members from its ranks, of
whom only four had really been active in attempting to change
the organization’s structure: several, Akintolaya and myself
included, were specifically charged with “insubordination;”
spouses were purged because they constituted “security risks.”

The “Easter purges” and the events leading to them
produced an effect on the LRBW which no one could have
anticipated. Principled criticisms of the organization, as well
as measures designed to address its fundamental problems,
had been offered; the only “counter” which the EB could find
in its political repertoire was that of “hard-line” policy. The
effects of that policy on the rank-and-file as well as on the EB
itself constituted the immediate causes leading to the break-up
of the LRBW.

We Will Take the Hard Line

While the majority of the League rank-and-file loyally
supported the EB in all organizational matters—including the
expulsions—within a period of only two months following the
latter event, that support had fully evaporated. From April
through mid-June, 1971, the League met in a full body at least
every two weeks, and sometimes weekly—an unprecedented
event. Prior to this time, the leadership was not always
accessible to the general membership; now the strengths and -
weaknesses of the EB could be regularly viewed by ail. And
with the EB’s “hard line” in effect, the rank-and-file began
to sense more and more that they had little control indeed over
the affairs of the organization. Moreover, they were forced to
see the extreme arrogance and verbal pomposity of several EB
members, which only heaped insult upon injury. The result
was that workers and students within the organization met
during the second week in June to formulate demands for
greater worker representation on the Executive Board—one
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of thg very proposals which had surfaced in the December CS
meeting. '

On yet another front, the “hard line” was having its effect
on relations within the EB as well, with Wooten and Baker—
the EB members closest to the in-plant organizing—singled
out for attack. Their base, the Cortland Street Office in
Highland Park, was indeed often in filthy condition and the
scene of abusive treatment of women and generally uncom-
radely behavior. But to place matters in a slightly different
perspective, it should be noted that those who had been pre-
viously expelled from the League for their internal political
activities had also been Baker supporters. (Baker backed these
expulsions out of a desire to “preserve the unity” of the EB.)
Outvoted on the issue of new expulsions for disciplinary
reasons (which were necessay, but which would have cut even
more into their constituency) as well as a decision to close
down the Cortland Street office, Baker and Wooten resigned
from the League on June 11, the day before the next scheduled
general meeting. In order not to undermine rank-and-file
political momentum, Baker and Wooten did not broadcast the
fact of their resignation.

Meanwhile, anticipating strong opposition from the EB,
the workers and students who were preparing to make
demands for greater representation practiced their debating
skills, one by one, far into the next morning; onlookers,
intending that such skills be properly tempered, hooted them
down with derisive shouts. Ultimately, the charges of the rank-
and-file against the EB were registered on a tape recorder.

But at the general meeting of LRBW on June 12 (which
must have appeared rather surreal to participants) League pro-
tagonists unfortunately lost the will to speak and instead con-

- fronted the remaining EB members with the previously taped

demands for three workers’ “slots” on the leading body.
Following a brief intermission, John Watson returned from
his caucusing with Hamlin and Cockrel to inform the organi-
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zation that workers could have not only three seats, but all of
them—Hamlin, Cockrel, and Watson were leaving the
LRBW. To the tune of a few tears and numerous jeers, thus
effectively ended the League of Revolutionary Black Workers.

That August the Black Workers’ Congress—originally
conceived as a national body in which the League would play a
leading role—became an independent organization with
Cockrel, Watson, Hamlin, and James Forman at the helm.
The BWC replicated many of the errors of the League. The
initial unity of its leadership was forged in the final battles with
League members; as such, it proved to be a very fragile one.
Moreover, without the mass upsurge which had initially
brought the League into being, it was but a matter of time
before the BWC itself would experience a number of purges,
resignations, and ultimate collapse.

The remaining and greatest portion of the League at first
toyed with the idea of reconstituting itself along more nation-
alistic lines as a mass organization.!2 But in September it
decided instead to fuse with a pre-party organization called the
Communist League, whose initial base was in southern Calif-
ornia. That organization is now the Communist Labor
Party.

The collapse of the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers was more than just another knot in a long string of
political disappointments over the past decade; happily, it has

12.. Meanwhile, Baker and Wooten rejoined the League, and the

victims of the “Easter purge” were invited back—by mail, of
course—into the organizational fold. At a meeting held partly for
this latter purpose, the “purgees” expressed a desire to return, but
only on condition that the body entertain a full discussion of the
events which-led to the ousters. Although some LRBW members—
Luke Tripp, John Williams, and General Baker among them—
strongly supported that provision, the measure was voted downina
heated debate. ‘
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left a certain positive legacy for the present. Most importantly,
small groups of black workers throughout the country,
impressed by the League’s example of organization and
political direction (though largely unmindful of details),
persist in seeking solutions to the problems of economic ex-
ploitation in general as well as domination by existing union
leadership.

In Detroit itself, “wildcat” strikes led by black workers
have continued. And in Michigan’s electoral arena where, as
elsewhere, personalities tend to predominate over concrete
issues, two former LRBW leaders have attempted to inject
more profound debates into the formal political process.
Recently, General Baker ran for the office of state representa-
tive from a district including Highland Park, which he lost.
Somewhat more successful in his own political career, Ken
Cockrel is presently a Detroit City Councilman. It is perhaps
too soon to tell what kinds of differences—if any—successful
candidacies will make in regard to the overall process of poli-
tical change.

What Can Be Done

In the latter 1960s activist-oriented New Left and Black
Power organizations worshipped at the twin shrines of anti-
intellectual tradition in the United States: historical amnesia
and pragmatism. Pragmatism, of course, has had a long-
standing past in this country; on the other hand, the present
historical rupture in both black and white progressive trad-
ition is rooted mainly in the abrupt decline of the left in the
World War II and immediate post-war eras. Now, as a
recipient of the radical, working-class milieu which began in
Detroit during the 1930s, the League of Revolutionary Black
Workers—its leadership, at least—had a much better sense of
its historical antecedents and of its role in history than many.
By way of contrast, it was the consummate pragmatism of the
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League which I consider to have been the greatest short-
coming in its practice.

In 1967 the people who were to evcntually comprise the
dominant leadership of the LRBW came together for the
practical purpose of organizing the popular, insurrectionary
sentiment of Detroit’s black working-class. Some of these
people had, from time to time, worked together politically
since the early 1960s; sharp ideological disputes had split them
before. But in 1967 such divisions seemed tiny compared to the
vast wave of popular upheaval which had to be given coherent
form. By 1969 some of these same disputes would surface
again, to the detriment of the LRBW in particular, and the
movement in general: score “one” for pragmatism.

With the formation of the League in early 1969 came the
arrival of funds from the Black Economic Development
Conference, and the resulting proliferation of LRBW offices
and activities. BEDC (along with funding from private
sources) proved to be the “windfall” which made expansion of
the League possible. The immediate availability of monies,
however, tended to stifle plans for securing long-range finan-
cial backing from the constituency the League purported to
represent; the only plan to surface in this regard—the Inter-
national Black Appeal—was based on the expediency of
company “checkoff” procedures rather than direct solici-
tation. Similarly, financial arrangements between various
LRBW enterprises operated on the principle of “robbing Peter
to pay Paul,” with predictably chaotic consequences. Expan-
sion of League activities and facilities followed no coherent,
overall plan, but tended to mirror the ideological divisions on
the Executive Board as well as the purely personal inclinations
of leading individuals. Pragmatism triumphant! And, finally,
the selection of “bodies” by leadership for the purpose of their
carrying out specific assignments was also of a highly prag-
matic nature.
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To be sure, League leadership can hardly be held respon-
sible for every political misstep within the organization. Nor
can the source of the LRBW’s internal difficulties always be
traced to the altar of pragmatic spontaneity. Problems of
structure became so thoroughly intertwined with those of
negative personal behavior on the part of leaders and followers
alike, as to make it quite difficult to determine which was the
greater culprit. But with a structure properly attuned to the
tasks at hand, at least some of the more glaring deficiencies of
behavior could have been checked. Had that been accom-
plished, the League would have been in much better shape to
deal with larger political questions. Since that was not done,
the organization was ultimately faced with the spectacle of
workers attempting to gain control over their very own
organization—a situation which had to appear all the more
ironic, since it was that very same situation in the established
unions which had initially led them to join in the foundmg of
the Revolutionary Union Movement.

The collapse of the Black Power and New Left move-
ments in the late 1960s and early 1970s left a number of bitter
recollections in the minds of many participants. Those who
were psychologically geared to resist anticipated government
repression were far less prepared to accept the human failings
of the organizations to which they belonged: the innumerable
splits, petty maneuvers, and poor judgments which, in retro-
spect, might have been avoided. Rather than reflect more
deeply on these failings in order to avoid their repetition in
future upheavals, far too many political “refugees” of the
period, it seems, either cast their lot with self-assuring,
sectarian political organizations, or withdrew altogether into
personal cocoons—not to mention “born-again” Christen-
dom. But escape in whatever form is a diversion most of us can
ill afford today. With little but long-term social stagnation in
sight among the advanced capitalist nations, our situation
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appears ominous indeed. The preceding account of the decline
of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers, though highly
critical and fraught with negative examples, may nonetheless
end on a optimistic chord: with adequate reflection and study
in the process of improving the quality of our lives, we can and
must do better.

Notes

1. Class and National Consciousness

Without dwelling on all the essential nuances at this point, let
me define class consciousness as the collective consciousness of a
given social class in regard to its objeciive interests, as well as an
understanding of the historical role which that class must exercise in
order that its interests might properly safeguarded. In a parallel
manner, hational consciousness is here defined as in the above, with
the substitution of “nation” or “national minority” for “social class.”
The ensemble of human relations which defines the social structure
of the United States, gives rise simultaneously to elements of both
national consciousness and proletarian class consciousness among
black laborers. The two tendencies are far form being mutually
exclusive in all aspects—e.g., black workers in differing locales and
at different periods have certainly been conscious not only of their
interests as workers, but as black workers. Nevertheless, one or the
other tendency appears to predominate at any given time depending
on regional or national conditions.

Historically conditioned by racist oppression—the most visible
aspect of a social formation, as Frantz Fanon once noted—and

cutting across class lines within the national black community,

Afroamerican nationalism in the United States has come to acquire a
distinctly “racial” character. The phenomenon may be contrasted to
the predominance of language and cultural questions within French-
Canadian nationalism, for example, or to religious forms of
nationalist expression among Irish Catholics in their divided home-
land. The positive aspects of Afroamerican nationalism—as that of
the nationalism of any oppressed people—resides in its celebration of
national pride (not to be confused with chauvinism) in its motion
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towards political self-determination. Generally speaking, such
nationalism remains a formidable weapon in the struggle against
exploitation and domination.

But not all expressions of nationalism on the part of the
oppressed are necessarily helpful. Under the leadership of the black
“middle class,” for example, popular manifestations of nationalism
have, on numerous occasion, been diverted into escapist channels or
utilized as a mechanism for mass support of private black business
enterprise. But an even more critical tendency—since its mani-
festation undercuts the possibility for uniting the U.S. working class
as a whole—is that of nationalist distrust of all whites: a situation
difficult for even black workers to avoid when faced with trenchant,
racist attitudes and practices on the part of white laborers them-
selves. Here the main (but not the sole) burden for eradicating such
divisions necessarily lies with the whites.

Historically, then, from at least the late 19th Century until
today, there has existed a recurring tension between national cons-
ciousness and a more fleeting working-class consciousness on the
part of black laborers. In part, the degree to which white workers
have been willing to demonstrate, in concrete ways, their support for
the demands of black labor—demands, incidently, which represent
the cutting edge of U.S. working-class interests as a whole—appears
to be animportant factor in the predominance of either nationalist or
class consciousness among black workers at any given time. (Though
far from constituting the only factors involved, might there be some
correlation between the following historical phenomena?: the exclu-
sion of black labor from craft unions, eruption of race riots, and the
rise of mass-based nationalist organizations such as Marcus Garvey’s
UNIA during the World War I era; the efforts expended to organize
blacks into the CIO during the latter 1930s, on the one hand, and the
rise of working-class consciousness and parallel decline of national-
ism among that same strata, on the other; the collapse of white
working-class support in regard to the struggles of black labor during
World War II, and the re-emergence of mass-based, Afroamerican
nationalism epitomized by the growth of A. Philip Randolph’s
March on Washington Movement; and, finally, the hostility or
relative indifference of most white laborers to the Civil Rights
demands of blacks in the Fifties and Sixties, and the unprecedented
burgeoning of popular expressions of black nationalism in that latter
decade.)
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2. Mass Organization and Vanguard Party

In order to effect fundamental social change, one must be able to
draw upon the broadest possible range of mass political experiences.
A revolutionary organization must therefore be able to provide room
for spontaneous and creative political experimentation on the part of
its mass following. Aimless and non-reflective experimentation leads
nowhere, however, and for that reason, as well as for its own sake, the
greatest expression of participatory democracy on the part of the
basic masses must be encouraged. On the other hand, faced with the
immense resources and power of organization which an oppressive
ruling strata has in its control over the state apparatus, a tightly
structured and centralized organization is also indispensable to the
revolutionary political tasks at hand. Thus, in the present epoch, one
of the most critical organizational problems for revolutionaries lies
in fusing the practical necessities of internal democracy with the
equally necessary qualities of centralism.

In attempting to tackle this complex problem, New Left groups
in the U.S. have, for the most part, blindly followed the dictates of
V.1. Lenin's celebrated 1902 essay, “What Is To Be Done.” Basing his
concept of the “vanguard party” on the highly questionable assump-
tion that revolutionary class consciousness on the part of workers
could not derive from the trade-union struggles in which they them-
selves engaged, Lenin thereby assumed that such consciousness had
to be “imported” from the outside by professional revolutionaries.
Briefly put, the party, to be comprised of a tightly knit group of
revolutionary intellectuals, is to embody the principle of “demo-
cratic centralism.” Political decisions are to be exercised democrati-
cally, but once made are to be absolutely binding on all party
members.

Within the Leninist framework the contradiction between
centralism and democracy is to be resolved thusly: mass organiza-
tions (trade unions and the like) are to be organized around the
principle of democracy; in order to assure maximum political
effectiveness, the vanguard party is to be organized around that of
democratic centralism. In “normal” times, the principle of demo-
cracy would override that of centralism; in times of crisis, the roles
would reverse themselves, with centralist tendencies held at a
premium.

In the absence of a strong and independent workers’ movement,
however—as our own New Left experience clearly demonstrated—
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self-anointed *vanguards” have a tendency to degenerate into highly
centralized, bureaucratic, sectarian organizations. (Moreover, New
Leftists exhibit a tendency to incorrectly apply the principle of
democratic centralism—with centralism generally administered in
heavy doses—to all types of organizational structures, potjust the
party.) In light of the continuing failure of the Leninist party to
effectively function in advanced capitalist societies, the conceptitself
has recently come under considerable attack. See, for example,
Antonio Carlo, “Lenin on the Party,” Telos, 17 (Fall 1973), 2-40; and
Lucio Magri, “Problems of the Marxist Theory of the Revolutionary
Party,” New Left Review, 60 (March-April 1970), 97-128.




