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As the 2018 midterms move into our 
rearview and the 2020 presidential race 
appears on the political horizon, the per-
manent election cycle of American poli-
tics will soon pull at the US left once 
again. In the last several years calls for 
left participation in electoralism have 

continued to grow louder as the tradi-
tional political center hollows and the 
popularity of socialism rises. 

Our allies on the left often argue it 
is imperative to engage and take up elec-
toral politics, whether out of a short 
term strategy of harm reduction or as 
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part of a long term project of social 
change through wielding state power. 
But important questions should be 
posed around whether left engagement 
in electoralism constitutes an effective 
strategy for socialist transformation. In-
deed, when we live in a political reality 
where fundamental disparities in wealth 
and power are stronger than ever, where 
white nationalists leave our most vulner-
able communities in constant fear and 
where the ravages of climate change are 
an existential threat to humanity and the 
earth itself, we should also be asking 
whether this is a strategy that speaks to 
the urgency of our times and more impor-
tantly whether it is the right tool to begin 
with. 

When 1960s Civil Rights leader 
Bayard Rustin called for the movement 
to turn “from protest to politics” - a 
phrase often repeated in contemporary 
times - he likely did not envision the ac-
tual outcomes of this shift. As efforts to-
wards electoral power became “one of 
the principal strategies that emerged 
from the Black Power era” as Keeanga-
Yamahtta Taylor notes in her book From 
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation, 
one could draw a line between the devel-
opment of the strategy and disappoint-
ment in the results with MLK advisor An-
drew Young being elected as Atlanta’s 
mayor in 1982 to the 2015 Baltimore up-
rising around the police murder of Fred-
die Gray in a major city with overwhelm-

ingly Black leadership. Ultimately these 
efforts have fundamentally not changed 
the systemic conditions of white suprem-
acy and police violence experienced by 
working class Black people.

Despite good intentions, elections 
siphon energy and resources from social 
movements while simultaneously limit-
ing their power by shifting the terrain of 
struggle from our daily lives - where we 
live, work, study, play and pray - to the 
marble halls of power. When leftists com-
mit to electoral campaigns in the name 
of building movements they are in fact, 
we argue, undermining the very power 
and strength that many of us work to-
wards.

When we organize populations as 
voters instead of along the lines of com-
mon interests of class and shared experi-
ences of oppression we abandon our 
autonomy and responsibility to struggle 
for social change in exchange for the bal-
lot box and the hope that the next sup-
posed movement champion will be our 
savior. In the event that socialists are 
elected in a game rigged against them, 
the nature of self-reproducing state vio-
lence, political machinations and threats 
from international capital limit their abil-
ity to implement even basic changes: 
these forces infamously defeated Syriza 
and countless socialist parties around 
the world. Social movements, on the 
other hand, can effect change in seem-
ingly hopeless conditions, by allowing 
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communities to fight where they stand: 
at work, in their communities, and on 
their land, arenas where popular power 
holds the possibility of victory. 

In fact, popular movements such as 
Black Lives Matter, Occupy Wall Street 
and the more recent #RedForEd teacher 
strike wave fundamentally changed both 
conversations and the political terrain 
around white supremacy, anti-blackness, 
state violence, capitalism, unionism and 
the utility of worker strikes - something 
even the most radical candidates could 
not have accomplished in the same 
amount of time. Candidates like Bernie 
Sanders, while being important symbols 
of shifts in consciousness, step into the 
doors opened by the momentous cultural 
shifts forced by movements and work to 
channel their grievances back into the 
electoral arena. 

Another aspect of electoral organiz-
ing is that much of the left both deeply 
overestimates the possibility of change 
through the state, and equally underesti-
mates the potential of popular power to 
force changes. The question isn’t if it is 
ethical to vote or abstain, it’s what we 
must do the other 364 days of the year. 
Now more than ever it is clear that move-
ments must find other vehicles to gener-
ate new forms of self-governance and 
popular power while striving for visions 
of autonomy and solidarity that won’t fit 
in their ballot boxes. 

We selected the enclosed readings 
to contextualize, analyze, and critique 
electoralism with the goal of challenging 
assumptions and contributing to a more 
robust conversation among socialists. 
We begin with several articles that pre-
sent broad critical overviews of left elec-
toralism, ranging from a former cam-
paign consultant to rapper and film-
maker Boots Riley. We then move to spe-
cific examples within the US, including 
the 2016 presidential campaign, local 
city councils and Jackson, MI. We end 
with a selection of articles looking at left 
electoralism globally, from Latin Amer-
ica’s pink tide to the UK’s Jeremy Cor-
byn to South Africa.

To all those struggling outside, 
against, and beyond the state, capital, 
and social domination! 

-Black Rose/Rosa Negra Social Me-
dia Team (eec@blackrosefed.org)  
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Originally published at Truthout.org 
on March 30, 2018

In the wake of the 2016 presidential 
election, the gravitational pull of elec-

toral politics has gripped the left with 
renewed intensity. Fueled by the popu-
larity of Sen. Bernie Sanders, discon-
tent with political elites and the failure 

THE LURE OF ELECTIONS:    
FROM POLITICAL POWER TO 

POPULAR POWER
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of the Democratic Party to defeat 
Trump, various segments of the left see 
an opening for breathing new life into 
building a “party of the 99 percent,” a 
“party of a new type” or a “mass social-
ist party.” Others are content running 
leftist candidates as Democrats under 
the guise of radical pragmatism. Given 
the history and structural limitations 
of such projects, social movements, ac-
tivists and organizers should regard 
these calls with caution. If we want 
meaningful social change, or even ba-
sic progressive reforms, the electoral 
road leads us into a strategic cul-de-
sac. Instead of better politicians, we 
need popular power — independent, 
self-managed and combative social 
movements capable of posing a credi-
ble threat to capitalism, the state, 
white supremacy and patriarchy.

The recent push toward electoral poli-
tics stems in large part from Senator 
Sanders’s insurgent primary campaign. 
For decades, Sanders occupied a rela-
tively obscure position in the political 
arena. From his first stint in office as 
mayor of Burlington in the 1980s, to 
his recent years in the US Senate, Sand-
ers’s lone voice against corporate 
power had little impact. Yet by 2016, 

the cumulative weight of deteriorating 
socioeconomic, political and ecological 
conditions, along with the growth of 
mass movements, laid the groundwork 
for the popularity of the Sanders cam-
paign. Indeed, the political terrain had 
already shifted before Sanders 
launched his “political revolution.”

An oft-cited 2011 Pew Poll revealed 
that 49 percent of Americans under 30 
had a positive view of socialism, while 
just 47 percent had a favorable opinion 
of capitalism. Disillusionment with 
President Obama, coupled with a 
steady stream of post-recession move-
ments from Occupy Wall Street to 
Black Lives Matter, had significantly al-
tered public discourse, expanded the 
field of struggle and pulled the broader 
political spectrum to the left. In other 
words, the Sanders campaign slipped 
through the door kicked open by social 
movements and brought a broad cross-
section of the left into the electoral 
arena.

Following the Sanders campaign, a 
growing mix of old and new voices 
have been clamoring for the left to con-
sider electoral struggles. For example, 
the Democratic Socialists of Ameri-
ca (DSA), Jacobin Magazine and strate-
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gists like Max Elbaum at Organizing 
Upgrade have been some of the most 
vocal proponents of electoral strate-
gies. They justify their calls in terms of 
fighting back against Trump and the 
far right, shifting politics to the left, 
and winning policy change like univer-
sal health care. Coupled with the recog-
nition that we also need to build mass 
movements outside of the voting 
booth, these same organizations and in-
dividuals are promoting variations of 
an “inside-outside” strategy.

The “inside-outside” approach, which 
casts itself as hard-nosed, strategic and 
realistic, claims to hold out a possible 
middle path between focusing exclu-
sively on movement-building and leap-
ing headlong into the palace intrigue of 
beltway politics. Its advocates argue 
that social movements are of vital im-
portance, but they can’t get it done 
alone: There needs to be a ballot-box 
strategy to punish bad incumbents, 
elect movement champions and enact 
real change by leveraging state power. 
In other words, as Marxist political 
economist Leo Panitch often says, echo-
ing civil rights leader Bayard Rustin, 
we need to move “from protest to poli-
tics.”

Their strategy is characterized by the 
following three points:

•  If we want victories, we need strong, 
militant social movements in communi-
ties and workplaces agitating on the 
outside, but we also need movement 
champions in elected office changing 
the system from the inside. Through 
election campaigns, social movements 
can expand their base and have the ear 
of someone in power who can be held 
accountable to movement demands.

• Political campaigns are an effective 
way to bring up vital issues, expose 
more people to left politics and provide 
easy on-ramps for the newly politicized 
to get active. After Election Day, no 
matter how we do, our politics have 
reached a wider audience and built 
movement capacity.

• Currently the Democratic Party is the 
most viable vehicle for our candidates 
if we want them to win, but ultimately, 
we need to develop our capacity for 
building an independent party of the 
left. Alternatively, some argue that the 
Democratic Party is beyond repair and 
we need to build an independent politi-
cal party of the left now.
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But this is wrong; elections are a trap 
with more costs than benefits. Political 
change is a question of political power, 
and the electoral arena is a field of bat-
tle that caters to the already rich and 
powerful. It hands our power to politi-
cians. As a result, when popular candi-
dates win electoral office without the 
backing of powerful social movements 
(even candidates of the left), they are 
powerless to take meaningful action. 
Instead, electoral campaigns drain 
movements of vital resources that 
could be better spent elsewhere. The 
electoral road is not a shortcut to 
power; it is a dead end — structurally, 
historically and strategically.

Electoral Campaigns Don’t Take 
Us  We Want to Go

It’s often said that electoral politics is 
the graveyard of social movements, but 
that always seemed unfair to grave-
yards. After all, graveyards merely 
house the dead: They don’t actually do 
the killing.

Those who enter the front door of elec-
tive office are quick to find themselves 
in the house that capital built. Even 
those with the best intentions will find 
themselves boxed in on all sides by 
business interests and institutional con-
straints. For local and state officials, 
they must strain under the weight of a 
larger political and monetary system 
over which they have zero control, and 
which can override their decisions and 
policies at any time. For national offi-
cials, not only are constitutional and 
procedural restraints ever-present, but 
looming over every choice is the power 
of business to influence policy and 
one’s chances of re-election. Ulti-
mately, the ruling class can always use 
the threat of capital strike and capital 
flight: A Wall Street crash, a bond rat-
ing downgrade, a panic, runaway infla-
tion, currency manipulation and so on. 
The particular constraints may change 
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based on what position they’re elected 
to, but the outcome remains the same.

Social movements that dedicate their 
limited resources to electing politicians 
end up undermining the very energy 
and capacity needed to hold those poli-
ticians accountable once elected. The 
resources spent electing someone 
would be better spent forcing whoever 
is in office to concede to our demands 
by developing popular power that can-
not be ignored.

History Shows the Failures of the 
Left in Power

To illustrate that movements — not 
politicians — make change, it’s useful 
to look at history. In the US, the major 
periods of political change came when 
social movements — including labor, 
Black liberation, feminist and ecologi-
cal struggles — were at their peak. New 
Deal reforms of the 1930s came when 
workers were occupying factories and 
shutting down cities with general 
strikes. Civil rights and environmental 
protection bills came at the end of the 
1960s, when social movements were or-
ganizing for popular power, and dis-
rupting the ability of business and the 
government to operate. It is often 

quipped that Richard Nixon, a Republi-
can, was the last liberal president be-
cause he oversaw the creation of the Oc-
cupational Safety and Health Admin-
istration, the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency and other liberal reform 
measures such as the expansion of af-
firmative action. He even contem-
plated a proposal for a universal basic 
income and mandating employer-
provided health insurance. This is not 
because he was a good-natured liberal 
at heart, but because social movements 
had changed the political terrain and 
forced his hand.

In periods without social movements, 
politicians fare much worse — even 
those that authentically believe in creat-
ing a better world. In Atlanta, Georgia, 
in the 1980s, Andy Young, the chief 
strategist, legal counsel and close 
friend of Martin Luther King Jr., ran 
for and won the city’s mayoralty, a posi-
tion he held for close to a decade. By 
that time, however, the strength of the 
civil rights movement had ebbed, leav-
ing Young a crusading reformer in of-
fice without the power base to make 
change. According to scholar Clarence 
Stone, Young faced widespread opposi-
tion from the city’s corporate business 
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elite, preventing him from passing any 
meaningful reforms for the city’s Black 
population. Here, lone progressive can-
didates can do little without the back-
ing of social movements. The phenome-
non is true even for far-left candidates 
like socialist Seattle city council mem-
ber Kshama Sawant. Her major re-
form, “$15 Now,” was watered 
down and transformed by business and 
business-union interests who created 
major exemptions in the law, giving Sa-
want a “victory” she could run a re-
election campaign on, but not bringing 
meaningful change to working people 
in Seattle. To this day, many 
workers do not earn $15 an hour in Se-
attle because of employer exemptions.

In short, movements — not politicians 
— make social change. No movements, 
no change — no matter how far left the 
politician. With movements, social pro-
gress and shifting the terrain is possi-
ble, no matter how far right the politi-
cian.

Elections are designed with the needs 
of the state and capital in mind. Every 
step of the way — from the first dona-
tion to the final TV ad — is crafted to 
further stack the deck in favor of en-
trenched elites and draw people into a 

system that many have rightfully aban-
doned. There’s no bypassing the white 
supremacist, patriarchal, anti-Black 
and settler-colonial pedigree of the 
state: The true political power of peo-
ple is always found and built else-
where. Elections are at best a reflec-
tion, not a cause, of social change — us-
ing elections to change society is like 
trying to turn up the temperature with 
a thermometer.

Electoral Campaign Work: Shal-
low and Superficial

The kind of outreach and mobilization 
efforts undertaken by campaigns is lit-
tle more than a shadow of actual grass-
roots organizing, focused first and fore-
most on the singular transaction of the 
vote. Forget about a serious one-on-
one conversation. When a campaign 
has 20,000 doors to knock on and it’s 
crunch time, there isn’t a spare minute 
to ask about the problems a constitu-
ent is having, or what issues they’re in-
terested in. You must find out if they’re 
planning to vote, and if so, for whom. 
Give them some literature and a big 
smile, and be on your way to the next 
house. Every pancake breakfast, pa-
rade appearance and house-party fund-
raiser is geared toward building the 
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candidate, not the movement. The 
unique activities of a campaign have 
very little to offer social movements.

Furthermore, if a left candidate wins, 
it’s a signal for their supporters to go 
home and disengage. Getting the candi-
date in office is the supreme goal of 
any campaign: the next steps belong in 
office chambers and committee rooms. 
“We get you elected, then you do good 
things for us,” is the rationale of elec-
toral work. Staying active and organiz-
ing beyond Election Day goes against 
the core logic of the campaign itself. 
We need not look back further than a 
decade to find concrete examples of 
this dynamic. After Barack Obama’s 
historic election in 2008, his admini-
stration proved unwilling to mobilize 
millions of campaign volunteers in sup-
port of the Affordable Care Act and 
other political priorities.

Picking the Wrong Target

Organizing 101 instructs us to pick a 
primary target that can grant us what 
we want — be it a corporate board, 
slumlord or politician. The electoral 
campaign throws this out completely, 
focusing on a single elected official and 
the bad things they’ve done or stand 

for, while offering an opposing single 
elected official and all the good things 
they’ll do and stand for as the alterna-
tive. This personalization of politics is 
harmful to social movement-building 
because it reinforces the popular no-
tion that our problems are not sys-
temic and structural, but merely a prob-
lem of staffing, fixed by swapping in 
new and improved politicians.

The Media Horserace

Mainstream media coverage is usually 
trouble for organizers. But elections 
are a bit easier, and positive media cov-
erage for important issues is one of the 
main strengths of electoral campaigns 
of this type. The fundamentals of elec-
toral strategy — people should vote for 
me and donate, my top issues are x, y 
and z, and my opponent is bad for the-
se reasons — are familiar to journal-
ists. And they have a set of narratives 
they choose for their coverage: the out-
sider, the long-shot, the neck-and-neck 
race, the third-party spoiler, etc.

But even here there are serious pitfalls. 
While it can be exciting to have a candi-
date’s core message spread far and 
wide through the news, the surround-
ing narrative makes it often not worth 
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it. Winnability will be the ultimate met-
ric that the media will use to frame a 
candidate and their agenda. A fringe 
candidate’s issues can be automatically 
cast as dangerous and unpopular. A 
candidate running neck-and-neck with 
their opponent can have their bold 
ideas portrayed as politically risky, cost-
ing them precious votes.

Election Day: A Timeline Not of 
Our Choosing

For electoral organizers, dates of cam-
paign climax — the primary and gen-
eral election — are set in stone. It 
doesn’t matter if we’d prefer to move it 
up a few weeks to capitalize on an oppo-
nent’s scandal, or delay it until some 
key community leaders can focus on 
the campaign. The date is set, and 
that’s it. Workers know to time union 
elections and contract fights based on 
a timeline that offers them the most 
strategic advantage and greatest ability 
to harm the owners. Tenant organizers 
plan their campaigns around the cycles 
of the housing market to find the best 
moment to withhold rent from a slum-
lord. Student organizers ensure their 
protests and strikes coincide with trus-
tee meetings, alumni days and parent 
weekends — occasions when the stakes 

are highest for administrators. With po-
litical elections, however, once the 
votes are cast, you’re done; there is lit-
tle way to escalate, or for broad-based 
movement-building to develop.

Getting the Goods: Social Move-
ments and Class Power

When political elites agree to adopt pro-
gressive reforms, it has never been be-
cause of a burst of sympathy for those 
of us at the bottom. It’s been because 
they saw a systemic, existential threat 
to their collective power that made con-
cessions unavoidable. We didn’t get So-
cial Security, the Wagner Act, or the 
eight-hour work day because of elect-
ing the right individual politicians, win-
ning primary fights or clamoring from 
the sidelines on behalf of a third party. 
We won them because we had built 
massive, militant movements that 
threatened open revolt against our na-
tion’s economic and political rulers.
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For those of us who want a world be-
yond capitalism, we know that we 
should be spending our limited time, 
energy and money investing in people-
powered movements strong enough to 
topple our unjust social order. For 
those who want reform, understand 
that the only time liberals and progres-
sives in power actually make good on 
the reforms we want is when we’re ca-
pable of posing a fundamental threat 
to the status quo. Following the “Great 
Recession,” President Obama said in 
2009 to the nation’s bankers that, “I’m 
the only one standing between you and 
the pitchforks.” We don’t need more 
Obamas, or even Sanderses and Sa-
wants. We need more pitchforks.

Despite hopeful spurts of activity, so-
cial movements in the United States re-
main weak, unable to impose their de-
mands beyond a small scale. While 
most advocates of electoral politics ac-
knowledge that the balance of power is 
not in our favor, they argue that run-
ning candidates — or better yet, win-
ning elected office — will complement 
or strengthen social struggles. How-
ever, the historical record is 
clear: Electoral campaigns tend to de-
fang, demobilize and drain social move-

ments of limited resources, not 
strengthen them.

We should resist the calls to organize 
as an electorate and pick up once again 
the task of organizing as a class. Only 
through popular organizations that are 
democratic and accountable to their 
members, can we improve our living 
and working conditions right now 
while building the power needed to cre-
ate a better world. These combative 
popular organizations should be based 
on our particular location within the 
economy and society: labor unions at 
work, student unions at school, tenant 
unions at home, popular assemblies in 
our neighborhoods and communities. 
They’re important not just because 
they are the sites of struggle most acces-
sible to us as individuals, but because 
they amplify our power to disrupt and 
halt the flow of production, distribu-
tion and profit. More importantly, they 
are the necessary basis of a society free 
from oppression.

This is not a call to disengage from poli-
tics, or somehow to operate outside of 
capitalism and the state. It is exactly 
the opposite — a call to engage in poli-
tics, organizing, and the state in the 
only meaningful and empowering way 
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available to us. Because we exist as ob-
jects, not subjects, of the economic and 
political system in which we find our-
selves, our true power lies in our ability 
to collectively disrupt, dismantle and 
replace that system. The state in gen-
eral, and electoral outcomes in particu-
lar, play a critical role in shaping the 
political terrain in which we all strug-
gle, but we don’t need to “take” the 
state in order to affect the playing field. 
You don’t need the excuse of canvass-
ing for a politician to knock on your 
neighbor’s door; you don’t need to cast 
a vote to influence an election; and we 
don’t need a campaign rally to advance 
our vision for a better world.

Dedicating precious resources to elec-
toral work isn’t just a mistake, it’s mal-
practice. While many socialists right-
fully refuse to try to take back the 
Democratic Party, the perpetual appeal 
to independent party politics main-
tains an instrumentalist approach to 
the state, fostering the illusion that 
with the right people in office, along 
with the right balance of forces, we can 
wield state power to advance our inter-
ests. But even if we want limited social 
reforms, electoral strategies are dead 
ends. At the moment, we’re all short on 

people, resources and — thanks to cli-
mate change — we’re short on time. In-
stead of an “inside-outside” approach, 
it’s time to commit ourselves to organ-
ize where we live, work, study, play 
and pray — outside, against and be-
yond the current system.

Frank Ascaso is a historian, active 
with Seattle Solidarity Network and 
member of Black Rose Anarchist Fed-
eration based in Seattle, Washington

Enrique Guerrero-López is an pub-
lic education teacher and the Black 
Rose Anarchist Federation based in 
North Carolina.

Patrick Berkman does graphics de-
sign work and is a member of the Black 
Rose Anarchist Federation. He is based 
in Burlington, Vermont.

Adam Weaver is a member of Black 
Rose Anarchist Federation and based 
in Miami, Florida.
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By Andrew Flood

Originally published at www.wsm.ie 
on February 19, 2016

Why can’t the 99% simply vote in a 
government that acts in their interest 
and not that of the 1%

At a simple level parliamentary elec-
tions sound like the ideal way for the 
mass of the ‘have nots’ to use their 

WHY ELECTIONS FAIL TO BRING 
ABOUT REAL CHANGE
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numbers to overcome the power and 
influences of the tiny number of 
have’s.  Occupy talked about this divi-
sion in the language of the 1% and 
99%; a crude approximation that does 
reflect a reality where the number of 
wealthy decision makers is actually 
very tiny, indeed less than 1%.  So, 
why can’t the 99% simply vote in a gov-
ernment that acts in their interest and 
not that of the 1%? 

Let’s start off by acknowledging that 
this is not through lack of trying. The 
fight for the full franchise in the 19th 
century was very much caught up with 
the idea that once everyone had the 
vote a government of the working ma-
jority could be elected and that would 
redistribute wealth in the interests of 
all.  It was not just a large section of 
then left that saw things this way, the 
wealthy elite also did and they were 
terrified of the mass franchise for that 
reason.  But they came to see that the 
sort of educated workforce they in-
creasingly needed in their developing 
society could not be denied forever 
and so switched from opposition to 
the franchise to granting it only after 
they had worked out how to contain it 
and use to their advantage.  Their abil-

ity to control the vote and electoral sys-
tem was clearly demonstrated in the 
20th Century when again after again 
left governments were elected but fun-
damental change was almost always 
avoided. How was this achieved?

Anarchists are sometimes guilty of 
over simplifying this process along the 
lines of the old slogan ‘If voting 
changed anything it would be illegal’. 
 The argument being that if a radical 
government was elected the capitalist 
class would overthrow it by using its 
influence over the military to stage a 
coup.  There are plenty of historical ex-
amples of just this happening, Chile in 
1973 being one that is often cited.  But 
it’s a crude over simplification that 
would mean in much of the OECD 
countries we haven’t see interference 
in the ‘democratic process’ for a long 
period of time.  In fact as we see a 
coup is just the desperate last measure 
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if all else fails.  The preferred method 
is to filter out radical change and re-
place it with harmless window dress-
ing and minor reform.

One way of understanding how this 
happens is to compare the process to a 
filtration system.  Each filter in the sys-
tem is designed to catch a particular 
type of threat.  Ideally those being fil-
tered are not only unaware this is hap-
pening but actually co-operate in the 
process.  What are these filters? 

Why elections fail to bring about real 
change - 10 filters that make them inef-
fective for the left 

1. Costs

The first filter is relatively obvious and 
is often acknowledged particularly by 
those on the left.  Running in elections 
is an expensive business in most coun-
tries.  In some countries like the US 
the amount of money candidates 
spend strongly predicts who the win-
ner will be. Under the US system a lot 
of information is disclosed about elec-
tion finances and the Opensecrets web-
site has gathered a lot of this informa-
tion which we use here as a detailed ex-
ample.  Elsewhere, especially in Ire-
land, there is a lot of secrecy with 

many cash donations being made in 
brown envelopes and so never re-
corded.  However if the public US re-
sults show that  elections are over-
whelingly funded by the richest sec-
tion of the population we can only as-
sume the real figures, if known, would 
be much worse for Ireland.

From 1968 to 2008 there have been 11 
US presidential elections, in 9 of the 11 
elections the winning candidate has 
been the one with the most money. 
The case is similar in the 2012 elec-
tions to Congress, of the 435 seats that 
candidates filed their expenditure for, 
409 of them had spent more money in 
their races.  In only 26 - or 6% of cases 
- was the candidate with the most 
money defeated - and some of those 
cases were where that candidate had 
been exposed as a complete crook or 
caught sniffing cocaine at a gangster’s 
birthday party.  Remember that in 
2014 the top 0.1% of the US popula-
tion owned as much wealth as every-
one in the bottom 90%.  If wealth de-
cides election the 0.1% in effect get to 
outvote the 90%. 

So how much money are we talking 
about and who contributed it?
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In the same US electoral cycle in 2012 
a total of $6285 million was spent on 
the elections with $2621 million spent 
on the presidential race.   Most of that 
money came from a tiny number of 
people, 63% came from just 0.4% of 
the population.  And that in an elec-
tion where there were far more donors 
that usual thanks to the Obama effect. 
 The top individual donor gave 93 mil-
lion, the top business (an American ca-
sino and resort operating company) 
gave $53 million.

You can understand for yourself what 
effect such funding has on policy 
passed but some rather technical re-
search by  Princeton University Prof 
Martin Gilens and Northwestern Uni-
versity Prof Benjamin has shown that 
“Multivariate analysis indicates that 
economic elites and organised groups 
representing business interests have 
substantial independent impacts on 
US government policy, while average 
citizens and mass-based interest 
groups have little or no independent 
influence.”   In other words the poli-
cies the rich want passed by politicians 
gets passed, the policies the rest of us 
want generally don’t.  

So in what is only our first filter, the 
money a candidate has to spend on an 
election turns out to determine the 
winner in over 90% of cases in the US. 
 Given the enormous amount of 
wealth that the richest 1% hold this on 
its own almost allows them to deter-
mine that the results of elections will 
be favourable to them.  The handful of 
exceptions are, if anything essential to 
maintaining the illusion that the vote 
of ordinary workers has any value at 
all.  Being able to elect the occasional 
radical brings workers who may have 
lost faith in electoral, change back into 
the process. And not being able to stop 
the re-election of politicians who are 
caught accepting bribes would be disas-
trous as very large numbers of people 
might start to look at other mecha-
nisms for change.  

2. Media

During elections a lot of the money 
goes towards advertising. In the US 
this comes in the form of TV and radio 
ads, in Ireland we’re more accustomed 
to billboards, posters and leaflets.  But 
alongside such advertising is the expo-
sure a candidate is given by the media 
and as importantly the nature of that 
exposure.  Are they given soft ques-
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tions and allowed to waffle in their re-
plies or are the toughest questions 
fired at them and no deviation al-
lowed?  Are their press conferences 
and stunts even covered at all?  Are ru-
mours and speculation about them re-
ported or ignored?

All of these choices have huge impacts 
on how a candidate is viewed, not to 
mention the media is not some sort of 
level playing field.  Much of it is 
owned by the same multi billionaires 
who donate to the political parties and 
even when it’s not explicitly stated 
journalists know it can be career de-
stroying to report against the owners’ 
interests.  

One clear example from Ireland is 
when multi millionaire, Tony O’Reilly, 
controlled the Independent Media 
Group - in turn it controlled most 
non-state media outlets.  It was only 
years later as he went bankrupt that 
one of his journalists revealed in a 
looking back article that “The one 
clear, consistent policy was that there 
was to be no truck with republicanism 
[ i.e. Sinn Fein]” 

In the UK the Murdoch (another bil-
lionaire) controlled press claimed to 

have decided the 1992 and 2015 elec-
tions by running blatantly biased front 
page stories right before the election. 
 In the 2015 case the Independent re-
ported that “Mr Murdoch personally 
instructed The Sun to turn the heat up 
against Mr Miliband, telling editors 
that the very future of News Corp de-
pended upon the result.”

Update: Just after we published this 
piece a particularly blatant example ap-
peared when one week before the elec-
tion in Ireland the Independent 
(owned by billionaire Denis O'Brien) 
ran three front page stories in se-
quence aimed at frightening people 
out of voting for Sinn Fein.

3. Separation of powers

Many so called democracies have lim-
its to what parliament can decide in or-
der to slow down or eliminate certain 
types of reforms.  Often there is some 
sort of second parliamentary layer that 
is much less subject to any sort of 
popular mandate because it’s either 
not elected at all as with the UK House 
of Lords or its elected only by certain 
limited and often elite constituencies 
as with the Irish senate, many of 
whose other seats are filled by appoint-
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ment.  The abolition of capitalism un-
der most systems would not be a legal 
act and the legal system is protected 
from the parliamentary system in a 
way that would not allow this to be rap-
idly changed.  In the US for instance 
the all powerful Supreme Court is com-
posed of judges appointed by the rul-
ing parties who then remain on the 
court until they die, ensuring that a 
new government cannot replace them.

Over time these filters combined pre-
vent most electoral parties making sig-
nificant anti-capitalist changes in par-
liament in the short term and in the 
medium term house train such parties 
so that they no longer even try.  But 
sometimes the pressure for change is 
such that enough people get elected 
quickly who share an ideological pro-
gram that is relatively resistant in the 
short term to these influences.  Such 
events are rare but they are important 
because subsequent failure of such par-
ties lead to demoralisation and despair 
of the radical movements that get be-
hind them, or to straight up coup, 
counter revolution and massacre of a 
movement that has not prepared for 
armed defence.

4. Scare mongering

When there are prolonged crises 
caused by major crashes in capitalism 
it can get to the stage where all the es-
tablishment parties have been in 
power and have been rejected by the 
people.  That can lead to the situation 
where despite a lack of finance and me-
dia hostility a window opens where a 
radical party of the left (or far right) 
can emerge and gain a lot of votes 
quickly from an unhappy population. 
 Or there can be a sudden shift of 
power within an establishment party 
bringing someone on the fringes to the 
centre, as happened in 2015 with the 
election of Jeremy Corbyn to the lead-
ership of the UK British Labour Party 
and may be happening right now with 
Bernie Saunders in the USA. 

This is where the gloves start to come 
off and an additional filter comes into 
play, that of outright scare mongering 
where lies are told and repeated by the 
establishment about such new parties 
and leaders.  The short term impact of 
this can be enormous but in the me-
dium to long term it’s a risky strategy 
as it will tarnish the reputations of 
those that use it.  But the process by 
which the radical left makes an elec-
toral breakthrough is very often short 
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term, taking advantage of a window of 
opportunity that briefly opens due to 
mass struggle, scandal or crisis (or all 
three together).

These mechanisms normally prevent a 
small party suddenly making enough 
gains to win an election.  In particular 
the enormous expense of elections 
means that a small party without 
wealthy backers will only be able to fo-
cus on a small number of electoral ar-
eas and so has no hope of suddenly 
gaining enough seats to rule.  This is 
widely recognised so the electoral left 
aims at a process of accumulation over 
time; winning a few seats in the first 
election, and then building on that in 
subsequent elections.  

Looking at how such strategies worked 
out in the past you see that  parties 
who are successful in this strategy end 
up abandoning their once radical poli-
tics by the time they come anywhere 
close to power. Why does this happen?

5. House training

When a worker gets elected to parlia-
ment they are no longer a worker but 
become part of the set of  people who 
rule us - retaining radical ideas in your 
head does not influence that new rela-

tionship.  Economically parliamentari-
ans are paid many multiples of the 
minimum wage in most countries, of-
ten they are amongst the highest paid 
salary workers in a country.  They of-
ten quickly qualify for a large pensions 
even if they lose their seat.  And there 
are a huge amount of additional finan-
cial benefits both legal as in expenses, 
and dubious as in being given paid po-
sitions on company boards and illegal 
in the form of bribes.

They start to mix with and get flat-
tered by an entirely different class of 
people than whom they were previ-
ously exposed to.  Their opinion be-
comes important, if they co-operate 
and if they work well with others they 
can tweak legislation in a way that ‘de-
livers’ for those who elected them, 
boosting their chance of re-election.  It 
would be foolish indeed to insist that 
every individual elected would be im-
mune to the temptation to shift a little 
under such pressures.  Any look at the 
history of left groups that get people 
elected to power demonstrates that 
most of them shift a lot.  In Ireland the 
Workers Party of the 1980s managed 
to get seven left TDs elected.  Over 
time 6 of the 7 abandoned any pre-
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tence of radical politics, eventually 
merged with the Labour Party and as 
the new leadership of that party be-
came the implementators of austerity 
after the first election during the cri-
sis.  Much less was expected of the 
Green Party but they followed the 
same path, flipping from opposing the 
deeply unpopular Shell Corrib gas pro-
ject in opposition to running the minis-
try implementing it in power.

Some individuals don’t give in.  Tomas 
Mac Giolla stayed with the Workers 
Party and no one would suggest Joe 
Higgins of the Socialist Party had his 
hand in the till.  But that’s fine, most 
parliaments do well out of having a 
court jester whose role is to speak 
truth to power and be laughed at while 
doing so.  Anyone who watches tele-
vised parliamentary proceeding will 
know that this is literally what hap-
pens when such politicians stand up to 
tell the truth to an almost empty cham-
ber.

6. Expertise

The other pitfall for elected parliamen-
tarians is that they are unlikely to have 
much expertise when it comes to 
many of the decisions they are mak-

ing.  The British TV comedies Yes Min-
ister and The Thick of It were based 
around the way top civil servants and 
party advisors run rings around Minis-
ters who can’t really grasp the detail of 
much of what they are deciding.  More 
seriously the 29 September 2008 Irish 
Banking Guarantee when the Minister 
for Finance effectively saddled the 
population of Ireland with tens of bil-
lions of bank losses was in part a prod-
uct of the minister being bamboozled 
by banking experts.  

Expertise can not only trick (or pro-
vide cover for) politicians into making 
decisions that go against our interests 
but in the medium and longer term re-
sult in politicians increasingly valuing 
the opinion of experts over those who 
elected them.  Indeed the 2008 Finan-
cial crisis produced a rhetoric coming 
from the establishment of how good 
politicians listened to such experts 
and made tough unpopular decisions 
while bad politicians listened to their 
electorate.  Parliaments are set up so 
that the electorate cannot mandate 
politicians on how to vote for exactly 
that reason, indeed it’s often not le-
gally valid to try and create mecha-
nisms to mandate politicians.
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7. Taking power

Parties that have limited electoral suc-
cess can resist these temptations very 
much easier when they are too small 
to matter.  It becomes very much more 
difficult when they have enough elec-
toral success to be worth bargining 
with. Negotiations only make sense 
with a party that is big enough for the 
number of seats they hold to make a 
difference. In that case the offer is 
made that some policies they get 
elected on will be implemented in re-
turn for them entering government. 
 An offer that has proven very hard to 
resist for both party members and the 
people who voted for the party on that 
issue.

In the mid 2000s the Irish Green 
Party went into coalition with Fianna 
Fail and did get some policies that pro-
moted cycling and energy efficency in 

return.  But they reversed their opposi-
tion to the gigantic Corrib project un-
der construction by Shell and instead 
took up the ministry that was in effect 
implementing that project.  Literally, 
they arrested those they had once 
stood alongside in opposing the pro-
ject.  And when the banking crash hap-
pened they passed the gurantee that 
that will mean austerity for years as 
the 64 billion required is paid back out 
of a public purse that otherwise could 
be used for health, education and pub-
lic transport improvements.  Along-
side the Corrib project the Green Par-
ties slice of power cost ordinary people 
in Ireland over 100 billion that could 
have been used to fund public serv-
ices.

This is not an uncommon story.  It 
turns out that offers of coalition (for 
small parties) or constituency perks 
for individuals are seldom resisted. 
 Even without the bribe of taking 
power and the ministerial mercs, sala-
ries and pensions that go with that it’s 
unlikely the electorate will understand 
a refusal to take power, in particular if 
it leads to another immediate election.

8. Careerism
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The people who join marginal far left 
parties obviously don’t do so for career 
reasons.  But for those parties that 
have electoral success, particularly if 
its based on running broad front or-
ganisations with watered down poli-
tics, this will change.  In particular out-
side of core areas that party may offer 
the best chance for someone whose 
motivation, at least in part, includes 
wanting access to the power and earn-
ing power or a professional politician.  
And its not that easy to say no as most 
electoral systems reward parties who 
have more members, candidates and 
elected officials over those with less.  
The extra person can mean considera-
bly more access to the media, speaking 
time in the chamber and even the abil-
ity to move motions that might actu-
ally get debated.  They may also mean 
the difference in being able to hold the 
balance of power and to carry or pass 
key votes. This is another mechanism 
by which a successful radical electoral-
ist party is shifted over the course of a 
couple of electoral cycles to something 
a lot more house trained as such ca-
reerists are likely to put their own elec-
tability above all else.

9. The terror of the market

A party in power that tried to imple-
ment any sort of anti-capitalist pro-
gram would quickly find itself trying 
to run a society subjected to the terror 
of the market.  

Market terrorism has become a very 
much more potent force as the econ-
omy has increasingly globalised and fi-
nance has shifted to electronic sys-
tems.  Billions of dollars can be 
quickly sucked out of an economy by 
such means leaving a country unable 
to make loan repayments and so un-
able to buy food and medical imports 
or pay public sector workers.  

When Syriza came to power in Greece 
in early 2015 we saw market terrorism 
force them to their knees within a few 
short months.  This despite not only 
their electoral mandate but the very 
much stronger mandate they gained 
from the anti-austerity referendum 
they staged right before they were 
forced to capitulate.  Any radical left 
government will be subjected to simi-
lar and worse levels of market terror-
ism.  The only defence against it is a 
revolutionary one where capitalist as-
sets are seized and redeployed and re-
bellion is encouraged in other coun-
tries.  But as Syriza demonstrated  you 
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can’t get elected on the promise that a 
compromise can be negotiated and 
then overnight win the population to 
revolution instead. They were forced 
to their knees through the use of eco-
nomic terror, a terror fully sanctioned 
by the Troika.

This filter is deployed relatively fre-
quently, particularly outside of Europe 
and North America.  It often takes the 
form of a currency crisis as vast sums 
are quickly transferred out of a coun-
try.  It even happened in France, one 
of the G7 economies, in the early 
1980s when capital flight was used to 
defeat a radical set of reforms that the 
newly elected Mitterrand government 
intended to introduce.

10. Coup

Our last filter is the one that anar-
chists often first describe, where the 
military are used to bring down a popu-
lar government in a coup. A surprising 
amount of so called democracies even 
build this possibility into their consti-
tution.  The Spanish constitution for 
instance refers to the “indissoluble 
unity of the Spanish nation” which has 
allowed the Spanish military to 
threaten a coup if too much autonomy 

is given to any of the regions.  On Janu-
ary 7 2006 for instance Lieutenant-
General Jose Mena Aguado, the com-
mander of Spain’s 50,000 ground 
troops threatened, “The armed forces 
have a mission to guarantee the sover-
eignty and independence of Spain.... 
The constitution establishes a series of 
impassable limits for any statute of 
autonomy. But if those limits are 
crossed, which fortunately seems un-
thinkable at present, it would be neces-
sary to apply Article 8 of the constitu-
tion—the armed forces, including the 
army, the navy and the air force, have 
the duty to guarantee the sovereignty 
and independence of Spain, and to de-
fend its integrity and constitutional or-
der” 

When Jeremy Corbyn was elected 
leader of the British Labour Party the 
Sunday Times quoted a senior serving 
general who had served in Northern 
Ireland as  saying “The Army just 
wouldn’t stand for it. The general staff 
would not allow a prime minister to 
jeopardise the security of this country 
and I think people would use whatever 
means possible, fair or foul to prevent 
that. You can’t put a maverick in 
charge of a country’s security.”
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It’s significant that the general was 
never named in the media although as 
we were told he had been based in the 
north in the 1980s so the media must 
have known his identity.  The  Minis-
try of Defence condemned the re-
marks but no disciplinary action was 
taken.  And Corbyn hardly even repre-
sented a serious future never mind pre-
sent threat to UK capitalism.

The overthrowing of the Allende gov-
ernment of Chile in 1973 is probably 
the best known of the coups against re-
formist governments but in the period 
after WWII there were literally dozens 
of coups across the world designed to 
favour multinationals and block radi-
cal reforms.  The only reason we 
haven’t seen many in western Europe 
is because the filters already described 
have been enough to block movements 
of electoral reform.  The abolition of 
the Greater London Council in 1986 
by Thatcher provided a title for Ken 
Livingston’s biography, “If voting chan-
ge’d anything they’d abolish it.”   Liv-
ingston, the head of the GLC prior to 
its abolition, would have been well 
aware he was repurposing an anar-
chist slogan.

From time to time an establishment 
government makes such a huge mess 
of people’s lives that the next election 
becomes a significant moment of mobi-
lisation and expectation. Now every-
thing will change, or so we are told. 
 But soon the new lot in power very 
quickly look like the old lot who were 
thrown out.  And all too often once the 
next election arrives the old lot get 
back in again and the cycle continues.

Those on the left who are believers in 
the power of parliamentary elections 
to bring real change hate these pat-
terns being pointed out.  In order to 
get people to vote for them they need 
to sell the electoral process to the 
more impoverished and marginalised 
groups of society.  They need to get 
them to reengage, often by suggesting 
that their marginalisation is a result of 
them not voting previously and so be-
ing ignored.  This victim blaming is a 
reverse of the real situation, that peo-
ple ignore the electoral process be-
cause they know from experience it 
has not delivered meaningful change 
for them.  

Is it worth it?
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Those on the radical left who see elec-
toralism as a legitimate tactic would 
probably accept the existence of most, 
if not all of the above filters.  The more 
orthodox of them insist that they are 
only using elections as a dung heap on 
which to stand so that they can be 
seen and heard by the masses. 
 Although rather obviously that’s not 
what they put on their election litera-
ture, which repeats the electoral man-
tra ‘Elect us and we can Change 
things’.  If there were no costs this 
might be a reasonable argument.  Af-
ter all as well as the publicity of the 
electoral process itself the salaries of 
elected officials and their expenses in-
cluding the hire of offices, research as-
sistants and transportation can 
amount to hundreds of thousands of 
euro that would be very difficult to 
raise by other means.

But the cost is also enormous as such 
participation has not only eroded the 
radicalism of all parties that have had 
any real success but done so in a way 
that very often leaves the movements 
and individuals that got sucked in disil-
lusioned and burned out.  The parties 
that want to try again   present failures 
as a product of a betrayal by flawed 

leaders - and of course promising that 
they will be different.  Such defeats are 
the points struggle in general recedes 
and even collapses - too often accom-
panied by an electoral swing to the 
right.

The more insidious cost is that in or-
der to get votes the parties and indi-
viduals involved have to convince sec-
tions of the population that have quite 
correctly rejected electoralism that 
they should participate once more. 
 The medium to long term success of 
the electoral system in limiting strug-
gle depends on these periodic revitali-
sations from the left.  Indeed if you 
look back at the period from the early 
20th century when the universal fran-
chise started to become common you 
can observe a cycle of the energy of 
revolutionary upsurges being chan-
nelled into long marches through insti-
tutionalised power that go nowhere. 
 Sometimes they win reforms for a pe-
riod that are subsequently rolled back, 
frequently by the same party as it ‘ma-
tures’.  

The task of anarchists is to convince 
the mass of the population that radical 
transformations can happen, that 
there is a point to politics.  We have 
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nothing to gain from cynicism about 
electoralism in itself But radical 
change must come about outside and 
against the electoralist cycle.  Rather 
than a language of revolution amount-
ing to  ‘defeating the government’ at 
the ballot box we need to ensure revo-
lution is understood as a transforma-
tion that sees mass, collective self-
organisation in our housing estates, 
communities and workplaces replac-
ing the rule of governments, landlords 
and bosses.

-- 

Andrew Flood is a member of the 
Workers Solidarity Movement in Ire-
land

27



                                                                                        
         
         

         
         
          

“CAMPAIGN IN POETRY, GOV-
ERN IN PROSE”: INTERVIEW 
WITH A FORMER CAMPAIGN 

CONSULTANT

4

28



A decades-long veteran of the Demo-
cratic Party explains why elections 
fail to bring about meaningful 
change.

Originally published at 
www.blackrosefed.org on June 12, 
2018

Introduction

It’s often said that it’s easy for radicals 
to criticize from the outside, but what 
about when the critique resonates for 
someone who is an insider? As a fol-
low up to the publication of “The Lure 
of Elections: From Political Power to 
Popular Power” by a group of Black 
Rose/Rosa Negra authors, we present 
the experience of an individual we will 
call “Carlos,” on the dynamics of elec-
toral campaigns. Carlos first became 
active in politics in his native Puerto 
Rico and then as a youth growing up 
in East Harlem where he first regis-
tered to vote during a rally at his high 
school organized by Jesse Jackson and 
his Operation PUSH campaign. has 
over 10 years of experience working in 
progressive electoral campaigns as a 
professional campaign consultant. 
He’s worked on national campaigns 
such as Howard Dean and Obama as 

well as with progressive local and state 
candidates running for office in major 
urban areas on the east coast.

Carlos now describes himself as a “for-
mer” campaign consultant as he threw 
in the towel well before the 2016 elec-
tion and pursued a different career 
path. We invited him to share his expe-
rience with us on the internal dynam-
ics of electoral campaigns. Here’s what 
he originally wrote to us:

“Campaigns are designed to strip-
mine resources out of communities. In-
stead of instigating popular move-
ments, they stifle critical examination 
of power and its inherent abuse within 
the electoral paradigm. Instead of fo-
menting social movements, they serve 
as a cyclical escape valve whose sole 
purpose is to perpetuate the grip that 
the status quo has on society”

Note: Out of respect for this interview 
being conducted anonymously certain 
details and the names of specific cam-
paigns have been omitted. Additional 
references have been added for indi-
viduals and organizations for those 
who may not be familiar. 

BRRN: Can you give us some ex-
amples of how campaigns hurt 
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the social movements and organi-
zations that already exist in com-
munities? What did you mean 
when you said that electoral cam-
paigns are akin to “strip-mining 
resources out of communities”?

Carlos: The most valuable asset any 
community has is its human capital. A 
well-designed campaign aims to ma-
triculate supporters into its ranks and 
lead them along a prescribed engage-
ment continuum. Electoral campaigns 
identify supporters and entice them to 
become activists by engaging in finan-
cial contributions, contributions of 
their free labor as volunteers and most 
importantly by contributing their most 
limited and irreplaceable asset: their 
time. Ultimately we aim to get your 
vote, but along the way we want you to 
first become an evangelizer of sorts. 
We want you to become a human am-
plifier of the campaign’s sphere of in-
fluence. We don’t only want your vote, 
we want your money, your body, and 
your soul! We want you to proselytize 
to the masses the good news that 
ballot-box salvation is (once again) at 
hand. At this point, you have become a 
trustee of the institution of electoral 
campaigns and as such upon you is 

conferred the most enviable status of 
“grassroots community leader”—gate-
keeper to the campaign and another 
handful of votes in the neighborhood.

And if you were with Obama for Amer-
ica (OFA) as a staff member chances 
are that you participated in training 
sessions that utilized the Marshall 
Ganz method for developing a public 
narrative. OFA organizers would often 
counsel campaign volunteers to stay 
away from engaging in discussions 
about specific issues and instead focus 
on sharing the “story of self,” the 
“story of us,” and the “story of now.” 
This methodology is intended to en-
gage the prospective voter at an affec-
tive level much like a 12-step group 
speaker or a born-again Christian shar-
ing her story of how she found Jesus. 
And, while I’m not critical of Prof. 
Ganz for sharing the lessons that he 
learned under the tutelage of Cesar 
Chavez and the United Farm Workers, 
I am critical of the manner that OFA 
used his methodology to short-circuit 
a perfectly legitimate way of facilitat-
ing the raising of critical conscious-
ness (a long-term proposition) for the 
short-sighted aim of mobilizing the 
electorate for an election-night win. 
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That’s not a way to build political sus-
tainability but instead strip-mining 
votes, in a manner of speaking.

We can surmise that the electoral con-
flicts that are presented to the voting 
public more often than not limit their 
participation to a choice between can-
didate A and candidate B (first dimen-
sion of power). In other words, the vot-
ing public does not truly participate in 
setting the agenda (second dimension 
of power) as to who they really prefer 
to have as their representative and 
what the representation should entail 
in the first instance. Nor do they exam-
ine how they truly feel or made to feel 
(third dimension of power) about the 
whole question of a sham participa-
tory democracy. Here their will is in-
validated via post-election horse-
trading in the name of practical com-
promises that are supposed to advance 
the public good – although the score-
card seems to demonstrate a clear ad-
vantage to those who wield power.

And sure, there is always the next elec-
tion, but what then? Another reshuf-
fling of deck chairs on the electoral Ti-
tanic? As they say in the hood, don’t 
hate the player; hate the game.

BRRN: Given the reality of most 
low-income, Black & Latinx com-
munities and neighborhoods be-
ing excluded from politics and de-
cision making, tell about the nar-
ratives for political campaigns in 
these communities, how do they 
sell their candidacy? What do 
candidates do to pull them in one 
more time?

Carlos: In 2013 I consulted for a can-
didate for NYC council running for an 
open seat in the Bronx. One of his op-
ponents was the choice of the county 
Democratic committee who is, by law, 
supposed to remain neutral during the 
primaries. However, their chosen can-
didate received the full support of es-
sentially every member of the county 
committee as well as the support of 
the powerful real estate board 
(REBNY) who had invented a PAC 
named “Jobs for NY.” Not only did the 
chosen candidate, with the help of the 
local political apparatchik, raise the 
maximum amount of campaign funds 
pursuant to public campaign finance 
rules, the independent expenditure 
group went ahead and spent near 
$192,000 in support of her candidacy 
and an additional approximate 
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$11,000 specifically targeted against 
my client.

In other words, it doesn’t matter that 
you get throngs of local constituents to 
donate a paltry $10 each of which are 
then matched by the NYC Campaign 
Finance Board. If the opposition is fa-
vored by a group like REBNY they’re 
are going to get an additional 
$200,000 in spending power. And, 
that doesn’t even include the benefits 
of the full organizational support 
(think campaign volunteers, election 
day workers, staging sites, etc.) that 
they get by virtue of being the darling 
of the county committee and the real 
estate interest, for instance.

According to the NYC Campaign Fi-
nance Board, during the 2013 munici-
pal campaign cycle, Jobs for NY spent 
just shy of $7 million on behalf of its 
chosen candidates. How can anyone 
really believe that the voices of ordi-
nary people have real power when 
their locally elected representatives 
are bought and paid for even before 
they take their oaths of office? If you 
look at voter turnout in many of those 
same low-income communities you’ll 
find that voter performance often hov-
ers at less than 10 percent of regis-

tered voters. Not to be confused with 
the number of eligible voters, only fo-
cusing on those who bothered to regis-
ter and you still sometimes get as low 
as three percent turnout in a city 
where elections are determined by 
who wins in the primaries. The system 
is not broken, it’s working just as it 
was designed: to suppress popular par-
ticipation in the body politic.

BRRN: Often there’s a perception that 
while national politics are completely 
dominated by power plays and politi-
cal expediency, local politics, espe-
cially those at the level of city council, 
are different and there’s greater room 
for accountability. Having worked on 
national, state and city level electoral 
campaigns what does your experience 
show?

Carlos: In the early 2000s I was just 
making inroads into Lower Hudson 
Valley politics. At that time one of the 
strategic objectives was to wrestle the 
[NY] State Senate from the hands of 
Republicans. The 35th district held by 
Republican, Nick Spano, of Yonkers, 
was a prime target. I approached the 
NARAL PAC about getting support for 
a progressive African American 
woman who was vying for that seat, 
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Andrea Stewart-Cousins. After an ex-
hausting back and forth the position of 
NARAL was that they couldn’t support 
Stewart-Cousins because Nick was 
pro-choice and they didn’t want to al-
ienate him. Never mind that Nick, as a 
member of the Republican conference 
leadership, had always cast his vote 
during the organizational leadership 
meeting at the launch of each session 
in support of a majority leader who 
was a sworn enemy of the pro-choice 
movement. But such is the political 
logic of many a liberal group.

That vignette encapsulates the di-
lemma that progressives face in get-
ting their chosen candidates elected to 
local office. We can organize around a 
progressive platform, recruit, develop, 
and launch progressive candidates, 
but if as a condition of getting any of 
the political “lulus” like a chairman-
ship or a leadership post, additional 
staff, or something as inane as a plum 
spot in the parking lot, they first have 
to sell their souls to the devil by align-
ing themselves to the organizational 
leadership already in place. In those 
places the money behind the power of-
ten comes from real estate industry or 
one of the many powerful business in-

terests whose access and control of the 
legislative/appropriation process de-
termines profit margins and windfalls.

BRRN: A lot of losing candidates, 
especially those running as pro-
gressive or left third party candi-
dates, conclude by telling their 
supporters “this election is only 
the beginning, we’re building a 
movement!” Have you ever seen 
a promise like that be fulfilled? 
And when people have built 
movements and won victories 
for working class people, where 
have you seen that come from?

Carlos: I witnessed the transition of 
Dean for America into Democracy for 
America (DFA) under Howard’s 
brother, Jim Dean. From the begin-
ning, it hosted something called DFA 
Night Schools via which it provided 
lots of useful information to those who 
were interested in entering politics as 
progressive candidates even if it 
meant challenging their local Demo-
cratic committee. However, when this 
was first happening Howard was re-
structuring the DNC and bringing in 
The VAN or Voter Activation Network 
(VoteBuilder) to implement the 50-
State Strategy. In the end, that elec-
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tronic voter file capability strengthens 
many local committees and makes it 
even more difficult for true progres-
sive reformers to beat their local ma-
chine politicians.

Take a state like NJ where the state 
Democratic party decides who will 
have access to the voter file. Even if 
you are willing to pay for it, it’s up to 
the party to grant you access. Another 
reform-intended tactic co-opted by the 
political bosses. DFA certainly does 
provide information for the lay politi-
cal enthusiast to use in her quest for 
elected office. But again, it doesn’t mat-
ter how many progressive candidates 
there are if the rules are rigged in fa-
vor of the status quo. From the mo-
ment that new progressive is inducted 
into public office special interest will 
bring whatever pressure to bear in pur-
suit of their goals and objectives.

Then there was Obama for America’s 
(OFA) transition into Organizing for 
America following Obama’s win. 
Whereas Dean’s Democracy for Amer-
ica functioned at arm’s length from 
the DNC, Obama’s Organizing for 
America was a ‘wholly-owned and op-
erated’ project of the DNC. It was sup-
posed to help organize and mobilize 

the electorate to support Obama’s leg-
islative agenda, but as we witnessed, it 
seemed like the Tea Party ate their 
cookies and stole their milk money. It 
was a colossal flop. They tried to resus-
citate it in 2013 as Organizing for Ac-
tion (a 501 c4 org), but any serious 
post-mortem would conclude that the 
corpse was DOA by time Sanders an-
nounced his intention to run—his can-
didacy sucked the oxygen out of the 
room and left OFA and the DNC both 
gasping for air.

Which brings us to Bernie. Here again, 
I saw a glimmer of hope due mainly to 
the gracious acceptance of a self-
described democratic socialist running 
as a mainstream candidate by both 
Democrats and independents. For 
many people who had all but given up 
on the superannuated DNC-RNC quad-
rennial tango, Bernie was a novelty. 
He made bold proposals that made the 
DNC establishment cringe at the 
thought that their Wall St. bosses were 
about to pull the plug on them and 
jump ship to the RNC en mass. But 
alas, Bernie’s candidacy was thwarted 
by the powers [of the party].

BRRN: The Obama campaign 
was a milestone in being per-
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ceived as a progressive candidate 
that was to the left of Democratic 
Party establishment. It sought to 
mobilize a young and progres-
sive bases of voters in novel and 
non-traditional ways. Tell us 
about what you saw working 
within this campaign?

Carlos: Around 2006, I was residing 
in Philly working on some client cam-
paigns in the region when I began to 
pay closer attention to Barack Obama. 
As Sen. Harry Reid put it, he was 
“clean.” I understood what Reid said 
through the cold lens of political calcu-
lus: Obama was an “acceptable,” Ivy 
League trained, affable African Ameri-
can with a beautiful young family. If 
we were to break through the racial 
barrier he was it.

Like [Howard] Dean before him, 
Obama captured the attention of 
young America by his sheer novelty as 
a charismatic African American candi-
date but also because he, for the most 
part, was saying the right things. We 
would later come to once again be re-
minded of the observation that “they 
might campaign in poetry but they gov-
ern in prose.” After the presidential 
campaign, Dean became head of the 

hydra known as the DNC and then af-
ter that a shill for the HMO cartels. 
Obama, who promised immigration re-
form deported more Latinos than his 
predecessors, and while he cam-
paigned on closing Guantanamo in-
stead dropped more drone-powered 
bombs on Muslims than the Republi-
can he ran against.

So, what gives? It seems that no mat-
ter how much they genuinely yearn for 
transformative change once they get 
into the halls of power they are co-
opted into the existing, permanent 
power-structure.

Robert Caro said it best when he sur-
mised, “We’re taught Lord Acton’s ax-
iom: all power corrupts, absolute 
power corrupts absolutely…” To my 
mind, there is a power behind the pub-
lic face of the electoral process and it 
is suspect. We need to interrogate that 
power. After a lifetime of helping ordi-
nary men and women gain access into 
the halls of power, I look around and 
wonder is there a better way? I hope 
so because at this rate we’re killing our 
planet and our chances of survival as a 
species today stands in peril.
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BRRN: Given this picture of elec-
toral politics, where and how can 
regular people create meaningful 
change?

Carlos: In the final analysis, true and 
lasting change can only come from ef-
forts that aim to raise critical con-
sciousness without regard to short-
term electoral victory. Take a concept 
like that of Myles Horton’s Highlander 
Folk School, for instance. They have 
been facilitating transformative 
change to people lives in their quest 
for social and economic justice for dec-
ades. It is that sort of model that pro-
vides those precious spaces where com-
mon people can share with each other 
their experiences, strengths and hopes 
so that the great challenges we face to-
day might be conquered.

It is not via the latest slick campaign 
that we’ll find salvation, but in the em-
pirical praxis that a life of struggle 
brings to the cold reality of living in 
the most sophisticated system of op-
pression known to man. [This is] a 
social-economic system that banks on 
the expectation that most people will 
feel so beaten down by life that they 
conclude that there is no hope; that 
there is only surrender to the bosses, 

the landlord, the state, and hope for a 
better afterlife. But we know that his-
tory has provided instances where ordi-
nary people have challenged that para-
digm and discovered in their shared 
struggle the key to their common salva-
tion. Myles Horton said it best when 
he said, “Nothing will change until we 
change—until we throw off our depend-
ence and act for ourselves.” No politi-
cian, no electoral victory will ever do 
that for us.

I still believe in those prophetic words 
spoken long ago by Frederick Doug-
lass, who understood liberation as a 
lived-experience. In 1857 he said: “The 
whole history of the progress of hu-
man liberty shows that all concessions 
yet made to her august claims have 
been born of earnest struggle. . . . . If 
there is no struggle there is no pro-
gress. Power concedes nothing with-
out a demand. It never did and it 
never will.” It was true then and it’s 
still true today. That is my gospel.
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The following are excerpts from 
an interview by Patt Morrison 
(PM) of the LA Times published 
on July 18, 2018.

PM: There are many people who, 
like your character Cassius — 

Cash — who say, “Look, I agree 
with you, but I need to pay the 
bills, and if I have to cross a 
picket line to do it, so be it. I’ll 
take whatever they pay me, and 
I’m happy to get it.” What makes 

BOOTS RILEY: POWER IS NOT IN 
ELECTED OFFICE
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these people feel they have any 
power?

I think that people end up realizing, in 
those situations, that they are just 
pawns as well, and they’re by them-
selves. You can’t get much done by 
yourself. Speaking as someone who 
made a movie — and it took hundreds 
of people to make it happen — I can 
say that. And any movement that we 
see, any big change, does take other 
people.

I actually don’t think most people 
would make those decisions [like 
Cash]. I think some would relate to 
what he’s saying.

One the one hand, many movements 
have put being involved in social jus-
tice as an extracurricular activity, as 
something you do when you’re off 
work or on Saturdays or whatever. 
And people say, I can’t be involved in 
it — I got to pay the bills. And we 
haven’t been organizing in the way 
that helps people pay the bills.

If there is a different kind of move-
ment, where it is organizing around 
those things, organizing around put-
ting food on the table, I think we’ll 
have a whole different look at these 

movements. People shouldn’t have to 
get involved after work; they should be 
able to get involved at work.

PM: If we were to update a move-
ment anthem — maybe from “We 
Shall Overcome” — could you 
write one? What would it sound 
like? What would it say?

It would probably be a song from my 
last album, a song called “The Guillo-
tine.” It’s a metaphorical guillotine be-
cause [if] you use the guillotine for 
real, just more of them pop up.

It’s talking about the idea that we have 
the ability to have a society where the 
people democratically control the 
wealth that we create with our labor, 
so we don’t have someone ruling us in 
that way.

PM: Is this a system you’d ever 
take part in by running for of-
fice?

Nope. Here’s the thing: I know where 
the seat of power really is. And it’s not 
in the elected office.

PM: Where is it?

It’s in the ruling class, the folks that 
have the money. For lack of a more un-
derstandable thing, the 1%, you know. 
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Those are the puppeteers. The folks in 
office are the puppets. If we can make 
a movement that can get to the puppet-
eers, then the puppets will do what-
ever we want.

Think about it like this: Affirmative ac-
tion came in under [President] Nixon, 
and it’s not because he just had one 
contradiction where he had some pro-
gressive idea and was like, “Hey, let’s 
do this.” No, it’s because the ruling 
class was afraid of this movement that 
was building.

Let’s take it back to even the New 
Deal. It’s the biggest liberal reform 
we’ve had in the 20th century — that 
and the civil rights bill. But that didn’t 
come because of a big campaign to get 
FDR in office. That came because all 
throughout the South, and places like 
Alabama, Utah, Colorado, Oklahoma, 
there were mining strikes, shutting 
down mines.

In the Midwest at the same time, in 
the ’20s and ’30s, there were people oc-
cupying factories. On the West Coast, 
at that time, there were the longshore-
men who were shutting down the 
ports to create there, for the first time, 
a union.

In that milieu, with revolutions going 
on all around the world, the ruling 
class was afraid of an actual move-
ment, perhaps a revolutionary move-
ment happening, and because of that, 
we’ve got the New Deal, specifically be-
cause that’s what the left focused on — 
movements that were able to withhold 
labor.

So if we’re looking for extreme 
changes like that, and we want elected 
officials to make big changes like that, 
we’ve got to stop focusing only on elec-
tions because then we’re going to get 
caught in this cycle.

Right now, the next time a Democrat 
gets in office, all they have to do is be 
two inches to the left of [President] 
Trump.

The evil genius of Trump is that he’s 
already got the Democratic Party and 
people who want him out to move to 
the right in order to get him out. You 
got people cheering on the CIA and 
the FBI, this false nationalism where 
people are cheering, “Let’s only use 
politicians that only take U.S. billion-
aires’ money.”
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There are people that are doing this that know better. But the opportunism of elec-
toral politics makes people lie to each other.
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By Michael Reagan

Originally published in 
www.counterpunch.org on May 13, 
2016

2016 is shaping up to be a year of so-
cial movements: Black Lives Matter, 
trans-equity, teachers and workers 
struggles. It is also an election year, 
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and one candidate, Bernie Sanders, 
has activists and organizers across the 
country “feeling the bern.” But is the 
enthusiasm justified, will electing 
good politicians lead to substantial 
change?

“The question is,” according to 
Kshama Sawant, Seattle’s socialist city 
council member, “How can we build a 
public movement that would counter 
business opposition?” This was Sa-
want soon after her historic victory 
where she and her party, Socialist Al-
ternative, defied expectations and won 
a tight race against an entrenched in-
cumbent Democrat, Richard Colin. 
Her major legislative agenda, 
“$15Now,” a substantial minimum 
wage hike for workers, faced hostility 
from business interests. Sawant recog-
nized that they couldn’t do it alone, 
that it would take a movement of regu-
lar people to make change.

But how far did the minimum wage 
law go given the tremendous support 
Sawant’s campaign generated, and did 
her repeated electoral success help 
build social movements as she often 
claims? This article wants to go back 
to Sawant’s central question posed in 

2014 – how can we build social move-
ments to counter business power?

While Sawant and Socialist Alterna-
tive claim they are building a move-
ment, they are instead building a can-
didate at the expense of building a 
movement. When labor groups backed 
a watered down version of the Seattle 
minimum wage law, Sawant and her 
party followed suit because they had 
no independent power from which to 
win a stronger bill. The result is that 
Sawant’s most recent re-election cam-
paign represents the politics of busi-
ness as usual, with Sawant advocating 
business friendly reforms like commer-
cial rent control in order to secure po-
litical support and win reelection. Sa-
want’s political career shows that push-
ing candidates without building social 
movements will fail to win substantive 
change. As activists and social justice 
organizers consider working on elec-
toral campaigns in 2016 we should re-
flect on the pitfalls of an electoral strat-
egy. Sawant’s political career is illustra-
tive.

***

Sawant’s career begin in the streets, 
with Occupy Wall Street where she 
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was at numerous general assemblies, 
protests, and demonstrations. Just 
months after the Seattle encampment 
was broken up and abandoned, Social-
ist Alternative ran Sawant for the state 
legislature. Her campaign slogan, “a 
voice for the 99%,” attempted to build 
on the popular momentum coming out 
of OWS.

After the collapse of Occupy, Sawant’s 
campaign manager Ramy Khalil ex-
plained their strategy: “Socialist Alter-
native argued that the movement 
could be rebuilt by running 200 inde-
pendent Occupy candidates across the 
country.” Sawant’s personal assistant, 
Ahn Tran, framed the strategy as a 
question, “We thought: Why not Oc-
cupy the elections?” SA seemed to 
miss a major point of the anti-
electoral OWS movement. Nonethe-
less, from here they would go to build 
Sawant’s political career on the victo-
ries of movements.

In their first electoral stint, SA lost to 
the well-connected speaker of the state 
house, Frank Chopp. On her second 
run, they targeted an equally well en-
trenched city council member, but one 
who was vulnerable in the political cli-
mate post-Occupy. Richard Conlin 

was a retrograde corporate democrat. 
The lone “no” vote on a paid sick-leave 
bill, he supported the disastrous Alas-
kan Way tunnel project, and at-
tempted to pass legislation to fine 
homeless panhandlers. Conlin was 
backed by “coal money, police money, 
and freeway money” according to the 
Stranger who called him a “a green-
washing liberal fraud.” What was im-
portant for Sawant was that Conlin’s 
milquetoast liberalism was no longer 
sufficient post Occupy; Conlin, “the 
longtime liberal,” in the words of the 
Seattle PI, “became too conservative 
for Seattle.”

But the key to Sawant’s campaign vic-
tory in 2013, as opposed to the previ-
ous year, was support from the labor 
movement. In her first campaign 
against Chopp, Sawant and SA raised 
an impressive $21,000, mostly from 
small contributions. When she ran 
against Conlin in 2013 major labor un-
ions backed her. A look at her contribu-
tors shows that, on the second cam-
paign, big unions gave big and gave 
early; SEIU Local 6, PTE Local 17, 
SEIU Local 1199NW, Teamsters Local 
117 and IBEW Local 77 all maxed out 
their allowed contributions at $700. 
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(All told candidate Sawant raised a 
whopping $161,023 for the campaign). 
Sawant also won significant endorse-
ments from major local unions includ-
ing AFSME Local 1488, AFT Local 
1789, IBEW Local 46, and CWA Local 
37083 and the Seattle local of the 
APWU. Union support like this is 
more significant than just the dollars 
collected, union endorsements come 
with staff, voter drives, phone banking 
and mailers.

Why did unions turn to support Sa-
want? Largely for their own reasons. 
In 2013 they were engaged in a major 
battle with area businesses in the city 
of SeaTac, a bedroom community of 
Seattle and Tacoma and the site of the 
area’s major international airport. The 
crux of the battle was the fight to in-
crease wages for workers at the airport 
to $15 an hour. SIEU 775, the union 
leading the effort, decided to run a bal-
lot initiative to force employers to 
grant a wage increase (companies are 
still fighting the outcome in court). 
Meanwhile, in Seattle itself, other un-
ions were moving forward with the 
audacious fast food workers cam-
paign, staging one day strikes and me-
dia events to build support for a $15 

an hour wage increase for fast food 
workers. These were the two major 
campaigns for the labor movement in 
Seattle in 2013; Conlin would do them 
no favors, and Sawant became their 
candidate. Her major campaign plank 
became the $15 minimum wage, 
rather than a party for the 99%, and it 
defined her candidacy and reflected 
the interests of her backers.

Sawant and SA’s great success is that 
they dramatically changed the climate 
of politics in Seattle. With Sawant, 
“$15” became locked in as the legisla-
tive agenda for the new city council. 
She told the UK Guardian, “The public 
battle on $15 an hour, that number, 
has been lost by business,” she said. 
“Now the fault lines have gone to: I 
support 15 but we have to do it 
thoughtfully.” The question before Se-
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attle was what would the final legisla-
tion look like? How good would the 
law be for Seattle’s working families?

Sawant and her allies pushed for “$15 
now,” an immediate across the board 
increase with some costs offset for 
small businesses (but importantly 
small businesses were included). In 
this way, Sawant’s legislative agenda 
was akin to the measure just passed in 
SeaTac, won through a massive organ-
izing campaign. In addition to provid-
ing for paid sick leave, measures to 
promote full time employment and 
that tips and service fees go to the 
workers, the SeaTac law mandated im-
mediate $15 an hour wages for airport 
workers and yearly cost of living in-
creases. The SeaTac measure was far 
more direct and effective than what 
would pass in Seattle.

The Seattle law is a complicated mess 
of exemptions and extensions. The big-
gest compromise came when Sawant 
and SA agreed to define a small busi-
ness as one employing 250 or fewer 
employees. That limit was extended to 
500 in the final law. Further, a compli-
cated timeline of implementation and 
exceptions was incorporated. If the em-
ployer is a “small business” they have 

a lower rate to pay; if they provide 
health care they have a lower rate; if 
the worker receives tips, the employer 
pays a lower rate. As of now, spring of 
2016, the minimum wage rate in Seat-
tle is $13.00 an hour for large employ-
ers with no payments toward medical 
benefits, $12.50 for those large employ-
ers who do. It is $12.00 an hour for 
“small-businesses” that don’t pay ei-
ther an equivalent $1.50 toward medi-
cal benefits or in which an employee 
receives an equivalent $1.50 an hour 
in tips. For the small employers that 
provide either of those services the 
city minimum wage is $10.50, just .75 
cents higher than the state minimum. 
Some of the schedule increases don’t 
complete until the year 2024.

In the campaign, Sawant herself spoke 
out against machinations like this. In 
the $15Now campaign launch party in 
January of 2014, Sawant explained 
that “when we say minimum wage, we 
mean all workers. A universal mini-
mum wage is what we are fighting 
for.” She warned that corporations 
and businesses were already building 
opposition to the bill, and that they 
were talking about a phased-in plan 
over “many, many years,” adding that 
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what owners wanted was to “do it in 
such a way that it takes 10 years to get 
to $15. Then it’s meaningless.” She 
said that with the decline in value of 
the minimum wage over decades, that 
workers have “already been phased 
into poverty; we don’t need any more 
phasing in.” Referencing the efforts in 
SeaTac she argued that there were 
“many not-so-small businesses, parad-
ing as small businesses,” trying to wa-
ter down the bill, and she noted that 
some of the same businesses that vigor-
ously opposed the SeaTac measure 
were placed on the Seattle Mayor’s 
committee to develop a bill. As was Sa-
want.

Her critiques were prescient; so why 
did everything Sawant warned against 
come to pass? Why was the minimum 
wage bill so weak, given all the sup-
port Sawant’s candidacy generated?

In the wake of Sawant’s election vic-
tory, the new mayor, Ed Murray, 
quickly put together an “Income Ine-
quality Advisory Committee.” The com-
mittee included Sawant and major rep-
resentatives of labor, but also represen-
tatives of the city’s major business in-
terests, like the city Chamber of Com-
merce and the Capitol Hill Chamber, 

the downtown Hotel Association, the 
hospitality industry, senior executives 
at banks, and other business owners. 
Importantly, the main union represen-
tative was Dave Rolf, a leading reform 
figure in labor politics, who advocated 
a style of “entrepreneurial unionism” 
whereby unions and progressives 
“should take a cue from business” and 
run their organizations like Silicon Val-
ley startups. His union, SEIU Local 
775NW, backed Sawant’s opponent, 
Richard Conlin. Rolf was co-chair of 
the mayor’s committee.

Rolf was a major author and vocal sup-
porter of the final compromise. Rolf 
told the media, as paraphrased in Al 
Jazeera, that “he stood by the ‘deli-
cately constructed’ deal.” When even 
more changes were made, adding a 
“training wage” and weakening en-
forcement, Rolf sent an email to Al 
Jazeera saying he “fully supported” 
the further compromises.

Sawant, to her credit, came out 
strongly against it, threatening to take 
the measure to public referendum that 
would create “$15 now” if a stronger 
bill was not put forward. At a hearing 
just four days after the compromised 
bill was announced, she read an email 
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from a Domino’s Pizza driver arguing 
for an “immediate hike” and that 
“Most of us are one paycheck away 
from financial tragedy. Living pay-
check to pawn shop is no way to live 
when you’re working full time.”

But the referendum never got off the 
ground; Sawant and SA abandoned 
the whole effort. Once Rolf and the un-
ions came out in support of the com-
promise, Sawant and SA were the only 
organized group in favor of a stronger 
bill. As a small left party they didn’t 
have the organizational heft to actually 
take a referendum to the people of Se-
attle and get it passed. That would 
take canvassers, phone-bankers, 
funds, ads, and well, a movement. The 
major institutional backers of her elec-
tion campaign, the unions, had pulled 
back, and she couldn’t move forward 
without them. Sawant’s election was 
made possible by the labor movement, 
and her legislative victories and de-
feats are also explained and defined by 
the role of the movement.

Instead of building an independent 
base of worker support that could ei-
ther push for a stronger measure 
through demonstrations and direct ac-
tion, or through an organized get out 

the vote effort in favor of the referen-
dum (like what happened in SeaTac), 
Sawant and SA built a political career 
rather than a movement. And they 
were stuck. When the city council 
passed a horribly watered-down meas-
ure Sawant sheepishly argued it was 
the best that was possible. This was 
the same position her opponent, Rich-
ard Conlin, argued six months pervi-
ous during the campaign.

A similar story can be told with Sa-
want’s recent legislative efforts and 
her bid for reelection. In 2015 Sawant 
was the big money candidate. She 
broke fundraising records for Seattle 
city council races, and outspent her op-
ponent, Pamela Banks of the Urban 
League, $419,000 to $330,000. At 
one point during the campaign Sawant 
had more campaign contributions 
than any other politician in the city. 
And once again, money came from un-
ions, this time, from major local un-
ions, their members and leadership.

Sawant’s reelection issue was residen-
tial rent control, something critically 
important in Seattle. Unfortunately 
she was outmaneuvered on the city 
council by her chief political oppo-
nent, Tim Burgess, chair of the coun-
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cil. Burgess orchestrated a vote that 
put the council on record supporting 
residential rent control. In Washing-
ton, any municipality that passes rent 
control needs to have those laws 
cleared by the state legislature. The Se-
attle city council vote meant that Sa-
want would have to lobby and cajole 
state legislators in Olympia. While po-
tentially beneficial in a long-term 
struggle for affordable rent, this would 
do nothing for the short-term goal of 
getting re-elected in Seattle. Sawant 
abandoned the effort.

Here Sawant teamed up with Seattle 
businessman and “establishment 
power broker” Dave Meinert to push 
for commercial rent control. Meinert, 
who opposed Sawant’s “$15 Now” ef-
fort and was on the committee that cre-
ated the mayor’s compromise meas-
ure, has a lot to gain from commercial 
rent control. Most of Meinert’s main 
businesses are in the Capitol Hill 
neighborhood where rents are skyrock-
eting. And he is no small fry; he has 
“his hands in nearly every line of busi-
ness” including, a record label and art-
ist management company, a number 
of restaurants and bars including The 
5 Point Cafe, Lost Lake Cafe, Big 

Mario’s New York Pizza, The Comet 
Tavern, Grim’s, is the founder and co-
owner of the yearly “Capitol Hill Block 
Party,” and owns an events and promo-
tions company.

Sawant and Meinert announced their 
proposal together at City Hall. In a 
press release, Sawant defended the 
measure saying, “There’s a lot of small 
business rhetoric from corporate politi-
cians, but little actual policymaking 
that helps our city’s small businesses. 
Commercial rent control, for example, 
is a policy that will directly benefit 
small businesses.” Here it is hard to 
distinguish Sawant from the rhetoric 
of a corporate democrat, in which 
“small business” means “business” 
and “jobs” means “profits.”

The reality is that in her bid to win re-
election, with no social movement to 
back her, Sawant turned to established 
sectors of power to win support. In her 
fist election this included unions, but 
in 2015 favored business interests like 
Meinert’s. In this sense Sawant is rep-
resenting the business interests of bou-
tique business owners, against an-
other segment of local capital, commer-
cial landlords, with nary a worker to 
be found. This is business as usual poli-
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tics, with one segment of business us-
ing elected representatives to foist 
their interests over other segments of 
business – casting deep shadows on so-
ciety.

***

Passing a $15 minimum wage in Seat-
tle would not have happened without 
Sawant. The point is not to disparage 
her; it is likely that Sawant is genu-
inely interested in furthering the cause 
of working people in Seattle and be-
lieves in the electoral process as a path 
of effective change. Our question is 
why wasn’t the effort for $15Now able 
to achieve more? The answer lies in 
the campaign’s overall strategy of 
pushing forward a politician, rather 
than building power of popular forces.

When Sawant says one thing, and does 
another, when she runs on a particular 
platform, and then helps to implement 
policies supported by her opponent, 
she is reflecting the realities of state 
power and elected office. Pushing can-
didates without social movements that 
can make them do the right thing is a 
failed strategy. It has failed in Greece 
with Syriza, in France with Francois 
Hollande, and in Seattle with Kshama 

Sawant. And, although exciting, it will 
also fail with the Bernie Sanders cam-
paign in the unlikely event he is 
elected. Putting politicians before 
movements leaves elected officials, no 
matter their intentions, alone in a wil-
derness of business power.

This is why the OWS movement and 
the BLM movements are anti-
electoral. They’ve learned the lessons 
of social struggle from history. The leg-
acy of Dr. King is a case in point. King 
knew the importance of keeping his ef-
forts focused on movements of resis-
tance, rather than running for or hold-
ing office. To get the Civil Rights Act 
he marched on Washington, to get the 
Voting Rights Act he helped build a 
movement in Selma.

Our own moment is marked by move-
ments demanding and winning real so-
cial change. The BLM movement, im-
migrants’ rights, trans equity, and 
workers movements are all having dra-
matic impacts. Chicago teachers are 
striking for a “millionaire’s tax” in 
their city. Seattle teachers are boycott-
ing onerous and wasteful standardized 
tests. We should look here for hope. 
We don’t have to look to socialist faces 
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in high places for our answers. We are 
generating them anew all the time.

Michael Reagan is a historian and 
community organizer based in Seat-
tle, Washington.
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By Tim Horris

Originally published in 
www.philadelphiapartisan.com on 
May 14, 2018

“Activists do politics better than politi-
cians.”— Lawrence S. “Larry” Krasner, 
26th and current District Attorney of 
Philadelphia (May 2018)

“WILD, UNPRECEDENTED”      
REFORMISM: THE CASE OF 

LARRY KRASNER
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Introduction

In the socialist movement today, the 
importance of electing progressives to 
public office is a widely accepted ax-
iom, considered relatively uncontrover-
sial by all but the most hardened anar-
chists. But only rarely do we seek to 
justify this belief, despite a less-than-
stellar track record of left electoral ven-
tures.

This “electoralist” perspective is 
widely echoed in the mass media – a 
set of institutions which plays an im-
portant role in policing what is consid-
ered politically acceptable at any given 
time. As the interim between election 
cycles seemingly shrinks into nonexist-
ence, it becomes more important than 
ever to take a step back and take stock 
of the relationship between policy re-
forms to electoral politics.

Putting aside the numerous in-
stances of supposed progressives and 
reformers who’ve gone on to betray 
the movement for criminal justice re-
form, we must still grapple with the fol-
lowing questions: How important is it 
to have progressives in elected office? 

Is the election of a progressive the key 
ingredient to achieving reforms?

This essay intends to contribute to the 
argument that reforms and conces-
sions are not dependent upon the ideo-
logical beliefs or partisan identifica-
tion of elected officeholders. Policy vic-
tories are the product of class struggle, 
when the mobilization of masses of 
people creates a threat (or the possibil-
ity of a threat) to class rule.

To investigate these questions, we will 
take as an example a situation which 
has developed locally here in Philadel-
phia, but with implications nationally: 
the election of progressive trial lawyer 
Larry Krasner to the office of District 
Attorney (DA), a move which has been 
frequently pointed to as evidence 
of the efficacy of running on the Demo-
cratic ballot line.

Our contention is simple: in most 
cases, activists can achieve similar pol-
icy objectives without working to elect 
progressive politicians. From a purely 
tactical perspective, the superiority of 
electoralism has yet to be demon-
strated, and the burden of proof lies 
squarely on the reformist camp.
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By zeroing in on one of the reforms be-
ing touted by Krasner’s proponents, 
the elimination of cash bail, we show 
that this reform has been accom-
plished in many other municipaliti-
es without the election of a progressive 
district attorney, which raises the ques-
tion for those of us interested in mak-
ing social change: just how important 
is it to have progressives in elected of-
fice, anyway?

What we will find is that, at least 
around the issue of ending cash bail, 
not only is the presence of a progres-
sive District Attorney not a key ingredi-
ent, but that a number of quite differ-
ent political strategies — some of 
which stand in direct opposition to the 
tactics promoted by electorally-
minded socialists — have led to an 
identical outcome: the phasing out of 
cash bail.

A Progressive, People’s Prosecu-
tor

Larry Krasner’s candidacy took place 
in the context of a seriously troubled 
DA’s office. District Attorney Seth Wil-
liams, who’d been elected as a re-
former, became mired in a corruption 
scandal which ultimately culminated 
in the disgraced DA being sentenced 
to five years in prison.

Following this upset, Krasner perse-
vered in the Democratic Party’s pri-
mary after establishment forces failed 
to united around a single candidate, 
splitting their support between several 
contenders. His ground game was 
buoyed up by canvassing muscle pro-
vided by a number of unions and lib-
eral activist groups. To seal the deal, 
his message was further amplified 
by $1.7 million in funding from billion-
aire hedge fund manager George So-
ros. While progressives tend to down-
play the role that investment capital 
played in the race, it’s hard to imagine 
that it had little or no impact, given 
that contributions from Soros “ex-
ceeded the $1,288,287 spent by all can-
didates in the race over the same pe-
riod.”
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Before and after his election, liberal 
news outlets have lavished glowing 
praise on the “people’s 
prosecutor.” Philadelphia Inquir-
er columnist Will Bunch claimed Kras-
ner’s election wasn’t simply a primary 
victory, but rather “a 
revolution.” Slate claimed Krasner was 
making, “wild, unprecedented crimi-
nal justice reforms.” Meanwhile, com-
mentator Shaun King (who works for a 
PAC dedicated to electing progressive 
District Attorneys) wrote a breathless 
piece for The Intercept calling Kras-
ner’s policies “revolutionary” and “a 
dream come true.” But it’s not only lib-
eral journalists who’ve been 
enchanted. Current Affairs referred to 
Krasner’s election as part of a “wave of 
victories” for the left. Left-wing taste-
makers at Jacobin hailed Krasner’s 
election as beginning “a new day in 
Philadelphia,” while New York’s In-
dypendent touts Krasner’s campaign 
as “a grassroots model” which should 
be replicated across the country.

While Krasner’s candidacy certainly ex-
cited Philadelphia’s activist milieu, the 
wider public wasn’t nearly as taken 
with it. Voter turnout for the election 
was a mere 17%, relegating it to the re-

spectable but far-from-
spectacular third highest turnout over 
the past eight DA races. In terms of 
share of the vote, Krasner received a 
smaller percentage than his now-
disgraced predecessor Seth Williams 
did in 2009, with Krasner’s share be-
ing lower than Williams’ in both the 
primary and the general election.

To be sure, the District Attorney’s pro-
gressive bona fides have never been in 
doubt. Krasner has gained a deserved 
reputation among Philadelphia’s activ-
ist milieu for defending protesters pro 
bono. Beyond Krasner the 
candidate, the role of individuals and 
organizations who have done years of 
organizing against mass incarcera-
tion in raising these issues in the pub-
lic consciousness deserves recognition 
and acknowledgement. Many of these 
comrades saw the elevation of a 
friendly face to high office and assur-
ance of a “seat at the table” as the cul-
mination of many years of painstaking 
labor and sacrifices undertaken in con-
ditions of relative obscurity.

Krasner’s campaign marked a tactical 
alliance between establishment pro-
gressive nonprofits and labor front 
groups, rich liberal donors, grassroots 
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prison abolition organizations, Bernie 
Sanders supporters, and networks of 
returning citizens and the families of 
the incarcerated. However, socialist 
participation in the Krasner campaign 
was negligible; although Krasner’s 
campaign has been widely associat-
ed with the Democratic Socialists of 
America (DSA), the Philly chapter 
didn’t endorse his campaign until sev-
eral months after the critical primary 
election, at which point Krasner’s as-
cension into office was already a shoo-
in.

On the policy end, Krasner has backed 
an unobjectionable reform agenda, 
which includes a number of common 
sense measures such as ending civil as-
set forfeiture abuse and treating addic-
tion as a medical condition rather than 
a crime. His principled stance against 
mass incarceration have gained a 
grudging respect even from his more 
conservative detractors.

Krasner has also promised to never 
pursue the death penalty, although 
just how much of an impact this 
pledge will have is is debatable, given 
that “Pennsylvania has not executed 
an inmate since 1999 and has carried 
out only three executions since 1976, 

making it one of the least-active states 
with the death penalty” and that the 
state currently has an active morato-
rium on the death penalty.

A Case Study in Reform: Ending 
Cash Bail

One of the flagship reforms Krasner 
has been credited for has been push-
ing to end the practice of cash bail.

The cash bail system means that when 
someone suspected of breaking a law 
is arrested, they must pay a certain 
amount of money in order to be re-
leased from jail until a trial deter-
mines their guilt or innocence. In re-
cent years, a national debate has un-
folded in which critics of the system 
point out the unfair and unequal bur-
den this places on poor and minority 
suspects.

A number of negative consequences 
flow from the cash bail system, includ-
ing the propping up of a parasitic bail 
bond industry, the imposition of enor-
mous costs onto taxpayers (who foot 
the bill for interning suspects), the ex-
acerbation of preexisting racial and 
class inequalities, and the de facto un-
just imprisonment of poor suspects re-
gardless of guilt or innocence.
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Fortunately, a reform movement has 
made numerous strides toward de-
creasing power of the “American gu-
lag,” and cash bail is one flash point in 
this struggle. Here in Philadelphia, the 
City Council recently passed a non-
binding resolution calling for the Dis-
trict Attorney’s office, the state legisla-
ture, and the courts to begin overhaul-
ing the cash bail system. This symbolic 
action reflects a widespread sentiment 
among lawmakers at the municipal 
and state level that the cash bail sys-
tem is irreparably broken.

In locales as diverse as New York, New 
Orleans, Nashville, Birmingham, 
and Washington D.C., activists have 
succeeded in pressing state and mu-
nicipal governments to lower or elimi-
nate bail bonds. Without question, the 
tenacity of grassroots activists in these 
cities and many others have made ad-
mirable progress in reversing the 
decades-long trend of mass incarcera-
tion.

In many of these cases, this has been 
accomplished without a progressive 
District Attorney initiating the proc-
ess.

In Maryland, changes in cash bail 
were made as a result of a decision by 
the state’s Court of Appeals. Certainly 
reforms such as these which are 
handed down by courts from on high 
are welcome, but what lessons do we 
draw from them? Rarely if ever do so-
cialists (even of the “democratic” vari-
ety) argue for the movement to em-
ploy litigation as a strategy for achiev-
ing our policy goals, although litiga-
tion in defense of social justice has his-
torically been responsible for major 
breakthroughs and has been a long-
standing tactic used by progressive 
groups such as the American Civil Lib-
erties Union (ACLU), National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) and Freedom to 
Marry.

Why don’t socialists generally support 
strategies utilizing litigation as a cen-
terpiece of a campaign? Perhaps it’s be-
cause on some level, even the most 
right-wing elements of the movement 
intuit that our job as socialists has 
something to do with organizing the 
working class and the oppressed, 
whereas lawsuits and court cases only 
create opportunities for organizing by 
way of byproduct or afterthought, if at 
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all. Fighting it out in the capitalist 
courts means entering into a political 
terrain that privileges the ruling class. 
From a revolutionary perspective, it 
also engenders the illusion that our le-
gal system is the fair and unbiased in-
stitution that civics textbook propa-
ganda claims it is, disarming us by 
muddying the clear-eyed realism we 
need in understanding the courts and 
prisons as appendages of the enemy.

The case of Atlanta is further instruc-
tive. Here, the newly-elected mayor, 
Keisha Lance Bottoms, made eliminat-
ing cash bail her administration’s first 
policy initiative. But far from being the 
progressive darling, Mayor Bottoms 
ran against the Bernie Sanders backed 
candidate. Liberal columnist Shaun 
King eloquently summed up Mayor 
Bottoms’ political outlook while chas-
tising leftists for not supporting her:

Bottoms was the establishment Demo-
crat in the race from the beginning. 
She was supported by the Democratic 
Party. She was endorsed and sup-
ported strongly by the current mayor, 
Kasim Reed. She was supported by 
much of the black establishment in At-
lanta. Bottoms, on policy matters, is 
not democratic socialist. She’s not a 

Berniecrat. She’s not an activist. To 
my knowledge, she’s never been ar-
rested in a protest. She’s not a radical. 
She’s a mainstream Democrat.

Clearly having a progressive in office 
is not a necessary prerequisite for 
achieving meaningful reforms.

Finally, while the District Attorney 
should certainly be credited for doing 
his part to eliminate cash bail by pledg-
ing not to request it, we should remem-
ber that “Even if a prosecutor doesn’t 
ask for bail for a particular defendant, 
magistrate judges could still make the 
decision to order it.” Effectively, the 
ball remains in the judge’s court.

This points to a larger problem in the 
Krasner “model”: while District Attor-
neys can exercise prosecutorial discre-
tion – which is to say, while they can 
determine whether or not to press 
charges, what sort of charges to bring 
up, recommend sentences and offer 
plea bargains – they are neither legisla-
tors nor judges. They don’t write laws, 
issue rulings, or set legal precedents. 
So while DAs have significant leeway 
in setting priorities, any policies they 
enact are less durable than reforms 
won through legislation or judicial de-
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cisions; it only takes a new person oc-
cupying the office of executive to roll 
back such reforms-by-fiat, as we’ve 
seen in the case of the Trump admini-
stration reversing many of the Obama 
administration’s executive orders.

All told, the urgency of electing pro-
gressives appears to take a backseat to 
spurring on powerful grassroots social 
movements and building independent 
political organizations which can effec-
tively criticize policies, raise demands, 
and put pressure on every institution 
and political actor.

Police and Prisons: Reform or 
Abolition?

In studying the political context, Kras-
ner’s policies appear much more as a 
continuation of long-standing trends 
rather than a sharp break from past 
practices.

When touting Krasner’s victory in the 
Democratic Party primary as a 

“model” to be employed elsewhere, 
proponents of the progressive prosecu-
tor have proudly touted the nine per-
cent reduction achieved in the DA’s 
first one hundred days. Unfortunately, 
this sort of boosterism fails to account 
for larger long-term trends which have 
driven these sorts of fluctuations and, 
therefore, obstruct us from under-
standing the root causes of the 
changes, instead ascribing them to the 
actions of a single politician.

Nationally, incarceration rates have 
reached a two-decade low. Locally, 
from 2008 to 2016, the number of in-
mates in Philadelphia prisons fell by 
over twenty percent, from 9,300 to 
7,452. In 2016, Philadelphia received a 
$3.5 million grant from the MacAr-
thur Foundation, the twelfth larg-
est private foundation in the United 
States. The goal of the grant was to re-
duce the prison population in Philly 
jails by more than one third. To-
day, the number of inmates has 
fallen an additional “26 percent since 
the reform initiative was announced.” 
In fact, the city has made enough pro-
gress on these metrics that officials re-
cently announced their plan to shut 
down the dilapidated, 91-year-old 
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House of Corrections, which they ex-
pect to close by 2020.

In material terms, a grant from a capi-
talist foundation likely had a signifi-
cant impact in reducing the prison 
population. But no serious revolution-
ary would argue that we need to spend 
our time writing grants. Given that a 
decent case could be made that a 
policy-directing grant from a capitalist 
foundation has as big an impact as the 
election of a progressive politician, 
we’re left with no understanding as to 
why elections are the favored tactic of 
the reformist when, looking at it 
purely from the perspective of accom-
plishing a given reform there are 
much more efficient routes. Perhaps 
this is why so many reformists end up 
capitulating to the political logic of the 
nonprofit industrial complex, finally 
ending up snugly in the capitalists’ 
back pocket.

Liberal elements of the ruling class 
have recognized for some time that 
current incarceration levels – the high-
est in the world – are unsustainable. 
In bourgeois democracies such as the 
United States, the ruling class doesn’t 
govern by violence alone. Consent of 
the governed requires keeping up the 

appearance that the system works for 
a large fraction of the population, and 
at least the acquiescence of the major-
ity. The system is also adept at leverag-
ing reforms and concessions to co-opt 
potential enemies, undermine more 
radical demands and placate strategic 
sections of the working class. For this 
reason, criminal justice reform has re-
cently become a pet project of more 
farsighted liberal elites.

While a variety of wealthy liberals 
have bankrolled criminal justice re-
form institutions such as the Sentenc-
ing Project, Real Justice PAC, the A-
CLU and others, without a doubt the 
most visible role has been played by 
hedge fund manager George Soros, 
who in addition to pumping the afore-
mentioned million dollars plus into 
Krasner’s campaign, has lavished fund-
ing on numerous other District Attor-
ney races as part of a larger nation-
wide strategy. As of August 2016, “The 
billionaire financier … channeled 
more than $3 million into seven local 
district-attorney campaigns in six 
states.” The number of DA races and 
the amount of money has only in-
creased since that time.
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Why has this been happening? Capital-
ists prize social stability, and over the 
past few years our society has been 
rocked by the reemergence of a power-
ful mass movement against police vio-
lence. The Black Lives Matter move-
ment polarized American society – at 
one point exerting such influence over 
the narrative (as reflected, for in-
stance, in a precipitous drop in confi-
dence in the police by the general pub-
lic) – that the legitimacy of the police 
has been questioned to an extent and 
with a persistence that is really un-
precedented.

Realizing not only are the policies of 
mass incarceration unsustainable, but 
that the entire system of policing is 
threatened by a crisis of legitimacy, lib-
eral capitalists promote the remaking 
of the police on a new basis (“police re-
form”). By materially supporting ef-
forts at police and prison reform, it al-
lows the ruling class to preempt and 
undermine the more radical specter 
which has been raised by numerous ac-
tivists within the black liberation and 
socialist movements: abolition of po-
lice and prisons.

The demand to abolish police and pris-
ons is the sort of clarion call which can 

dramatically reshape the political play-
ing field. As author and lawyer 
Derecka Purnell explains, “a call for po-
lice transformation after abolition un-
dermines the purposes of abolition. 
The call tethers accountability to po-
lice review boards, task forces, and 
pleas to value black lives.” It’s pre-
cisely these sorts of efforts to bring 
about “police transformation” which 
are a prominent feature on the agenda 
of the nonprofit-industrial complex. 
Perhaps it should come as no surprise, 
but a movement for abolition and lib-
eration can never emerge from a set of 
institutions funded by billionaires.

On Tough Choices, Self-
Discipline, and the Need for 
Strategy

“To allow oneself to be carried away by 
a multitude of conflicting concerns, to 
surrender to too many demands, to 
commit oneself to too many projects, 
to want to help everyone in everything 
is to succumb to violence.”  
— Thomas Merton, Conjectures of a 
Guilty Bystander (1966)

Among socialists today, it’s popular to 
say that all strategies can be pursued 
simultaneously, and there is no need 
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to pursue a single, unified and coher-
ent strategy. The idea is widely pro-
moted that there are no trade-offs be-
tween throwing time and effort into 
phone-banking for a Democrat and 
protesting in the streets, setting up a 
mutual aid program or organizing a un-
ion in our workplace.

Much like Adam Smith’s “invisible 
hand,” our movement seems to believe 
that by every activist pursuing their 
own individual interests, this will ulti-
mately, somehow, result in a net posi-
tive social change. This idea makes 
sense to many of us because it syncs 
up with and reinforces an understand-
ing of the world which has been drilled 
into us our whole lives: call it the “neo-
liberal theory of social change.”

However, the hard truth is that as indi-
viduals we cannot be in multiple 
places at the same time. Our organiza-
tions and movements have only a fi-
nite amount of time, resources and en-
ergy to expend in pursuit of our objec-
tives. In terms of deploying our rela-
tively few activists and volunteers, we 
are still operating under conditions of 
acute scarcity, and we should be there-
fore laser-focused in how and when we 
take up a cause.

But there is an alternative to this indi-
vidualist laissez faire attitude toward 
movement activity: it’s called “strat-
egy.”

As important as it is to choose tactics 
and interventions wisely, most of the 
time pursuing a strategy means mak-
ing decisions about what not to do. As 
individuals, organizations, and move-
ments, increasingly we need to learn 
how to say “no” to volunteering to take 
on activist obligations. “No, we won’t 
attend your rally.” “No, we won’t en-
dorse your candidate.” “No, we won’t 
sign onto your campaign.”

For every action we take, there exists 
an opportunity cost for the action 
we didn’t take. Without adhering to a 
clearly-delineated strategy, we risk los-
ing our ability to identify fault lines in 
the class struggle and intervene in criti-
cal political openings. If, on the con-
trary, we believe that every political op-
portunity which comes our way is 
equally important, we’re likely to end 
up right back in the vicious cycle of ac-
tivist networking. This inevitably leads 
to us chasing after the latest political 
fad until enthusiasm inevitably dies 
down, until the next big social move-
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ment appears, and desperately trying 
to jump on the bandwagon once again.

Our movement needs to learn how to 
practice self-discipline: how to investi-
gate social conditions, identify fault-
lines, gather and collate information, 
create a strategy, then do the work 
and stick with it until our efforts have 
produced enough evidence to even tell 
us if our efforts are succeeding or 
failing. That doesn’t mean we 
shouldn’t improvise on the fly. 
It does mean that if we pivot from 
deep organizing into mass mobilizing, 
our sharp turn needs to fit into a long-
term strategic sequence, so that we 
emerge from the other end of our 
pivot in a better position than we did 
going into it.

For the reformist, the purpose of activ-
ism is to win reforms. The choice of 
tactics flow from this analysis – for in-
stance, we support politicians because 
they will fight on behalf of a particular 
reform, etc. Revolutionaries, how-
ever, especially within the base-
building milieu, see our present mo-
ment, and its related tasks differently. 
In the absence of a revolutionary situa-
tion, our primary task is to develop 
revolutionary political organization 

which can lead toward the construc-
tion of a socialist party. When we de-
cide whether or not to intervene in 
struggles to win reforms, our first ques-
tion is therefore not whether the re-
form is a good in and of itself, but will 
this specific reform help cohere a so-
cial base which can form the nucleus 
of a party.

In the current period, neither reform-
ists nor the majority of revolutionaries 
believe that revolution is on the imme-
diate horizon. Recognition of this fact 
doesn’t mean, however, that what’s 
needed to achieve success is to modu-
late our message or water down our 
politics. Meeting people where they 
are at doesn’t absolve us from the re-
sponsibility to engage them in a proc-
ess of mutual transformation through 
organizing, education and collective 
struggle.

Revolutionary politics are, to be sure, 
a minority perspective — not only in 
our society but even within the social-
ist movement. But it doesn’t necessar-
ily follow from this we need to throw 
out our entire understanding of the 
world in order to better fit in. If any-
thing, we have an obligation to vigor-
ously advocate for a revolutionary per-
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spective. Opinions are not static, and 
while we can’t will into existence a 
revolutionary situation, we can and 
should try to change people’s minds 
and win them over to a politics of 
working class hegemony.

Conclusion

“We do not live in a revolutionary mo-
ment, but that is no excuse to abandon 
revolutionary socialism as a political 
horizon.”  
— R.L. Stephens (July 2017)

The Krasner campaign presents no co-
nundrums whatsoever among liberal 
progressives. If anything, it functions 
as as the epitome of what a successful 
electoral campaign should look like, 
which probably explains the urgency 
with which the campaign’s successes 
have been bandied about in the left me-
dia. This is because the liberal is gener-
ally not especially concerned with 
long-term goals of revolution, the abo-
lition of police and prisons, or estab-
lishing a socialist economic system; 
for the liberal, harm reduction isn’t 
simply one component of a more ambi-
tious political strategy; it’s the end 
goal itself.

But among revolutionaries, the Kras-
ner campaign must necessarily appear 
more problematic. Given that social-
ists only participated peripherally in 
the Krasner campaign, it can’t very 
well be taken as any kind of “model” 
which the movement should attempt 
to replicate elsewhere. Neither does it 
vindicate the notion that progressives 
winning competitive primaries is any 
sort of determinate factor in shaping 
policy. For the revolutionary left, the 
campaign raises more questions than 
provides answers, but primarily 
this: If not this, then what?

The economic crisis of 2008 showed 
conclusively that contemporary capital-
ism stands on much shakier ground 
than is generally acknowledged. As for 
those in the movement who proclaim 
that this time the capitalist state real-
ly is invincible, and that any rebellion 
against it is a fool’s errand, we can 
only reply that for all their talk about 
the impossibility of revolution, they 
have no more idea of what’s to come 
than we do. While they chide us for 
faith in the revolutionary potential of 
the masses, the reformists have their 
own kind of faith in the stability of the 
status quo.
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The ultimate test of truth for Marxism 
is determined by the encounter with 
reality. For the genuine revolutionary, 
a certain humility about an unknow-
able future coexists with an optimism 
as to the long-term structural instabil-
ity of capitalism. The great revolution-
ary socialist Amílcar Cabral instructs 
us to “tell no lies, claim no easy victo-
ries.” For those who wish to change 
the world, fidelity to truth is indispen-
sable; if we misunderstand our reality, 
if our goals are nothing more than 
pipe dreams, then any positive out-
come to our activity will be at best a 
happy accident, and more likely a pre-
dictable tragedy.

While the election of Larry Krasner to 
the office of District Attorney in Phila-
delphia has certainly buoyed up hopes 
of many, we must be clear-eyed and 
vigilant; our movement cannot subsist 
on feel-good victories which don’t 
build up long-term capacity, just as hu-
man beings cannot subsist on sugar-
coated rocks. Only by facing unpleas-
ant truths and dispensing with com-
fortable self-deceptions can we fully 
reckon with the enormity of our tasks 
– the abolition of police and prisons 
and the establishment of a revolution-

ary counterpower – which, while 
daunting, remain an absolutely essen-
tial prerequisite to achieving our goal 
of socialism.
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By the First of May Anarchist Alli-
ance - Minnesota Collective

Originally published at 
www.m1aa.org on November 4, 2013

I.

All across the Central, Corcoran, Phil-
lips, and Powderhorn neighborhoods 
of Minneapolis you can see the red & 

POWER TO THE PEOPLE, NOT  
POLITICANS! A CRITIQUE OF    
SOCIALIST ELECTORALISM
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white “Ty Moore for City Council” 
yard signs, symbolic of the impressive 
effort the campaign is mounting. The 
Campaign literature emphasizes social 
justice, in particular the ongoing move-
ment to defend homeowners from fore-
closure and eviction. The Green Party 
(Minneapolis’ 2nd party) and, signifi-
cantly, the SEIU union leadership 
have endorsed Ty’s campaign – signal-
ing an apparent challenge to 
Democratic-Farmer-Labor rule in Min-
neapolis. What could be wrong with 
all of this?

Plenty, actually. Electoral campaigns, 
including this one, have as their aim to 
get “our guy” into a place of power – 
the government – and to “educate” the 
public on issues of importance. But 
what kind of power is this? And what 
are people being taught?

II.

The government is not a democratic in-
stitution. It is bureaucracy in the 
shape of a pyramid with more power 
and fewer people the higher you climb. 
“The State”, as anarchists call the gov-
ernment – including City Hall – is a 
system imposed over the people and 
land in which self-determination is 

“taken from the people and confided 
to certain individuals, and these, 
whether by usurpation or delegation, 
are invested with the right to make 
laws over and for all, and to constrain 
the public to respect them, making use 
of the collective force of the commu-
nity to this end.” (Malatesta, an old-
school Italian anarchist)

The State overlaps with and is usually 
subordinate to the economic hierarchy 
of the super-rich, their corporations 
and banks – what the Occupy move-
ment called “the 1%” and what anar-
chists refer to as “the ruling class”. To-
gether, the ruling class and the State 
control the system of exploitation, op-
pression, and alienation – and the re-
sultant wars, low pay, police brutality, 
sexual harassment, gentrification, envi-
ronmental destruction, boredom and 
depression – that dominate our lives.

Prioritizing a campaign for City Coun-
cil can be seen as akin to saying that 
workers should focus their energies 
around getting the right person to be 
their CEO or on the board of directors.

III.

66



Historically there have been two ways 
people have organized to confront this 
system:

Reform or Revolution.

Reform is the idea that the system can 
be successfully modified and im-
proved through legal means and espe-
cially through participation in its offi-
cial channels like lobbying and elec-
tions. Reformists argue that this is the 
realistic and peaceful approach to 
change.

The problem is that the system, while 
very adept at incorporating and co-
opting reform efforts, has been incredi-
bly resistant to any fundamental struc-
tural change from within. It is built to 
administer class division, racism, sex-
ism and homophobia – not to end it. 
Those that accept the logic of helping 
run the system are rewarded. Many 
more reformists have been changed by 
working within the system than vice 
versa.

The biggest reforms under capitalism 
have actually been the product of strug-
gle from outside the system, not from 
friendly politicians within. From the 
union sit-down strikes, Black Libera-
tion movement, and anti-war resis-

tance, to ACT-UP, and the May 1st im-
migrant strikes – militant mass move-
ments of people using direct action 
outside the system have forced govern-
ments of the left and right to concede 
to popular demands.

Revolutionaries want to help take 
these independent movements from 
just defending past gains or making 
limited demands on to the offensive by 
challenging all of the authoritarian so-
cial relationships and the system that 
administers and defends them. This 
will require a social revolution that ex-
propriates the rich, dissolves the State 
apparatus, overthrows structural and 
cultural patriarchy (sexism) and white 
supremacy (racism) and builds decen-
tralized, directly democratic, ecologi-
cal self-governance from below. Cam-
paigns for City Council are a detour 
from our tasks.

IV.

But isn’t Ty’s campaign at least raising 
issues? Won’t his campaign teach peo-
ple about Socialism?

First, movements across the city were 
already raising the issues of low-paid 
service work, the foreclosure crisis, 
and immigrant rights. We don’t need a 
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politician to legitimate those move-
ments. More troubling is the inference 
that this campaign is taking these de-
mands to a higher level. It will not be 
City Council resolutions that prevent 
foreclosures or raise minimum wages, 
but a mobilized community willing to 
physically block sheriff’s evictions, and 
organized workers willing to strike.

Second, Ty Moore’s campaign isn’t say-
ing much about Socialism (however 
understood). The campaign does not 
mention capitalism, socialism, work-
ers control, or revolution. This is an 
important choice. Ty Moore is cam-
paigning for reforms of capitalism not 
its abolition.

But campaigns teach by more than 
what is in their written programs. 
Even if the campaign was more explic-
itly radical, functionally it is teaching 
people that social change comes about 
through electing better politicians. 
The campaign has all the features of a 
mainstream election effort – adora-
tion of a single personality, exaggera-
tion of his “leadership”, meaningless 
pledges to “get results for you”. This is 
an elitist approach that reinforces the 
passivity of people by making some-
one else the “leader” who gets things 

done, instead of arguing for all of us to 
take control over our own lives. The ac-
tivists and community members who 
have dived into the Ty Moore cam-
paign are not prioritizing organizing 
one-on-ones to plan direct actions at 
work, at school, or in their neighbor-
hoods, or discussing and debating how 
to replace the racist police with com-
munity militias or how narrow 
gender-roles stifle our humanity or 
how to build rank & file power against 
the union bureaucracy. They are rally-
ing around “our guy” and training peo-
ple to fundraise and to get out the 
vote. This is the main lesson that par-
ticipants in the campaign are gaining: 
How to participate in this unjust sys-
tem.

V.

Socialist Alternative has organized an 
impressive united front around its can-
didate. The campaign describes it as a 
breakthrough: “A big-tent coalition is 
emerging as an alternative anti-
corporate base of political power in 
Minneapolis, uniting union leaders 
with socialists, Greens with disillu-
sioned Democrats, block club leaders 
with urban farmers, immigrant rights 
advocates with LGBTQ organizers, 
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and Somali business owners with Oc-
cupy Homes”.

What we notice is that at the core of 
this coalition are organizations influ-
enced and funded by SEIU leadership, 
and sharing their top-down, staff 
driven, reformism with a militant ve-
neer. It seems that SEIU leadership 
recognizes in Ty’s campaign a similar 
approach and made the calculation 
that a break with the DFL here would 
help solidify the hegemony of this kind 
of politics over community, labor and 
social activists in Minneapolis. It is 
not just that reformism is inadequate 
for fighting capitalism and the State, 
but that in order to maintain its place 
within the system the reformists have 
to be able to police the radicals and 
grassroots. Nationally SEIU has 
played hardball with its internal dissi-
dents (such as placing militant locals 
under trusteeship) and Occupy Homes 
pushed out its solid anarchist activists. 
A major leader of Socialist Alterna-
tive’s sister organization in Britain 
threatened to “name names” of the 
hundreds of militants who fought the 
police during the Poll-Tax riot against 
Margaret Thatcher’s policies. We 
should not automatically assume that 

a Socialist on the city council would be 
an ally of radical social movements.

VI.

The Ty Moore campaign has suc-
ceeded in making a splash, and 
whether he wins or loses, by challeng-
ing the DFL, the campaign may have 
opened up some space for alternative 
politics in Minneapolis. These poten-
tial positives are undermined by the 
nature of the project: a radical reform-
ist campaign to enter the government. 
All of our experience tells us it will 
lose its radicalism and will gain no sig-
nificant reforms.

While we certainly also oppose Ty’s 
main opponent Alondra Cano (the 
DFL candidate supported by the City 
establishment as well as some activ-
ists), and are not trying to sabotage So-
cialist Alternative’s efforts, we cannot 
support any politician including Ty 
Moore’s campaign. 

 

We are enthusiastic about the growing 
possibilities for radical change and the 
increasingly complex web of organiza-
tions and people out there struggling 
and experimenting with different ap-
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proaches – but it is crucial that move-
ments also find ways of reflecting and 
evaluating our experiences and 
history.  We understand that some 
friends and allies will look at the situa-
tion differently. Discussion and debate 
is good for the movement. We see this 
is a contribution toward that ongoing 
conversation, and look forward to 
fighting alongside each other wherever 
possible.

We will continue to put our efforts 
into building radical autonomous 
movements of workers, students, pris-
oners, and the poor. Our goal is revolu-
tion not just reforms. Our strength is 
in the neighborhoods, workplaces, and 
schools – not the voting booth.

For a socialism without politicians

Power to the People, Not Politicians!
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Originally published at 
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Introduction by Adam Weaver

“ELECTORAL PURSUITS HAVE 
VEERED US AWAY”: KALI 

AKUNO ON MOVEMENT LESSONS 
FROM JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI

9

71

http://www.blackrosefed.org
http://www.blackrosefed.org


Pledging to make Jackson become 
“the most radical city on the planet,” 
the July 2017 election of Chokwe 
Antar Lumumba as Mayor of Jackson, 
Mississippi is by many accounts an in-
spiration as to the ability of the left to 
critically engage in social change 
through elected office. By no means an 
isolated effort, Lumumba’s election is 
the result of decades of base building 
and social movement growth, most no-
tably highlighted in their use of com-
munity assemblies and the work of Co-
operation Jackson, which promotes 
the creation of worker cooperatives.

The origins of the campaign are rooted 
in the politics of Black self-
determination and is spelled out in the 
Jackson-Kush Plan (referred to as the 
J-K Plan) formulated from 2004 
through 2010 by the Malcolm X Grass-
roots Movement and New Afrikan Peo-
ple’s Organization. The Plan laid out 
an analysis and a collective model 
which was based on three pillars: 
building people’s assemblies for grass-
roots decision making, building an in-
dependent Black political party; and 
building a solidarity economy. Most 
important though is that the plan was 
very explicit that electoral efforts 

would be “on a limited scale” and that 
the focus on popular assemblies, build-
ing autonomous and dual power insti-
tutions “is primary.” 

Trouble in Electoral Waters

But since last year’s election victory 
not all has gone as planned. Kali 
Akuno, one of the key figures within 
the Jackson movement, has been rais-
ing critical questions of the role of elec-
toral politics in the movement. Often 
doing interviews and speaking engage-
ments highlighting organizing efforts 
in Jackson, Akuno is a key figure of Co-
operation Jackson, one of the primary 
authors of the Jackson-Kush Plan and 
co-editor of the book Jackson Rising: 
The Struggle for Economic Democracy 
and Black Self-Determination in Jack-
son, Mississippi.    

As Akuno wrote in November 2017 for 
Black Agenda Report, the electoral fo-
cus was intended to be “adjunct com-
ponent of a broader objective … to 
build a transformative, anti-colonial 
power from the ground up through the 
People’s Assembly as an autonomous 
vehicle of self-governance,” but the re-
ality is that “this understanding has 
been lost or ignored, and even more 
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disappointing, has not really been pur-
sued by the forces claiming adherence 
to the J-K Plan.”

He continues his criticism around the 
narrative that has been promoted 
within the larger left, one that he calls 
a “misplaced hope” that is “sadly being 
employed to prop up liberal notions 
about the utility of electoral politics to 
the [broader] left …[and which] up-
hold and promote the false notion that 
capitalism can be tamed and reformed 
through electoral politics.” 

More troubling for social movement 
work in Jackson is that the Lumumba 
administration has come to power at a 
moment where the local government 
faces what Akuno calls a “Syriza trap.” 
This is a dynamic often faced by the 
left in power whereby it is forced to ad-
minister the very austerity they fought 
to oppose. Currently in Jackson, as 
Bruce Dixon writes, the central busi-
ness district is now under state con-
trol, the privatization of its schools, 
the water system and the destruction 
of black neighborhoods for develop-
ment development projects is “nearly 
imminent,” and an “emergency man-
agement regime coming to strip 
elected city government of the ability 

to do much of anything without ap-
proval from bankers” is likely to be im-
posed. What will come of this remains 
to be seen.

However, the key question is that of 
the use of electoral politics to advance 
social movements and in a recent La-
bor Notes panel presentation (tran-
script below) Kali Akuno states the dy-
namic in unambiguous terms: “I think 
the social movement development 
work that got us to this point, I think 
is gradually being eroded and then 
sidelined and there’s much more of an 
emphasis being placed on now on how 
to sustain ourselves in office.” As Kali 
wrote in Black Agenda Report the fo-
cus on winning elections “negates the 
pursuit of autonomous power, the exe-
cution of a radical program, and the 
building of a revolutionary vehicle.”

With that said, the wider left is wise to 
take a great pause and critical examina-
tion before using Jackson as an elec-
toral model to be emulated. This strat-
egy is a well-worn path and something 
around which we suggest the radical 
left should rightly be wary.
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“Doing Politics Differently” 
Panel Discussion Presentation 
by Kali Akuno 

2018 Labor Notes Conference, Satur-
day, April 7, 2018

Note: Due to audio issues the opening 
30-60 seconds of the presentation 
were not recorded. Akuno stated that 
while he had prepared comments for 
the presentation the other speakers 
prior to him raised important issues 
that he felt should be debated. 

Now what does it all mean? In our 
case in Jackson, and I’m going to 
speak for myself, because we are in a 
place right now where there’s an in-
tense level of debate within the move-
ment itself about what is the way for-
ward, what are the strategies and tac-
tics to move what our principal aims 
and objective are? And there’s a funda-
mental question: Are we still on the 
same page about what the fundamen-
tal aims and objectives are?

Speaking for myself, as one of the key 
thinkers and framers of the project 
[the Jackson-Kush Plan] for whatever 
that’s worth, for me, starting with that 
notion that the system as its con-
structed as it’s been set up since the 

founding of the settler-colonial pro-
ject, is inherently a reactionary project 
and cannot and would not tend to-
wards democracy. So that’s the basis 
from where I started from and from 
which these politics emerged from. 

So the first piece is, I’m pushing to try 
to create as much democratic space as 
possible for the social movement with-
out necessarily the expectation that 
winning office or even trying to accom-
plish certain reforms is actually going 
to get me where I’m trying to go. 

The social movement in communities 
actually developing the capacity to gov-
ern themselves is more the final aim 
and I think a lot of times electoral poli-
tics gets in the way of us really aiming 
and pushing ourselves and those who 
we love, and work with, and live with, 
towards that other direction. And I 
would argue that some of our electoral 
pursuits have veered us away from 
that in Jackson as well, at least in this 
current iteration of the politics of the 
last couple of months, or last two or 
three years I would say. 

That said we’ve laid out a couple of 
things like the four solutions [refer-
ence to a previous panelist’s discus-
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sion of four responses to tackling is-
sues around state power] and I think 
that was a good summation. In our 
case I think we’ve tried to do the bot-
tom three, two, three and four [which 
are to forego electoral politics or use 
an “occupy model;” reduce importance 
of elected officials and build alterna-
tives; and build different relationships 
between elected officials and move-
ments] and tried to do them all simul-
taneously and I think we have an un-
even record in that regard. And our 
project if you look at it, particularly 
looking at the Jackson-Kush Plan, I 
think you’ll clearly see the outline of 
the two, three and four that we were 
trying to work on and build. The criti-
cal piece has always been who and 
what should be in the lead? That’s a 
question that we have struggled with. 

At this point I would honestly have to 
say that the dominant forces both in-
ternally and externally have been 
around electoral politics, and I think 
that that’s an error. This is Kali speak-
ing, and I think that that’s an error. I 
think the social movement develop-
ment work that got us to this point I 
think is gradually being eroded and 
then sidelined and there’s much more 

of an emphasis being placed now on 
how to sustain ourselves in office, how 
to build alliances that will enable more 
of our candidates to be able to retain 
themselves in office. In the wake of 
those compromises — and in effect 
that’s what they are I would argue — 
as you make those types of compro-
mises you will wind up jettisoning 
more and more of your program. The 
critical piece probably of what you’re 
asking [refers to a question from the 
audience] is I think that our develop-
ment in this day and age of a clear pro-
gram that we can rally working class 
and oppressed around is fundamental 
and primary: far more so than pursu-
ing or even trying to elect people to of-
fice.

Because there’s still the fundamental 
question of where are we trying to go, 
which is different than what we think 
is possible. And I want to pose that 
very clearly and distinctly as two differ-
ent things. I think when we move our 
engagement to what we think is possi-
ble we move our politics within the lim-
its of the system as it exists and aren’t 
looking to push beyond what exists. 
And I think we clearly live in an era 
where, straight up, the world that the 
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US was able to impose upon the world 
after WWII — that world is crumbling, 
it’s crumbling fast and crumbling 
hard. And unlike many people I don’t 
think Trump’s election was an aberra-
tion. Whoever was going to be in office 
this term, whether they were going to 
be an outright racist, or not, was still 
going to have to work on renegotiating 
the terms of empire. That was going to 
have to be done — capital dictates 
that, not any of the politicians them-
selves. So somebody was going to have 
to do the dirty job of getting the NATO 
partners to cover more of the money. 
Can we renegotiate terms of trade with 
China and can we reposition the world 
around climate change in a particular 
way to do certain types of offsets and 
financial flows? That was on the 
agenda period, regardless of who was 
going to sit in that seat both in the 
presidency and the two different struc-
tures of the supposed legislative 
branch, which doesn’t really do that 
much anymore. 

That reorganization was going to be 
forced upon us anyway. The question 
is how do we begin to build a politics 
that exceeds that and understands the 
limitations and understands the chal-

lenges that exist right now are actu-
ally, I would pose to us, key opportuni-
ties if we allow our imagination to see 
it that way? Right now I think the big-
gest challenge that we have is we know 
there are millions of people in this 
country who are pissed off, righteously 
pissed off: do we have the ability to 
reach them? Do we have the ability to 
offer them a program that speaks to 
their immediate interests and towards 
a better future? That is to me the criti-
cal piece that we don’t have a consen-
sus upon and I think some of the limi-
tation is our own imagination and 
we’re still stuck trying to figure out 
how to get the most out of the present 
system as opposed to let it die, let’s cre-
ate the new, what do we need to do to 
think do we organize ourselves to get 
to that point. And I think that’s a 
deeper, fundamental question I want 
to see us look at.
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By Arun Gupta

Originally published in 
www.counterpunch.org on August 7, 
2015 

Many reasons have been put forward 
for why the left should be involved in 
Bernie Sanders’ bid for the Demo-
cratic Party presidential nomination: 

WHY PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS 
ARE DETRIMENTAL TO       
MOVEMENT BUILDING
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he can win, his candidacy can pull the 
party or at least the political debate to 
the left, it’s a chance to talk socialism 
with millions of Americans, it can 
build left organization and capacity.

Supporters of Sanders on the left 
(which I define as explicit anti-
capitalists) think there is no real down-
side to his campaign. Now, many find 
Sanders’ positions generally refresh-
ing, myself included, but that’s not 
enough. The real issue for the left is 
what role does his campaign play in or-
ganizing, and it’s indisputable that 
Sanders will herd movements into a 
Democratic Party beholden to Wall 
Street interests. Sanders makes no 
bones about this, saying he will sup-
port the eventual nominee, which will 
almost certainly be Hillary Clinton. 
Even if leftists who back Sanders sit 
out the general election that is of no 
consequence as they will have served 
their purpose of building a base of sup-
port that will be put to work for Clin-
ton.

But there is another danger from Sand-
ers’ campaign as a Democrat. Far from 
building movements, it can fracture 
them.

Exhibit A is Sanders’ response to 
Black Lives Matter activists who con-
fronted him at the Netroots Nation 
conference on July 18. Protesters 
wanted him to speak about structural 
racism, but Sanders kept pivoting to 
economic issues. After saying “Black 
Lives of course matter,” Sanders se-
gued to income inequality, which pro-
voked one audience member to retort, 
“A class analysis does not take the 
place of a racial analysis.” When the 
moderator asked him about white su-
premacy, Sanders offered some grim 
facts about Black life in America and 
said he would “create millions of 
decent-paying jobs … make tuition at 
public colleges free [and] reform our 
trade policy.” As he spoke a woman re-
sponded, “Jobs and college don’t stop 
the police from killing me. Trade pol-
icy doesn’t keep the police from killing 
me.”

One video shows the activists doing 
what activists have always done: de-
manding that power address issues 
people’s lives depend upon. Sanders 
blew it, but to his credit he has since 
changed his tune. He is the first candi-
date to discuss the death of Sandra 
Bland. Sanders also went beyond his 
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previous calls for community policing, 
which is flawed because it treats all dis-
order and public safety as a policing 
problem, and now says we need to 
tackle mass incarceration, mandatory 
minimum sentences, drug policy, the 
militarization of police, and use-of-
force policy.

That might be the end of the story ex-
cept for the divisiveness it left in its 
wake. Some Sanders supporters recog-
nize he has a blind spot with race. Oth-
ers circled the wagons, arguing Sand-
ers should get a pass because he was a 
SNCC organizer in the 1960s. But poli-
tics is not like being a rock star where 
your fans adore you for old hits like 
marching with Dr. King or hanging 
with the Sandinistas. Politics is about 
what you will do, and that’s precisely 
what Sanders failed to address at 
Netroots Nation.

A more substantive argument is based 
on Sanders’ politics, not his history. In 
June Seth Ackerman argued in Jaco-
bin that “Bernie Sanders’ signature is-
sues aren’t ‘white’ issues” because the 
number one concern among people of 
color, according to polling data, is eco-
nomic issues championed by Sanders. 
A week later Matt Bruenig advanced 

the same point. (After the Netroots Na-
tion episode, Ackerman doubled down 
and Bruenig stuck to the same argu-
ment.)

It is tempting to use class as an um-
brella covering race because it is sim-
pler to say Wall Street is the root of all 
evil. From an organizing standpoint 
most whites shut down when con-
fronted with structural racism and 
white supremacy. This is not to justify 
the defensiveness, but it is difficult to 
have fruitful discussions around race 
in U.S. society. Nonetheless, most left-
ists understand economism is as much 
of a dead end as identity politics. 
Decent-paying jobs and free public 
education would not have saved Tamir 
Rice, John Crawford, Sandra Bland, 
Samuel DuBose, and countless others 
obliterated by a society that defines 
their existence as a threat.

Economic reductionism is ill thought 
out. It cannot explain why the white 
working class is so invested in white-
ness. It does not guide us on how to un-
ravel the intertwined material and cul-
tural phenomena of structural racism. 
It revives discredited ideas, such as 
the Communist Party’s short-lived po-
sition in 1919 that the “racial oppres-
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sion of the Negro is simply the expres-
sion of his economic bondage and op-
pression, each intensifying the other.” 
And it’s just bad politics to tell a group 
of people, especially ones in a dynamic 
social movement, that they don’t know 
their own history or community.

The fact that the first real pushback 
from leftists against Black Lives Mat-
ter is around the 2016 election reveals 
how electoralism can induce activists 
to side with elites against the grass-
roots. Left-wing supporters of Sanders 
believe his campaign is a unique 
chance to advance the cause of social-
ism. As such, they will be inclined to 
ignore if not defend every bad position 
he takes. The backlash against the 
Black Lives Matter movement that per-
colated through the web and social me-
dia following the Netroots Nation con-
frontation has less to do with the spe-
cifics of the incident and more to do 

with the sense the activists were some-
how derailing a rare chance to ad-
vance socialism for everyone.

Leaving aside that Sanders is pushing 
for Keynesian policies, not socialist or 
even social democratic ones, his cam-
paign is antithetical to movement 
building. It’s top down, centered on 
one person, with no process or space 
for popular input to discuss his politi-
cal failings, the limits of electoralism, 
or other strategies. After 2016 Sanders 
is not going to turn over his organiza-
tion with its apparatus, lists and exper-
tise to the left. Past experience — Jesse 
Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition, Howard 
Dean’s Democracy for America, Ba-
rack Obama’s Organizing for Action — 
shows candidates retain tight control 
over their organization. Even in 2000, 
when Ralph Nader ran as the Green 
Party’s presidential nominee, but did 
not exert control over the organiza-
tion, he failed to benefit the party de-
spite the 2.9 million votes that he gar-
nered.

Expecting a presidential campaign to 
solve the problem of organization is 
magical thinking. Leftists who join the 
Sanders campaign still need an exist-
ing organization to recruit for. As for 
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talking socialism with the public, 
those options will be limited as cam-
paigns tightly control volunteers, mak-
ing them hew to talking points and 
scripts. It’s also a pricey way to have a 
conversation as Sanders hopes to raise 
$50 million before the primaries be-
gin. (It may make sense for union in-
surgents to back Sanders, but that’s 
only because they are part of pre-
existing organizations they are trying 
to reform, and their main target is la-
bor leaders who are in bed with the 
Democrats.)

Moreover, the nature of presidential 
campaigns prevents an honest debate. 
If Sanders endorsed reparations for 
African-Americans or admitted white 
supremacy exists, his rivals would de-
molish him. This creates an unresolv-
able conflict. The more activists push 
Sanders to acknowledge legitimate de-
mands, the more defensive his support-
ers may become, hardening the divide. 
If anything, Black Lives Matter activ-
ists proved being outside Sanders’ cam-
paign is more effective than being on 
the inside as they were the ones who 
compelled him to address racial issues 
he had been ducking.

Prior to this, in his May 26 announce-
ment, Sanders failed to mention crimi-
nal justice, the drug war, or even say 
immigration. His communications di-
rector shrugged it off as you “can’t talk 
about everything in every speech.” 
This dismissiveness is curious given 
that Blacks and Latinos are 35 percent 
of self-identified Democrats.

This is part of a pattern with Sanders 
of skirting discussions of state vio-
lence against non-white communities 
and nations—or endorsing that vio-
lence. In his campaign announcement 
Sanders said, “We must be vigorous in 
combatting terrorism and defeating 
ISIS.” Last year he backed Israel’s hor-
rific war on Gaza, endorsing the con-
tinuation of the defining conflict in the 
most important geostrategic region in 
the world. Sanders is one of the most 
dovish members in Congress, but 
there is no mention on his issues page 
of the Pentagon’s budget, drone wars, 
Islamophobia, or the “war on terror.” 
The Sanders campaign is deliberately 
excluding issues central to Muslims, 
Arabs, and many Asians in the United 
States, again, with little dissent from 
his supporters. Calling it “realpolitik” 
is a euphemism for throwing entire 
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communities under the campaign bus. 
The socialist principle of international-
ism appears disposable as well. As far 
as realpolitik goes, how will Sanders 
implement progressive economic poli-
cies when he won’t touch the massive 
pot of federal dollars going to the mili-
tary and surveillance state?

If America is the land of the get-rich-
quick scheme, the American left is the 
province of the get-power-quick 
scheme. It’s always looking for the one 
tactic, the one protest, the one election 
that will change everything. Building 
power that’s strong and flexible takes 
years in the trenches developing or-
ganization, trust, community, leader-
ship, action, and theory. Taking an 
electoral shortcut to power means frac-
turing movements as those with the 
least power are pushed to the side-
lines. Leftists may thrill at finding a 
“socialist” horse on the electoral 
merry-go-round, but if they hop on 
board they’ll be the ones taken for a 
ride.

This is a substantially revised version 
of an essay that ran on Telesur.

Arun Gupta is a graduate of the 
French Culinary Institute in New 
York and has written for publications 
including the Washington Post, the 
Nation, Salon, and the Guardian. He 
is the author of the upcoming “Bacon 
as a Weapon of Mass Destruction: A 
Junk-Food-Loving Chef’s Inquiry into 
Taste” (The New Press).
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SOCIALIST FACES IN HIGH 
PLACES: SYRIZA’S FALL FROM 

GRACE AND THE ELUSIVE      
ELECTORAL ROAD
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As various segments of the US radical 
left begin planting their flags in the 
electoral arena, Syriza’s recent fall 
from grace should serve as a stark re-
minder of the unfulfilled promise of 
the electoral road to socialism.

Syriza’s rise to power elicited wide-
spread praise from the left internation-
ally, inspiring renewed enthusiasm for 
the possibilities and promise of “mass 
left” party building in and outside the 
United States. At a rally celebrating 
Syriza’s electoral victory in Spain, Pa-
blo Iglesias, secretary general of the 
Spanish anti-austerity party Podemos, 
declared that “the sun of hope rose 
over Greece.”

Yet “the sun of hope” began to set on 
Greece almost as quickly as it rose. 
Shortly after taking office, Syriza, the 
“Coalition of the Radical Left,” formed 
a coalition government with the right-
wing, anti-immigrant Independent 
Greeks (ANEL) party, followed only 
months later by the predictable surren-
der of the government to a new round 
of harsh austerity imposed by Greece’s 
creditors.

Syriza’s precipitous fall from grace ech-
oes a long line of dashed hopes and 

broken promises on behalf of the 
Greek left in parliament. In 1981, 
seven years after the collapse of mili-
tary dictatorship, the Panhellenic So-
cialist Movement (Pasok) rose to 
power in a landslide victory, capturing 
48 percent of the vote, with the motto 
“National Independence, Popular Sov-
ereignty, Social Emancipation, Demo-
cratic Process.” Under the charismatic 
leadership of Andreas Papandreou, Pa-
sok established a modern welfare state 
– raising wages, improving union 
rights and creating a national health 
system. After two consecutive terms in 
office, however, the popularity and left 
character of Pasok dwindled as it 
passed a series of austerity measures. 
Today, after multiple terms in power, 
Pasok is a shadow of its former self, 
widely blamed for the current eco-
nomic crisis, rampant clientelism and 
political corruption.

The inevitable degeneration of the left 
in political power is often couched as a 
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betrayal, as a “sell out” narrative of po-
litically compromised leaders and par-
ties falling victim to forces outside of 
their control. But the problem isn’t 
that an individual politician or party 
has sold out; it’s that they’ve bought 
into a project of political alchemy – 
the quixotic quest for the right mix of 
key ingredients that can magically 
transform the state into a vehicle for 
socialism.

However revolutionary the party, pro-
gram or politician may be, no matter 
who you vote for, the capitalist state al-
ways gets in. To maintain their legiti-
macy and control, those who take state 
power effectively assume the role of 
general manager of capitalism.

The ability of the state to carry out its 
activities – whether it’s a “socialist” 
state, neoliberal democracy or a dicta-
torship – depends on the health of the 
economy, where the state draws its 
revenue through taxation. In other 
words, the state makes sure the right 
conditions are in place for capitalism 
to thrive, protecting and preserving 
private property, regulating capital 
flows, incentivizing certain businesses 
over others, and so on.

For those who dare disrupt this social 
order, the state also maintains a mo-
nopoly on the legitimate use of vio-
lence, both domestically and interna-
tionally. Syriza’s deployment of riot po-
lice to quell protesters only a month af-
ter taking office is one of many exam-
ples of the left using state violence to 
maintain social order. As Mikhail Ba-
kunin once noted, “When the people 
are being beaten with a stick, they are 
not much happier if it is called ‘the 
People’s Stick.'”

Socialist parties and politicians are not 
immune or exempt from fulfilling this 
role of the state. Greece is not a histori-
cal anomaly. In fact, the historical re-
cord is rife with socialist forces taking 
state power – by ballot or bullet – with 
high hopes and big promises, only to 
replicate many of the conditions they 
so adamantly opposed.

Once in power, socialist governments 
are particularly vulnerable to the disci-
plining forces of international mone-
tary bodies and capital flight (as took 
place in Greece and other countries), 
an internal military coup, outside inter-
vention by imperial powers or all of 
the above. These forms of power are 
unelected and generally operate inde-
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pendently of whomever happens to be 
in government.

Yet, despite the glaring limitations of 
taking state power, the lure of elec-
toralism has not lost its luster on the 
radical left.

In the wake of Occupy and amid the 
rise of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment, a growing chorus of US leftists 
is beginning to sing the familiar song 
of electoralism, albeit in different 
keys. Syriza in Greece, Podemos in 
Spain and the election of Kshama Sa-
want to Seattle’s City Council have 
sparked a new round of calls for an in-
dependent “mass party of the left” in 
the United States, with some calling 
for a tactical engagement with the Ber-
nie Sanders presidential campaign.

Advocates for a “mass party of the left” 
often point to the ability of electoral 
campaigns to shift public discourse. 
Yet recent history shows that our re-
sources would be better spent influenc-
ing the terms of public debate through 
social movements. Within a matter of 
months, both Occupy Wall Street and 
Black Lives Matter radically trans-
formed public debates on capitalism, 
white supremacy and state violence – 

something decades of third party cam-
paigns have failed to achieve.

Promoters of electoral strategies also 
claim that third party campaigns can 
and should complement social move-
ments. While certain issues and move-
ments are elevated by third parties 
that would otherwise be ignored by es-
tablishment parties, the demands of 
running left candidates tend to funnel 
limited resources from social move-
ments into fleeting and mostly unsuc-
cessful bids for public office. Also, 
what little infrastructure gets built on 
the campaign trail tends to dissipate 
quickly after Election Day.

For those who manage to win, the real-
ity is that the vast majority, if not all, 
left parties that take state power be-
come increasingly reformist, bureau-
cratic and ultimately concerned with 
preserving their position in power, 
which typically has the effect of demo-
bilizing, defanging and developing a 
dependency relationship with social 
movements, not strengthening them.

While we need to struggle on many 
fronts, not all sites of struggle are cre-
ated equal.The state is a shifting and 
contested site of power, one that plays 

86



a critical role in shaping the condi-
tions under which we all fight, but ulti-
mately it is a bureaucratic structure of 
top-down rule over society, not a vehi-
cle for liberation.

The dismal record of putting “socialist 
faces in high places” shows that there 
are no shortcuts or quick fixes on the 
long road to liberation. Only by build-
ing power from below – in our 
schools, workplaces and communities 
– do we create the building blocks of a 
new world.

—

Enrique Guerrero-López and Adam 
Weaver are both members of the 
Black Rose Anarchist Federation / 
Federación Anarquista Rosa Negra 
(BRRN) 
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2017

When Ecuador gained independence 
from Spain in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, the country did not launch a so-
cial revolution that would overturn co-
lonial society’s racism and inequality. 
Instead, the elite descendants of Span-

ASSESSING THE PINK TIDE
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ish conquistadores now ruled on their 
own behalf rather than for the Spanish 
crown. For those beneath them, much 
remained as it had been.

Thus a popular slogan of the early re-
publican period emerged in the graffiti 
lining the walls of Quito, the capital 
city: the last day of despotism, and the 
first day of the same; or, as Luis Ma-
cas, a leading indigenous activist re-
membered it in a 2010 interview with 
me, the last day of oppression, and the 
first day of the same.

This expression captures something es-
sential about the first decade and a 
half of twenty-first-century Latin 
American politics. Indeed, some on 
the Left have celebrated the most re-
cent period of the region’s history as 
Latin America’s Second Independ-
ence, referring to the region’s relative 
autonomy from the domination of the 
United States and the crudest dictates 
of orthodox neoliberalism.

But the nineteenth-century Ecuador-
ian slogan resonates in ways that sug-
gest a more somber view. At the end of 
the latest left experiments in Latin 
America, the chasm between what this 
challenge to neoliberalism promised 

and what political-economic strategies 
left and center-left governments actu-
ally adopted is clearer than ever.

From the Streets to the State

Latin American social movements be-
tween 2000 and 2005 emphasized di-
rect action, grassroots participatory de-
mocracy, and the de-
professionalization of politics. The as-
sembly form became a privileged site 
of deliberative decision-making. Popu-
lar organizations combined confront-
ing the state with building new forms 
of self-governance that prefigured the 
post-neoliberal, and in some cases 
post-capitalist, societies they hoped to 
forge.

When progressive parties assumed the 
mantle of state leadership over the 
mid-2000s, however, the social move-
ments were limited to “subaltern par-
ticipation,” which Mabel Thwaites Rey 
and Hernán Ouviña define as the paci-
fying incorporation of popular sectors 
into the gears of the capitalist state, 
rather than “autonomous and antago-
nistic participation,” in which they 
maintain their capacity to disrupt and 
to lay the groundwork for emancipa-
tory transformation. The necessary 

89



struggle against, within, and beyond 
the state transformed into a moder-
ated struggle captured by the state.

Social movements lost sight of the con-
nection between specific popular or-
ganization dynamics and the revolu-
tionary horizon of transforming capi-
talist society in its totality. Modest re-
forms and increases in consumptive ca-
pacities became ends in themselves, 
rather than the basis for more auda-
cious structural ruptures with the exist-
ing order. The new left govern-
ments channeled the momentum of so-
cial change from below rather than en-
couraging an ongoing rebalance of 
class forces that would favor the labor-
ing classes.

Left governments cannot capture a 
capitalist state’s actually existing appa-
ratuses and straightforwardly retool 
them for any purpose besides the re-
production of capitalist society. That, 
however, does not mean that we 
should think of the state as merely an 
instrument of the bourgeoisie. Within 
a specific national territory, and 
within the limits of capitalist reproduc-
tion, the state represents the balance 
of class forces. The positive aspects of 
state services — public education, 

health care, and so on — are the accu-
mulated legacy of past popular strug-
gle, always unevenly achieved and un-
der threat of reversal. Ultimately, the 
state cannot be transformed from 
within given the fundamental role it 
plays in reproducing dominant class 
relations and the mode of capitalist ex-
ploitation.

There may be a revolutionary road to 
post-capitalism that begins with left 
forces assuming electoral office, but, 
as Panagiotis Sotiris has argued, such 
a process would quickly lead to an or-
ganic crisis of the state and fierce coun-
terattack by bourgeois forces. What be-
gan with elections would then become 
something else altogether.

Anticapitalist revolution requires the 
purposeful creation of new forms of 
solidarity and self-management, the 
institutionalization of new social and 
political forms of struggle, and the ex-
tension of modalities of popular power 
from below, outside of, and against 
the bourgeois state, even if left parties 
and social movements do participate 
in the electoral terrain of competition.

With the exhaustion of the current pro-
gressive cycle in Latin America, the po-
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litical moment will likely become 
much darker before it gets brighter. If, 
however, today’s popular movements 
— those fighting the parliamentary 
coup in Brazil, or taking on the Macri 
government in the streets of Argen-
tina, or aligned against the authoritar-
ian government in Honduras — pres-
age struggles to come, the tide will 
turn again, creating conditions more 
favorable to the popular sectors’ self-
activity.

But what form this next left assumes 
in the medium term, and whether it 
can transcend inherited habits and in-
stitutional patterns, will depend in 
part on its ability to ruthlessly assess 
the last fifteen years.

Passive Revolution

Gramsci describes passive revolution 
as a period marked by the unequal and 
dialectical combination of restorative 
and transformative tendencies. Trans-
formative dynamics work to change so-
cial relations, but these changes are ul-
timately limited. The fundamental 
structure of social domination per-
sists, even if its political expressions 
have been altered.

The last day of oppression, and the 
first day of the same.

The specific class content of passive 
revolutions varies within certain limits 
— that is, popular demands (the trans-
formative tendency) are incorporated 
to different degrees within a structure 
that ultimately sustains the founda-
tions of the status quo ante (the re-
storative tendency). Passive revolu-
tions involve neither the total restora-
tion of the old order nor radical revolu-
tion.

Instead, they generate a dialectic of 
revolution/restoration, 
transformation/preservation. Capaci-
ties for social mobilization from below 
are co-opted, contained, or selectively 
repressed, while the dominant classes’ 
political initiative is restored. Mean-
while, conservative reforms appear in 
the guise of impulses emerging from 
below, thereby achieving the domi-
nated classes’ passive consensus.

Rather than an instantaneous restora-
tion, the balance of forces changes at a 
molecular level until the capacities for 
popular self-organization and self-
activity are completely drained 
through co-optation, bureaucratiza-
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tion, and so on. This process guaran-
tees passivity to the new order and con-
trols what mobilization occurs, if not 
encouraging complete demobilization.

At the end of Latin America’s most re-
cent progressive cycle, we can discern 
the sharpest periods of transformation 
and of restoration over the last fifteen 
years of left resurgence as well as char-
acterize the epoch since the late 1990s 
as a whole.

Explaining the End of the Cycle

Some have responded to the fading of 
center-left hegemony in Latin America 
with denial. Broadly speaking, two ver-
sions of this position dominate. First, 
from a social-democratic perspective, 
the Right’s resurgence — evident in 
Mauricio Macri’s 2015 election in Ar-
gentina, the conservative opposition’s 
congressional victory in Venezuela 
that same year, Evo Morales’s failed at-
tempt to run for a third consecutive 
term as Bolivian president, Rafael Cor-
rea’s decision not to seek reelection in 
Ecuador, and Brazil’s parliamentary 
coup a year ago — appears as a string 
of relatively superficial setbacks.

“For the past 15 years,” Mark Weisbrot 
writes in an emblematic intervention, 

“Washington has sought to get rid of 
Latin America’s left governments; but 
its efforts have really succeeded, so 
far, only in the poorest and weakest 
countries: Haiti (2004 and 2011), Hon-
duras (2009), and Paraguay (2012).” 
The region has more independence 
than ever, and the poor are better off 
now than at any time in recent dec-
ades.

The Latin American left, Weisbrot ar-
gues, overturned economic and politi-
cal relations with the behemoth to the 
north, constituting a “second inde-
pendence” after it secured freedom 
from Spain and Portugal two centuries 
ago. Riding on this legacy, Weisbrot 
predicts that the region’s progressives 
are “likely to remain the dominant 
force in the region for a long time to 
come.”

Such a perspective sees the recent 
close-call results of the second round 
of Ecuador’s presidential contest as 
further evidence of Pink Tide continu-
ity. Correa’s successor, Lenín Moreno, 
won 51.6 percent of the vote, defeating 
retrograde conservative Guillermo 
Lasso, who garnered 48.8 percent. 
Downplayed is the fact that Correa’s 
government shifted to the right in re-
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cent years, was in open conflict with 
the indigenous movement and public 
sector unions, and was suffering a de-
cline in popularity as the economy 
sunk into serious recession with the 
end of the oil boom.

In the 2006 and 2013 general elec-
tions, Correa won in the first round 
with 57 percent of the popular vote. In 
2017, Moreno, Correa’s vice president 
from 2007 to 2013 and clearly a conti-
nuity candidate, won only 39 percent 
in the first round — falling shy of the 
40 percent needed to avoid a second 
round, despite a fractured right-wing 
opposition. While less calamitous than 
a Lasso victory would have been, it is 
very likely that Moreno will introduce 
new austerity measures, prioritize 
debt repayment, and maintain Cor-
rea’s development program of capital-

ist modernization in the extractive sec-
tors of mining and oil.

Social democrats never believed that 
revolutionary change was possible or 
even desirable in twenty-first century 
Latin America. As a result, they have 
interpreted the shift to the center of 
the political spectrum by left and 
center-left governments over the last 
several years as an adaptation to real-
ity, a prudent course of moderation. 
These governments and the social 
movements that support them must ac-
cept the inevitable and make a virtue 
of necessity, following Luiz Inácio Lula 
da Silva’s and Dilma Rousseff’s lead in 
Brazil. The only possible alternative to 
neoliberal capitalism is a regulated 
and humane capitalism — other de-
sires are either nefarious or naïve.

A second denialist track claims a cer-
tain Marxist pedigree. It emphasizes 
the state’s centrality as an agent of so-
cial change and aligns itself closely 
with the Bolivian, Cuban, and Venezue-
lan governments, and sometimes to 
those in Uruguay, Nicaragua, and, un-
til recently, Brazil and Argentina. The 
Left’s apparent setbacks appear, from 
this point of view, as symptoms of the 
natural ebbs and flows of the revolu-
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tionary process — part of the antici-
pated dynamics of advance and re-
treat, unsurprising unless one has in-
nocently expected a linear revolution-
ary ascent.

This group interprets the growing ten-
sions between left governments and so-
cial movements — as long as they stay 
in agreement with the govern-
ment’s objectives — as creative and 
revolutionary impulses that ultimately 
help transformative processes mature. 
The state managers and loyalists in 
these administrations reduce inde-
pendent opposition from the Left or 
from indigenous organizations to 
machinations of imperialist powers or 
the domestic right. Indeed, they see 
left-indigenous movements as little 
more than the willing allies or useful 
idiots of empire.

Despite periodic hiccups and policy re-
versals, left governments are under-
stood to be building advanced, indus-
trial capitalism in the region, thereby 
creating the conditions for a slow tran-
sition to socialism. Such change does 
not drop from the sky, nor is it 
achieved over night. The transitional 
phase will last decades, perhaps centu-
ries.

Both of these narratives misunder-
stand the Latin American context. The 
global economic crisis made a delayed 
landing in the region, and the center-
left’s hegemony is now in sustained 
and protracted retreat. New right-
wing formations are appearing, but 
they cannot offer an alternative he-
gemonic project.

This is a novel period of political im-
passe, structured by deep continuities 
in underlying patterns of regional accu-
mulation and Latin America’s still-
subordinate position as primary com-
modity producer in the international 
division of labor. A balanced assess-
ment of these progressive govern-
ments and the social movements that 
preceded them cannot restrict itself to 
unidimensional criticisms of American 
intervention and belligerent right-
wing movements, even when these rep-
resent crucial components of the 
story.

Instead, we might start with the Latin 
American left’s trajectory since the 
early 1990s, paying particular atten-
tion to the shifting balance of forces be-
tween the popular classes, ruling 
classes, and imperial forces across the 
last twenty-five years. From a nadir in 
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the early 1990s, an extra-
parliamentary left gradually renewed 
itself during the economic crisis of 
1998–2002, which eventually became 
a political crisis for right-wing govern-
ments throughout much of South 
America.

This movement left’s radicalism, par-
ticularly in Argentina, Bolivia, and Ec-
uador, was subsequently moderated in 
various ways as movement actors be-
gan participating in elections, center-
left and left governments rose in the 
mid-2000s, and China’s dynamic accu-
mulation drove a worldwide commod-
ity boom. Progressive governments 
consolidated into what Eduardo Gudy-
nas calls the “compensatory state,” in 
which wealth is redistributed but does 
not change society’s underlying class 
structure or seriously confront profit-
ability and property regimes — a 
model that depends on strong com-
modity prices.

The global economic crisis initially 
had a relatively weak impact on the re-
gion, particularly in South America. 
But by 2012, the tide had shifted, and 
crisis rolled through the region. With a 
downturn in commodity prices, easy 
rent for redistribution disappeared, 

and center-left governments became 
austerity managers, alienating both 
the sections of capital that had recon-
ciled themselves to progressive rule 
and the regimes’ traditional social 
bases.

This dual retraction of support pro-
voked a decline in center-left hegem-
ony and the uneven appearance of 
new right-wing social and political 
movements. Ecuador, Argentina, Bra-
zil, and Venezuela are prominent ex-
emplars of this new reality.

Looking Back

These center-left governments 
achieved myriad social gains. Alterna-
tive regional integration projects be-
gan to develop in opposition to Ameri-
can dominance. The Argentine Su-
preme Court declared laws that 
granted immunity to leading figures of 
the dictatorship unconstitutional, and 
constituent assemblies in Venezuela, 
Bolivia, and Ecuador inserted some 
transformative elements into their 
countries’ new constitutions.

Politically, the contrast with the repres-
sive governments in Colombia, Peru, 
Paraguay, Honduras, and Mexico is 
stark. Ideologically, anti-imperialist 
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discourse was revived, and, in some 
places, strategic debates over social-
ism and paths of transition to post-
capitalism proliferated.

Progressive governments used the bo-
nanza of export rent to fund targeted 
social policies for the poorest social 
strata, to increase and sustain employ-
ment rates (albeit typically in insecure 
and low-paid jobs), and to boost do-
mestic consumption. The popular 
classes’ living conditions measurably 
improved. Poverty went down, and in-
come inequality fell slightly. (That 
said, this also happened in some coun-
tries in the region led by right-wing 
governments, as a cursory comparison 
of International Monetary Fund fig-
ures for Colombia and Brazil reveals, 
and the region remains the most une-
qual in the world.)

The pace of privatizations slowed and 
was even reversed in some economic 
sectors in a few countries. Spending 
on basic social services and infrastruc-
ture in poor urban neighborhoods and 
marginalized rural areas increased. 
These governments expanded access 
to basic free education and, in some 
cases, democratized access to universi-
ties.

In the words of Ecuadorian sociologist 
Pablo Ospina Peralta, Latin American 
progressivism offered “something,” 
however minimal, in the face of the 
“nothing” that dominated in the dec-
ades of neoliberalism that preceded it.

But, as the global economic crisis seri-
ously began to pinch state revenues, 
even these slight gains were slowed or 
reversed. As sociologist Franck Gaudi-
chaud observes:

[The] social, political, and economic 
cycle of medium duration seems to be 
slowly exhausting itself, although in 
multiform and nonlinear ways. With 
their real (but relative) advances, their 
difficulties and important limitations, 
the different experiences of very dis-
tinct progressive governments of the 
region . . . appear to be running up 
against significant endogenous prob-
lems, robust conservative powers (na-
tional as well as global), and lack of di-
rection and unresolved strategic dilem-
mas.

Looking Ahead

A new period is opening up, likely to 
feature more intense forms of right-
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wing rule that, lacking societal con-
sent, will rely on militarized and re-
pressive domination. But the Right 
cannot solve the structural problems 
underlying the region’s economics. 
This new period will be marked by eco-
nomic, social, and political instability, 
by renewed interventionism from the 
United States, and by deteriorating liv-
ing conditions for the majority of 
Latin American populations.

Progressive governments are increas-
ingly trapped between popular de-
mands for the continuation of recent 
social gains and the intensifying dis-
content of foreign and domestic capi-
tals that had learned to live with 
center-left hegemony when there 
seemed to be no other option.

In the present scenario, none of these 
governments have the ideological, or-
ganizational, or political capacity to 
take the kind of audacious steps 
against capital — like nationalizing 
banks, monopolizing trade, enacting 
agrarian reform and mass employ-
ment schemes, enforcing environ-
mental regulations, boosting popular 
consumption, and controlling money 
laundering — that might realign them 
with their popular bases of support. 

These “governments fear popular mo-
bilization of their own bases of sup-
port,” Guillermo Almeyra notes, “more 
than being toppled by the Right, which 
is on the offensive.”

The cycle of progressivism in Latin 
America has demonstrated that the 
mass mobilizations against neoliberal-
ism in the early part of this century 
and the subsequent occupation of 
state apparatuses by progressive gov-
ernments of different shades cannot 
structurally transform society, the 
state, and the economy on their own. 
Indeed, the occupation of the state of-
ten domesticated social movements 
and tamed their desires by partially in-
corporating their demands into an un-
derlying framework of continuity.

This observation hardly vindicates the 
radical autonomist view of changing 
the world without taking power, of ig-
noring state power and buckling down 
in defensive islands while the Right 
governs the sea. The new situation de-
mands a sober assessment of the pe-
riod, an interrogation of established 
revolutionary truths, and ongoing, 
open-ended discussions of the strate-
gic lessons to be drawn.
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“When major historical processes 
come to an end, and in turn major po-
litical defeats transpire,” Raúl Zibechi 
explains, “confusion and despondency 
set in, desire intermingles with reality, 
and the most coherent analytical 
frameworks blur.”

__

Jeffery R. Webber teaches politics 
and international relations at Queen 
Mary, University of London. He sits 
on the editorial board of Historical 
Materialism, and is the author of Red 
October: Left-Indigenous Struggles in 
Modern Bolivia.
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By Gabriel Levy

Originally published People and Na-
ture on June 20, 2017 

Che Guevara is so last year. It’s Jer-
emy Corbyn on the T-shirts now. And 
he has a gig coming up at Glastonbury.

Corbynismo has turned the British po-
litical circus upside down.

WHAT WOULD CORBYN DO?

13
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The Tory party, having been reduced 
to a parliamentary minority after its 
disastrous election campaign, is strug-
gling to contain the anger provoked by 
the Grenfell Tower fire. People are re-
acting to the cruel injustices on which 
this vile government thrives.

Some Tories see continuing Theresa 
May’s “leadership” as the best hope for 
at least retaining a hold on govern-
ment. Others have the knives out for 
her. None of them seem to have a clue 
about how to deal with the Brexit 
talks. The Tory chaos is a wonderful re-
minder that our enemies, too, have 
weaknesses and suffer crises.

Corbyn and the Corbynistas – the 
mostly young people swarming into La-
bour – have helped to produce this im-
passe for the Tories.

For a start, the Corbynistas played a 
prominent role in the campaign to get 
young people who had never voted to 
register.

Then they shifted the election cam-
paign agenda away from Theresa 
May’s rancid “strong and stable” slo-
gan, to focus on austerity, National 
Health Service cuts and education. 
Things that matter.

Another turning-point was the publica-
tion of Labour’s election manifesto, 
easily the most left wing one since the 
1970s. It won support both from 
young first-time voters and much (but 
not all) of Labour’s older working-
class support base.

Now, with the Tory government 
wounded, perhaps fatally, the prospect 
of another election, and of a Corbyn-
led government, is being discussed in 
the establishment’s own media. Every 
one of Theresa May’s inept blunders 
brings up the question: what would 
Corbyn do?

To answer that properly, I think it’s im-
portant to remember the constraints 
under which Corbyn operates. They 
could be put under four headings:

■ The parliamentary system. La-
bour has lost its grip on Scotland’s par-
liamentary seats, where until 2015 it 
could be guaranteed almost 50 seats. 
Obviously this is the legacy of Blair-
ism, its embrace of capital and its 
criminal disregard for working-class 
Scots. They felt, and feel, betrayed by 
the Labour Party that had historically 
represented them. Labour regained 
some Scottish seats this year, but in fu-
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ture it will have to compete with the 
SNP, and now the Tories, in Scotland.

Labour’s one-party fiefdoms in parts 
of England were also cracked open in 
2015, by UKIP. While, thankfully, 
UKIP collapsed in this year’s election, 
the organic connection between La-
bour and its support base has been dis-
rupted.

So, say people who do the parliamen-
tary arithmetic, the chances of Labour 
winning an absolutely majority (326 
or more seats) remain very very slight.

It is quite possible that, if Corbyn ever 
got as far as forming a government, he 
would be haggling with potential coali-
tion partners – including the Liberal 
Democrats and the SNP. (That’s pre-
suming that he would be unwilling – 
in contrast to his predecessor Gordon 
Brown in 2010, apparently – to deal 
with the proto-fascist Democratic Un-
ionist party.)

■ The Labour Party machine. 
Those who populate it despise Corbyn 
and much of what he stands for. While 
I suppose they would be happy with re-
versing some of the Tories’ more ex-
treme austerity measures, many of 
them can be relied upon to obstruct 

many of Corbyn’s more radical poli-
cies, such as raising the minimum 
wage, renationalisations and acting 
against zero-hours contracts. This ma-
chine dominates the Parliamentary La-
bour Party. Corbyn will rely on their 
votes, too, for getting stuff through par-
liament.

The machine is also organically hostile 
to the sort of alliances that many Cor-
bynistas see as natural. It expelled 
three long-standing Labour party 
members for the horrendous “crime” 
of supporting a non-Labour anti-cuts 
candidate against Jeremy Hunt, the re-
volting Tory health secretary. While 
the Greens stood aside for its candi-
date in Brighton Kemptown, one of 
the town’s constituencies (and didn’t 
get so much as a “thank you”), Labour 
did its best (but failed) to unseat Caro-
line Lucas, the Green MP for Brighton 
Pavilion.

■ Corbyn’s political pragmatism. 
During the election campaign, Corbyn 
dealt with the perils of being a left-
wing leader with a right-wing ma-
chine, in part, by shifting his political 
ground. As the New Statesman’s dep-
uty editor Helen Lewis pointed out, 
Corbyn “went into the election promis-
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ing the most right-wing Labour policy 
on immigration in more than 30 
years”. He “embraced” the NATO mili-
tary alliance. On keeping Trident and 
on keeping the monarchy, he said 
(truthfully) that his own views were at 
odds with Labour’s manifesto.

How much more pressure would Cor-
byn be under to bend his views, if he 
became prime minister?

■ Corbyn’s political formation 
and closest collaborators. Corbyn 
has always been associated with the 
“old” Labour left, that believed that so-
cialism could be achieved through par-
liament, and was strongly influenced 
by the Communist party and its post-
1990s remnants. He was steadfast in 
support of working-class struggles 
right through the 1970s and 1980s, 
and never hesitated to take a firm 
stand e.g. on opposing British military 
violence in Ireland, without regard to 
what the political circus thought.

But Corbyn also, like Tony Benn be-
fore him, always believed in left parlia-
mentarism. And he always saw the 
Stalinist-led Soviet Union as a bastion 
(albeit imperfect) of human progress. 
(See comments at the end of this arti-

cle.) The remants of this world view – 
that regimes that oppose US imperial-
ism, no matter how dictatorial, are 
somehow on our side – has led him to 
espouse horrible views on e.g. the war 
in Kosovo in the 1990s or the role of 
the Assad government in Syria. Mem-
bers of Corbyn’s inner circle, such as 
the former Guardian journalist Seu-
mas Milne, more firmly embrace 
Putin-esque campist politics.

The closer Corbyn gets to getting 
elected, the more important it is to be 
clear about how these constraints op-
erate.

Alexis Tsipras, who was buoyed by a 
surge of militancy when he became 
prime minister of Greece in January 
2015, was similarly constrained. 
Within a year he was negotiating a 
deal by means of which the IMF and 
other international lenders to the 
Greek state imposed an austerity re-
gime of unprecedented severity.

A lesson of that experience, in my 
view, is that we must not let the social 
movements developing in the UK now 
– in opposition to austerity policies, 
and around such issues as the Grenfell 
Tower fire and racism – become levers 
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in Labour’s hands, as it plays the par-
liamentary game. That will limit those 
movements, cramp their vision, under-
mine their creativity.

It’s not as though we don’t have some 
British history to learn from, too. 
While universal suffrage and other 
democratic rights were the outcome of 
working class people’s struggles, parlia-
mentarism was historically a mecha-
nism of social control. (More on that 
here.) The Labour Party functioned as 
part of that mechanism.

The social movements now taking 
shape could not only confront the 
heartless, headless Tory government 
(for however long it lasts), but also 
find the means to transform society in 
a way far deeper, far more profound, 
than the limited things that can be 
achieved through parliament. It would 
be a tragedy if Corbynismo becomes a 
way of hitching these movements to 
the parliamentary bandwagon.

John McDonnell, Corbyn’s deputy, 
says that the Labour party is now 
“changing into a social movement”. I 
don’t think so. Sure, Corbyn addressed 
huge, inspiring rallies before the elec-

tion. But election rallies don’t by them-
selves make a movement.

Any social movement must surely be 
much bigger, politically wider, and ad-
venturous in its view of changing the 
world, than the Labour party. One an-
swer to “what would Corbyn do?” is 
“that matters less than what we do, 
now”. GL, 20 June 2017.

Taken from 
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.c
om/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-
do/

103

https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/voting-as-counter-revolution/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/voting-as-counter-revolution/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/voting-as-counter-revolution/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/voting-as-counter-revolution/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/labours-economic-policy-will-rest-on-two-watchwords-democracy-and-decentralisation-john-mcdonnell-a6878576.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/labours-economic-policy-will-rest-on-two-watchwords-democracy-and-decentralisation-john-mcdonnell-a6878576.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/labours-economic-policy-will-rest-on-two-watchwords-democracy-and-decentralisation-john-mcdonnell-a6878576.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/labours-economic-policy-will-rest-on-two-watchwords-democracy-and-decentralisation-john-mcdonnell-a6878576.html
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-do/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-do/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-do/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-do/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-do/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/06/20/what-would-corbyn-do/


By Shawn Hattingh 

Originally published at 
www.zabalaza.net on March 12, 2015

Karl Marx once said that history re-
peats itself, first as a tragedy then as a 

farce. A case in point is that in South 
Africa sections of the left are once 
again calling for a mass workers’ party 
(MWP) to be formed to contest elec-
tions – this they believe will bring us 

THE PARTY IS HAUNTING US 
AGAIN
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closer to revolution. History says other-
wise.

Of course the new calls for a MWP 
stem from the National Union of Met-
alworkers of South Africa (NUMSA) 
breaking from the African National 
Congress (ANC). As an outcome 
NUMSA is exploring the possibility of 
setting up a MWP to contest elections. 
Many Marxist and leftist influenced or-
ganisations, but also cadres within 
NUMSA, are therefore providing rea-
sons why activists should be interested 
in such a party.

Some of the reasons they have been 
giving in support of forming such a 
party have included: a good showing 
by such a party will strengthen strug-
gles; a MWP party can unite the work-
ing class; a MWP can provide the work-
ing class with the correct ideological 
line of march; a MWP in the legisla-
ture – whether at a local, provincial or 
national level – will be able to make 
mass propaganda for the cause of so-
cialism; gains and pro-working class 
policies could be secured by contesting 
state power; a MWP heading the state 
could provide greater welfare; and if a 
MWP gains control over the state it 
could nationalise key industries, bring-

ing socialism closer. Others, while ad-
vocating for a MWP, have taken a 
slightly different view influenced by 
the notion of ‘revolutionary parliamen-
tarianism’ and they argue such a party 
could enter into parliament to expose 
the sham of parliamentary democracy 
and the current state; and that 
through this it could supposedly open 
the eyes of the working class, bringing 
revolution nearer and setting the stage 
for a so-called workers’ state.

Looking back over the history of 
MWPs, which first appeared as social 
democratic parties in the nineteenth 
century, none have fully lived up to 
the promises cited above. Throughout 
history no MWP has united the work-
ing class. This is because within work-
ing class politics different traditions 
have existed and an anti-party and 
anti-electoral strand has always ex-
isted. For a period between 1870 and 
1920 it was the dominant form of revo-
lutionary politics amongst the working 
class. In fact, the First International, 
which existed from 1864 to 1871 and 
aimed to bring working class organisa-
tions internationally together, split 
around the issue of MWPs and elec-
toralism; with some including Marx go-
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ing the MWP path and a majority re-
jecting parties and electioneering in fa-
vour of anti-state revolutionary poli-
tics through anarchism/syndicalism.

Today in South Africa there are also 
many activists, certainly within com-
munity organisations and struggles, 
that are anti-party and anti-
electoralism. The vast majority of 
these activists are not anarchists 
(given the very limited influence of an-
archism in South Africa), but have a 
deep mistrust of political parties, and 
politicians – even left-wing ones – en-
tering into the state. This comes from 
experience. A new MWP, therefore, 
will in all likelihood not receive this 
section of the working class’s support. 
Thus, a MWP, given history and given 
the anti-party sentiment of a section of 
the working class in South Africa, will 
not bring unity to the working class.

Gains for the working class have also 
very seldom been brought about sim-
ply by MWPs winning elections or 
even gaining hold of state power. 
Rather struggle, including strikes, pro-
tests, revolts and revolutionary upheav-
als, have led to the working class win-
ning gains from the ruling class. How 
the working class first won an 8 hour 

working day is a prime example of 
this. Two of the first states to concede 
to an 8 hour work day were Germany 
and Spain. In these countries it was 
not due to the clever parliamentarian 
work of MWPs, nor them having state 
power, that led to workers winning an 
8 hour work day; but rather massive 
struggles outside of the electoral realm 
and against the state by the working 
class.

In Germany the 8 hour working day 
was implemented in 1918. It, sadly, 
was implemented not because of the 
sterling work of a MWP, but rather 
was legalised as part of a betrayal by a 
MWP – the German Social Demo-
cratic Party (SPD) – of a working class 
revolution. At the time the SPD still 
claimed to be Marxist and said it 
wanted to overthrown capitalism 
while promoting and practicing elec-
toral politics. In November 1918 work-
ers, sailors and soldiers in Germany 
were establishing councils and were 
pushing for a genuine form of social-
ism based on direct democracy. It 
looked as if there was a possibility of 
them overthrowing both capitalism 
and the state. In this context a MWP, 
the SPD, made a deal with the ruling 
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class in Germany. It defended capital-
ism in return for gaining state power. 
As part of this it set up army corps 
that were loyal to it and even sup-
ported and deployed the right-wing 
paramilitary Freikorps to put down 
and break the revolution. The SPD-
controlled unions also agreed to pre-
vent workers seizing the means of pro-
duction in exchange for capitalists rec-
ognising these unions and agreeing to 
an 8 hour working day. It was thus the 
spectre of revolution, eventually 
crushed by the SPD in alliance with 
right-wing paramilitaries, which led to 
the 8 hour working day being con-
ceded to and legislated for in Ger-
many.

Likewise, in Spain the 8 hour working 
day was not implemented due to a 
MWP pushing for it in parliament. It 
resulted from the concessions the rul-
ing class were forced to make as a re-
sult of massive pressure from a 44-day 
general strike in 1919 by workers in 
anarchist/syndicalist unions. Indeed, 
the working class has never won any 
benefits without struggle and to think 
simply electing people from MWPs 
into legislatures will bring gains is dan-
gerous.

More importantly, no MWP in history 
has come near to establishing social-
ism, even when they have headed up a 
state. This holds true even for the Bol-
sheviks in the Soviet Union under a 
so-called workers’ state. In other 
words, no MWP has ever brought 
about a society where exploitation and 
alienation has been ended; where di-
rect democracy in the workplace and 
in society in general has flourished; 
where all forms of oppression, includ-
ing racism and sexism, have been 
ended; where there are no rulers and 
ruled; where the divisions between 
mental and manual labour are broken; 
where the economy and wealth are so-
cialised; and where society is based 
not on profit, but on meeting all peo-
ple’s needs through democratic plan-
ning. In the cases of the SPD and the 
Bolsheviks in power, they even ac-
tively fought against this. Thinking 
that a MWP could begin to deliver on 
socialism, therefore, ignores the facts 
of history. Those advocating for a 
MWP in South Africa should perhaps 
bear this in mind.

Centered towards state power

One of the central reasons why MWPs 
have not brought about a genuine 
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form of socialism – as opposed to re-
forming capitalism or embarking on 
state capitalism – is their orientation 
to contesting and capturing state 
power. Indeed, many of those advocat-
ing for NUMSA to form a MWP have 
taken words such as those of Leon 
Trotsky to heart when he said: “Every 
political party worthy of the name 
strives to capture political power and 
thus place the State at the service of 
the class whose interests it ex-
presses”1. The problem with such 
thinking, and a fatal flaw within the 
logic of MWPs, is that the state cannot 
simply be taken over by the working 
class and wielded as a revolutionary 
tool, even if it is a so-called workers’ 
state.

States can’t be used for libera-
tion

The reason for this is that states 
emerged to ensure that elite minori-
ties could and can wield power over a 
majority. States, therefore, came into 
being when societies based on class 
first arose. The purpose states were 
built to fulfil was to ensure that an 
elite could rule and accumulate wealth 
through using the state they controlled 
to keep a majority subservient, op-

pressed and exploited. As such states 
have always been tools and instru-
ments of elite rulers and their class. 
This defining feature of all states 
means they can’t be used for libera-
tion; it is not the purpose for which 
they arose. In fact, if there was no ine-
quality or class rule, states would not 
exist.

How states work to ensure that the rul-
ing class maintains power and wealth 
can easily be seen under capitalism. 
Today we have huge states that ensure 
the interests of the ruling class (capital-
ists, politicians and top officials in the 
state) are protected and furthered. 
Through the state’s legislative, judici-
ary, economic, military and policing 
arms, the state always protects and en-
forces the property interests of this 
class by protecting and enforcing mi-
nority property ownership, whether it 
be private and/or state-owned prop-
erty. Along with this, states today legal-
ise exploitation along with attempting 
to create an environment in which 
capitalism can generally function. 
These massive institutions cannot be 
simply wielded in the interest of the 
working class. Indeed, their function 
is to keep the working class oppressed.
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Of course states use ideology and 
propaganda to ensure the working 
class accepts its own oppression. One 
source which states often perversely 
use in an attempt to ideologically neu-
ter the working class is the fact that 
they provide some welfare and 
socially-useful services. Of course 
states, as discussed above in relation 
to the 8 hour working day, were forced 
to provide such services due to mas-
sive working class struggles and, often, 
the real threat of revolution. As such, 
welfare represents a gain of past mass 
struggles. Nonetheless, states and the 
ruling classes controlling them were 
also willing to make concessions based 
on the calculation that to do so would 
limit the possibility of future revolts. 
States then, for propaganda purposes, 
falsely claimed that it was their ‘be-
nevolence’ that led to welfare. This is 
then used by states even today in or-
der to claim they exist for the benefit 
of all classes. In other words they use 
the provision of welfare to try and 
mask the fact they exist to enforce 
class rule by an elite minority. What is, 
of course, not mentioned is that the 
need for welfare only exists because of 
class rule and capitalism; and that the 
resources states spend on welfare ironi-

cally also originally derive from the ex-
ploitation of the working class. A 
MWP in state power providing greater 
welfare does not overturn this reality.

The greatest weapon states – and the 
elite that control and influence them – 
have for ensuring class rule is the legal 
monopoly they have on violence. 
When strikes or protests escalate 
states deploy the police and even mili-
tary to put them down. Even peaceful 
protests and strikes often face police 
repression. If open revolt against capi-
talism or class rule breaks out, states 
have always reacted violently, even to 
the point of waging civil war. Under 
the Soviet Union, even under Lenin 
and a so-called workers’ state, this too 
took place. There the state was used to 
violently defend Bolshevik rule and 
the privileges of those who headed the 
state. For example, the Soviet state 
ruthlessly put down strikes in Petro-
grad in 1921. Many of the workers in-
volved were questioning the lavish life-
styles that Communist Party officials 
and managers were living. Later in the 
year, the Soviet state also used the mili-
tary to crush a revolt in Kronstadt – 
those involved in the revolt questioned 
Bolshevik rule because the Bolshevik 

109



leaders had become an elite. These 
workers wanted the state to be re-
placed by a genuine form of working 
class democracy based on worker coun-
cils (Soviets). Far from being used as a 
weapon of liberation, MWPs therefore 
have a history of using the state to vio-
lently ensure their own rule once in 
state power – as such they have not 
brought about socialism. The question 
for South African activists is: would a 
MWP in state power in South Africa 
really act differently?

States too are also capitalist entities in 
their own right. Many states still own 
factories, farms, mines and banks and 
in these workers are oppressed and ex-
ploited. A prime example is how the 
South African state exploits workers in 
Eskom. But such exploitation is not 
limited to South Africa. Workers in fac-
tories owned by the Venezuelan state 
also face exploitation and oppression. 
Indeed, major struggles have been 
fought in the steel factories owned by 
the Venezuelan state. No state through-
out history, even when MWPs have 
headed it, has allowed socialism to 
blossom or the working class to genu-
inely control the means of production.

Even under the Soviet Union, it was a 
state bureaucracy that controlled the 
means of production. The working 
class remained oppressed and ex-
ploited and under the heels of the 
Bolshevik-controlled state. As a matter 
of fact, it was the Bolshevik Party in 
the aftermath of the October Revolu-
tion of 1917 that created this situation: 
it nationalised factories that were 
taken over by workers, it destroyed 
workers’ self-management and re-
placed it with one-man management 
and it destroyed working class democ-
racy in the Soviets. The Soviet Union, 
therefore, was not a socialist state, but 
rather a form of state capitalism – it 
never allowed the working class to 
have genuine workers’ self-
management/control. If a MWP na-
tionalised the means of production in 
South Africa this would not be social-
ism. Consequently, to call on people to 
form and vote for a MWP in South Af-
rica on the basis it will nationalise the 
means of production runs the risk of 
fostering a false belief amongst the 
working class that nationalisation 
equals socialism. The reality is under 
nationalistion, the state would own 
and control factories, banks, farms 
and mines; not the working class. In-
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deed, if the working class genuinely 
had power and control over the means 
of production there would be no need 
for a state and nationlisation – states 
only exist because a few need to en-
force their rule and control over the 
economy.

The centralization of states has 
consequences

In order to carry out the rule of an 
elite, all states have been centralised 
and hierarchical. As such, orders in all 
states flow down a chain of command. 
Only a few can and do rule. To carry 
out instructions from above, large bu-
reaucracies always develop. This too 
attracts opportunists and careerists, as 
through states individual wealth and 
power can be accumulated via large 
salaries, patronage networks and cor-
ruption.

The reality is so even under a parlia-
mentary system. Most high-ranking 
state officials, including generals, 
director-generals, police commission-
ers, state legal advisors, state attor-
neys, judges, managers and CEOs of 
parastatals, officials in the various de-
partments and magistrates are never 
elected by the people. They are not an-

swerable to the working class, but to 
their line of managers. Most of their 
decisions, policies and actions will 
never be known by the vast majority of 
people – the top-down centralised 
structure of states ensures this. Even if 
a MWP was formed in South Africa 
and came to head some form of state, 
it could not change the centralised na-
ture of the state. Centralisation and 
the state go hand-in-hand.

Likewise it is parliamentarians and 
the executive (presidents, premiers, 
mayors and all their ministers) that 
make and pass laws; not the mass of 
people. In fact, parliamentarians are 
not truly accountable to voters (except 
for 5 minutes every 5 years) and this is 
so even where MWPs have entered 
into parliament. While a MWP may oc-
casionally make noise in parliament, 
there is actually a very long history 
around the world of parliamentarians 
of MWPs acting in their own interests, 
including voting for high salaries and 
betraying the working class. This is be-
cause parliamentarians, even from 
MWPs, don’t receive mandates and 
are not recallable by the working class. 
The way parliamentary democracy 
functions means parliamentarians 
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vote and decide on policy and legisla-
tion within the confines of legislature 
– they don’t go back to the working 
class to gain approval for their actions. 
Those advocating for a MWP in South 
Africa, therefore, consciously or uncon-
sciously avoid revealing this truth to 
the activists they are trying to con-
vince.

States and rulers

States, too, generate an elite and a sec-
tion of the ruling class. This is central 
to the reason why MWPs going into 
the state and electioneering will not 
and cannot deliver socialism and an 
end to class rule. When people enter 
into top positions in states – includ-
ing, historically, in so-called workers’ 
states – they gain access to the means 
of administration and coercion and to 
new privileges. Being part of a few 
who have the power to make decisions 
for and over others and the ability to 
enforce those decisions, creates a posi-
tion of a ruler. As such, the centralisa-
tion of power, which defines states, 
generates an elite. This can be seen in 
Venezuela today where a so-called 
MWP heads up the state. There top 
state officials rule, they receive large 
salaries and they have joined the rul-

ing class. Power there does not lie in 
the hands of the working class. It 
would be no different if a MWP were 
to come to head the state in South Af-
rica.

Consequently, even where MWPs have 
come to gain state power and even 
when they have headed what many 
Marxists have called a workers’ state 
in the early days of the Soviet Union, 
the leadership of these parties have be-
come a new elite. They have, there-
fore, either become a new ruling class 
outright or they have joined the exist-
ing ruling class. Indeed, even if a 
MWP elected to only pay its parliamen-
tarians, top state officials, ministers 
and President/Prime Minister/
Chairperson an average workers’ 
wage, they would still be rulers, they 
would still have power and they could 
still decide on policies and law and en-
force those. The working class would 
still not have power.

The state cannot, therefore, be used to 
bring about socialism nor end class 
rule. It is preposterous to think that by 
entering into top positions in the state 
that a MWP can bring about socialism 
or even constantly make gains for the 
working class. The centralised and hi-
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erarchical nature of all states through-
out history, even so-called workers’ 
states, means this is not possible. 
States and elite rule are synonymous 
with one another. This means that a 
new MWP in South Africa, because of 
its tactics of centering towards the 
state, is not going to lead the working 
class to socialism and end class rule. It 
may change the faces of the ruling 
elite, but it will not get rid of the rule 
by an elite few.

The dangers of a MWP

MWPs and electioneering, conse-
quently, hold many dangers. The orien-
tation towards the state and election-
eering carries the danger of creating 
illusions amongst the working class 
that the state can be used for libera-
tion. This is a danger even in cases 
where advocates arguing for the MWP 
say that it should only stand in elec-
tions to expose the class nature of the 
current state. In such cases it is un-
likely such tactics will bring the revolu-
tion closer. Indeed, why call on people 
to vote representatives into a state 
when you know it is a sham? Far from 
leading to people seeing the state as 
part of the problem, it is likely to cre-
ate illusions. Consequently, it also 

leads to the possibility that the work-
ing class will view elections, rather 
than mass struggle, as a focus of their 
energy. Indeed, many MWPs have di-
verted people’s energies away from 
struggles, strikes and protests towards 
electioneering with disastrous conse-
quences.

The idea of the MWP also carries the 
risk that the working class will shift 
the focus from building their own or-
gans of struggle towards building a 
new party. In fact, if NUMSA is to play 
a revolutionary role, the task of 
NUMSA comrades is to transform 
their union into a revolutionary union. 
That means fighting in the union, too, 
to make it radically democratic. If a 
MWP is formed in all likelihood this 
won’t happen – precisely because ener-
gies will be diverted into creating 
something new, the MWP. Likewise, it 
is also likely that mass struggles and 
organising in the townships will wane 
as energies too will be diverted away 
from building on what already exists 
into building a MWP.

The greatest threat that MWPs and 
their orientation to electioneering and 
the state (even a so-called workers 
state) pose is promoting the idea 

113



amongst the working class that free-
dom and salvation will come from 
above and not through its own existing 
organisations and struggles. Indeed, it 
promotes the idea that a MWP can sub-
stitute for the working class; and that 
if a MWP had power it would bring 
freedom. The reality though is libera-
tion won’t and can’t, by definition, 
come from above or through substitu-
tionalism. If socialism is to be created 
it will be created by the working class 
through its own actions, organisations 
and struggle and not through the state 
and a MWP. Indeed, only the working 
class can liberate itself; and given the 
nature of states it, by definition, can’t 
come though such structures.

Rather build a revolutionary 
working class counter-power

Another path, instead of a MWP, 
which the working class could go 
down is to rather build its own revolu-
tionary counter-power against not 
only capitalism, but also the state and 
all forms of oppression including ra-
cism and sexism. Throughout history 
there have been instances where a 
counter-power has been built by the 
working class itself, including Russia 
during 1917, Germany in 1918, Spain 

in 1936 and South Africa in the early 
1980s. It is, therefore, possible for the 
class itself – without the so-called guid-
ance of a MWP and without a MWP 
taking state power – to build its own 
counter-power. This is perhaps a more 
long term project and perhaps even a 
harder task than building a MWP, but 
it is a task that the working class will 
have to embark upon if it is to have 
power in its own hands one day.

The advantage of building a counter-
power, though, is that history shows 
that it could be built through the or-
ganisations and movements the work-
ing class itself has already begun to cre-
ate, be it community organisations, un-
ions and worker committees. To build 
a counter-power the working class 
would, though, have to strengthen 
these movements and organisations 
and transform them into organs of 
working class direct democracy. They 
would also have to be infused with a 
revolutionary politics that aims not 
just to transform the state and capital-
ism, but to replace these with a new so-
ciety.

To build a counter-power though does 
not mean ignoring the struggle for im-
mediate gains. The working class 
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needs better housing and a decent life-
style today and can’t simply wait for 
the revolution to have the basics of 
life. As such the struggles for the 
things that are needed today to im-
prove the lives of the working class, 
which includes placing demands on 
bosses and politicians because they 
have stolen from the working class, is 
vital. Indeed, things like corruption, 
repression and poor delivery can only 
be resolved in favour of the working 
class by the working class organising 
itself outside and against the state and 
placing demands on and even impos-
ing its will on the bosses and state 
through mass direct action. Impor-
tantly though, it cannot also relax if 
the ruling class do provide such conces-
sions. Rather, winning immediate 
gains has to be used as a school of 
struggle and immediate gains have to 
be used to build on towards revolu-
tion.

As part of this, the working class also 
needs to build towards the goal of seiz-
ing the means of production directly 
through its own organisations and 
structures; and from there socialise 
the means of production to meet the 
needs of all. It can’t rely on a MWP or 

state to do so; because then another 
power other than the working class 
would in fact control the means of pro-
duction. History shows that the means 
of production can be seized directly by 
the class in revolutionary situations; 
for example in Russia in 1917 many fac-
tories were seized by the working class 
and were briefly run by workers’ them-
selves using democratic committees in 
order to plan production – unfortu-
nately these were destroyed once 
Lenin and the Bolsheviks consolidated 
their so-called workers’ state.

Instead of MWPs and hoping elections 
or even a workers’ state might bring 
gains or even revolution, the working 
class needs to build democratic revolu-
tionary organs and fight so that one 
day it can take power in society itself 
and run society through direct democ-
racy without a party instructing it or a 
state. This can be done using feder-
ated organs of direct democracy like 
worker councils, community assem-
blies and committees to allow every-
one to have an equal say in how soci-
ety is run. MWPs and voting in parlia-
mentary or municipal elections brings 
us no closer to building such struc-
tures of counter-power. Rather all it 
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does is run the risk of generating further illusions in the state and it risks keeping 
the working class in chains far into the future. The working class has been in 
chains for far too long; it is time for the class itself to begin breaking those chains. 
Only it itself has the power to do so.

Shawn Hattingh is a member of the Zabalaza Anarchist Communist Front 
(ZACF) in South Africa
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