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MAKING REVOLUTION AND 
EMANCIPATING HUMANITY 

 
by Bob Avakian, Chairman of the Revolutionary Communist Party, USA 

 

PART 1: BEYOND THE NARROW HORIZON OF BOURGEOIS RIGHT 
 

I want to begin by returning to a point that we continue to speak to—and for very good reasons—
both because of its great importance and because it is still so little grasped and acted upon. This is the 
whole question of getting beyond the present narrow horizons imposed on society and on people and 
their thinking. Now, I am aware that in his latest CD, Modern Times, Bob Dylan has a song “Beyond the 
Horizon.” But what we are talking about is something entirely and radically different—it is the narrow 
horizon of bourgeois right, and the need for humanity to leap beyond that horizon. 

 

“I Want to Get More”— or We Want Another World? 
 

I was moved, or provoked, to speak to this again in reading some reports recounting the responses 
of different people, youth in particular, to watching the DVD of my 2003 talk Revolution: Why It’s Nec-
essary, Why It’s Possible, and What It’s All About. I want to begin with a comment of one youth (I be-
lieve it was a high school student in Oakland) who watched this DVD, and said he really liked it—”I 
agree with everything in there, and I really liked the vision of the future society”—but, he went on, “if I 
invent something, I want to get more for it.” 

Here we come right up against the question of making (or not making) a leap beyond the narrow 
horizon of bourgeois right. What do we mean by “bourgeois right”? This refers to the concept of “right” 
which essentially corresponds to commodity relations—relations in which people confront each other as 
owners (or non-owners) of things, which are to be exchanged—and more specifically relations in which 
the appearance of equality covers over profound inequalities, relations which are grounded in the ex-
ploitation and oppression of the many by a relative handful. In its most fundamental terms, this is 
grounded in a relationship where a small number of people dominate ownership not only of the wealth 
of society, but more fundamentally the means to produce wealth (land, raw materials, technology of 
various kinds, and so on), and a large number of people own little or none of these things, and so must 
sell their ability to work to those who do own them (and, if they are not able to sell their ability to 
work—if they cannot get a job—they will either starve or be forced into other means, often illegal 
means, in order to be able to live). Once again, this exchange—of the ability to work (or “labor power”) 
for a wage (or salary)—appears to be an equal exchange; but in reality it involves and embodies a pro-
foundly unequal relation, in which those without capital are forced into a subordinate position: forced to 
work for—and, in the process of working, creating more wealth for—those who do own and control 
capital. 

This fundamental relation of inequality, of domination and exploitation, is extended into and em-
bodied in all the relations of capitalist society. Take, for example, the concept of “equality before the 
law.” This is supposed to mean that the same laws are applied, in the same ways, to everyone, regardless 
of what their “station” in life is, how much money they have, and so on. Experience shows, however, 
that this is not how things work out in reality. People with more money have more political influence—
and those with a great deal of money have a great deal of political influence and power—while those 
with less money, and especially those with very little, also have no significant political influence, con-
nections with political power, and so on. And this plays out, repeatedly, in legal proceedings, right down 
to the way in which those presiding over legal procedures (judges) look—very differently—at different 
kinds of people who become involved in legal proceedings. But what is even more decisive is the reality 
that the laws themselves (and the Constitution which sets the basis for the laws) reflect and reinforce the 
essential relations in society, and most fundamentally the economic (production) relations of capitalism. 
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This, for example, is why it is perfectly legal for capitalists to lay off thousands of people, or to refuse to 
hire them in the first place, if these capitalists cannot make sufficient profit by employing (and exploit-
ing) them—or if they can make more profit by employing, and exploiting, people in some other place—
but it is illegal for people who have been denied employment in this way to take the things they need, 
without paying for them (without giving money in exchange for these things—money which in fact they 
do not have, money they cannot earn, because they have been prevented from working, by means that 
are perfectly legal under this system). All this—and the many ways in which this finds expression in 
society, in the relations between groups and individuals, in the laws and institutions, and in the thinking 
of people—is what is meant in referring to “bourgeois right.” 

To dig further into what this means, let’s return to the example of someone “wanting more” if 
they invent something. This is hardly an uncommon view. It is “spontaneous” thinking that is very 
common when living in a society like this, where everything is ultimately—and very often not so ulti-
mately—measured in the very narrow, constricting terms of the cash nexus and gets expressed crudely 
in “what’s in it for me?” So this youth could see the sweep of all that is presented in that “Revolution” 
talk, and agree with it—but, then, there was one little sticking point: “If I do something special, I want 
something in exchange for it, I want the chance to get something more for me.” 

Well, we have to examine: How do things actually work when and where people “get more”? 
And, for that matter, how do things actually work when and where people invent something in the first 
place? What is it that happens most of the time when someone invents something, and then someone 
ends up “getting more out of it”? Usually, it’s not the person who does the inventing who “gets more”—
or gets most of the profit—from this, but instead the people who have control of capital and who can 
turn the invention into a commodity and into capital. Because that’s what has to happen, in order for 
someone to get more out of something that is invented: there have to be the social relations, and ulti-
mately and fundamentally the production relations, which enable that, which make it possible to turn 
that invention into “intellectual property”—into a commodity and into capital. 

Well, in order for that to happen, there must be a whole network of capitalist relations. Otherwise, 
on what basis are you going to get anything—and, specifically, get more than others—if there is not a 
whole network of commodity relations and of capital which is undergirding and is the basis on which 
the whole society is functioning? And this whole network of commodity relations, and of capital, is in 
reality a network of exploitation. That is what has to be in operation, in order for someone—and most 
likely not the inventor, but a class of people, a class of capitalists (and particular capitalists in particular 
instances)—to get more out of it. It is those who already control large amounts of capital, and who have 
a dominant position in the capitalist economy, who are most likely to benefit the most—to get more than 
others. 

And what happens if we have a whole network of capitalist relations? What kind of world do we 
then have? We have the same world that’s being dissected and indicted in the “Revolution” talk on the 
DVD—the same world that drove this person to say, in the first place, “I really liked what is said in that 
talk.” You don’t like this world. But if you don’t want this world, then you cannot want the things that 
define this world and that are the underlying and driving forces in this world. You cannot want a net-
work of commodity relations and of capital, because then you have everything that goes along with that, 
not only immediately around you, but throughout the world, and all the horrors that we know about and 
could catalog almost endlessly. 

To paraphrase Lenin, capitalism puts into the hands of individuals, as individual wealth and capi-
tal, that which has been produced by all of society. Production under capitalism—and the turning of an 
invention into something which not only has use value but exchange value, which can summon money 
back and even “surplus value,” more money than at the start of the process—requires a social production 
process which ends up with the surplus value (the wealth that’s produced as capital) going into the hands 
of individuals—and a relative handful of individuals, at that. This is the point Lenin was making when 
he said that capitalism puts into the hands of individuals, as individual wealth and capital, that which has 
been produced by all of society—and today, more than ever, this takes place on a worldwide scale. After 
all, capital is not something neutral, and it is not wealth in some abstract sense—divorced and abstracted 
from the social production relations through which that wealth is produced—capital is a social relation 
in which some have command over the labor power (the ability to work) of others and accumulate 
wealth for themselves by utilizing that labor power of others. 

Lenin added that capitalism forces people to calculate, with the stinginess of a miser, how much 
more they’re getting than somebody else. Put that—and everything that’s bound up with that, all the hor-
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rors that go along with that—up against what it would mean to move beyond all that, to get beyond these 
production relations, and the corresponding social relations, and all the conditions that are bound up 
with them and intertwined with them. And, further, in the situation where humanity had finally managed 
to throw off all this, and all the horrors that go along with it, the orientation of “wanting more for my-
self” would very quickly move things backward, in the direction of the capitalist system, with all its 
very real horrors. There is no other way in which ultimately and fundamentally certain individuals can 
“get more”—no way other than to have a whole network of relations that makes that possible, with eve-
rything that goes along with that. 

Does this mean—as is often claimed by people attacking and slandering communism—that in 
communist society everybody will have exactly the same amount of things, regardless of their particular 
situation and their particular needs? No, the slogan of communism—the principle that will be applied in 
communist society—is precisely from each according to their ability, to each according to their 
needs. In other words, people will contribute what they can to society and will get back what they need, 
to meet the requirements of a decent and fulfilling life, intellectually and culturally, as well as materi-
ally, on an ever expanding basis. This will involve and require a whole different outlook and morality, 
along with radically different economic, social, and political relations, in which it will no longer be the 
case that a relatively small group dominates and exploits masses of people and in which it is presented 
as “right and natural” for some people to have a superior position over others. 

Look at that present reality, and the principles and morals that go along with it—where everyone 
is pushed into trying to “get more” than others, and where a small number “get much more” than the 
great majority—and contrast that with the much more lofty and liberating principle of from each ac-
cording to their ability, to each according to their needs—where we move beyond the narrow hori-
zon of bourgeois right—of “what’s in it for me, what do I get,” in accordance with the commodities and, 
in many cases, the capital that I have been able to accumulate through this process. This, once again, is 
not a neutral process, but a process of degrading and brutalizing exploitation and oppression—and today 
this involves exploitation and oppression of literally billions of people throughout the world, including 
huge numbers of children. This is the foundation of the present system, the capitalist-imperialist sys-
tem—this is the reality of life under this system—in which it is a driving principle to “get more.” 

Again let’s pose the basic question: Which is a much more liberating and lofty vision of society, 
and which would make a better world—this system, with its fundamental relations, and the correspond-
ing ideas, or one in which people are receiving according to their needs while contributing according to 
their abilities—not on the basis of what they are going to get back out of it, in some narrow sense, but on 
the basis of understanding that society as a whole, including the flourishing of the individuals who make 
up society, is going to be on a much better foundation and reach to much greater heights if that whole 
orientation of “what do I get out of it” has been moved beyond, together with moving beyond the mate-
rial basis for that and the necessity that is bound up with that? 

This is a point we’re going to have to continually struggle with people about. What kind of world 
do you want to live in? Do you want all the things that now characterize the world? We can go down the 
list of them: the oppression of women, racism and national oppression, exploitation of little children, 
despoliation of the environment, the wars fought in which the people on the bottom are dragged into 
them as the cannon fodder (as the old saying goes)…and on and on and on. Is that the world you want, 
so that maybe—and very unlikely—you might be able to “get more”? Certainly most people will not 
“get more.” Or do you want a world free of and beyond all that, beyond the narrow horizon of bourgeois 
right? 

 

Are All “Ideal Visions of Society” Equally Valid and Good? 
 

Now, let’s take up another question that came up when some college students were watching the 
DVD of the same “Revolution” talk, and in particular the “Imagine” section of it (where people are 
called on to imagine what it would be like to live in a radically different society, a socialist society on 
the road to communism). Their response was: This is really inspiring, this vision of an ideal world (that, 
apparently, is how they saw it). But then they began to grapple with the question: Isn’t it unfair to im-
pose one vision of an ideal world over others? Maybe I have one idea of what an ideal world is, but you 
have another idea and someone else has another idea—isn’t it unfair to impose one vision and to favor 
that over others? 
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Well, once again, we have to answer this with a scientific outlook and method, with materialism 
and dialectics. And there are a number of different levels on which, and angles from which, we can and 
should answer this. Let’s start by putting the question very bluntly: Do we really not want to oppose—
and, yes, in some cases suppress—some notions of an “ideal world” that some people and some sections 
of society hold and try to implement? What about the Ku Klux Klan? Is their vision of an “ideal world” 
one we don’t want to oppose and suppress? Is it unfair to insist that the “ideal vision” they hold cannot 
be implemented? What about fanatical Islamic fundamentalists and their counterpart Christian Fascists? 
Are their visions and programs for an “ideal world” things that we don’t want to oppose—and, yes, even 
suppress? Should “honor killings”—where unmarried girls and women who “lose their virginity,” even 
if they are raped, are murdered to preserve the “honor” of their family—should that not be opposed—
and, yes, prevented? Should women’s right to abortion and birth control be taken away, in accordance 
with the Christian Fascist vision of a good society, of an “ideal world”—and should the laws of society 
be based on a literalist reading of the Bible, as many powerful Christian Fascists insist (which would 
mean stoning to death or otherwise executing: women who are not virgins when they are married; 
women who are accused of being witches; homosexuals; children who are rebellious against their par-
ents; and many others who defy “God’s will,” as insisted upon by these Christian Fascists)? Should all 
that really not be opposed, and yes suppressed—should it be allowed because it corresponds to these 
people’s “vision of an ideal world”? 

What about the people who now rule this country and much of the world, who think that their 
“ideal world” is such a good thing that it’s right to impose it on the rest of the world, through massive 
organized violence and mechanized destruction? Do we really not want to oppose—and, yes, when we 
are finally able to do so, do we really not want to suppress—that “vision of an ideal world”? 

 

How does human society actually develop?  
 

The basic problem with this way of thinking—and the use of the word “ideal” points to the prob-
lem—is that it is fundamentally idealist, and is in fundamental conflict with reality. This is not how so-
cieties have emerged and developed, or can emerge and develop—that different people come up with 
ideal visions of how society ought to be and then they set about imposing them on society, or trying to 
convince other people that this is the way to go, without regard to what the realities of society, and the 
driving forces of social development, actually are. As historical materialists, applying dialectical materi-
alism to the history of humanity and the development of human society, we can see that society does not 
develop this way, but develops out of the constant struggle and transformation involved in the relation 
between necessity and freedom. “Ideal visions” of society—and programs for changing society—can 
and do play a very important role in the transformation of society, if and when those “ideals” and pro-
grams correspond to ways in which it is possible to transform society at a given time, under given cir-
cumstances. But if an “ideal vision of society” has no basis in reality—if it does not reflect the way soci-
ety is moving and tending, or if it does not represent a certain resolution of the actual contradictions that 
characterize society and impel its motion and development—then such an “ideal vision of society” can-
not be realized. Human beings don’t come together in society out of an “ideal vision”; they come to-
gether to deal with the necessity with which they’re confronted. They transform that necessity in one 
way or another, and in so doing they bring into being new necessity. Often—as has been pointed out be-
fore [1] —what goes along with this is unintended consequences: People do things to deal with what’s 
immediately impinging upon them, and in so doing they may, and often do, set in motion a process 
which leads to results and consequences that had not been anticipated, or intended, by them. 

Let’s look at an example I’ve used before: people in ancient Mexico who were living in hunting 
and gathering societies, and then their conditions changed. Partly as a result of environmental changes, 
but also partly because of what they themselves had done over generations, with the killing off of game 
through hunting, they could no longer maintain the way of life that they were previously engaged in. 
And so in some cases these people settled in one area, instead of living a more migratory life, and they 
began to carry out settled agriculture where the material conditions were at hand to do that. And that 
brought forth all kinds of changes which were largely unintended, and even unimagined, by them, in-
cluding the emergence and development of new, oppressive social divisions among them. When some-
thing like this happens, new necessity is brought into being. 

This is just one illustration of the basic reality that people come into certain relations with each 
other in order to deal with necessity which largely occurs “behind their backs,” and without their con-
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sciously deciding to do something—until, at a certain point, they become more conscious of this. This 
has gone through spirals and different stages of development, and has taken different forms, in the over-
all history of human beings and their societies. This is the way human societies have actually emerged, 
developed, and been transformed (or in some cases eliminated). And, without being linear, and determi-
nist, in our understanding of this—without seeing this as some kind of “straight line” process, going on-
ward, and upward, according to some predetermined plan, or some unavoidable, inexorable laws of de-
velopment—this is the only basis on which human society can emerge and develop, and be transformed. 

So, what is being spoken about in this “Revolution” DVD (and in particular the “Imagine” section 
of that talk) is the next leap that it is possible—not inevitable, but possible—to make on the basis of 
what has emerged through the complex and many-sided process of development that has in fact taken 
place in the historical development of human society up to this point. This is not something that was all 
laid out in someone’s mind from the beginning—neither god’s nor anyone else’s. But it is something 
which corresponds to the present situation humanity is confronted with, where another leap is possible to 
a radically different and much better world, namely communism. 

We can make an analogy here to evolution in the natural world. One of the points that is repeat-
edly stressed in the book on evolution by Ardea Skybreak [2] is that the process of evolution can only 
bring about changes on the basis of what already exists. First of all, there is no “intelligent design”—no 
“design” of any kind—in all this. And, along with that, it is not possible for something to emerge 
through the process of natural evolution which doesn’t have its basis in what already exists. Evolution-
ary changes—including qualitative changes leading to the emergence of completely new species—can 
and do occur on the basis of genetic variation and mutation, in interaction with the environment (where 
changes involving features that confer a reproductive advantage to those individuals with those features 
can lead to the predominance of those features within a grouping and even, in certain conditions, to the 
emergence of a new species). But such changes do not, and cannot, come about on the basis that some-
thing would be favorable for a species (or for individual members of a species) to have, and so it just 
emerges to fill a need. Evolution in the natural world comes about, and can only come about, through 
changes that arise on the basis of, and in relation to, the existing reality and the existing constraints (or, 
to put it another way, the existing necessity). 

And, in fundamental terms, the same thing is true in human social development, in the history of 
human society. This is why socialism is, in fact, such a goddamn hard thing: As Marx emphasized in a 
basic way, and Lenin began to grapple with more concretely as well, and Mao grappled with on a whole 
other level—you’re dealing with socialism as it emerges out of capitalism, out of the previous society. 
That is why Lenin said we don’t get to make socialism with people as we would like them to be; we 
have to build socialism, to transform society under socialism, with people as they have emerged from 
the old society. And that is true with regard not only to people but all the old conditions, including the 
material conditions of production (the technology but also, and even more essentially, the production 
relations, and the social relations, as well as all the ideas and the political institutions). That is what you 
set out to transform, in a qualitative and radical way. You don’t get to go to a drawing board and say: 
“What would we like to have here?” This doesn’t happen through a process where different people put 
down their “ideal vision,” and then there is a grand debate until everybody’s convinced of what’s the 
best ideal (and meanwhile, everybody has starved). You don’t get to do that, that’s not the way it works. 

Yes, the “ideal” of communism is a very beautiful and desirable thing; but it emerges out of—its 
basis and its possibility exists in relation to—the prior constraints, the prior necessity, the results of the 
previous transformations of society through this dialectical, back and forth interplay between necessity 
and the transformation of necessity into freedom…which brings with it—what? New necessity. 

Well, this is what we have to enable people to understand. This is why it takes science to deal 
with the transformation of society, and particularly to deal with it in a way that actually can, at this 
point, bring about the abolition of oppressive and exploitative relations, antagonistic relations generally 
among people, and lead to a whole new and far better world for humanity. This can only be done on a 
scientific basis—on the basis of a materialist and dialectical analysis and synthesis of reality and a scien-
tific understanding of where we are in that process and what that opens up in terms of the transformation 
of necessity into freedom at this stage. 
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Changes in Society and in People: A Materialist, and Dialectical, 
Understanding of the Relation Between People’s Conditions and 
Their Consciousness 

 

Changing circumstances, and changing people  
 

I want to broaden out the discussion of human society and its historical development, to provide 
more a foundation for a scientific understanding of this. What I am going to speak to here relates to and 
proceeds from longer discussions found in “Views On” and “Basis, Goals and Methods.” I’m not going 
to try to repeat much of what’s said there, but I do want to touch on some of the essential points. 

First, I want to talk about the two radical ruptures and their interconnection, their dialectical inter-
play and mutual influence throughout the development and revolutionary transformation that is involved 
in the advance to communism. Here, of course, I am referring to what is said in the Communist Mani-
festo about how the communist revolution represents the radical rupture with all traditional property re-
lations and with all traditional ideas. What’s involved in this—and, in fact, in the development of human 
society overall—is the back and forth interaction (the dialectical relation) between the forces and rela-
tions of production and between the economic base [3], on the one hand, and the superstructure of politics 
and ideology, on the other hand. To put this in other, and more general terms, what is involved is the 
dialectical relation between material conditions and their transformation, on the one hand, and the think-
ing of people and its transformation—or, in other words, the back and forth, as Marx once put it, be-
tween changing circumstances and changing people, the dialectical interplay of that and the dynamics 
involved in that. 

Now, in this connection, one of the most fundamental things that Marx brought to light—and this 
is something to which I have spoken in a number of other works [4] but which is worth returning to 
again, because it is at the one and the same time so important and so little understood, and in fact so 
thoroughly and consistently ignored, where it is not covered over, obfuscated and distorted—is his con-
centrated presentation of what goes into human society and its development. As opposed to philosophi-
cal idealism, Marx brought forward the materialist and dialectical understanding that the most basic and 
essential of all human activity is the production and reproduction of the material requirements of life, 
and that people can only carry out the struggle to produce, and reproduce, the material requirements of 
life by entering into very definite relations of production, and that on the basis of these production rela-
tions there arises a definite legal, political and ideological superstructure. 

Just think how little understood is this very fundamental point about human society and its his-
torical development—and the basic and overall relation between people’s social being and their social 
consciousness, as Marx put it. People have all kinds of other views of what constitutes human society 
and why people come together in society—theories of “social contract” and all other kinds of elaborated 
intellectual theses (and their popular variations of different kinds). But this fundamental point that Marx 
brought to light is so little known about, let alone understood. How many times do people talk about 
“the economy” this, and “the economy” that—as though “the economy” were an abstraction, divorced 
from people and void of any social relations among people? But in that way you can’t get anywhere near 
the actual dynamics of what’s going on. This is so profoundly important for us to grasp, but also to 
propagate in a popularized way—in a way that is accessible to people who are now unfamiliar with all 
this. It is extremely important to enable masses of people, of all different strata, including the basic 
masses, to grasp this and related fundamental truths—fundamental analyses and syntheses about society 
and reality. In any society, people in the most fundamental sense enter into definite social production 
relations in order for anything to happen—in order for people to eat, in order to make possible all the 
other things that go on in society. At the foundation of that, as the underlying fundamental relations and 
dynamics of that, is the fact that people enter into definite social production relations in the process of 
producing and reproducing the material requirements of life and of society. 

And, along with this, the fact is that these social production relations are historically evolved. 
Once again, it is not a matter of an “ideal society,” of simply realizing someone’s “ideal.” It is not a mat-
ter that someone sits around and draws up a blueprint for how society ought to be, and then causes soci-
ety to fall in line with that blueprint. It is the interaction between necessity and human beings—
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consciously, or somewhat unconsciously, or a combination of the two—struggling to transform neces-
sity and forge freedom out of that…which brings forward new necessity. 

 

People make history—but on a certain material foundation 
 

Or, to paraphrase another profound—and at the same time widely ignored, or misrepresented and 
distorted—point that Marx emphasized: People make history—but not any way they want. They do so 
on the basis of the productive forces and the corresponding production relations which they inherit from 
preceding generations. Now, of course, this is not a linear development: It involves ruptures and leaps, 
revolutions in human society, in those times and circumstances when, as Marx pointed out, the produc-
tion relations have undergone a transformation from being the most appropriate form for the develop-
ment of the productive forces, into being more a fetter on than an appropriate form for that development. 
This calls forth social revolutions. This, of course, does not occur in some “automatic” sense, and such 
revolutions do not occur directly, one to one, with the objective transformation of the production rela-
tions (from the most appropriate form for the development of the productive forces, into a fetter on that 
development). But, when this objective transformation (in the relation between the production relations 
and the productive forces) has objectively taken place, sooner or later, however much (or little) they may 
be conscious of this objective transformation, people develop theories and programs and form organiza-
tions to resolve this contradiction, which is objectively imposing itself more and more on them. This is 
what Mao meant when he said that when tools become frustrated, they speak through people: when the 
productive forces are more being held back than being facilitated, if you will, by the character of the 
production relations, this calls forth things in the superstructure. It calls forth ideas in the minds of peo-
ple—ideas about changes in society, about what the problems in society are and how they can be ad-
dressed. For much of human history, these ideas were a combination of some understanding, and a great 
deal of misunderstanding, of what was objectively being called forth, what objective developments were 
being reflected, however “imperfectly,” in people’s minds. Now we are on a threshold where there can 
be qualitatively more understanding—not complete understanding, there will always be the contradic-
tion between knowledge and ignorance—but more understanding of what this is about, a more conscious 
approach to what it is that we’re setting out to do, and why, in terms of transforming the underlying rela-
tions as well as the superstructure of society. 

It is important to grasp this point that the need for radical change in society gets called forth in the 
superstructure—in the thinking of people, and then in the political organization of people. People form 
groups, they form parties with programs and objectives which reflect—reflect not in a reductionist, lin-
ear and one-to-one sense, but reflect ultimately—what’s going on in the basic relations in society, in 
terms, most fundamentally, of the contradiction between the forces and relations of production. This gets 
reflected more or less consciously in people’s thinking and then in their political organization. And in 
acting on their ideas, in seeking to bring about change in correspondence with their ideas, they come up 
against constraints—not only economic but also political constraints—the force of the state and the 
power relations in society which they have to shatter and transform in order to (once again in relative, 
not absolute terms) unleash and liberate the productive forces, including the people. This is how socie-
ties change in a fundamental and qualitative way—how and why revolutions are called forth and occur, 
through momentous struggle. 

So, while, as Marx explained, the legal, political and ideological superstructure arises on the basis 
of and corresponds to a given economic base (or mode of production) at any given time, it is also cru-
cial—it is a decisive aspect of a dialectical as well as materialist understanding and method—to grasp 
that there is a great deal of initiative (and, if you want to use that term, autonomy) in the superstructure. 
The superstructure is not merely a linear and mechanical extension of the economic base. Different ideas 
are formulated by people and a struggle is carried out in the realm of ideas. Different political forces 
arise and battle it out. Ultimately, this comes down to a battle for power over society. And power, by the 
way, is not a dirty word. In fact, in the hands of the proletariat, it is a very, very good thing. Power, 
speaking in political terms, means the ability to implement a program, and most essentially the ability to 
make decisions affecting the overall course of society, the ability to determine the direction of society. 

Now, as I have repeatedly emphasized, this is grounded in a certain material foundation, it is 
rooted in the fundamental contradictions of society, and the dynamics associated with these fundamental 
contradictions. But, on the basis of the motion of these contradictions—and the struggle to resolve them 
in a certain way by taking initiative, more or less consciously, in the superstructure, and specifically in 
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the struggle for political power—it is possible to gain qualitatively new and greater freedom (not abso-
lute freedom, but qualitatively greater freedom) to make radical changes in society. When we talk about 
the dictatorship of the proletariat, we are talking about power, increasingly residing with the masses of 
people, to make radical transformations in their interests, and ultimately in the interests of humanity as a 
whole. That’s what we’re talking about when we talk about the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

 

State power—to effect radical changes 
 

Why does the proletariat want power—to use that phrase? Why does it need state power? In order 
to effect the changes, the radical transformations of society in all spheres, that are in its interests and ul-
timately are in the interests of humanity as a whole. 

These transformations cannot be achieved under the rule of the bourgeoisie, no matter what the 
form of that rule is. Bourgeois rule may assume the most “wonderfully democratic” form—but it is still 
the rule of a class whose interests are fundamentally and antagonistically in opposition to the transfor-
mations that the masses of people need to carry out in order to have a world in which they can live as 
human beings and flourish in a fuller sense (not in some metaphysical absolute sense, but in a fuller, 
qualitatively greater sense). As long as the power over society is in the hands of the bourgeoisie, even 
with this “clever device” they’ve evolved of elections, the proletariat and the masses of people are pre-
vented from carrying out these changes. This is why we have the truly horrific conditions we have in the 
world—and all the votes in the world under this system will never change these fundamental things. It’s 
just as simple and as basic as that. When a monopoly of political power—and, in a concentrated way, the 
monopoly of “legitimate” armed force—is in the hands of one group in society, and that group excludes 
others from that monopoly of power and force, then that is a dictatorship of the ruling group—or 
class—regardless of whether or not that ruling group allows those it excludes from power, and over 
whom it rules in fact, to take part in elections to vote for different representatives of the ruling class, as 
happens in the U.S. and a number of other countries. Political rule in the U.S., regardless of whether or 
not there is an open and undisguised tyranny, is and always has been a bourgeois dictatorship, a dicta-
torship of the ruling capitalist class (or, in the early history of the U.S., before the defeat and abolition 
of the slave system, through the Civil War, what existed was the dictatorship of the ruling classes—the 
slaveowning as well as the capitalist class, or bourgeoisie). 

This is a most fundamental truth, a crucial and essential statement about reality—the reality of on 
what basis, and in accordance with what defining interests, the society functions. When we get into 
struggle with people, we have to get to the essence of this. We need a different political system, a differ-
ent system of political rule, whose objective is the radical transformation of society, on every level and 
in every dimension. (I will talk further about what that means, and should mean—and what it should not 
mean—as we go along.) 

 

Communism Will Not Be a “Utopia”—It Will Be a Radically        
Different and Far Better World 

 

Proceeding from the basic theoretical breakthroughs that Marx made, and building also on what 
Lenin had added to this understanding—with regard to the state and in terms of an analysis of imperial-
ism and other key dimensions of human society and its revolutionary transformation—Mao made a cru-
cial addition or extension in the understanding of communists about these basic questions. He stressed a 
number of times (this is found particularly in Mao’s more informal speeches and talks, conversations 
and writings, more than in the officially published works of Mao, even the ones that were put out before 
the revisionists took power in China in 1976) that even with the achievement of communism, society 
will still be marked and driven forward by the contradictions between the forces and relations of produc-
tion and between the base and the superstructure. Now, this was not exactly denied previously in Marx-
ism, but there was not the kind of clear understanding and emphasis that Mao gave to this. Previously, 
there were some aspects of how communism was conceived that actually, and ironically, incorporated 
some metaphysical thinking. For example, Engels, and Marx as well, talked about moving from the 
realm of necessity to the realm of freedom, with the achievement of communism, as though—I’m exag-
gerating, or overstating, but there was a certain tendency toward thinking that—when you get to com-
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munism you will be in a realm of freedom in relation to necessity in a whole different way. And this, 
Mao came to see, is not really correct—does not correctly grasp the essence of things. 

It is true that, with communism, human beings will be consciously interacting with nature, and 
with each other, in a qualitatively greater way than at any previous time; but they will still be dealing 
with constraints and the transformation of constraints. You will always be dealing with the basic princi-
ple that Marx enumerated about the foundations and the driving contradictions of human society. No 
matter how far ahead you go into communist society, you will still be dealing with necessity which pre-
sents itself as something “external” to you, which you have to act on and struggle to transform—and, in 
doing so, bring forward new necessity. The contradictions between the forces and relations of produc-
tion, and between the base and the superstructure, are still going to be the things defining and driving 
forward society. And it will be a question of more and more consciously grasping this—but never hav-
ing anything approaching complete freedom in this regard. 

Even in Mao’s early writings you see references (invoking some traditional Chinese terms) that 
talk about communism as the “Kingdom of Great Harmony.” Well, the more Mao went on and dealt 
with reality, and the revolutionary struggle, the more he came to see: that’s not exactly the way it is. But 
that notion of the “Kingdom of Great Harmony” corresponds, in significant measure, to at least much of 
the understanding in the international communist movement prior to Mao. You can see it in Stalin: In his 
discussions of socialism, you see things tending toward a notion of the end of contradiction. Not that he 
literally said all contradiction has come to an end in socialist society, but he did say, in the mid-1930s, 
that class antagonisms had come to an end in the Soviet Union. 

Now it’s true that, in communist society, you won’t have class antagonism, but it is the case—and 
something that has been demonstrated very dramatically and through bitter experience with the restora-
tion of capitalism in formerly socialist countries—that in socialist society there remain antagonistic class 
contradictions. And even in communist society, you are still going to have to struggle to transform ne-
cessity, you are still going to have to grasp and act in relation to the driving forces in society which are 
based in the contradictions between the forces and relations of production and between the base and su-
perstructure, and the interrelation between the dynamics of those two contradictions. 

 

Freedom…and Necessity 
 

Fundamental to this is the fact that freedom is the recognition—and, as Mao emphasized, the 
transformation—of necessity. That’s where freedom lies. It doesn’t lie in idealist notions of how you 
would like things to be. Not that there’s no role for imagining—there is indeed a very important role for 
this (which is why a major part of my “Revolution” DVD talk is referred to as “Imagine”). There is a 
great role for imagining. But, while this imagining should proceed without being narrowly restricted at 
any given time to the prevailing conditions, in an overall and ultimate sense it does have to be grounded 
in and returned to material reality, if this imagining and dreaming is really going to be able to be realized 
in the real world (this is a point Lenin gave emphasis to). 

There is a lot of room for dreaming and imagining that isn’t immediately and “tightly” tied to 
whatever the material reality is at a given time. This is a point I have made in talking about myth (in the 
Observations book [5] ). I recalled there (in that discussion about myth) that in a conversation with a 
comrade, a number of years ago, I had taken this really wrong position that, when we get to commu-
nism, we shouldn’t have science fiction anymore. And then, fortunately, before too long I realized that it 
would amount to liquidating the role of art, if you were to follow that out to its logical conclusion. Why 
is this so, and why is this important? Because there is a big role, an important role, for things like sci-
ence fiction, in terms of people’s needs aesthetically, if you will, but also in terms of the larger societal 
need to be able to envision, or imagine, how contradictions might play out in the future. There is, and 
there always will be, for individuals and for society, a very real and important need to look at things 
from different angles, through the distorting prism of art, if you will. 

But, fundamentally (and, so to speak, underneath all this) freedom does lie in the recognition and 
transformation of necessity. The point is that this recognition and the ability to carry out that transforma-
tion goes through a lot of different “channels,” and is not tied in a positivist or reductionist or linear way 
to however the main social contradictions are posing themselves at a given time. If that were the case—
or if we approached it that way—we would liquidate the role of art and much of the superstructure in 
general. Why do we battle in the realm of morals? It is because there is relative initiative and autonomy 



 

 13

in the superstructure. And the more correctly that’s given expression, the better it will be, in terms of the 
kind of society we have at a given time and in terms of our ability to recognize necessity and carry out 
the struggle to transform necessity. 

It is also very important to emphasize that necessity is both necessity residing in material reality 
beyond human society—the natural world as a whole—and, more specifically, the necessity residing in 
human social relations at any given time, grounded in the fundamental reality whose essence Marx con-
centrated. Both of those constitute necessity, and understanding this is particularly important for people 
setting out to transform reality in any essential way. It is not just that you have nature “out there”; nor, 
on the other hand, is it just that you have society somehow divorced from the rest of nature. What is so-
ciety, but human beings interacting with each other and interacting with nature and transforming nature 
in one way or another—sometimes for ill and sometimes for better in terms of human needs in the larg-
est sense? 

These basic points of materialism and dialectics constitute and establish the theoretical basis for a 
thoroughly, consistently and systematically scientific understanding of and approach to the freedom of 
humanity as a whole—and, as a matter of fact, for the freedom of individuals in relation to human soci-
ety overall. 

 

Freedom, Right, and the Nature of Society 
 

This relates, once again, to that well-known statement by Marx—which we also, for good reason, 
keep returning to—about how right can never be higher than the economic structure of society and its 
cultural development conditioned thereby—another little-known and even less understood statement. All 
the time, in discussions which, in fundamental terms, are proceeding from a bourgeois standpoint and 
outlook, you hear things put forward which are ignorant of, or ignore, this basic principle and under-
standing (it’s either ignorance, or more deliberate ignore-ance). 

Let’s go back to the comments by a youth in Oakland who said, in referring to my talk “Revolu-
tion”: “I agree with everything in there, and I really liked the vision of the future society”—but “if I in-
vent something, I want to get more for it.” 

Well, in terms of the “right” to “get something more” by inventing something, even if you could 
realize this “right,” where does that “right” proceed from and what does it correspond to? It proceeds 
from and corresponds to a certain economic structure of society, as Marx put it, and a culture condi-
tioned thereby. It corresponds to and proceeds from a certain economic base and the corresponding su-
perstructure. And, in turn, it reinforces that kind of society and that kind of world. For that “right” to 
have meaning, it is necessary to have the kinds of conditions and the kinds of relations that make this 
possible. In feudal society, even though there were fairly developed commodity relations, if you were a 
serf, you didn’t have any such conception of a right. Now, at a certain point in feudal society, there be-
gan to be a certain amount of social mobility, although it remained limited in many ways. Still, this no-
tion of getting more for inventing something was not a right characteristic of feudal society—it is a right 
characteristic of a certain kind of economic structure and culture, a certain kind of system, namely capi-
talism. And insofar as that right (to get more for inventing something) applies, it applies and can only 
apply for a relative handful of individuals. At the same time, all the conditions that are bound up with 
this economic structure, and the corresponding culture, involve all kinds of horrific consequences for the 
great majority of individuals in the world and for humanity as a whole. So there we can see—by nega-
tive example, so to speak—how right is embedded, if you will, in the economic structure of society and 
the culture conditioned thereby. 

Let’s turn to some examples of more “positive rights.” What about the right to live in a world in 
which human beings no longer confront each other through antagonistic relations? Where does the 
“right” to do that exist—under what conditions does that right have any meaning? Certainly, in the pre-
sent world, you don’t have that right. You may proclaim it as much as you want. You may develop all 
kinds of utopian schemes to give expression to your desire to live in a world in which human beings no 
longer relate to and confront each other through antagonistic relations. But, within the present social sys-
tem and with the way in which that system dominates and shapes the world, you have no ability whatso-
ever to effect such an ideal. That right can only be realized with a different economic structure, a differ-
ent set of production relations, namely those of communism, and the culture conditioned thereby—or, in 
other words, the superstructure that corresponds to communist economic and social relations. Only 
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through the revolution to advance to communism can humanity reach the point where finally human be-
ings no longer confront each other through antagonistic relations. This is another expression of the fact 
that, as Marx put it, right can never be higher than the economic structure of society and the cultural de-
velopment conditioned thereby. 

What about the “right” of the masses of people in the world to explore scientific questions? What 
kind of economic structure and culture—what kind of production and social relations, and what kind of 
superstructure—is necessary for that, and does that correspond to? Again, only a communist world. 
With the kind of division of labor that has existed in and has characterized every form of class-divided 
society—and in particular societies ruled by exploiting classes—there is no real right for the masses of 
people, for the great majority of society, to explore scientific questions. It doesn’t exist for them. A few 
individuals here and there may emerge from among the masses and change class position, if you will, 
and be able to do that as their life’s work and avocation. But for the masses of people there is no such 
right. The very functioning of the economic base, in dialectical relation with the superstructure—the dy-
namics of capitalist accumulation and the workings of the corresponding political system, the educa-
tional system, and the dominant ideas propagated throughout society, along with the division of labor 
that’s bound up with all this—make it impossible for the masses of people to have the “right” to explore 
scientific questions. 

And what about those who presently do have the ability to do this? What about their “right” to 
explore scientific questions in a whole new social context and framework, where much greater numbers 
of people are increasingly being freed and enabled to do this as well? What about the ability of people—
even those who are presently conducting scientific work—to carry this out in a much more unfettered 
(not absolutely unfettered but in a qualitatively more unfettered) way, freed from the constraints im-
posed by exploitative and oppressive relations in society and the corresponding ways of thinking? What 
about that? What about having a situation where you’re not scrounging around for grants on the basis of 
having to vitiate your own scientific project by presenting it in a way that meets the requirements of the 
ruling class—for example: “This will help the Defense Department.” What about that “right”? 

The point is not that in communist society everybody will do everything—or will want to do eve-
rything—all with the same emphasis, or passion, or in the same way. There are and there will always be 
differences among human beings, and certainly this will be so—and will be consciously recognized and 
given expression, in a qualitatively greater way than ever before—in communist society. Not everyone 
will want to be engaged in science all the time, or in politics all the time. But the barriers and social di-
visions that presently exist and are characteristic of exploitative society will have been overthrown and 
surpassed. 

What about the “right” for all that to happen? What kind of economic structure and what kind of 
“cultural development conditioned thereby” is necessary for that to happen? This is impossible under the 
present system, and is only possible under the future system, in other words, in communist society. This 
is what the “4 Alls” are all about—this is what it means to achieve those “4 Alls” that mark the advance 
to communism: the abolition of all class distinctions; of all the production relations that underlie those 
class distinctions; of all the social relations that correspond to those production relations; and the revolu-
tionization of all the ideas that correspond to those social relations. All that, and all the “rights” which 
adhere to that, are only possible in a future communist society—which is not some utopian ideal but an 
actual possibility, a possibility whose realization lies in the freedom that can be wrenched out of the cur-
rent necessity that confronts humanity in this era, and in particular confronts the proletariat as a class 
and those who consciously take up the worldview and objectives of the proletarian revolution. [6]  

What about the “right” of people in society, in the world as a whole, to have to spend only a small 
part of their waking hours and energy in simply contributing to the reproduction (and the expansion of 
the means of production) of the material requirements of life? What about the “right” of the people to 
only have to spend a few hours a day doing that, and to have more time, instead, to devote to political, 
social and cultural affairs, and to recreation…and just plain fucking off? Where does that “right” exist 
for the great majority of humanity, including little children, now? The present economic structure and 
the culture conditioned thereby prevents the great majority of humanity, including small children, from 
having anything approximating such a “right”; and only with communist society can that “right” be ac-
tually realized (and then, in fact, it will no longer be conceived of as a “right” but will be a “natural” part 
of the functioning of human society, without having to be institutionalized and to assume a special status 
as a “right”). 
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This is a profoundly important point that we have to really grasp deeply. And, again, the point of 
grasping this is to act on it, including by popularizing it and bringing forward more people who con-
sciously understand this and act on that understanding. 

Does it make a difference if people think that we’re just trying to impose one ideal of society over 
another? Or whether, instead, they really have a materialist and dialectical understanding of how the 
possibility of achieving the things I’m talking about here relates to the existing contradictions in society 
and is called forth through the struggles based in those contradictions—how the possibility and the po-
tential for a whole different human society, characterized by radically different and much better relations 
among people, and the corresponding culture and ways of thinking, actually exists and resides in the 
present material contradictions of society, in the world today? Does it make a difference whether they 
understand this in a completely utopian and idealist way, or with materialism and dialectics? Will that 
make a difference in terms of what they think is desirable, what they think is possible, what they believe 
is worth struggling for? Of course it will. 

 

Bourgeois Democracy, Bourgeois Right 
 

Grasping and acting on all this is a crucial part of making a real leap and rupture in our conception 
and understanding of reality and how it can and must be changed—a leap and a rupture beyond what is 
indeed a very narrow horizon of bourgeois right. Democracy, or an attempt at “perfecting” what is in 
fact—and, under this system, with its material base, can only be—bourgeois democracy: this is not our 
goal. That is still well within the bounds, the narrow horizon, of bourgeois right. It is not what humanity 
needs. How many people have you heard who are generally progressive, or are oppositional in some se-
rious way, who always formulate their political objectives, and their vision of society, in terms of—what 
is in reality bourgeois—democracy? It is very much like the scientists who always have to formulate (or 
re-formulate) their projects in terms of how this will help the Defense Department or the Department of 
Homeland Security or some other agency of the current state. How many people do you hear fashioning 
their “political projects” to talk about “perfecting our democracy,” when in reality we need to leap be-
yond and rupture with that whole framework, beyond that narrow horizon. 

Democracy, let us be clear, is an expression of bourgeois right. And bourgeois right means all the 
things that we are all too familiar with, all the suffering in the world that goes along with this system of 
bourgeois rule grounded in bourgeois production and social relations. That’s what bourgeois right—
including the democracy that people are so enamored of—actually amounts to and means in living terms 
for humanity as a whole. And we really have to struggle with people about this: quit fashioning every-
thing that comes out of your mouth in terms of bourgeois right. Let’s struggle about what humanity 
really needs. 

 

The Rupture with Outmoded Thinking and Beliefs 
 

Bound up with all this are important questions of epistemology (theory of knowledge). There is 
the urgent need for people to take up a thoroughly scientific, materialist and dialectical outlook and 
method. There’s a need, even on the part of communists—and obviously more broadly in society—for 
further ruptures with, and for winning people away from, idealism and metaphysics, which gets ex-
pressed in innumerable and seemingly very creative, and actually sometimes very creative, ways and 
variations. People are constantly regenerating various forms of philosophical idealism and metaphysics, 
which posit the existence of—and give a pivotal place and determining role to—beings, or “forces” and 
“causes,” that are said to be beyond the realm of the material universe—things which, in reality, do not 
exist. 

Obviously, there is religion. We run into this all the time: You’ll be having a discussion with 
somebody and they’ll be agreeing with you about many things that are terribly wrong in the world, and 
then at a certain point they will say: “But, you know, it’s all in God’s hands”; or, “God’s gonna take care 
of things and deal with those people, pretty soon now.” Yeah, God’s been doing a great job with that so 
far! Still, this is constantly regenerated. These religious notions don’t appear out of, or arise out of, the 
mist or out of nowhere, but of course have their roots, historically, in the ignorance, the lack of knowl-
edge, of human beings in early society; but they have been carried forward, codified and institutional-
ized by ruling classes throughout the ages as part of enforcing their rule. Clearly, this is something that 
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the ruling classes throughout history, and down to today, have recognized as important for the mainte-
nance of their rule (whether or not individual members of those ruling classes actually believed in the 
religions they promoted among the masses). 

In a general sense, this kind of thinking is very widespread among people, in a number of differ-
ent forms. Some people will say, “I agree with you, this is bad, that is bad, the way people are treated is 
terrible…but I’m a Buddhist—you know, karma, all that.” And among many such people, there is a real 
ignorance of what the doctrine of karma really means—what its most profound effect has been—
conveying to masses of people that they are in the position they’re in because of karma, and there really 
isn’t anything they can do about it other than to go along and be a good person, within the established 
order, and maybe in the next life they will have a better fate. This is what it really means for people—the 
notions of Buddhism or Hinduism. I mean, for God’s sake, if you’ll pardon the expression, look at the 
world. You watch scenes from India and you say, “for Christ sake”— well, you can’t really say for 
Christ’s sake [laughter], but in any case, you want to scream: “Get out of that Ganges and get rid of 
those religious ceremonies that are polluting that river and getting you into that polluted river and 
spreading disease all over the place.” Or the Islamic religious authorities, in parts of Africa and else-
where, who tell people not to get treatment for AIDS and other diseases because the treatment is a plot 
and it’s against the will of Allah. This does concrete harm, great harm, to masses of people throughout 
the world, billions of people. Now, again, fundamentally it is the production and social relations and the 
rule of the exploiting classes—and above all, on a world scale, it is the domination by imperialism—that 
is responsible, but they couldn’t rule without these ideologies, and in particular these religions and reli-
gious traditions, and the ignorance and superstition they embody and reinforce. 

 

Changes in Society, Changes in “Human Nature” 
 

And then you have other theories that are not necessarily dressed in religious garb but still have 
the same effect and represent the same fundamental outlook—notions of “human nature,” for example: 
“You can’t really change human nature; that’s just the way people are; everybody wants to get more for 
themselves, and to hell with everybody else.” Well, that “human nature” corresponds to what? To a cer-
tain economic structure and culture conditioned thereby. It is not innate in human beings, it is not “in 
their genes,” people are not “hard wired” for this. Once more, another profound point made by Marx, 
which is so little known about and even less understood, is that “All history is nothing but a continuous 
transformation of human nature.” (Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy) Yes, in broad terms, there are cer-
tain characteristics of human beings that distinguish them from even other mammals, let alone other 
forms of life. Human beings are different than a chipmunk, or a tree, that’s true—they do have a certain 
“nature” in that sense. But one of the defining characteristics of the “nature” of human beings is pre-
cisely the great “plasticity” that they have—the ability to respond in a variety of ways to things, and the 
ability to change how they see and respond to things when they change their conditions and change 
themselves in dialectical relation with that. 

In short, “human nature,” to the degree that we can speak of such a thing, is very flexible and 
changes with changes in human society. But how many people understand anything approximating that? 
And how much harm is done by people not understanding that? How much suffering is intensified and 
prolonged as a result of people having a fundamental misunderstanding of this and a belief in notions 
that amount to idealism and metaphysics? 

We need to be much more consciously and, yes, resolutely—but in a good and living way, not in a 
dogmatic way—struggling with people over these things. And there are plenty of good ways to do it, 
once you really have an understanding of how important this is. I’m sure that the more deeply we grasp 
this, the more we can come up with very creative ways to struggle around this in a good and living 
way—and, as is appropriate in most cases, a comradely and friendly way, even while struggling sharply. 
But it takes a grasp of the essential materialism and dialectics to do this, and do it well. You can’t do it 
with religion—or the “communist equivalent” of religious dogma. And you can’t do it with utopian and 
idealist notions of how you’d like the world to be. We have to, ourselves, leap and rupture—and bring 
forward more and more people to leap and rupture—beyond that. 
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Marxism as a Science—In Opposition to Mechanical Materialism, 
Idealism and Religiosity 

 

Along with breaking with all expressions of religious tendencies, within the communist move-
ment itself as well as more generally, there is a need to leap beyond and rupture with a definite legacy of 
the communist movement in terms of tendencies (which still exist and exert a significant influence) to-
ward pragmatism and empiricism, reification of the proletariat, and reification of socialism (or the proc-
ess of the socialist transformation of society and the advance to communism), as though this is some sort 
of religious-tending process, some teleological process that’s all working out toward some predeter-
mined end (what Bill Martin refers to as “inevitable-ism” [7] ). These kinds of viewpoints and ap-
proaches, along with reductionism and positivism—and the tendency to mechanical materialism and 
determinism in general—lead to reducing everything to the more immediate and narrow dimensions and 
to acting as if things that happened were bound to happen, and/or were determined by a linear progres-
sion of causes (or seeming causes), without leaps and qualitative changes from one state of matter to 
another, and without the interaction of different levels of matter in motion. 

A while ago there was a program on TV—it didn’t last very long, only a few episodes, but I don’t 
think it was because of its bad philosophy and bad science—this was a program where Stanley Tucci 
played a neurosurgeon/brain surgeon and at one point (in one of the few episodes that made it on TV 
before the show was canceled) he said to another doctor: “The brain is just a box with wires.” Well, this 
is an example of what I mean by reductionism and positivism. The brain is a great deal more than that, 
and human thinking involves a great deal more than a box with wires. It involves a great deal more than 
what goes on with a computer, for example—a much more complex process is involved, within the brain 
itself, and in the interactions between the brain and the rest of the body, and between the body (or, better 
said, the person) as a whole and the “outside world.” All that is involved in the functioning of the human 
brain and in human thought. 

These kinds of tendencies toward positivism and reductionism are, of course, in evidence not just 
in bad TV programs, or even just in some approaches to medical science. You see this all the time in the 
outlook and method of people—including communists—reducing things to the most narrow terms, look-
ing for the causes of things just in the most immediate thing that suggests itself, not looking to the 
deeper dynamics and the larger picture—along with a lot of apriorism and instrumentalism (trying to 
make reality fit preconceived notions and predetermined aims). 

Well, there are, among communists, those tendencies, which go along with religiosity—and this 
has no place in what we’re doing. Ours is not, and must not be, a religious, but rather a scientific, ap-
proach to things, to everything. We are not out to do something because we cooked up a nice vision, to 
us, of an “ideal world” and now—as the “anti-totalitarians” are always claiming, we’re setting out to 
impose, with as much force as proves necessary, this utopian ideal vision on everyone. This is one of the 
classical charges against communists in the “anti-totalitarian” arsenal—that we have these utopian 
dreams and schemes that may sound good but have no grounding or basis in reality, so we’re forced to 
increasingly use coercion against the very people in whose name we proclaim such a utopia, and we end 
up utilizing the most horrific means to try to impose this utopian ideal. That is not what this is about. 

What we are setting out to do, and the principles and methods involved in this, are not a matter of 
apriorism and instrumentalism—we know the answers to everything going in, and it’s simply a matter 
of reconfiguring things so that everybody we’re working with gives us the right answers when we pose 
the right questions. To the degree that there are tendencies in this direction, it is something we have to 
thoroughly rupture with and root out. We must be engaging reality, on as scientific a basis as we possi-
bly can, at any given time. And, in this process, we are interacting with other people who are applying 
different outlooks and different approaches with different objectives. Their thinking, their objectives, 
their inclinations and their ideas—some of which may actually better reflect reality than our understand-
ing at times and with regard to certain phenomena, lest we forget—this is also part of the larger objec-
tive reality that we need to engage. It is necessary to have a scientific approach to that as well. We need 
to have a systematically, consistently, and comprehensively scientific approach, to everything—and the 
communist outlook and method provides the means to do that, if we actually take up and apply it, and 
don’t corrupt it with religious or other philosophically idealist and metaphysical notions and approaches. 

This is why I like the image, or metaphor, of our being a team of scientists—scientists setting out 
to transform the world in the most profound way. What we’re about is not anything different than that. 
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So we have to be consistently and thoroughly scientific ourselves, even when we’re interacting with 
many people who are anything but that—or are that at certain times and to a certain degree, but then 
again are not scientific in the most consistent, systematic, and comprehensive sense. 

Running through everything I have been speaking to so far is the whole emphasis on the fact that 
Marxism/Communism is a science, a scientific outlook and method for understanding and, yes, for 
changing the world. It’s a science as opposed to dogma and religiosity—including dogma and religiosity 
in the guise of science. As I have pointed out before, we are not dealing with nature and history in capi-
tal letters—Nature and History endowed with will and purpose—and all this is not some grand process 
of the working out of Nature and History toward the inevitable goal of communism. We’re dealing with 
material reality in its various forms, including human social relations. There is no will operating through 
this, other than human beings with their “wills” and their understanding. There is no teleology unfold-
ing, there is no predetermined end toward which everything is bound to proceed. And the fact is that, 
besides everything else that is wrong with this, it is also true that replacing science and the continual 
struggle to more and more consistently and systematically grasp and apply a scientific method and ap-
proach—replacing that with what amounts to religiosity will sooner or later, and often sooner, lead to 
“losing your faith”—the “god that failed” phenomenon that we have seen before. Religious viewpoints, 
in whatever guise and whatever form, are not going to stand up to the real world and to all the many, 
truly daunting challenges and profound contradictions that have to be struggled with and transformed. 
Religiosity, especially when you are setting out to radically change the world and are up against all the 
difficult challenges posed in this process, will lead to disorientation and to clinging (at least for a time) 
to a set of beliefs that is very brittle—and to being lifeless and uninspiring, for yourself or anyone else. 

So we communists really need to rupture thoroughly with dogma and religiosity, and be consis-
tently and systematically scientific. Let me keep emphasizing that fundamental point. And let me also 
emphasize that what we need, and must base ourselves on, is the scientific outlook and method of com-
munism that is also opposed to what I call revisionist “determinist realism.” Lenin made that very in-
sightful observation (or captured something very insightfully in the formulation) that one of the main 
expressions of revisionism is this: what is desirable is what’s possible, and what’s possible is what is 
already being done. Now, that is one of the main expressions of “determinist realism.” But this “deter-
minist realism” also expresses itself in the form of not seeing the possibility of sudden, dramatic change 
and radical ruptures—only dealing with the surface appearance of things, not penetrating to the underly-
ing contradictions and the dynamics that are bound up with those contradictions; not casting your gaze 
broadly enough at what’s going on in the world that might impinge upon and interpenetrate with things 
happening in one part of the world; not looking with a fresh and creative enough approach to reality, 
seeing only the existing patterns of things, but not the possibility of something emerging, yes, out of the 
existing contradictions—not out of nowhere—but perhaps in unexpected and unanticipated ways, being 
unprepared in your orientation for that. 

The failure to do all that leads to this “determinist realism.” You look at the world as it is, you see 
what appears on the surface to be possible in the world the way it is, and you assume it will indefinitely 
continue the way it is—and therefore your options become more and more narrowed, your vision more 
and more constricted. Now it’s not that we can be voluntarist and think we can do whatever we want, 
regardless of material reality. But this is where dialectics comes in, together with materialism—this is 
why materialism, in the fullest and most consistent sense, dialectical materialism, does not lead to “de-
terminist realism.” It involves an engagement with material reality, and key concentrations of material 
reality at any given time, in their contradictoriness—in their living, moving and changing character, and 
in their interconnection with other aspects of matter in motion—and not approaching things statically 
and as if things will continue on indefinitely the way they are. It looks beneath the surface to see the 
more profound undergirdings and dynamics that are driving things, and grapples with the ways in which 
this may bring forward radical ruptures and leaps, while also being oriented to expect the unexpected—
to be alert and tense to the possibility of unanticipated events arising, or erupting, out of the motion and 
development of things that are already apparent, in interconnection with things that may not yet be ap-
parent. 
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Marxism as a Science—Refuting Karl Popper 
 

Marxism’s “falsifiability,” Popper’s falsehoods, and a scientific 
approach 

 

Now, in this connection, I want to speak to the attempt by Karl Popper to discredit and attack 
Marxism. [8] Popper claims that Marxism is not a science because it is not falsifiable. Or to put it another 
way, Popper asserts that Marxism is in effect a religious worldview, which makes historical prophecies; 
and when, as Popper asserts, these “prophecies” turn out to be false—when reality turns out differently 
than what has been “prophesied” by Marxism—then Marxists simply invent rationalizations to explain 
away the failure of their “prophecy.” 

This deserves to be addressed, because it gets to the heart of what, in fact, the Marxist outlook and 
method is—and is not—and how it not only meets the standards of science but represents the most con-
sistent and systematic application of the scientific outlook and method, and is in the most fundamental 
and profound opposition to religious worldviews and approaches to reality. 

Let’s begin by discussing the question of falsifiability, and its application to Marxism, and then 
get into some of Popper’s main attacks on Marxism and how in reality they turn out to be apologies for 
capitalism-imperialism. In The Science of Evolution and The Myth Of Creationism—Knowing What’s 
Real And Why It Matters, Ardea Skybreak emphasizes this contrast: “unlike ‘religious beliefs,’ scientific 
predictions (including predictions made about the processes involved in evolution) are actually testable 
and verifiable.” (p. 70, emphasis in original) And: 

“A good scientific theory puts forward some predictions about what we should expect to find in 
the real world if the theory is true; and it also makes predictions about some of the things we should not 
be able to find in the world if the theory is true. This is known as the principle of ‘scientific falsifiabil-
ity’: a genuine scientific theory, as a matter of principle, has to be capable of being disproved by facts 
(things which, if discovered, would prove your theory to be wrong).” (pp. 215-17, emphasis in original) 

In short, the “falsifiability” criterion means that if something is really scientific, then it can be put 
to the test of reality. If things emerge in reality which the theory not only doesn’t anticipate, but which 
the theory would predict cannot happen, then obviously there is something wrong, incorrect, about the 
theory. If, to take an example cited by Skybreak, it could actually be shown—and not pretended in crea-
tionist museums—that dinosaurs and human beings existed at the same time, that would be one means 
of falsifying the theory of evolution, of showing that it is wrong. In reality, dinosaurs and human beings 
are separated in time by tens of millions of years; and in reality the evidence, from many different fields, 
that has been continually discovered and examined since the time of Darwin has increasingly verified 
the theory of evolution, demonstrating from a growing number of directions that it is in fact true, not 
false. But the point is that evolution, as a scientific theory, is falsifiable. And so, in a fundamental and 
essential sense, is Marxism—scientific communist theory. 

Of course, it is possible that a scientific theory is true—correctly reflects reality—in its main and 
essential aspects, but is shown to be incorrect in certain secondary aspects—and, in accordance with 
that, some of its particular predictions prove not to be true. And when that is the case, the application of 
the scientific method leads to a further development of the theory—through the discarding, or modify-
ing, of certain aspects and the addition of new elements into the theory. In fact, this happens all the time 
with scientific theories in all fields—physics, geology, biology, archaeology, medicine, and so on. To 
determine whether a theory as a whole has been falsified—has been shown, through investigation and 
analysis, utilizing scientific methods, not to be true—or whether, on the other hand, only certain secon-
dary aspects have been falsified in this way, it is necessary to examine whether those things that have 
been shown not to be true actually bear on and undermine the main and essential elements of that theory 
or only secondary aspects which do not go to the essence of the theory as a whole. To put this another 
way, if the elements which have been shown not to be true can be eliminated, or modified, without call-
ing into question the fundamental assertions of the theory, then it is not the theory itself, but only secon-
dary aspects of the theory, that have been falsified; whereas, if the demonstration that certain elements 
of the theory are in fact not true causes the theory itself to collapse, then it is the theory as a whole, and 
in its essence, that has been falsified. 
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Let’s see how all this applies to Marxism. There are definitely things in Marxism that are falsifi-
able. For example, dialectical materialism. If the world were made up of something other than matter in 
motion—if that could be shown—then clearly Marxism in its fundamentals, in its essence and at its core, 
would be falsified, proven wrong. Or, if it could be shown that, yes, all reality consists of matter, but 
that some forms of matter do not change, do not have internal contradiction and motion and develop-
ment—that too would be a fundamental refutation of dialectical materialism. But none of that has been 
shown. 

Another “core element” of Marxism is concentrated in the statement by Marx, cited earlier, con-
cerning the foundation of all society in the struggle of people to produce and reproduce the material re-
quirements of life, and the fact that in carrying out this most fundamental activity people enter into defi-
nite production relations, which are independent of their will. That is falsifiable, as is the Marxist analy-
sis of the underlying dynamics of change in society, rooted in the contradictory relation between the 
productive forces and the production relations, and the economic base and the superstructure. That is 
also falsifiable—but it has not been falsified. It is true—the examination of human society in a scientific 
way bears out the truth that Marx was concentrating in that analysis. 

There is the Marxist analysis of the basic contradictions and the driving forces and dynamics of 
the capitalist system in particular, including the pivotal element of the production of surplus value 
through the exploitation of wage-labor by capital. All that is falsifiable—but it hasn’t been falsified—it 
is true, it corresponds to reality. 

There is the Marxist analysis, sharpened by Lenin, of the nature of the state as a decisive part of 
the relation between the economic base and the legal, political and ideological superstructure. This 
analysis that the state, of whatever kind, always represents a dictatorship of one class or another—this, 
too, is falsifiable. Show us a state that is not an instrument of class rule. If anyone could show that—in 
reality, and not in fanciful illusions—then at least that part of Marxism would be shown to be false (and 
that is a crucial part of Marxism). But this has not been shown to be false: Everywhere experience has 
shown, often at the cost of great sacrifice and suffering, that in fact this Marxist analysis of the state—
that all states, even the “most democratic” ones, are in fact dictatorships—is profoundly true. 

All these are core elements of Marxism—of scientific communist theory. All of them are falsifi-
able—but the application of a scientific approach and method has shown them not to be false but true, to 
in fact correspond to reality. 

Now, of course, precisely as a science, Marxism continues to develop—to, if you will, refine its 
analysis and synthesis of reality, both “natural” and social reality. It continues to discard particular as-
pects which have proven not to be true, or to no longer apply. For example, Lenin analyzed capitalism’s 
development into imperialism and showed that, while the basic contradictions and underlying dynamics 
of capitalism remained fundamentally the same, its development into imperialism modified certain fea-
tures of more “classical capitalism” that Marx had analyzed (that is, capitalism before it had reached the 
stage where it was defined by the domination of monopolies and other features which, Lenin showed, 
were characteristic of a new stage of capitalism: imperialism). Lenin also showed how this development 
(of capitalism into this new stage of imperialism) led to changes in the political realm as well as the eco-
nomic realm. For example, Lenin analyzed the split in the proletariat, particularly in the imperialist 
countries, where certain sections of the working class were, to a significant extent, bribed from the 
spoils of imperialism’s international exploitation and plunder; and he emphasized that, in this situation, 
the revolutionary movement representing the interests of the proletariat as a class must be based, funda-
mentally, on the “lower, deeper” sections of the proletariat, as opposed to the more bourgeoisified or 
“labor aristocratic” sections of the working class. These were modifications in the theory of commu-
nism, but they did not constitute an abandoning, or a refutation, of the core and essential elements of this 
scientific theory. 

Marx and Engels had anticipated that the communist revolution would come first to Europe 
where, in their time, capitalism—and, along with it, the proletariat—was already more fully developed. 
When that did not happen—because this is a real life struggle and not something pre-determined, not 
something teleological, heading toward some predestined end—Lenin analyzed this and showed how the 
potential for socialism was in fact strengthened on an international basis, while the class contradictions 
and the potential for socialist revolution in the capitalist-imperialist countries themselves were attenu-
ated and retarded in some ways by the development of capitalism into imperialism—revolutionary pos-
sibility in the capitalist-imperialist countries was not eliminated but held back, in certain ways and for a 
certain period of time. 
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Does all this make Marxism not a science? No. In reality, it demonstrates Marxism’s scientific 
character: Marxism has continued to refine its understanding of reality, but it has, correctly, retained its 
core elements, and its basic outlook and methodology—which are falsifiable, but are not false. 

Similarly, Mao, on the basis of the development of imperialism and its effects in countries like 
China (the emergence of semi-colonial and semi-feudal society under the domination of foreign imperi-
alism), applied the scientific outlook and method of communism to analyze this reality and brought for-
ward the conception of new-democratic revolution in these semi-colonial, semi-feudal countries—a 
revolution that would not be immediately socialist but would first pass through an essentially bourgeois-
democratic stage, aimed at defeating imperialism and feudalism, and then, with victory in that stage 
(which Mao termed “new-democratic” because the struggle was under the leadership of the proletariat, 
and not the bourgeoisie), the revolution would achieve a new state power—a new form of the dictator-
ship of the proletariat—which would open the door to establishing socialism and advancing through the 
socialist transition toward communism. Along with this, Mao developed the strategic conception and 
road of protracted people’s war as the means for carrying out this revolution. This was a new element 
added to Marxism—on a scientific basis. 

Further, on the basis of the positive and negative experience of socialism itself over more than a 
half century, first in the Soviet Union and then in China itself—which, when scientifically analyzed, and 
synthesized, showed that in socialist society itself there continue to be antagonistic classes and in par-
ticular that a new bourgeoisie is continually regenerated on the basis of the remaining material condi-
tions left over from the old society, which can only be transformed through a protracted process, and 
ultimately on a world scale—Mao developed the theory of continuing the revolution under the dictator-
ship of the proletariat. This, again, represented the application of the scientific outlook and method of 
communism to investigate and to draw profound lessons from historical experience and from reality 
broadly. 

And, over the whole period of more than 150 years since the time when Marx and Engels first 
formulated communism as a scientific theory, there has also been the continuing enrichment of the un-
derstanding of dialectical materialism itself, on the basis of learning from continuing discoveries, in 
natural science as well as social science and history. It is not that these developments have shown that, 
after all, reality does not consist only of matter in motion; it is that they have deepened our understand-
ing of what that means, and at the same time have posed new challenges in understanding particular 
forms of matter and particular aspects of the laws of motion of matter. In the realm of physics, for ex-
ample, scientists are straining for further synthesis, striving in particular for a theory that will unify the 
principles of relativity with those of quantum mechanics. I have to admit that much of the particulars of 
this is beyond my understanding, but it is clear that none of this has pointed to any conclusion other than 
that all reality consists of matter in motion. 

As people who adhere to and seek to apply a consistently and systematically scientific world out-
look and method, we communists will continue the struggle to refine and develop our understanding of 
all of this, including the basic scientific principles of dialectical materialism and its application to nature 
and to human society as well. But, once again, all of this is on the foundation of certain basic principles 
and methods which do continue to apply—to conform to objective reality—and which, yes, have been 
and can be subjected to the criterion of falsifiability but have not been shown to be false, have in fact 
been shown to be true, in their essential core elements. 

If we turn more directly now to Karl Popper’s attempt to discredit Marxism, this can shed further 
light on what has been discussed so far, in terms of Marxism as a scientific theory, and it will bring to 
light some of the main ways in which Popper’s attack on Marxism is in reality not only a distortion of 
communism but also a distortion of, and in reality an apology for, capitalism-imperialism. 

 

Capitalism…imperialism 
 

Popper includes Marx and Marxism, along with Hegel and others, in what he characterizes as 
“historicism,” by which he means a certain kind of determinism, akin or equivalent to teleology: the no-
tion that there is some design or purpose in nature, and/or history, and that things are all being directed, 
in accordance with this design or purpose, toward some predetermined end. And Popper attempts to 
show that such theories, including Marxism, lead in reality to totalitarianism. This is linked to Popper’s 
claim that Marxism cannot meet, and in fact fails, the test of falsifiability. Here, I will not attempt to 
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speak to and refute everything that is wrong with not only Popper’s conclusions but his basic approach 
and method—to do that might well require more volumes than Popper’s original material—but I will 
focus on a few elements which are central to Popper’s thesis and which, upon scientific examination, 
reveal at least some of the basic flaws not only in Popper’s conclusions but in his method and approach 
as well. 

Let’s begin with the question of capitalism’s development into imperialism and, along with that, 
the fact that the class contradictions in the imperialist countries themselves, rather than being intensified, 
as Marx and Engels had originally predicted, became mitigated and modified. Already, toward the end 
of the 19th century, Engels in particular had begun to analyze how the widespread British colonial em-
pire—and the exploitation and depredation that British imperialism carried out in its colonies—had led 
to changes in the condition of sections of the British working class. 

But here is what Popper says about Engels’ analysis: 

“Forced to admit that in Britain the prevailing tendency was not towards an increase in misery 
[among the working class] but rather towards a considerable improvement, he hints that this may be due 
to the fact that Britain ‘is exploiting the whole world’; and he scornfully assails ‘the British working 
class’ which, instead of suffering as he expected them to do, ‘is actually becoming more and more bour-
geois’.” (Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. 2, Hegel and Marx, p.187) 

Here it is Popper who has insinuated into the discussion a certain method, and certain motives, 
which he attributes to Engels. Engels is angry, according to Popper, because the British working class 
did not suffer as he expected—and, the implication is, wanted—them to suffer; and this, says Popper, is 
the reason Engels is speaking about this British working class in the “scornful” terms he does. Note that 
here Popper in effect ignores, or sidesteps, the question of whether Engels is right (and, as we shall see 
presently, when Popper does try to show that Engels is not right, Popper falls into assertions that are not 
only false but fatuous). Popper is out to show that Engels (along with Marx) was proceeding according 
to an apriorist and instrumentalist theory, and when reality (in this case in the persons of the British 
workers) did not conform to this apriorist and instrumentalist theory, then the conclusion was that there 
was something wrong with reality (with the reality of the British working class) rather than with the the-
ory. 

So argues Popper. And he further elaborates on this with the comment that “Marx blamed capital-
ism for ‘proletarianizing the middle class and the lower bourgeoisie’, and for reducing the workers to 
pauperism. Engels now blames the system—it is still blamed—for making bourgeois out of workers. But 
the nicest touch in Engels’ complaint is the indignation that makes him call the British who behave so 
inconsiderately as to falsify Marxist prophecies ‘this most bourgeois of all nations’.” (Popper, p. 188) 

Note that here Popper smuggles in the concept of “prophecies”—attributing this religious orienta-
tion to Engels, and Marx—and paints them as fanatics who are bent on forcing reality to conform to 
their essentially religious-teleological convictions. This is a canard common to the “anti-totalitarian” 
theorists, such as Popper. And Popper extends this as well to Lenin and his analysis of capitalism’s de-
velopment into the stage of imperialism and its effects on the working class in countries like England. 
Speaking of Lenin’s description of how imperialism has led to the bourgeoisification of a part of the 
British proletariat, Popper remarks: “Having given such a pretty Marxist name, ‘the bourgeoisification 
of the proletariat’, to a hateful tendency—hateful mainly because it did not fit in with the way the world 
should go according to Marx—Lenin apparently believes that it has become a Marxist tendency.” (Pop-
per, p. 188, emphasis added here) 

But the truth is that Engels, as well as Lenin, was applying Marxism—the scientific theory of 
communism—to analyze what had actually happened in objective reality, while it is Popper himself 
who is proceeding according to an apriorist and instrumentalist theory (namely, the theory that Marxism 
is not a science but a “historicist” approach which attempts to shape reality to its teleological concep-
tions…and becomes infuriated when reality refuses to oblige). Popper’s own apriorism and instrumen-
talism in this regard becomes strikingly clear when he attempts to refute the analysis of Engels—which 
was carried further and generalized by Lenin with the further development of reality, in the first part of 
the 20th century—concerning the effects of imperialism in the imperialist countries themselves, as well 
as in the colonized world. Listen to what Popper is not embarrassed to argue: 

“There are countries, for instance the Scandinavian democracies, Czechoslovakia, Canada, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, to say nothing of the United States, in which a democratic interventionism secured 
to the workers a high standard of living, in spite of the fact that colonial exploitation had no influence 
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there, or was at any rate far too unimportant to support the hypothesis…. Furthermore, although the 
misery imposed upon the natives through colonization is one of the darkest chapters in the history of 
civilization, it cannot be asserted that their misery has tended to increase since the days of Marx. The 
exact opposite is the case; things have greatly improved. And yet, increasing misery would have to be 
very noticeable there if the auxiliary hypothesis [about the effects of colonialism and imperialism] and 
the original theory [of Marx] were both correct.” (Popper, p. 189, emphasis added here) 

It is hard to know which is more astounding: the fact that someone who claims to be making a se-
rious argument, by way of critiquing Marxism, can actually state things such as this, which are so fla-
grantly and demonstrably in conflict with reality (and this was clearly the case at the time that Popper 
wrote this); or that such a person, authoring such statements, can apparently be taken seriously by people 
who think of themselves as seriously engaging reality, and many of whom consider themselves “pro-
gressive” opponents of the injustices in the world. 

Here, I don’t believe it is necessary to cite much of the great abundance of facts and analysis 
which give the lie to Popper’s claims (and in particular the ones highlighted in the passages above), 
since the stinging refutation that reality itself provides is there for anyone willing to see, or to do even 
minimal investigation into the matter. But let me just introduce a few basic facts into the picture. In De-
mocracy: Can’t We Do Better Than That?, at the beginning of chapter 5 (“Imperialism, Democracy, and 
Dictatorship”) I cited a few statistics which point to the profound disparities in the world, particularly 
between the imperialist countries, on the one hand, and the colonies (or neo-colonies) of the Third 
World, on the other hand. For example: the gross national product, per capita (in relation to each per-
son) was then (the early 1980s) more than 35 times greater in Great Britain than in India; more than 25 
times greater in France than in Senegal; and more than 40 times greater in the U.S. than in Haiti; and so 
on. In the 20 or so years since that was written, with the effects of things like IMF-imposed Structural 
Adjustment Programs in many Third World countries, and the opening up of these countries and their 
peoples to even more unfettered exploitation and plunder by imperialism, the situation for great numbers 
of people in the Third World has only grown worse. (And it has been estimated, for example, that with 
regard to things like nutritional standards, the people in Latin America are worse off than their ancestors 
were at the time of the invasion by the Spanish and other European colonialists, 500 or so years ago.) 
The recent book by Mike Davis, Planet of Slums, provides a compelling picture of the desperate situa-
tion and extreme misery of literally billions of people throughout the Third World, whose lot today is 
hardly better than it was in “the days of Marx.” 

In short, the words of Marx, in characterizing the results of the capitalist accumulation process—
words which Popper cites in order to mock Marx—stand out as all the more profoundly true today, and 
the reality that these words capture (even while they cannot do so fully) stands as a stinging rebuttal to 
Popper, especially as this is viewed not simply within the narrow circle of a handful of imperialist coun-
tries but rather on a world scale: “The accumulation of wealth at the one pole of society involves at the 
same time an accumulation of misery, of the agony of toil, of slavery, ignorance, brutalization, and of 
moral degradation, at the opposite pole.” (Marx, as cited in Popper, p. 186) For anyone with a willing-
ness to look honestly at the situation in the world, there can be no doubt that the kind of thing that is 
cited above from Popper, in his attempt to discredit the Marxist and Leninist analysis of imperialism and 
its effects, should be dismissed as monumental foolishness if it were not for the very sinister intent and 
effect of Popper’s denial and distortion of reality. [9]  

 

The state, bourgeois democracy and dictatorship 
 

Popper does not fare any better when it comes to his attempt to refute the basic Marxist analysis 
of the state. Consistent with his overall approach, Popper argues that in the Marxist view of the state—
which recognizes that the state is an instrument of class dictatorship—there is a strong element of “es-
sentialism.” This is another way of saying that Marxism attempts to impose “categories” on reality, 
rather than examining what actually happens in reality. So, Popper asserts: “Instead of making his de-
mands or proposals concerning the functions which he wants the state, the legal institutions or the gov-
ernment to perform, he [Marx] asks, ‘What is the state?’; that is to say, he tries to discover the essential 
function of legal institutions.” (Popper, p. 119, emphasis in original) 

This is like criticizing a man as an “essentialist” because, when seeing a gun pointed at his head, 
he focuses on the danger it poses (the “essential nature” of the gun and the bullets it can fire), rather than 
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“making his demands or proposals concerning the functions which he wants…[the gun] to perform”! 
Here it has to be said that this concept of “essentialism” is completely erroneous, and harmful, if it is 
applied to mean that one should not try to determine what the essence of something actually is. While 
taking into account that all things, all forms of matter in motion, themselves involve internal contradic-
tion and are constantly moving and changing (and interacting with other forms of matter in motion), and 
that particular forms of matter in motion have a beginning and an end (come into existence and eventu-
ally go out of existence), it is not wrong, and in fact it is very important, to recognize that these particu-
lar forms of matter in motion have a certain identity, or essential character, in any given circumstances, 
and to identify what exactly that identity or essential character is. (As Mao Tsetung pointed out, the es-
sence of a thing is defined by its principal aspect. That essential character is not something unchange-
able—it may change, and will change if the principal aspect changes, as a result of struggle; but the par-
ticular nature of that change, what it gives rise to, will be influenced and largely shaped by the nature of 
the thing itself, and of its contradictory aspects—this change and what it gives rise to cannot result from, 
and be determined by, the subjective wishes or desires of anyone—here we see another parallel with 
evolutionary changes in the natural world and the role of constraints in relation to that, as spoken to ear-
lier.) 

Here, as we will see again, Popper is actually proceeding according to an apriorist and instrumen-
talist approach: he wants to argue that reform, not revolution, is what is called for, in order to deal with 
certain ills of capitalism that he does not feel inclined to deny, and in accordance with that he fashions 
attempts to refute the validity of the Marxist analysis of the state—attempts which, upon examination, 
do not really even address, let alone refute, that analysis. In short, instead of making wrong-headed ac-
cusations about “essentialism” with regard to the Marxist analysis of the (essence of the) state, what is 
required, in order to refute this analysis, is to show that it is wrong. And when Popper attempts to do 
this, the flaws in his method and approach once again forcefully assert themselves. 

Popper’s essential argument on this (so to say) is that where a people can remove their political 
leaders, there cannot be a dictatorship but there is rather a democracy (as is common, Popper suggests 
that where there is democracy there cannot be a dictatorship, and vice versa, rather than recognizing the 
reality that a certain kind of democracy—bourgeois democracy—can be, and often is, a useful form for 
the exercise of dictatorship by the bourgeoisie). Here is the crux of Popper’s attempted refutation of the 
Marxist theory that the state is an instrument of class dictatorship: 

“Moreover, from the point of view we have reached, what Marxists describe despairingly as ‘mere 
formal freedom’ becomes the basis of everything else. This ‘mere formal freedom’, i.e. democracy, the 
right of the people to judge and to dismiss their government, is the only known device by which we can 
try to protect ourselves against the misuse of political power; it is the control of the rulers by the ruled.” 
(Popper, p. 127, emphasis added here) 

Although it was not written as a response to Popper, in a real sense the whole of my book Democ-
racy: Can’t We Do Better Than That? constitutes, objectively, a refutation of this statement by Popper 
and the whole line of thinking of which it is a typical expression. Particularly in the third chapter of that 
book—very appropriately titled “The Illusions of Democracy”—I demonstrated how, in a bourgeois dic-
tatorship in the democratic form (which Popper, along with many others, simply refers to as “democ-
racy,” without regard to, or in denial of, its actual class content and character), while it may be true that 
the people can “dismiss” (vote out of office) particular politicians, they cannot by this means—or any 
means, other than revolution—“dismiss” the capitalist class (the bourgeoisie) which in reality rules so-
ciety, which exerts control over the electoral process itself, and which in any case dominates the political 
decision-making process, and, most essentially, exercises a monopoly of “legitimate” armed force. As I 
have emphasized, in Democracy: Can’t We Do Better Than That? and elsewhere, no serious—and cer-
tainly no genuinely scientific—analysis of the dynamics of political power and of the political decision-
making process in “democratic” countries, such as the U.S., can lead to any other conclusion than that 
all this is, in reality, completely monopolized and dominated by the ruling class of capitalist-
imperialists, and that others, besides this ruling class, are effectively excluded from the exercise of po-
litical power and meaningful political decision-making, notwithstanding the participation of the popu-
lace in elections. And, with no apologies to Popper, it can, and must, be said that this is owing to the es-
sential nature of the capitalist system and the state which arises on the basis of and serves to maintain 
this system. 

Thus, Popper is profoundly wrong—he turns things precisely upside down—when he argues that 
the followers of Marx (and, as Popper sees it, of Plato and Hegel as well) “will never see that the old 
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question ‘Who shall be the rulers?’ must be superseded by the more real one ‘How can we tame them?’” 
(Popper, p. 133) In reality, who—that is, which class—rules, and more specifically in today’s world, 
whether there is rule by the bourgeoisie or by the proletariat, makes all the difference, in terms of what 
kind of society, and world, there is going to be. Under the rule, the dictatorship, of the bourgeoisie, the 
masses of people can never in any meaningful sense “tame” those who rule over them, nor more funda-
mentally can they change the basic character of society. But, with the overthrow of the capitalist dicta-
torship, and the establishment of the dictatorship of the proletariat, the door is finally opened to putting 
an end to all relations of domination, oppression, and exploitation—and, in fact, to finally abolishing the 
state (dictatorship) in any form, with the achievement of communism throughout the world. Of course, 
as experience has clearly demonstrated, to maintain rule by the proletariat, once it has been achieved—
and, moreover, to continue, with this rule, to transform society, overcoming step by step the division 
between mental and manual labor, and other major social contradictions characteristic of class-divided 
society, drawing the masses of people increasingly into the process of decision-making and administra-
tion of society, and continuing the advance toward communism as part of the overall world revolution-
ary struggle—all this requires a profound, protracted and epochal struggle. Later in this talk, I will return 
to some of the most important lessons, positive and negative, that can and must be drawn from the ex-
perience of the dictatorship of the proletariat so far. But what needs to be emphasized here is that a deci-
sive, qualitative change in the nature of the state, in who rules society, and how it is ruled—the over-
throw of bourgeois dictatorship and the establishment and exercise of the dictatorship of the proletar-
iat—is the necessary, and first great, leap that must be made in order to enable the masses of people to 
truly become masters of society, and then finally to reach the point where there are no longer class divi-
sions, no more exploiters and exploited, oppressors and oppressed, and therefore no need, and no basis, 
for the existence and role of an institution—the state—whereby one class rules over and suppresses the 
classes whose interests are antagonistic to its own. 

 

Capitalist exploitation 
 

Next, let’s turn to how Popper attempts to refute Marx’s theory of exploitation (of the creation of 
surplus value through the exploitation by the capitalists of the wage-labor of the proletarians) and to 
show how this theory, too, is “essentialist or metaphysical” and is insufficient without, less important 
than, and dependent upon the mechanism of supply and demand (see Popper, p. 174). It is not really 
possible here to discuss everything that is wrong with Popper’s argument in this case. Suffice it to say 
that here, as elsewhere, Popper does not understand, and/or deliberately misrepresents, Marx’s analysis. 
To cite just one aspect of this, Marx amply shows how the mechanism of supply and demand, while it 
can explain the “ups and downs” in the prices of things, does not, and cannot, determine the value of 
things. This is why, for example, supply and demand may influence the price of a candy bar, on the one 
hand, and an airplane on the other hand, but no variation in supply and demand is likely to make the 
prices of a candy bar and an airplane the same, for the basic reason that the actual value of each is, as 
Marx demonstrates, determined by something other than supply and demand—it is determined by the 
total amount of socially necessary labor time that goes into the production of each. Thus, Popper has 
stood reality on its head: the mechanism of supply and demand is subordinate to and less important than 
the theory of value and surplus value developed by Marx, which explains how particular items have the 
value that they do, and also explains how capitalists accumulate profit (surplus value) through the ex-
ploitation of the wage-labor of the proletarians—through paying the workers an amount equal to the so-
cially necessary labor time that is involved in producing the requirements of life of the workers, while in 
fact the workers, in the course of their working hours, produce value beyond that which is equivalent to 
the value embodied in their requirements of life, extra value which goes to the capitalist. And, as Marx 
also demonstrated, commodities and commodity exchange existed well before and independently of 
capitalism, and it is not merely the production and exchange of things as commodities that is the distin-
guishing feature of capitalism, and the secret of its accumulation process, but rather the conversion of 
labor power itself (the ability to work in general) into a commodity, a commodity with the particular 
quality of being able to produce more wealth through its use (its employment, in one form or another, in 
the production process under capitalism). As explained in the book America in Decline, in a discussion 
of the basic principles of Marxist political economy: 

“Capital is value which generates surplus value. Capital is both a social relation and a process 
whose essence is the domination of labor power by alien, antagonistic interests, a social relation and a 
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process whose inner dynamic is to constantly reproduce and extend itself.” (Raymond Lotta, with Frank 
Shannon, America in Decline, An Analysis of the Developments Toward War and Revolution, in the U.S. 
and Worldwide in the 1980s [Chicago: Banner Press, 1984], p. 44, emphasis in original) 

 

Philosophy and method 
 

In his pathbreaking dissection and analysis of capitalism and its inner tendencies—and of the de-
velopment of human society overall—Marx examines, in a living way, the real mainsprings and dynam-
ics involved and, yes, points to the direction in which the underlying contradictions are driving things. 
The method of Marx, and of Marxism as it has developed since the time of Marx, is anything but a 
metaphysical approach that proceeds from abstract principles and categories and seeks to superimpose 
them on reality. On the contrary, Marx—who, after all, spent more than 10 years in the library of the 
British Museum, sifting through voluminous studies of different economies and societies and subjecting 
to critical analysis different theories with regard to political economy, as well as philosophy and other 
subjects—this actual Marx (as opposed to the distortions of Marx concocted by his enemies, including 
Popper) investigated reality, in a deep and all-sided way, and drew theoretical conclusions from that in-
vestigation and study, through the application of scientific principles and methods. And, in the time 
since Marx, while certain of his conclusions, or predictions, have not been borne out, overwhelmingly 
the decisive things that he brought to life have been shown, in reality, to be true; and Marxism has con-
tinued to develop, as all genuinely scientific theories do, by applying and testing in practice its basic 
principles and methods, drawing conclusions through that process and, yes, discarding or modifying—
or, on the other hand, amplifying and further developing—particular aspects of this theory. 

Although Marx and Engels were inspired by and learned a great deal from Hegel and his dialecti-
cal method, they also moved beyond Hegel and his philosophical system in qualitative ways; as they 
made very clear, they cast aside the idealist and metaphysical core of Hegel’s philosophical system, with 
its teleological constructs, but they carried forward, further developed and, in a real sense, reconstructed 
his dialectical method, on a materialist foundation. [10]  

Marxism, scientific communism, does not embody, but in fact rejects, any teleological (or, as 
Popper would have it, “historicist”) notion that there is some kind of will or purpose with which nature, 
or history, is endowed. As I put it more than 20 years ago now: 

“Neither the emergence of the human species nor the development of human society to the present 
was predetermined or followed predetermined pathways. There is no transcendent will or agent which 
has conceived and shaped all such development, and nature and history should not be treated as such—
as Nature and History. Rather, such development occurs through the dialectical interplay between neces-
sity and accident and in the case of human history between underlying material forces and the conscious 
activity and struggle of people.” (First cited in Ardea Skybreak, Of Primeval Steps & Future Leaps, An 
Essay on the Emergence of Human Beings, The Source of Women’s Oppression, and the Road to Eman-
cipation [Chicago: Banner Press, 1984]). [11]  

But this does not mean that history is all accident—or, as Popper essentially argues—that history 
is whatever we make of it. To return again to another crucially important insight of Marx’s: People make 
history, but not in any way they wish—they do so on a definite material foundation, which is independ-
ent of their will, not in the sense that they cannot act to change this material reality, but that they can do 
so on the basis, and only on the basis, of correctly understanding what that material reality is, and how it 
is moving and changing, and the possibility this opens for radical change of one kind or another. While 
there is no will or purpose—and no predetermined end—to human history, there is, as Marx also pointed 
out, a certain coherence to it. As Marx explained: 

“Because of the simple fact that every succeeding generation finds itself in possession of the pro-
ductive forces acquired by the previous generation, and that they serve it as the raw material for new 
production, a coherence arises in human history, a history of humanity takes shape which becomes all 
the more a history of humanity the more the productive forces of men and therefore their social relations 
develop.” (Marx, Letter to P.V. Annenkov, December 28, 1846.) 

And, as Engels expanded on this point, elucidating further the dialectical—as opposed to me-
chanical and determinist—materialism of Marxism: 
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“According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining element in history 
is the production and reproduction of real life. Neither Marx nor I have ever asserted more than this. 
Therefore if somebody twists this into saying that the economic factor is the only determining one, he is 
transforming that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, absurd phrase. The economic situation is the 
basis, but the various components of the superstructure…also exercise their influence upon the course of 
the historical struggles and in many cases determine their form in particular.” (Engels, Letter to J. Bloch, 
September 21-22, 1890, as cited in For a Harvest of Dragons, p. 29, emphasis in original) 

From all this, it can be seen that Popper’s attack on Marxism constitutes a distortion of Marxism 
and a rather crude and clumsy apology for the system of capitalism-imperialism, and that the best refuta-
tion of this is…Marxism itself—the real Marxism, a living science which, like all real scientific theories, 
is constantly developing, including through interrogation of itself. 

 

Science and scientific truths 
 

Popper’s distortions of Marxism are in fact closely linked with his misunderstanding and mischar-
acterization of what science in general is, and what science enables human beings to know. In the “Ad-
denda” to the second volume of The Open Society and Its Enemies—ironically, in the course of a po-
lemic against relativism (“Facts, Standards, and Truth: A Further Criticism of Relativism,” 1961), Pop-
per reveals the significant elements of relativism in his own outlook and approach. Popper insists that 
“though we may seek for truth, and though we may even find truth (as I believe we do in very many 
cases), we can never be quite certain that we have found it.” And: “we cannot establish or justify any-
thing as certain, or even as probable, but have to content ourselves with theories which withstand criti-
cism.” (Popper, pp. 375, 379) 

But this is clearly wrong. Some things can be known with certainty, and some theories can be de-
termined, with a high degree of certainty, to be true, as is the case, for example, with the theory of evo-
lution. The fact that I have used here the phrase “with a high degree of certainty” is a reflection of the 
fact that, as Lenin emphasized in his philosophical writings (most notably “Materialism and Empirio-
Criticism”), Marxism rejects relativism philosophically, but it recognizes that even within absolute truth 
there is an element of the relative. As Mao wrote, in “On Practice”: 

“Marxists recognize that in the absolute and general process of the development of the universe, 
the development of each particular process is relative, and that hence, in the endless flow of absolute 
truth, man’s knowledge of a particular process at any given stage of development is only relative truth.” 

It is relative truth, but it is truth—such are the (again, no apologies to the likes of Popper) dialec-
tics of the matter. 

The way in which Marxism differs with, and is in opposition to Popper’s theory of knowledge, in-
cluding its relativist elements, also stands out in the emphasis Marxism places on the centrality of prac-
tice, precisely within the acquisition of knowledge—its insistence that, while theoretical abstraction, and 
engagement and grappling in the realm of theoretical abstraction, is extremely important and indeed in-
dispensable in the development of knowledge, practice is the ultimate point of origin and point of verifi-
cation of theoretical knowledge. In the “Theses on Feuerbach,” Marx put it this way: “The question 
whether objective truth can be attained by human thinking is not a question of theory but is a practical 
question.” And: 

“In practice man must prove the truth, that is, the reality and power, the this-sidedness, of his 
thinking. The dispute over the reality or non-reality of thinking which is isolated from practice is a 
purely scholastic question.” (Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” emphasis in original) 

In opposition to this, to what is in fact the correct understanding and approach, while Popper rec-
ognizes a role for practice in the pursuit of knowledge—and he writes that “In the realm of facts, we do 
not merely criticize our theories, we criticize them by an appeal to experimental and observational ex-
perience” (Popper, p. 388, emphasis in original)—he does not place practice in the central and determin-
ing role in regard to the development of human knowledge. Rather, he assigns this role to criticism. That 
is the meaning of his statement that “we cannot establish or justify anything as certain, or even as prob-
able, but have to content ourselves with theories which withstand criticism.” (Popper, p. 379, emphasis 
added) And he goes on to assert that 
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“we learn from our mistakes, rather than by the accumulation of data.... the role of thought is to 
carry out revolutions by means of critical debates rather than by means of violence and warfare; that is 
the great tradition of Western rationalism to fight our battles with words rather than with swords. This is 
why our Western civilization is an essentially pluralistic one, and why monolithic social ends would 
mean the death of freedom: of the freedom of thought, of the free search for truth, and with it, of the ra-
tionality and dignity of man.” (Popper, p. 396) 

Here, in a sense, we have the “good fortune” of seeing Popper’s relativist aspects, his rather rank 
“Western chauvinism” and his prettifying of the nature of “Western civilization” and its relation with the 
rest of the world (his ignoring, or covering over, the fact that “Western rationalism” has quite often been 
used to rationalize wars of aggression as well as colonial conquest and plunder, and exploitation at home 
and abroad), together with his bourgeois “pluralism.” Just as in the political sphere—and specifically 
with regard to the nature and role of the state—Popper ignores, or refuses to recognize, the way in which 
class relations—relations of class domination—influence everything in the capitalist society he ideal-
izes. As applied to the field of science, for example, while such things as “peer review” of scientific dis-
coveries, theories, etc.—subjecting them to the criticism of others with specialized knowledge and ex-
perience in the particular field—can play an important positive role, it can by no means guarantee that 
the truth will win out, in any given circumstance. It has, unfortunately, been demonstrated repeatedly 
that when something touches on the essential interests of the ruling class in such a society, those consid-
erations (of interest) will often overrule matters of objective truth, in various disciplines and even in 
academia overall. If, as with Popper, we were to place “criticism,” in place of practice, in the central role 
in our evaluation of theories and ideas in general, we would rob ourselves of the most solid objective 
basis for determining what is true. 

But for Popper that is not important, since he denies that it is possible to determine what is true, or 
even more probable: we must, he insists, content ourselves with what best withstands criticism. Here 
again, the relativism of Popper stands out. For, if it is impossible even to determine what is most prob-
able—and if, as Popper argues, the development of human theories and knowledge consists only in the 
replacement of one theory by what seems, at the time, to be a better one—then, even though Popper al-
lows that there is truth, and even that humanity can advance in its knowledge of the truth, in reality and 
objectively he is saying that there is no truth, or in any case that we cannot really advance in our ap-
proximation of the truth, because after all if it is only a matter of a “better” theory replacing one that has 
proved to be less good, then really there is no way of knowing whether either of them is—or even 
whether either one of them stands in any way closer to—the truth. 

Again, this is fine with Popper because, with his bourgeois “pluralist” outlook, what is important 
is the—illusory—ideal that all ideas and theories have “equal opportunity” (my phrase) to be expressed. 
Like all bourgeois “pluralist” ways of thinking, this ignores the fact that, in reality, and particularly in a 
society ruled by an exploiting class, including the “Western democracies,” all ideas will not have an 
equal opportunity to be expressed and considered, and certain ideas, which are considered subversive of 
the established order—and particularly when this subversive nature is regarded as posing a significant 
threat to that order—will be actively suppressed by the ruling class and its state. As I pointed out in De-
mocracy: Can’t We Do Better Than That?, in reality, the workings of the “free market place of ideas” 
within capitalist society work out in the same way as the literal market, in the context of the underlying 
dynamics of capitalist accumulation: not in equality, even in the form of equal right to compete, but in 
domination by those who have achieved, and are determined to maintain, a monopolizing and control-
ling position. 

As for communists and the scientific theory of communism, we recognize and insist upon the pos-
sibility of arriving at the truth—even with the relative element within objective truth, as spoken to 
here—and the importance of the search for the truth. We recognize that the way in which it is possible to 
continually acquire more knowledge, and to be able to determine that this knowledge in fact corresponds 
to objective reality, is to proceed on the basis of the store of knowledge that has been acquired—and that 
has been shown to be true through the application of the scientific method and its handling of the dialec-
tical relation between practice and theory—and in this way to further engage reality, to accumulate fur-
ther “raw materials” of knowledge through this process, then to synthesize this, raising it to the level of 
theory, and then again returning this to practice, in order to test, and to learn more about, the reality that 
this theory aims to concentrate. And we recognize the importance of the clash of ideas, of the struggle in 
the realm of ideas—and all the more so as this is unfettered from relations of class domination. The 
communist method and approach is to apply, as consistently and systematically as possible, scientific 
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principles in engaging—in learning about and transforming—reality; and, as I have emphasized, this 
involves and requires acting on what is understood (through the application of this scientific approach) 
to be true, at any given time, while “being open to the understanding that you may not be right about this 
or that particular, or even about big questions.” (See “The Struggle in the Realm of Ideas,” in Observa-
tions on Art and Culture, Science and Philosophy, p. 6) [12]  

 

Historical Experience and the New Synthesis 
 

The crimes of this system—and the rationalizations for these crimes 
 

In the history of the communist movement and of socialist society, the basic orientation has been 
one of dealing with the material reality and the conditions of the masses of people as the priority, as the 
focus and as the foundation, as opposed to the bourgeois approach of ignoring—or, in fact, reinforc-
ing—the oppressive conditions of the masses of people, the great majority of humanity. And it is very 
important to grasp firmly that, in the name of the individual and “individual rights,” advocates in one 
form or another of this bourgeois approach actually uphold the interests of a class—and the dynamics of 
a system in which that class, the bourgeoisie, rules—where masses of people, literally billions of indi-
viduals within the exploited and oppressed classes, are mercilessly ground down and chewed up, and 
where their individuality and any notion of their individual dignity is counted as nothing. 

Think of the children in India, millions of them, as young as four years old sometimes, working 
12 hours a day, every day of the week, in conditions that are extremely injurious to their health—and 
that is way understating the matter. Or think of the children in Africa living in unspeakable slums. Think 
of the people throughout the Third World, living in the most undescribable conditions, literally amidst 
shit and other filth, as their everyday environment. How does this capitalist system count their individu-
ality? It counts it as nothing. 

Sometimes, as a comrade recently said to me, even we underestimate or don’t have a full and fully 
living sense of the towering crimes of this system. Anywhere you look, if you look with the penetrating 
gaze of science—if you take a real, honest and scientific look at the history of what has gone on, and 
what is going on today, in the world (and what is going on in this country, for example), if you think 
about the first part of the talk on the “Revolution” DVD and what it brings to light about the history of 
this country, down to the present day, you will see that the most monstrous crimes have been carried out 
by this system and with the backing of those who rule it. Think about the reality that this system embod-
ies and the reality of what that means for the people who have been subjected to this, who are bound up 
in this, in literal slavery sometimes even today [13] (and for generations in the history of this country), but 
in horrific conditions no matter what the particular forms. Think of what this system actually means 
while they’re pontificating about “the individual” and “the rights of individuals.” For whom—for which 
class of people—does that apply, and for whom and for which classes does that have no application and 
meaning, other than the most bitter and mocking irony? 

And, as we know, they’ve always got excuses. People who rule in this way have to have a lot of 
excuses. The ruling class and its apologists in this country will say: “We had to do certain things—
pulling off a coup and putting the butcher Pinochet in power in Chile, doing the same kind of thing in 
Guatemala and Indonesia, Iran and other places—because of a greater evil, you see.” “We were up 
against a greater evil,” is a constant refrain of theirs. Today it’s Islamic fundamentalism or “Islamo fas-
cism.” Previously it was other forms of “totalitarianism”—and, of course, communism in particular. 

Well, leaving aside for the moment the distortions and slanders of what communism, the commu-
nist movement, and the experience of socialist states have actually been about, let’s speak to this argu-
ment. Okay, then, what about the Philippines? You invaded the Philippines at the end of the 19th cen-
tury, betrayed your promises to the people in the Philippines fighting for independence, waged a war of 
aggression to colonize the Philippines, massacred Philippine people in the hundreds of thousands and 
carried out unspeakable atrocities in the process—not just murdering people but parading around with 
the body parts of those who were killed, and all the rest that is so characteristic of your armed forces. 
Where was the Soviet Union then? Where was the People’s Republic of China, when you did all this? 
They didn’t even exist yet. 

Or let’s go back a little further. What about the genocide against the native peoples (the original 
peoples on this continent)? What about the enslavement of the African peoples, in the millions and mil-
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lions, and all the consequences of that? Guess what? Karl Marx wasn’t even born when you started do-
ing that. 

Your answer that you have done these things in response to greater evils is merely covering up a 
fundamental truth: I don’t like to use the word evil (especially because of its religious connotations or 
“echoes”), but if “evil” has any meaning you are it. You and your system are the concentration in the 
modern world of the horrors of what humanity is put through, and the fundamental cause of the horrors 
that humanity is put through. And you have been carrying this out for centuries now—this has been car-
ried out from the beginning of this country (and in the period of European settlement and conquest that 
led to the establishment of this country). And, yes it is true, these horrors are far greater than even we 
communists usually are capable of comprehending and giving voice to. 

 

A “Ted Bundy” Country, a “Ted Bundy” System 
 

Yet you hear people, including people with progressive sentiments, say: “Yes, I know, all that’s 
true, but, you see, we have our founders” (they don’t call them “founding fathers” any more, that 
doesn’t square with their progressive sentiments, or pretensions—it is too obviously patriarchal) “we 
have our founders, and they bequeathed to us this democratic system of government which has its 
checks and balances and all the rest.” And for many people, far too many people—whether more aggres-
sively and grotesquely in the form of the “neo-conservatives” and the overt exponents of imperialism, or 
in the more muted terms of those who are, at least objectively, “progressive” apologists for this sys-
tem—this notion of “American exceptionalism,” in a “positive” sense, keeps coming through: Yes, the 
more “liberal” and “progressive” among these people will acknowledge, there are many horrible things 
that this country has done and is still doing, but “there is just something about this system that’s inher-
ently good when you get down to the real nature of it.” 

Now, in this connection there is a very telling analogy that was made by a comrade in the leader-
ship of our Party. He described this as “the Ted Bundy phenomenon.” Ted Bundy, as most of you know 
(and for those of you who don’t know) was a serial rapist and serial killer several decades ago. But he 
was college-educated and somewhat “refined.” He carried out these horrific crimes of brutalizing, raping 
and then murdering women over a number of years, before he was finally caught and convicted and 
eventually was executed. But there was just something about that Ted Bundy. He didn’t fit the stereo-
type of a frightening, and perhaps demented-looking, serial killer. He was very polished and smooth. 
Yes, he committed all these terrible crimes. He was a serial rapist in the most brutal terms. He was a se-
rial killer. But—to continue the analogy this comrade made—“there’s just something about that Ted 
Bundy; if you just put what he did in perspective and you see his larger qualities, there is something still, 
at the core, that is good about that Ted Bundy.” Well, as this comrade pointed out, this, by analogy, is 
the way a lot of radical, and not-so-radical, bourgeois democrats look at this country, their country. Yes, 
they’ll readily agree, our government has committed and is committing all these horrible crimes, but: 
“There is just something about that constitutional form of government and that democratic system we 
have. Yes, you can chronicle the crimes from slavery here to mass slaughter around the world, but 
there’s just something about this America that our founders gave us that we just have to hang onto.” As 
though all that (the form of government, and so on) is somehow separable from “the Ted Bundy es-
sence” of this system on a greatly magnified and international scale. 

The same comrade who came up with this “Ted Bundy” analogy also made the point that the 
crimes of this system, once again, are even worse and even more monstrous than even we realize—until 
we examine them concretely and really dig more fully and deeply into the reality of this. And this com-
rade made a very good suggestion in this regard: We should challenge anyone, and especially anyone 
who tries to say that there is still something inherently good about this system, to look at any part of the 
world and actually examine what this system has done and confront the actual horrors this has involved 
for the masses of people—and then tell us why you want to preserve any part of this. 

 

Setting the Record Straight 
 

This brings out another dimension to the importance of the Set the Record Straight project. Peo-
ple’s sights have been lowered by the “verdict” on communism and the experience of socialist states led 
by communists—a verdict which, in fact, has been “passed” and relentlessly propagated by the rulers of 
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this imperialist system and their “intellectual camp followers.” Many people who should know better—
and even some who once did know better—have in effect been reduced down to these kind of “Ted 
Bundy” rationalizations, because their sights have been lowered by the notion that what they once 
thought was good, or what they might in other times have been attracted to as an alternative to this 
whole society and this whole imperialist-dominated world, is unworkable at best and a nightmare of tyr-
anny at worst. This gives further emphasis to the importance of honestly and scientifically examining the 
great achievements as well as the real shortcomings of the socialist countries that have existed so far—
and of comparing and contrasting this with what imperialism and bourgeois rule has actually done and 
has actually meant for the masses of people of the earth. For example, in the main presentation [14] of the 
Set the Record Straight project, a comparison is made between the claims (even the most exaggerated 
and extravagant claims) of the lives that communism has cost vis-a-vis the reality of the deaths that were 
caused by the ongoing operation of the system just in the country of India during the same period—what 
has actually happened to the masses of people in India, in “the world’s largest democracy” (as it is re-
peatedly referred to in the bourgeois media and by bourgeois commentators). 

It is very important—and this is one of the things that is brought out through the Set the Record 
Straight Project—to keep in mind what socialist states have had to go up against: the necessity they have 
had to deal with, including the legacy of the past societies from which they emerged—which they over-
threw—the remnants of those societies in both the economic base and the political and ideological su-
perstructure, and the continuing existence of class forces hostile to the existence of socialism and to the 
continuation of socialist transformation—all this intertwined and interacting with the continued presence 
and encirclement of hostile imperialist powers and other reactionary states. 

 

House and the Experience of Socialist Society So Far 
 

Here I think an analogy to the TV program House is very relevant. If you watch House, you see 
that a constant motif in this program, and in the unfolding of the plot in various episodes, involves the 
way in which the main character, Dr. House, in his own way, goes to the brink. He is a very unorthodox 
doctor, and when he’s faced with extreme cases, he will do things which, if they fail, may actually kill 
the patient. In episode after episode, there is this tremendous tension: will House discover by these 
means the actual cause of the disease and be able to save the patient, or is he going to kill the patient by 
the means he is using to try to discover the cause? This is a constant tension in House. Now, if you 
walked into the middle of a show and you didn’t understand what was going on and why House is doing 
these things, imagine how monstrous you would think House is. “My God” (if you’ll pardon the expres-
sion), “he’s actually doing things that could kill the patient.” And it’s not just that he tries one of those 
dangerous and seemingly “extreme” measures once; if one doesn’t work, he tries another—and if that 
doesn’t work, he tries yet another. And, in the short run, many times he actually causes the suffering of 
the patient to increase. Why? Because he’s a demented, sadistic tyrant? Or because he’s trying to get to 
the essence of a disease and cure it? 

Well, there’s an analogy here to socialism and the dictatorship of the proletariat. If you “walked 
into the middle” of this experience—or if you viewed it through bourgeois blinders—and you saw that 
certain measures were being taken that seemed “extreme,” but you didn’t know, or didn’t understand, 
what the “disease” was that was being dealt with; or, more fundamentally, if you didn’t even know that 
there was a disease to begin with—if, to speak more directly, you thought that the societies where so-
cialism has come into being were places where everything was fine for the majority of people, and they 
were doing very well, instead of understanding that, on the contrary, for the great majority of people the 
old society was a very real horror, and that they were exploited, oppressed, degraded and demeaned in a 
thousand ways every day in that society—if you didn’t have any understanding of that, you could look at 
some measures that were being taken to overcome all that, and to prevent new and old exploiters from 
bringing back all that, and you could think: “What a terrible thing this socialism is. Look at what they’re 
doing, look what they’re putting people through.” 

And not only that, you would miss the many ways in which, right then, people’s lives were being 
vastly improved and the nature of the relations among people, and the outlook and values of the people, 
were being radically changed, in a very positive direction. You would miss the ways in which this was 
increasingly happening through the conscious initiative of the masses of people themselves. 
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But even taking all that into account, including the House analogy and its very real meaning, and 
without ignoring the daunting necessity that socialist societies have been confronted with, it is still im-
portant to sum up that in dealing with all this, in the historical experience of socialist states so far, along 
with the very great achievements, which are in fact the main thing, there have also been secondary but 
nonetheless important ways in which things have gone off track, and in some instances seriously so, 
with undeniably negative consequences. There has been a definite tendency toward positivism and re-
ductionism—toward, if you will, flattening out contradictions and applying a mechanical approach, in-
cluding in the manner of treating the superstructure as too closely linked to the goal of economic trans-
formation at any given time, linking things in the superstructure too closely to the immediate tasks at 
hand, particularly with regard to the economic base. And then, in turn, economic transformation, espe-
cially in the experience of the Soviet Union, even when it was socialist, was too much reduced to mere 
economic expansion on the basis of state ownership, without sufficient attention to the transformation of 
the relations among people in production, in various aspects, as well as other social relations, and the 
expression of all this in the superstructure. 

Along with this, as spoken to earlier, there has been a tendency toward the reification of the prole-
tariat (by this I mean the tendency, which is linked to positivism, to equate the proletariat, as a class, 
with individual members of that class, and in so doing to reduce, diminish, and undermine the revolu-
tionary cause to which the interests of the proletariat, as a class, actually correspond): a tendency—
which is linked to positivism—toward viewing things in such a way that whether or not someone is a 
proletarian is a crucial factor in determining whether or not that someone has the truth in their hands, so 
to speak. This tendency was very pronounced in the Soviet Union, although it also existed—even if to a 
lesser degree, and even if contradicted and counteracted by other, more correct approaches—in China 
when it was socialist, with the leadership of Mao. 

And, along with this reification of the proletariat, there was, in the Soviet Union especially, a rei-
fication of socialism itself in a certain sense—viewing socialism as a static thing and more or less an end 
in itself, rather than its being understood as a very dynamic process and a transition to communism. This 
is something that, especially after a number of years of the experience of socialism in China, Mao rec-
ognized and began to combat, but it nonetheless remained a real tendency, even in socialist China. 

This involved—once again, qualitatively more so in the Soviet Union than in China—a constric-
tion, or a tendency toward constriction, of the process of socialist transformation; and, insofar as this 
tendency exerted itself, it led to some mishandling of the relation between the goal and the process, so 
that whatever was happening at a given time became, or tended to be identified with, the goal itself—
rather than being understood as part of a process toward a larger goal. And, along with this, there was a 
constriction of the relation between the necessary main direction, in fundamental terms, and what were 
objectively “detours” or departures from—but were seen and treated as dangerous deviations from—that 
main direction. This, to a certain degree and sometimes to a considerable degree, led to a stifling of crea-
tivity, initiative, individual expression and, yes, individual rights in the overall process, especially when 
these appeared to conflict—or actually did conflict, in the short run—with the expressed goals of the 
socialist state and its leading party. 

 

The New Synthesis 
 

How does the “new synthesis” relate to this experience? To try to concentrate—or to present a ba-
sic synthesis—of what is represented by this new synthesis, it can be said: 

This new synthesis involves a recasting and recombining of the positive aspects of the experience 
so far of the communist movement and of socialist society, while learning from the negative aspects of 
this experience, in the philosophical and ideological as well as the political dimensions, so as to have a 
more deeply and firmly rooted scientific orientation, method and approach with regard not only to mak-
ing revolution and seizing power but then, yes, to meeting the material requirements of society and the 
needs of the masses of people, in an increasingly expanding way, in socialist society—overcoming the 
deep scars of the past and continuing the revolutionary transformation of society, while at the same time 
actively supporting the world revolutionary struggle and acting on the recognition that the world arena 
and the world struggle are most fundamental and important, in an overall sense—together with opening 
up qualitatively more space to give expression to the intellectual and cultural needs of the people, 
broadly understood, and enabling a more diverse and rich process of exploration and experimentation in 
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the realms of science, art and culture, and intellectual life overall, with increasing scope for the conten-
tion of different ideas and schools of thought and for individual initiative and creativity and protection of 
individual rights, including space for individuals to interact in “civil society” independently of the 
state—all within an overall cooperative and collective framework and at the same time as state power is 
maintained and further developed as a revolutionary state power serving the interests of the proletarian 
revolution, in the particular country and worldwide, with this state being the leading and central element 
in the economy and in the overall direction of society, while the state itself is being continually trans-
formed into something radically different from all previous states, as a crucial part of the advance to-
ward the eventual abolition of the state with the achievement of communism on a world scale. 

In a sense, it could be said that the new synthesis is a synthesis of the previous experience of so-
cialist society and of the international communist movement more broadly, on the one hand, and of the 
criticisms, of various kinds and from various standpoints, of that experience, on the other hand. That 
does not mean that this new synthesis represents a mere “pasting together” of that experience on the one 
hand, and the criticisms on the other hand. It is not an eclectic combination of these things, but a sifting 
through, a recasting and recombining on the basis of a scientific, materialist and dialectical outlook and 
method, and of the need to continue advancing toward communism, a need and objective which this out-
look and method continues to point to—and, the more thoroughly and deeply it is taken up and applied, 
the more firmly it points to this need and objective. 

If you really grasp what this is about, you will understand why I continually talk about going to 
the brink of being drawn and quartered in terms of providing leadership to the communist movement 
and the future socialist society. Some sense of that was brought alive, I believe, in the article recently 
published in Revolution—or a letter from a reader criticizing a previous article (on elections, in capitalist 
and socialist society, and larger questions bound up with this) and then a response from the editors. [15]  

Now, this is not a formulation that is being lightly thrown around—going to the brink of being 
drawn and quartered. Let’s remember what drawn and quartered means. Especially in feudal society, 
and particularly for offenses like treason, the punishment was often being drawn and quartered: this 
meant that your body was pulled apart in four directions. That’s what “drawn and quartered” means. 
And if you understand what’s being talked about here, in terms of being the core of leadership—yes, an 
ever broadening core, but being at the core of this whole revolutionary process and leading this in the 
ways I have been speaking to, not as a tightly controlled process but one where people are, as I’ve put it, 
“running in all kinds of directions”—then you see that there will be tremendous pressure and tension 
pulling on you. Why? Because you can’t let go of the reins, ultimately, but you also cannot hold the 
reins too tightly. You have to keep all this going toward the objective of communism, which is scientifi-
cally established as a necessity, but without keeping things tightly under your control throughout the 
process. And that does repeatedly—and will repeatedly if you’re doing what you should be doing—
bring you to the brink of being drawn and quartered. And if we’re not willing to do that, then we don’t 
deserve to lead—and, more fundamentally and importantly, we’re not going to get where we need to go. 

Now, this whole approach, this new synthesis, has been encapsulated in the formulation, “solid 
core with a lot of elasticity.” But this formulation must be understood precisely as a concentration—a 
concentrated expression of this whole rich process—and must not be turned into yet another meaning-
less phrase, or some sort of religious concept, which is repeatedly uttered without any substance. What 
is captured in “solid core with a lot of elasticity” must be grasped, and applied, in a living way, all 
throughout the process of revolution—before and then after the seizure of power and the establishment 
of the socialist state. And, in fact, this basic concept—“solid core with a lot of elasticity”—will apply 
even in communist society, although in a different way, when there is no longer a state nor an ongoing 
and institutionalized core of leadership. 

I have spoken before about the four objectives of the solid core, in socialist society—namely: to 
maintain power for the proletarian revolution; to expand the solid core to the greatest extent possible at 
any given time; to work to constantly narrow, and work toward finally overcoming, the difference be-
tween the solid core and the rest of society (this speaks to “the withering away of the state”); and to fos-
ter the maximum elasticity on the basis of the necessary solid core at any given time. All four of these 
objectives form a unity and are mutually interdependent and mutually influence each other, one way or 
the other. And, as I’ve said, even in communist society—although in a radically different way—this 
same principle will still apply, because it conforms to, or is an expression of, the nature of reality and its 
development through contradictory motion. 



 

 34

In concluding on this point, I want to stress that it is very important not to underestimate the sig-
nificance and potential positive force of this new synthesis: criticizing and rupturing with significant 
errors and shortcomings while bringing forward and recasting what has been positive from the historical 
experience of the international communist movements and the socialist countries that have so far ex-
isted; in a real sense reviving—on a new, more advanced basis—the viability and, yes, the desirability of 
a whole new and radically different world, and placing this on an even firmer foundation of materialism 
and dialectics. This new synthesis is bound up with and interpenetrates closely with key ruptures in the 
realm of epistemology—ruptures with instrumentalism and apriorism, dogmatism and religiosity, posi-
tivism, empiricism and pragmatism, as well as nationalism in the realm of how we view the whole proc-
ess of advancing to communism. 

So, we should not underestimate the potential of this as a source of hope and of daring on a solid 
scientific foundation. In the 1960s, when the Black Panther Party emerged on the scene, Eldridge 
Cleaver made the pungent observation that the old revisionist Communist Party had “ideologized” revo-
lution off the scene, but the Panthers had ideologized it back on the scene. In the present period in the 
U.S., revolution has once more been “ideologized” off the scene. And in the world as a whole, to a very 
large degree, revolution aiming for communism and the vision of a communist world—this has been 
“ideologized” off the scene—and with it the only road that actually represents the possibility of a radi-
cally different and far better world, in the real world, one that people really would want to live in and 
would really thrive in. The new synthesis has objectively “ideologized” this back on the scene once 
more, on a higher level and in a potentially very powerful way. 

But what will be done with this? Will it become a powerful political as well as ideological force? 
It is up to us to take this out everywhere—very, very boldly and with substance, linking it with the wide-
spread, if still largely latent, desire for another way, for another world—and engage ever growing num-
bers of people with this new synthesis in a good, lively and living way. 

 

PART 2: EVERYTHING WE’RE DOING IS ABOUT REVOLUTION 
 

“Enriched What Is To Be Done-ism” 
 

Hastening while awaiting—not bowing down to necessity 
 

Next I want to talk about “Enriched What Is To Be Done-ism” and its role in building a revolu-
tionary and communist movement. I want to begin by reviewing some important points relating to the 
whole orientation and strategic approach of “hastening while awaiting” the development of a revolution-
ary situation in a country like the U.S. 

I spoke earlier about the outlook and approach of revisionist “determinist realism”[16] which, 
among other things, involves a passive approach to objective reality (or necessity), which sees the objec-
tive factor as purely objective—and purely “external,” if you will—and doesn’t grasp the living dialecti-
cal relation between the objective and subjective factors and the ability of the latter (the subjective fac-
tor—the conscious actions of people) to react back on and to transform the former (the objective fac-
tor—the objective conditions). In other words, this “determinist realism” doesn’t grasp the essential ori-
entation, and possibility, of transforming necessity into freedom. It doesn’t really, or fully, grasp the 
contradictoriness of all of reality, including the necessity that one is confronted with at any given time. 
So, one of the essential features of “determinist realism” is that it dismisses as “voluntarism” any dialec-
tical grasp of the relation between the subjective and objective factors, and sees things in very linear, 
undifferentiated ways, as essentially uniform and without contradiction, rather than in a living and dy-
namic and moving and changing way. 

Of course, it is necessary not to fall into voluntarism. There are many different ways in which 
such voluntarism can be expressed, leading to various kinds of (usually “ultra-left”) errors and devia-
tions, if you will—including in the form of giving in to infantilist or adventurist impulses—all of which 
is also extremely harmful. But—particularly in a protracted or prolonged situation in which the objective 
conditions for revolution (that is, for the all-out struggle to seize power) have not yet emerged—by far 
the much greater danger, and one that is reinforced by this objective situation, is this kind of determinist 
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realism which doesn’t grasp correctly the dialectical relation between the objective and subjective fac-
tors, and sees them in static, undialectical, and unchanging terms. 

It is true that we cannot, by our mere will, or even merely by our actions themselves, transform 
the objective conditions in a qualitative sense—into a revolutionary situation. This cannot be done 
merely by our operating on, or reacting back on, the objective conditions through our conscious initia-
tive. On the other hand, once again a phrase from Lenin has important application here. With regard to 
the labor aristocracy—the sections of the working class in imperialist countries which are, to no small 
extent, bribed from the spoils of imperialist exploitation and plunder throughout the world, and particu-
larly in the colonies—Lenin made the point that nobody can say with certainty where these more “bour-
geoisified” sections of the working class are going to line up in the event of the revolution—which parts 
of them are going to be with the revolution when the ultimate showdown comes, and which are going to 
go with the counter-revolution—nobody can say exactly how that is going to fall out, Lenin insisted. 
And applying this same principle, we can say that nobody can say exactly what the conscious initiative 
of the revolutionaries might be capable of producing, in reacting upon the objective situation at any 
given time—in part because nobody can predict all the other things that all the different forces in the 
world will be doing. Nobody’s understanding can encompass all that at a given time. We can identify 
trends and patterns, but there is the role of accident as well as the role of causality. And there is the fact 
that, although changes in what’s objective for us won’t come entirely, or perhaps not even mainly, 
through our “working on” the objective conditions (in some direct, one-to-one sense), nevertheless our 
“working on” them can bring about certain changes within a given framework of objective conditions 
and—in conjunction with and as part of a “mix,” together with many other elements, including other 
forces acting on the objective situation from their own viewpoints—this can, under certain circum-
stances, be part of the coming together of factors which does result in a qualitative change. And, again, it 
is important to emphasize that nobody can know exactly how all that will work out. 

Revolution is not made by “formulas,” or by acting in accordance with stereotypical notions and 
preconceptions—it is a much more living, rich, and complex process than that. But it is an essential 
characteristic of revisionism (phony communism which has replaced a revolutionary orientation with a 
gradualist, and ultimately reformist one) to decide and declare that until some deus ex machina—some 
god-like EXTERNAL FACTOR—intervenes, there can be no essential change in the objective condi-
tions and the most we can do, at any point, is to accept the given framework and work within it, rather 
than (as we have very correctly formulated it) constantly straining against the limits of the objective 
framework and seeking to transform the objective conditions to the maximum degree possible at any 
given time, always being tense to the possibility of different things coming together which bring about 
(or make possible the bringing about of) an actual qualitative rupture and leap in the objective situation. 

So that is a point of basic orientation in terms of applying materialism, and dialectics, in hasten-
ing while awaiting the emergence of a revolutionary situation. It’s not just that, in some abstract moral 
sense, it’s better to hasten than just await—though, of course, it is—but this has to do with a dynamic 
understanding of the motion and development of material reality and the interpenetration of different 
contradictions, and the truth that, as Lenin emphasized, all boundaries in nature and society, while real, 
are conditional and relative, not absolute. (Mao also emphasized this same basic principle in pointing 
out that, since the range of things is vast and things are interconnected, what’s universal in one context is 
particular in another.) The application of this principle to what is being discussed here underlines that it 
is only relatively, and not absolutely, that the objective conditions are “objective” for us—they are, but 
not in absolute terms. And, along with this, what is external to a given situation can become internal, as 
a result of the motion—and changes that are brought about through the motion—of contradictions. So, if 
you are looking at things only in a linear way, then you only see the possibilities that are straight 
ahead—you have a kind of blinders on. On the other hand, if you have a correct, dialectical materialist 
approach, you recognize that many things can happen that are unanticipated, and you have to be con-
stantly tense to that possibility while consistently working to transform necessity into freedom. So, 
again, that is a basic point of orientation. 

 

The Pivotal Revolutionary Role of the Communist Newspaper 
 

In that framework, I want to speak to the questions: how do we hasten, or what are some of the 
key elements of hastening while awaiting; and how does “Enriched What Is To Be Done-ism” apply to 
that? First of all, what do we mean by “Enriched What Is To Be Done-ism”—what are we referring to in 



 

 36

speaking of “What Is To Be Done-ism,” and what do we mean when we speak of this being “enriched”? 
“What Is To Be Done-ism” refers to the fundamental orientation set forth by Lenin, in his famous work 
by that name (What Is To Be Done?), where he emphasized that the essential role of a communist is to 
be, not a “trade union secretary” (in other words, not a leader of struggles for reforms and improvements 
in the situation of the working class within the confines of the capitalist system) but a “tribune of the 
people”: someone who shines a penetrating light on the outrages and abuses perpetrated by the capitalist 
system, the ways in which all this affects different strata among the people, and how different strata re-
spond to major events in society and the world; who brings to light, in compelling ways, the underlying 
causes and relations at the root of all these outrages and injustices—pointing through all this to the need 
for revolution and the establishment of a new, socialist and ultimately communist society, and the deci-
sive role of the exploited class in the present (capitalist) society, the proletariat, in bringing about such a 
revolutionary transformation, as part of the overall world proletarian revolution. In this connection, the 
following from a different work by Lenin provides another profoundly important but—in today’s world 
especially—little known about or understood insight of scientific communist theory: 

“People always were and always will be the foolish victims of deceit and self-deceit in politics 
until they learn to discover the interests of some class or other behind all moral, religious, political and 
social phrases, declarations and promises. The supporters of reforms and improvements will always be 
fooled by the defenders of the old order until they realize that every old institution, however barbarous 
and rotten it may appear to be, is maintained by the forces of some ruling classes.” (Lenin, “The Three 
Sources and Three Component Parts of Marxism,” in Marx, Engels, Marxism, Peking: Foreign Lan-
guages Press, p. 73, emphasis in original—cited in Bob Avakian, Phony Communism is Dead…Long 
Live Real Communism, second edition, Chicago: RCP Publications, 2004, p. 122) 

And, of course, a central and pivotal point in Lenin’s What Is To Be Done? is his analysis of why 
and how communist consciousness—which involves a scientific outlook and approach—cannot be de-
veloped “spontaneously” but must be brought to the proletariat and masses of people from outside the 
realm of their own more direct and immediate experience; and that, for this as well as other reasons, the 
communist revolution must have the leadership of an organized vanguard party, which is made up of 
people, drawn from all sections of society, who have taken up the communist viewpoint. 

In speaking of an “enrichment” of “What Is To Be Done-ism” we are referring to what more has 
been learned since the time of Lenin—including in terms of the dialectical relation between conscious-
ness and the transformation of material reality, or between the subjective and objective factors—and an 
even more heightened emphasis not only on enabling increasing numbers of the masses to engage with 
what’s going on in all the different spheres of society and how that relates to the fundamental nature of 
society and the fundamental question of transforming society and the world, but also an emphasis on 
breaking down, to the maximum degree possible at any given time, the barriers to their engaging in the 
sphere of “working with ideas” and the struggle and contention in the realm of ideas (in the spheres of 
art and culture, science and philosophy, and so on) as well as putting before these masses the problems 
of the revolution—drawing them, as much and as fully as possible, at every point, into grappling with 
crucial questions relating to the need for communist revolution and the means for making that revolu-
tion. The point of all this is not simply to create a situation in which growing numbers of the masses will 
“feel involved” in the revolutionary process, but to actually help find the solutions to these problems and 
to enable the Party, as well as the masses, to learn in this way. 

Very much at the heart of “Enriched What Is To Be Done-ism”—and at the heart of Lenin’s 
original discussion of “What Is To Be Done?”—is the role of the communist newspaper, as a “collective 
propagandist” and “collective organizer” of the revolutionary movement. Many people ask: “How can 
you make a revolution, how can you build a revolutionary movement, with a newspaper as your main 
weapon?” Often the implication of questions of this kind is that proceeding in this way, with a newspa-
per as your main weapon in building the revolutionary movement, is inevitably going to lead you into 
reinforcing notions of “patient education” or some kind of “each one teach one” approach, through 
which, supposedly, everybody will somehow learn what they need to know and then everybody will be 
prepared to move in a revolutionary way at some point in the far off, indefinite future. But, of course, 
that will not happen, and that cannot lead to a revolution. Life—and in particular human society and its 
transformation—is much too dynamic and contradictory for an approach like that to ever succeed in 
leading to revolution (if, indeed, the goal of revolution could even be maintained by proceeding with 
such an approach). 
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But there is an essential reality and truth to Lenin’s point when he insisted that the wielding of a 
newspaper is the better part of preparation—ideologically, politically, and organizationally—for the 
eventual struggle for the seizure of power. How is the wielding of a newspaper the better part of such 
preparation? This has to do with the role of consciousness and the relationship between consciousness 
and people taking initiative in struggle. Lenin’s point in What Is To Be Done? is not that communists 
don’t need to organize the masses in various forms of struggle to resist the abuses and outrages of the 
system; and not that we should never issue “calls to action” to enable the masses to wage such political 
struggle and resistance. But, Lenin rightly insisted, the most important thing we need to do is bring to 
light and bring alive for people who are oppressed and exploited, and who are dissatisfied in various 
ways with this system—to bring to light and bring alive for them the actual nature of this system, and 
how the things which are weighing down on them, or which outrage them, interrelate to each other, and 
how they are all rooted in the very nature and functioning of the capitalist-imperialist system; how to 
understand correctly, scientifically, not only what is exposed in this way but also how all the different 
class forces in society (and the world as a whole) figure into this larger picture of the functioning of the 
system, and (without falling into mechanical materialism) how, and why, different classes and strata 
tend to respond to different events in society and the world. 

And, as Lenin put it, if this is really done in a powerful way, in a way which—metaphorically 
speaking—draws blood, sharply penetrates beneath the surface of things and gets to the core and essence 
of things, this will fill people with (in Lenin’s phrase) “an irresistible urge to act” politically. It will call 
this forth far more powerfully than all the direct calls to action that we might make—as important as that 
is on many occasions—and in a greater way than our directly organizing masses of people to carry out 
various forms of political struggle and resistance, as important as that is as well. And an important ex-
tension of Lenin’s basic point is that what people see as tolerable, or intolerable, is dialectically related 
to what they see is possible or necessary (or, on the other hand, what they come to see as un-
necessary—or no longer necessary—no longer something they just have to put up with and endure). 

Fairly frequently, in talks and writings, I have referred to masses of people suffering unnecessar-
ily. What this is speaking to is that, when people come to see that what they are going through—what, in 
reality, this system is putting them through—is not “ordained by god,” or is not “just the way things are” 
or the result of the workings of some impenetrable power—societal or supernatural—but instead stems 
from the very workings of a system and, moreover, that things could be radically different once this sys-
tem is swept aside, then the recognition of the possibility of acting to change things—and the impulse to 
act in this way—becomes much more powerful. One of the biggest things weighing on the masses is 
their belief that no radical change is possible because the forces they are up against are too powerful. 
But also weighing very heavily on them—and closely interconnected with the sense that real and radical 
change is not possible—is the notion there is no real alternative to the way things are, so the most you 
can do is try to get the best you can within this situation, or just suffer silently through it and seek the 
refuge and solace of religion or something else which represents, objectively, an illusory “escape.” But 
the more the actual nature and workings of this system are laid bare and brought to light in many differ-
ent ways—graphically and compellingly—and the more that people grasp that this is not the way things 
have to be, but only the way things are because of the workings of a system—a system which is full of 
contradiction—the more they can feel, and will feel, impelled to act. Lacking that, even our best efforts 
at mobilizing them to act are going to eventually run into their limitations and be sidetracked or turned 
around into their opposite, into something which actually reinforces the present system and the sense 
that nothing can be done to radically change things. 

Addressing all this, through applying the basic orientation and approach that Lenin argues for in 
What Is To Be Done?—and as this is further “enriched,” in the ways I have referred to here—is the role 
of the communist newspaper in building the revolutionary movement. Our Party’s newspaper, Revolu-
tion, has to continue to sharpen its ability to play this role, at the same time as comrades in the Party—
and growing numbers of people who, at any given time, are not yet in the Party but are, in a basic sense, 
partisan to or supportive of the Party’s aims and actions—have to wield the newspaper with this kind of 
orientation. This must be done with a continually deepening understanding that it is actually preparing 
the ground—and in an overall sense is the single most important part of preparing the ground—
politically, ideologically, and organizationally, for the future struggle for power, when there is a major, 
qualitative change in the objective situation and the emergence of a revolutionary people, in the millions 
and millions, owing to the unfolding of the contradictions of the system itself and—in dialectical rela-
tion with that—the work of the conscious revolutionary forces, with the Party at the core. This is (to in-
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voke again Lenin’s phrasing) “the better part of preparation”—even though it is, in a sense, indirect 
preparation—for the future struggle for power. It is not activity in the sphere of military struggle, obvi-
ously. But it is the better part of preparation for when the objective situation does undergo a qualitative 
change, in the way and on the basis spoken to here. Wielding the newspaper in this way is, in the condi-
tions that obtain in countries like the U.S., the most important means of hastening while awaiting. 

This relates back to—and establishes an overall framework for—the role of the newspaper as a 
“collective propagandist and collective organizer” for the Party as well as for a broader revolutionary 
movement, and for the growing core within that movement which is partisan to the Party and its strate-
gic objectives. The newspaper provides a concentrated means of “laying down a guideline” to enable 
people to move in unison around major political questions and events in society and the world—not in 
the sense of people being “automatons,” all marching together in a mindless way, but in the sense of 
their understanding more consciously how to respond to world events—to respond in a way that repre-
sents meaningful activity toward an objective which they can more and more clearly identify as a radical 
alternative which is, in fact, possible, as well as desirable, and which has to be, and can be, brought into 
being through their conscious initiative and struggle. 

 

Combating “the spontaneous striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie” 
 

The newspaper also plays a key role in what Lenin described as diverting masses and movements 
of mass opposition from their spontaneous striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie. I have to 
say that my sense of what Lenin meant by this used to be more that there was a spontaneous tendency in 
these struggles, and among the masses involved in them, to come under the wing of one or another sec-
tion of the bourgeoisie (as personified not only by direct and literal representatives of the ruling class, 
but often by people whose positions and outlooks ultimately represent the interests of the ruling class, 
even if the particular individuals are not themselves members of that ruling class). But, in going back to 
What Is To Be Done? more recently, it struck me that Lenin actually refers to the striving to come under 
the wing of the bourgeoisie. (His precise formulation, speaking specifically of movements of the work-
ing class, is “this spontaneous, trade-unionist striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie.”) 

We see this all the time, among various strata of the people. For example, recently someone told 
me that they came across a car with two bumper stickers: one of them said “If you’re not outraged, 
you’re not paying attention”; and the other one was supporting Obama for president. I thought if I were 
to come upon this I would barely be able to resist the temptation to stick a piece of paper on this car with 
the message: “If you’re supporting Obama, you’re still not paying attention.” [Laughter] Here is another 
example of “striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie”: the owner of this car is, through the 
one bumper sticker, putting forward a very good sentiment: “If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying 
attention.” But, on the other hand, where, spontaneously, does this person want to go with that? Into the 
camp—under the wing—of the bourgeoisie, in the person of Obama, with some stupid quote of his 
about how “there’s not a liberal America, there’s not a conservative America, there’s just the United 
States of America.” How profound, and how liberating. 

And along with—or as part of—this “striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie,” there is 
the repeated phenomenon of people who insist that they can’t stand the cult of the personality neverthe-
less continually reinventing “saviors” from among the representatives of the ruling class. “Al Gore—
please run for president.” This is based on a certain “oppositional” posture that Gore is assuming, not 
only around the environment and global climate change but, to a certain degree at least, around things 
like the war in Iraq. But this reflects a lack of understanding that (as I pointed out previously, in the con-
text of the 2004 elections[17]) the reason that Al Gore is saying and doing these things, as limited as they 
are—and as much as they remain within the dominant, ruling class political framework—is because Al 
Gore is not running, at least not right now—and if he were running he would increasingly be saying dif-
ferent kinds of things—as he did in 2000—in order to demonstrate to those who actually shape and con-
trol the decision-making process that he is capable of directing the ship of state of U.S. imperialism, 
through the very dangerous waters into which it has gotten itself. 

These examples—and many others that could be cited—demonstrate the tremendous struggle that 
must be waged in order to enable people to break out of this orientation of “striving to come under the 
wing of the bourgeoisie,” to enable them to rupture, in their thinking and orientation, beyond the narrow 
confines of how the ruling class shapes and dominates political life, along with every other aspect of 
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society; to grasp what has been repeatedly shown in reality—that meaningful political change (even 
short of revolution, let alone the radical transformation of society that is possible only through revolu-
tion) can come about solely through taking political action that is independent of and, in an essential 
way, in opposition to that whole dominant framework. 

When you look at the various mass movements that have occurred, even just in recent years—
whether it’s the massive outpouring of immigrants, or the anti-war movements that have developed, or 
other manifestations of political opposition and resistance—it is clear that there is, time and again, not 
just a “pull” but a striving to find a section of the bourgeoisie under whose wing they can seek support 
and protection—and, as many see it, can become “effective” in doing so (while the question of “effec-
tive” at what and on what terms, toward which ends, is begged). This is a continually recurring phe-
nomenon. To paraphrase an observation by Lenin in another context (in which he was speaking about 
the regeneration of the bourgeoisie, out of small production and trade, under socialism), this “striving to 
come under the wing of the bourgeoisie” is regenerated daily, hourly, continuously, spontaneously and 
on a mass scale: “I know, I know, they’re not any good, they’re all bad,” many people will say, speaking 
of bourgeois politicians; but then they turn around and insist that it is nonetheless necessary to get be-
hind one or another of them, in order to “do something realistic.” Well, my answer to that is: Yes, let’s 
do something realistic—but let’s not do something bad. And coming under the wing of a section of the 
bourgeoisie, and the Democrats in particular, is something very bad indeed—it will lead, and can only 
lead, to political paralysis, and worse, in the face of very real, and continually mounting and intensify-
ing, crimes carried out by the system, and the ruling class, of which these Democrats, no less than the 
Republicans, are representatives. As I have pointed out before: If you try to get the Democrats to be 
what they are not, and never will be, you will end up becoming more like what the Democrats ac-
tually are. 

Waging a determined struggle against this “spontaneous striving to come under the wing of the 
bourgeoisie” is a crucial part of our all-around work, and the newspaper has a particular and a concen-
trated role in the struggle to divert masses and movements of mass opposition from this path and onto a 
path of truly meaningful political activity. 

 

Meaningful Revolutionary Work 
 

Boldly spreading revolution and communism 
 

Building on what has been said so far, I want to turn to the question: what is meaningful revolu-
tionary work—especially, but not only, for basic masses who became part of the revolutionary move-
ment in this period when there is not yet a revolutionary situation? As can be seen in other talks and 
writings of mine over a number of years, I have repeatedly come back to and wrangled with this ques-
tion—it is a very crucial and very vexing problem. How do you actually find the means for masses to 
engage in meaningful revolutionary work—with particular but not exclusive focus on the youth among 
the basic masses, but others as well—how can this be done without getting pulled onto the wrong road? 
How do you give the correct expression, in today’s circumstances, to the desire of youth for radical 
change, and to their militancy? 

In this connection, I want to recount a story I read in a report about work with a guy who teaches 
special education. He was talking about how some of these youth don’t have any sense of the possibility 
of anything bigger than what they are caught up in every day. Well, one day he walked into a classroom 
and there was this girl who is in one of his classes—she had her headphones on and she was listening to 
some “gangster rap,” with all of its misogyny and everything, and he went up to her and asked, basi-
cally: “Why do you listen to that crap?” And she replied: “Well, they don’t give a fuck—I like their an-
ger.” In response to this, he posed the question to her: “If you could direct that anger that you feel and 
that you identify with into something more useful, something for more positive change, would you do 
that?” And her answer was very clear: “In a minute. But that’s not ever gonna happen.” And she put the 
headphones back on. 

This is the challenge we’re faced with. A lot of people can’t even recognize the positive aspect in 
this alienation and anger because its expression—the form it is taking—is so often negative in its imme-
diate terms. There is a reservoir of outrage there which we see come out repeatedly and take very di-
verse and, yes, often very dead-end and even harmful forms. But how do we give expression to this in a 
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revolutionary way, yet maintain the tenseness not to get pulled onto the wrong road and not to give in to, 
or give vent to, the wrong impulses and not try to do things prematurely, before there is the development 
of a revolutionary situation and a revolutionary people can be and is brought forward in masses, in mil-
lions? This is a problem we need to continue to wrestle with. This is one of our major responsibilities—
to break through on this—not simply to shake our heads and groan over the difficulty of dealing with 
this contradiction but, through back and forth with the masses, to actually realize and not abdicate our 
responsibility to be the ones who are applying the science to solving this problem. 

I want to speak to this here—and what I have said so far regarding the pivotal role of the newspa-
per is a central and decisive element in this—but we need to continue to wrestle with it, in an ongoing 
way, because we have to make further breakthroughs on this. We are not going to have the kind of revo-
lutionary movement that is needed—and ultimately we’re not going to have a revolution—unless, 
among the youth in particular but also more broadly, we break through and bring forward an increasing 
number of the masses to undertake meaningful revolutionary work in this period, when there is not yet a 
revolutionary situation in which there is the possibility, and the basis, to wage the all-out struggle for 
power. 

Now, in this connection, there is importance to the relation between ideological factors—broadly 
defined, to include not only exposure of the crimes and nature of this system but, as Lenin put it, setting 
before all our communist convictions and objectives, and engaging the masses of all strata, including the 
basic masses, in grappling with questions of science, philosophy, culture, and so on, as well as major 
political and social events—the relation between all that, on the one hand, and political factors, includ-
ing the desire and ability of the masses to resist oppression and injustice, and to do so in a way that con-
tributes to building a revolutionary and communist movement, and not in a way that is aimless and/or 
once again goes under the wing of a section of the bourgeoisie. 

One key aspect of providing a means and a vehicle for increasing numbers of masses—
particularly youth and the basic masses generally but people from other strata as well—to be engaging in 
meaningful revolutionary work, is the orientation of spreading revolution everywhere—boldly and, in 
the correct sense, very aggressively. In the correct sense, right up in the face of all this reformism and all 
this dismissal of revolution and attacks on revolution and communism. We need to be unleashing this 
and guiding and leading this everywhere, boldly and with a conquering spirit. Once again, our newspa-
per, Revolution, is crucial and pivotal in this. But more needs to be done, on the foundation of this cru-
cial and pivotal role. 

I was talking with some people about this recently: Every day, if you are paying attention to what 
is going on in the world, and you are looking at things with a scientific, communist viewpoint, you find 
that life continually cries out for revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat. In watching the 
reporting of various events and discussion of various questions in the mainstream, bourgeois media, you 
find yourself constantly in the position of wanting to call out: D-O-P. You read articles, or watch the 
television news, about Jena, Louisiana—the outrages there, with the persecution of Black youth, the 
Jena 6, and the contradictions that are boiling up—and the thing that comes to mind, if you’re approach-
ing this as a communist, is D-O-P: this is what we need to deal with this, to get rid of profound injus-
tices like this, and everything they represent. With the dictatorship of the proletariat, with a revolution 
leading to rule by the proletariat and aiming for communism, it will become possible to deal with these 
things in a way that they can never be dealt with by the present system and its ruling class of capitalists. 
This system and its ruling class can never deal with all this—except in ways that are harmful to the 
masses. 

Or look at the whole controversy and upheaval around immigration, with all the talk about “secur-
ing the borders” and the different programs that are being brought forward by different sections of the 
bourgeoisie, and the reactionary contention this gives rise to. And, along with this, there are the 
Black/Latino contradictions that are being fanned and intensified, with the phenomenon on the part of 
many of the immigrants that they don’t understand the whole history of Black people and they are in-
clined to accept the bourgeois line, with its lies and distortions about what Black people are all about, 
while at the same time many Black people are feeling resentful toward the immigrants, pulled by the 
notion that these immigrants are “taking our jobs, we’re being pushed to the margins and somehow it’s 
the immigrants’ fault.” If you are approaching this as a communist, immediately what comes to mind is: 
D-O-P. With the dictatorship of the proletariat, we could resolve these contradictions—not with a snap 
of the fingers, but through struggle in a way that would be in the interests of all these different sections 
of the masses. Yes, it would involve contradiction and complexity—but it would not be that hard. But it 
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is impossible under this system, and within the confines of this system, to resolve these contradictions in 
the interests of the masses of people—which is yet another thing that points to the fundamental need to 
sweep away this system through revolution. 

Or when you see how conflicts arise between safeguarding the environment, on the one hand, and 
on the other hand the need for developing the economy—and, yes, people’s concerns about their jobs 
and livelihoods—when you see how these things sharply clash under this system and there’s no good 
resolution… D-O-P. 

Or to take another key dimension of this: Recently, there was an article in Revolution exposing the 
repression of the youth in the schools—this was in New York City, but this is a phenomenon across the 
country.[18] And there was a response to this Revolution article, from one of these disillusioned and dis-
gruntled teachers, who said, in effect: “ You try to teach these youth; you have all these romanticized 
ideas about these youth, but you have no idea how unruly they are.” Well, what is the answer to that—
not only to this person’s distorted view but also to the real contradictions they are pointing to—how can 
this be addressed and resolved in a good way? D-O-P. This is what we need to deal with all these kinds 
of contradictions. The positive aspects that are there—not only among the youth, but even the desire of 
people like that teacher to do something good, which is being smothered and corrupted by the dominant 
relations and the corresponding ideas that prevail under this system—this could be recast and resynthe-
sized in a positive way with the rule of the proletariat. 

Or look at the contradictions bound up with the differences between intellectual and physical 
work, and between the different strata who, in this society, carry out the one and the other kind of work 
(what we call the mental/manual contradiction, for short): In fundamental terms, it is impossible to deal 
with this contradiction positively in this society. This contradiction can be resolved, and can only be re-
solved, in a positive way with the dictatorship of the proletariat and the advance to communism. Con-
nected to this, there is the example I cited in a talk a few years ago on the dictatorship of the proletariat 
(Dictatorship and Democracy, and the Socialist Transition to Communism) in regard to religion, refer-
encing the movie Contact, where here you have this glaring contradiction that the masses of people, who 
have the greatest interest in communist revolution, are to a very large degree caught up in religion and 
other mental chains that are binding them, while there is a relatively small section of people in the world 
at this time which understands questions of this kind (concerning religion and—the non-existence of—
god) much more clearly but is, to a large degree, alienated from and has no real understanding of the 
basic masses. What is the answer? D-O-P. Revolution. 

And the need for this is pointed to even by certain contradictions that arise in the course of build-
ing struggle. For example, in the battle to defend dissent and critical thinking in academia (and ulti-
mately in society as a whole), we see how some individuals who are the target of attack by reactionary 
forces, and the state, can have a “stand-offish” attitude toward other people in academia who are in es-
sentially the same position. In immediate terms, this emphasizes the need to bring out, and struggle with 
people to grasp, the larger picture into which this all fits, and to recognize the importance of uniting in 
struggle against all these attempts to suppress dissent and critical thinking; and at the same time, and 
most fundamentally, it points to the reality that to resolve the contradictions bound up with all this, we 
really need revolution—we need the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

Yes, it is true—and it is a very important and profound truth—that the larger goal, and the aim of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat itself, is to finally reach communism, throughout the world, where the 
need, and the basis, for any form in which one part of society rules over others—any form of class dicta-
torship—will have been eliminated and surpassed. But the reality is that, without the dictatorship of the 
proletariat, without communist revolution, we will never be able to advance toward, and finally reach, 
that larger goal. 

All this is another way of expressing Lenin’s point that communism springs from every pore of 
society. The need for communist revolution really does spring continuously from every event in society 
and the world. Once one has taken up the scientific outlook and method of dialectical materialism, one 
can see this very clearly. And on this basis we should be leading and bringing forward growing numbers 
of masses to be very boldly—with a conquering spirit and, in the right sense, very aggressively—taking 
this out everywhere, among all sections of the people. As we have emphasized a number of times, there 
is nothing more unrealistic than the idea of reforming this system into something that would come any-
where near being in the interests of the great majority of people and ultimately of humanity as a whole. 
On the basis of our scientific understanding and method, we have to have—and we have to inspire other 
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people to have—a conquering spirit about this. This is extremely important: to be going out very broadly 
and very boldly and, in the right sense, aggressively with revolution. 

Let’s get down to basics: We need a revolution. Anything else, in the final analysis, is bullshit. 
Now, that doesn’t mean we don’t unite with people in all sorts of struggles short of revolution. We defi-
nitely need to do that. But the proffering of any other solution to these monumental and monstrous prob-
lems and outrages is ridiculous, frankly. And we need to be taking the offensive and mobilizing increas-
ing numbers of masses to cut through this shit and bring to the fore what really is the solution to this, 
and to answer the questions and, yes, the accusations that come forth in response to this, while deepen-
ing our scientific basis for being able to do this. And the point is: not only do we need to be doing this, 
but we need to be bringing forward, unleashing and leading, and enabling increasing numbers of the 
masses to do this. They need to be inspired, not just with a general idea of revolution, but with a deepen-
ing understanding, a scientific grounding, as to why and how revolution really is the answer to all this. 

 

A culture of appreciation, promotion, and popularization 
 

One important aspect of boldly spreading revolution and communism everywhere is the work of 
building what we have characterized as a culture of appreciation, promotion, and popularization around 
the leadership, the body of work and the method and approach of Bob Avakian. Now, I recognize that 
some people (especially among the middle strata, frankly) may find it “immodest” (and perhaps, to 
some, strangely disturbing) for me to speak about this (and, for god’s sake, to refer to myself in the third 
person!). But, first of all and fundamentally, “modesty” (or “immodesty”) is not the essential issue, not 
the heart of the matter. This, like everything else, is a matter of a scientific approach—objectively as-
sessing what is represented by a particular person and their role, their body of work and their method 
and approach—and it should be viewed and evaluated, by myself or anyone else, in this way and accord-
ing to these criteria (and, let’s be honest, would those who object to my referring to myself in the third 
person here really be any less “put off” if I were to talk about “a culture of appreciation, promotion, and 
popularization around the leadership, the body of work and the method and approach of myself”?). No, 
the essence of the question is: what is objectively represented by this leadership, this body of work and 
method and approach, and what does this have to do with the larger question of transforming the world? 

As Lenin emphasized in What Is To Be Done?, one of the key tasks of communists is to set before 
all their communist convictions and aims. And this means presenting what is, at any time, the most ad-
vanced representation of those convictions and aims. In fundamental terms, the principles involved are 
the same as in all fields of scientifically based endeavor (physics, biology, medicine, and so on): break-
throughs are very often associated with a particular individual, and to speak about the most advanced 
understanding at a given time would be impossible without reference to and, yes, a certain focus on, that 
individual—and attempting to avoid such reference and focus would be extremely artificial and wrong, 
and not at all helpful. So, once more, while of course there are particularities to the sphere of political 
(and ideological) leadership, and more specifically to communist leadership,[19] with regard to anyone 
whose role has a significant influence (or is put forward as something which should have a significant 
influence), the basic question comes down to: what is the content of that role, and in particular the con-
tent of the body of work and the method and approach of that person, and what effect would it have, one 
way or another, if that were to have greater, or lesser, impact and influence? 

Why am I—why is my body of work, and method and approach—important? Because this is 
bringing forward an advanced understanding, a heightened understanding, of what revolution and com-
munism are all about and how to move toward the objective of revolution and communism, as well as a 
method for engaging and struggling through the contradictions that are inevitably going to be encoun-
tered in that process. (Some things are inevitable—and, while the achievement of communism is not 
inevitable, it is inevitable that in the struggle to achieve communism we are going to encounter many 
complex and difficult contradictions. We can guarantee that.) 

That is what this is all grounded in—what it is all for. When we’re taking this out, and working to 
build this culture of appreciation, promotion, and popularization, we are not doing so in order to build a 
cult around a person, in some religious sense. We’re doing so in order to enable people to engage the 
most advanced understanding we have of where society and humanity needs to go, and can go, what this 
body of work and method and approach has to do with that and why it’s important in relation to that—
why, in reality, it is indispensable for masses of people to engage with this in relation to—to serve, and 
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to advance towards—that, and not anything else. Even the aspect, which is secondary but not unimpor-
tant—the aspect of the person Bob Avakian—is important only in the framework of, and on the basis of, 
being a revolutionary communist leader, the leader of a communist vanguard party which is capable of 
leading people toward the goal of revolution and ultimately communism—which has to continue devel-
oping its ability to do this, but has a basic foundation for actually leading people toward that goal. That 
is the point of all this. 

It is on that foundation, and in that context, that it is important to build a culture of appreciation, 
promotion, and popularization, and in fact to take energetic and innovative steps to better acquaint the 
masses of people of different strata with this leadership, this body of work and method and approach. If 
we are in fact being guided by the scientific understanding that human society needs to, and can, ad-
vance to communism, that the struggle to achieve this objective must be the conscious act of masses of 
people, on the one hand, while at the same time this must have, and has no prospect of being realized 
without, leadership—leadership that, in relation to this goal, embodies the most advanced understanding 
and methodology—and that what is concentrated in the person, yes, but most fundamentally in the body 
of work and method and approach of Bob Avakian represents that leadership; then what flows naturally 
from that is the recognition that this is something the masses of people must be made aware of and ac-
quainted with, and must take up as their own, with the understanding of how crucial it is, in terms of 
their own fundamental interests and ultimately the highest interests of humanity as a whole. As a docu-
ment of our Party on the question of revolutionary leadership emphasizes: 

“the fact that certain individual revolutionaries emerge as a concentration of this process, and 
themselves become a concentrated expression of the best qualities of revolutionary leadership–including 
a selfless dedication to the revolutionary cause and deep love of the masses, as well as a strong grasp of 
the scientific methodology needed to unleash the masses and chart the path of revolution in line with 
their objective interests–then the existence of such an individual leader or leaders is not something to 
lament but something to welcome and celebrate! It is part of the people’s strength.”[20]  

It is very important to grasp the dialectics, as well as the materialism, involved in this. In this re-
gard, of real significance is the way in which, and the basis on which, a number of Black artists and in-
tellectuals, many of whom have differences with some of what I am putting forward, have in various 
ways (including by signing the Engage! Statement[21]) helped to create an atmosphere where what I have 
to say can be engaged by a broader audience and where efforts to suppress my voice and to carry out 
repression aimed at me will meet with stronger resistance. What is noticeable is that, even while they 
have varying degrees of differences with my communist views and convictions, many of these people, 
including a number who have read my memoir (From Ike To Mao and Beyond: My Journey from Main-
stream America to Revolutionary Communist), are interested in or drawn to me more in the personal di-
mension—or, perhaps better said, my “personal history” and in particular the ways in which it is clear 
that I have been deeply affected and influenced by personal relationships with Black people as well as 
by the larger political and revolutionary struggle of Black people. But, at the same time, while we re-
spect where they are coming from and greatly appreciate the support they have given, coming from their 
own viewpoints and despite certain differences with my political and ideological outlook, what we are 
seeking to do, in accordance with our own viewpoint, is to strive to have all this contribute, in an overall 
sense, to our fundamental, strategic objectives of revolution and ultimately achieving a communist 
world. From our point of view, that, and nothing else, is what everything we are doing is about and is 
aiming for. 

Why are we working to make it all contribute to communism? Because “that’s our thing”? No. 
Because that’s where things need to go in order for there to be a radically different and far better world. 
Key concepts that we talk about—perhaps too often with too much “shorthand”—such as the “new syn-
thesis,”[22] along with principles of epistemology and philosophy, as well as of politics, which are con-
centrated in the body of work and the method and approach that I have been developing—and which, 
yes, do get concentrated to a certain extent in the person who is bringing forward this body of work and 
method and approach—all this is about revolution: its basis and purpose is to serve the masses of people 
in making revolution and advancing toward communism. 

What we are about, and what we base ourselves on, is most emphatically not a religion. In its phi-
losophical outlook and its methodology, as well as in its political understanding and objectives, it is 
grounded in, and guided by, a scientific understanding and approach. The whole discussion, previously 
in this talk, on Marxism as a science should make that very clear.[23]  
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We are not a cult but a group of scientists (a group that aims to be continually expanding), strain-
ing to solve vexing problems—making mistakes, yes, and doing our best to learn from our mistakes, 
doing our best to learn from others, including those who have different outlooks and objectives than we 
do—approaching all this in a systematically and comprehensively scientific way. We have never argued, 
nor believed, that the Party collectively or the leader of the Party—or any individual or group of peo-
ple—is endowed with supernatural qualities or powers, or that the Party or the leader of the Party is “in-
fallible” or should be “worshiped” or followed blindly. All notions of that kind are completely alien and 
fundamentally opposed to what we do believe and set out to put into practice—namely, that it is possi-
ble, and necessary, to apply a critical and revolutionary scientific outlook and method to continue learn-
ing more about reality and, in dialectical relation with that, to carry forward the struggle to radically 
change reality, in the direction toward communism. 

We do believe—and are confident that this belief is scientifically grounded—that the Party collec-
tively, and in a concentrated way the leader of our Party, Bob Avakian, has acquired and developed an 
advanced understanding and method and approach in terms of that scientific process of understanding, 
and radically transforming, reality: a scientific approach which rejects any notions of “infallibility” or of 
some kind of final and complete knowledge, but which recognizes and insists that what we are, and must 
be, engaged in is a process of continually deepening our understanding, and our ability to apply our un-
derstanding in revolutionary practice, through the dialectical relation—the back-and-forth interplay—
between practice and theory, and between applying to reality our best understanding of what is true at 
any given time and continuing to learn more about reality—including what is shown not to be true about 
what we had previously believed—learning (and enabling others to learn) from our mistakes as well as 
what we accomplish by applying our understanding, learning from many others, in a wide array of fields 
and with a broad diversity of views, at the same time as we continue learning from our own practical 
experience and our own efforts and struggle in the realm of theory and “working with ideas.” 

The development of what we have referred to as the “new synthesis” is a clear and salient exam-
ple of this. This new synthesis—regarding the historical experience of the communist movement and of 
socialist societies led by communists, and regarding the objectives as well as the outlook and method of 
communists—has been developed (and, in fact, is still being further developed) primarily and essentially 
by Bob Avakian, as the leader of our Party and in the overall context of the collectivity of our Party (and 
as part of the broader communist movement internationally) over a period of nearly 30 years, through a 
process of extensive and intense work and struggle in the theoretical realm, in dialectical relation with 
developing policies with regard to the practical struggle, guided by the fundamental objective of revolu-
tion and the ultimate aim of communism, and summing up the results (positive and negative) of the ef-
forts to implement these policies, during the course of this whole period of nearly 30 years. Not only 
does all this not rest or rely on religious notions or approaches, but, again, such notions and approaches 
are complete anathema to and are in fundamental antagonism with what this is all about; and criticism of 
and struggle against religious tendencies, of any kind—among the ranks of the communists as well as 
more broadly in society—is precisely one of the main principles of the body of work and method and 
approach of Bob Avakian. 

With regard to the question of individual leaders—as well as leadership collectively—our ap-
proach is one of applying the scientific outlook and method of dialectical, and historical, materialism to 
this as well. We are aiming for the ultimate achievement of communism, throughout the world. And, 
yes, it is true: when that goal is reached, then there will no longer be a need, or a basis, for vanguards 
and for leaders in the sense in which we now think of leaders. But at the present time, and for some time 
to come, there is, and there will be, a great need for and a great importance to leaders. This is an expres-
sion and a result of underlying contradictions and profound divisions in society (the division between 
mental and manual labor in particular, and more fundamentally the contradictions between the forces 
and relations of production and between the economic base and the superstructure—and the interrelation 
and interpenetration of these contradictions—as this takes form in this era where the world is still domi-
nated by the capitalist-imperialist system). And, so long as that is true, the essential questions will re-
main: What is the content and effect of that leadership—where will it lead people, and how? What does 
it enable people to do, or prevent them from doing? Does it contribute to their capacity to actually com-
prehend reality, and to act consciously to change it, in accordance with the fundamental interests of hu-
manity—or does it interfere with and undermine that? 

This point has been made before but, especially when there is so much confusion and misunder-
standing about this—much of it consciously and deliberately spread by the ruling class and its intellec-
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tual camp followers, as well as some others—it is necessary to emphasize it again: Given the nature of 
the society and world in which we live; given that this society and this world are still under the domina-
tion of exploiting classes and are fundamentally shaped by the dynamics of a system of exploitation, 
capitalism-imperialism; and given the profoundly unequal and oppressive social divisions that are bound 
up with this—given all this, society, and the people who make up society, are going to be disproportion-
ately influenced by one set of ideas—and one group of leaders—or another, whether they acknowledge 
it or not. And again the essential question is: which ideas and which leadership, in the pursuit of which 
purposes and aims, toward what ends and by what methods and means? 

On the foundation of this understanding, actively, energetically, and creatively building a culture 
of appreciation, promotion, and popularization around Bob Avakian, among growing numbers of people, 
and enabling them to grasp the crucial importance of engaging with his body of work and method and 
approach, while taking up the challenge of protecting and defending the person who is bringing this 
forward and providing this leadership—this is a key part of boldly taking revolution and communism 
out everywhere. It is one of the key means, one of the main vehicles, we have for doing that. But that is 
what we are doing, in building this culture of appreciation, promotion, and popularization. This has its 
own particularity, but ultimately and fundamentally it is about—it is in the service of—nothing other 
than spreading revolution and communism and building a revolutionary movement of masses, con-
sciously taking up the orientation of being emancipators of humanity. 

 

Fight the Power, and Transform the People, for Revolution 
 

In dialectical relation to spreading revolution everywhere—and fundamentally serving the same 
revolutionary objectives—there is the need to mobilize increasing numbers of the people, from various 
strata, in “massive political resistance to the main ways in which, at any given time, the exploitative and 
oppressive nature of this system is concentrated in the policies and actions of the ruling class and its in-
stitutions and agencies” (as it is put in “Some Crucial Points of Revolutionary Orientation—in Opposi-
tion to Infantile Posturing and Distortions of Revolution”—see Revolution #102, September 23, 2007). 

Why, for over a decade now, have masses of people, particularly from within the inner cities (but 
also people from other parts of society), mobilized every year on October 22, the National Day of Pro-
test to Stop Police Brutality, Repression, and the Criminalization of a Generation? Because this does 
concentrate major social contradictions—it is one significant concentration of the contradictions of soci-
ety and the nature of the system and the ruling class, and the way this affects masses of people. The 
same applies to many other mass organizations and other forms of mass struggle. And it is very impor-
tant to grasp the dialectical relation—the back-and-forth interplay and mutual influence—between build-
ing this kind of resistance and spreading the need for revolution boldly and broadly, in every corner of 
society. 

Why am I stressing this? Because it is important as a basic point of orientation, but also more spe-
cifically because, in resisting and opposing tendencies toward the revisionist line of “the movement is 
everything, the final aim nothing,” it is necessary and crucial not to turn the idea of spreading revolution 
and communism into just another “academic” exercise—another form of scholasticism, or sterile and 
uninspiring dogma. Spreading revolution and building resistance are dialectically related and there 
should be a “positive synergy” between them—all contributing toward our strategic objective of getting 
to the point where we can go for the all-out seizure of power when the objective conditions—including 
the mood, the inclinations and sentiments of millions of people—are such that this becomes possible. 

We have to continually develop and strengthen our ability to identify and handle the actual living 
relationships between these two things: spreading revolution and communism everywhere—boldly, with 
strategic confidence and a conquering spirit, “taking on all comers” who want to offer other alternatives 
and criticize ours, and advancing through the back and forth between studying and wrangling collec-
tively over how to do this, and actually doing it—and, at the same time, building resistance in an in-
creasingly powerful way, including through identifying the major concentrations of social contradictions 
at any given point. 

Speaking to an important dimension of this, another comrade in the leadership of our Party sug-
gested a formulation which I believe captures some of the essential aspects of building the revolutionary 
movement: Fight the Power, and Transform the People, for Revolution. 
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It is true that we are not simply seeking to transform the people, abstracted from and in the ab-
sence of mobilizing them to resist the outrages and injustices of this system; but, in fact, transforming 
the people is a big part of what needs to be done—and the masses of people know it. One of the main 
things that masses of people say when the question of revolution comes up—besides “they’re too power-
ful and there are too many people against us”—is that “we are too fucked up” (and many will say, “eve-
rybody else is too fucked up”). [Laughter] People understand that we have to transform the people. But 
we also do have to fight the power. We have to do all this, however, for revolution—and not for any-
thing else, anything short of that. We have to correctly handle the dialectical relations involved in this, 
and bring this whole orientation to life, more and more powerfully, through the “positive synergy” of 
these two aspects—fighting the power, and transforming the people—for revolution. 

We need to make this a mission of the youth—and of the masses of people more generally. The 
organized forms in which we join together with masses of people need to be an expression of what’s 
being captured in this slogan. For example, Revolution Clubs should not just be places to watch the 
DVD (of the talk Revolution: Why It’s Necessary, Why It’s Possible, What It’s All About). Doing that is 
important—it is one part of what these Revolution Clubs should be doing—but if that’s all they are do-
ing, then they will lose their purpose. These Revolution Clubs should be a place and a vehicle through 
which masses can come together to spread revolution and to build resistance—to fight the power as well 
as transforming the people, with the objective of revolution constantly in mind. And, yes, people will be 
learning more about what this means—what this revolution is all about, why it’s a revolution aiming for 
communism, what communism means, what the transition to communism involves—they’ll be con-
stantly learning more about all that. But what is captured in the slogan Fight the Power, and Trans-
form the People, for Revolution—along with what is the unifying principle of the Revolution Clubs: 
Humanity Needs Revolution and Communism—this has to be the leading edge and identifying es-
sence of what we’re about, and what mass forms like the Revolution Clubs are about. This relates to the 
point that was discussed earlier, and the emphasis that was given, to diverting masses and movements of 
mass opposition from “the striving to come under the wing of the bourgeoisie.” 

Communists, and people being drawn forward to revolution and communism, have to be out there 
aggressively and boldly bringing forward the need for and the goal of revolution. This flows from the 
profound reality that humanity really does need revolution and communism. This will require, and 
should involve, a tremendous amount of struggle with people—waged in a good way, a living and com-
pelling way—to bring alive the reality of revolution and the fact that this is not just some abstract idea 
unrelated to what is going on in the world now. To be clear, the point is not that revolution is an imme-
diate reality in this country, in the sense that the struggle for the seizure of power is a possibility under 
present conditions—once again, the possibility of waging this struggle for power can only emerge with a 
major qualitative change in the objective situation—but I am emphasizing the reality of revolution now 
in the sense of its being concretely built for, all during the period before there is a revolutionary situation 
and a revolutionary people numbering in the millions and millions. 

What is captured in the slogan Fight the Power, and Transform the People, for Revolution is a 
big part of not only building the revolutionary movement in general, but also diverting masses and 
movements of mass opposition away from being subordinated to the bourgeoisie and its representatives. 
A growing revolutionary force, galvanized and mobilized around a revolutionary and communist orien-
tation, has to be increasingly out there as a “magnet,” as a pole of attraction for people who—however 
latently and however much it involves contradiction—are searching for and desire a different world than 
this one, who have a sense that this world is very fucked up and want to know if another way really is 
possible, as well as others who have temporarily given up on the idea that this is possible but need to be 
jolted awake to the reality that it is possible—that there can be another way—and that this is the way. 

Meaningful revolutionary work has to revolve around things that give life and expression to what 
is captured in Fight the Power, and Transform the People, for Revolution . This has to actually be 
meaningful revolutionary work—and it has to feel like meaningful revolutionary work to people who are 
coming forward and taking it up. And let us be very clear here: This is not all going to be neat and or-
derly, it’s not all going to be everybody marching in formation with us tightly controlling everything—
which we shouldn’t be trying to do anyway. We shouldn’t be trying to keep everything from getting 
“unruly” and from involving any risk. You are never going to build a revolutionary movement, you are 
never going to enable the masses to take up meaningful revolutionary work, if you try to approach it in 
that way. 
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And, yes, this means walking another razor’s edge, because there is an enemy out there—there is 
an oppressive state out there—they will take advantage of every foolish thing that’s done, every ama-
teurish thing that’s done, by people who are newly involved in the struggle and are inexperienced. So, 
throughout this process, it will be necessary to struggle with people—and struggle sharply some times—
about what does, and what does not, serve the revolution that we’re all about and the means to actually 
bring that revolution about. And, yes, without allowing paranoia to set in—which would in fact seriously 
undermine the revolutionary movement as well—it will be necessary to be alert to, and not be naive 
about, people who may be sent into the ranks of the movement in order to try to divert it—not only back 
under the wing of the bourgeoisie, but into forms that would make it easier for the bourgeoisie to crush 
it, which it will try to do in any case. 

This is another expression of the “drawn and quartered” point,[24] applied to this question of mean-
ingful revolutionary work and activity. But if we don’t inspire in masses of people a sense and a spirit of 
going out and challenging people with revolution, and a sense of taking out to people, “if you want to 
fight the power, then get with us,” there will be no meaningful revolutionary work, and no revolutionary 
movement. 

There will at times be sharp struggle with masses over these questions: what is and is not the best 
way to build the revolutionary movement, what will and will not contribute to revolution, what repre-
sents really being serious about working for revolution and what is giving in to infantile impulses—and, 
on the other side of it, what represents just getting off into a reformist dead-end, as opposed to staying 
on the road of revolution? There will be, and there should be, all kinds of struggle about those questions. 
But people should have a sense: If you want to know about, and work toward, a different world—and if 
you want to stand up and fight back against what’s being done to people—this is where you go. You go 
to this Party, you take up this Party’s newspaper, you get into this Party’s leader and what he’s bringing 
forward, you come to the Revolution Clubs, you join in with the people carrying out political activity 
that embodies this—spreading revolution and building resistance, and the “positive synergy” between 
the two—all aiming for revolution. 

Now, of course, we’re going to be engaged in many forms of “united front” mass organizations, if 
you want to use that phrase—organizations made up of a diversity of people and forces whose objectives 
and whose basis of unity is not revolution. But, at the same time, and of great importance, there should 
be some forms of mass organization whose basis of unity and objective is revolution—forms besides 
just the Party, which masses can join in, such as the Revolution Clubs. And within broader “united 
front” movements and organizations, there should be that element of the Party, and those partisan to the 
Party’s viewpoint, bringing forward its outlook and objectives, in the appropriate way—in a way which 
recognizes and respects the integrity and basis of unity of the broader mass movement/organization and 
does not confuse or conflate that with what the Party stands for and is working for. 

And again, as part of putting forward revolution and communism, in a living and compelling way, 
we should be “taking on all comers” in healthy debate and ideological struggle. You want to talk about 
Hannah Arendt? Let’s talk about Hannah Arendt. That is one foolish person, that Hannah Arendt. 
[Laughter] That is one unscientific person, propagating all kinds of distorted, unscientific notions about 
communism and “totalitarianism,” and so on. Let’s talk about that Hannah Arendt. We should be anx-
ious to get into these kinds of debates and struggles. And, as Mao said, what we don’t know we can 
learn. That’s why we have theory, and that’s why we have the collectivity of a Party. That’s why we 
have a scientific outlook and method to enable us to do these things. 

As I have been emphasizing, the Revolution Clubs are one key form and means through which to 
involve masses, including masses newly awakening to political life and struggle, in the revolutionary 
movement. And it is very important to correctly handle the contradictions involved in enabling the 
masses themselves to take increasing initiative in building the revolutionary movement and, at the same 
time, giving them the leadership they need in order to do this. In the course of working to build the revo-
lutionary movement, new people—as well as people who have been around for a while—will run into 
all the contradictions out there that you run into as soon as you start carrying this out. How do you 
spread revolution? What do you say when people come back at you with this and that, when you put 
forward revolution and communism? How do you build resistance? What is the correct way to take on 
this or that particular attack or outrage? This requires leadership—leadership which helps provide the 
answers to these questions and which unleashes more and more initiative among the masses—which 
doesn’t stifle and suppress that initiative but, increasingly over time, enables masses themselves to take 
greater initiative to take matters into their own hands, and to lead others. The notion that masses don’t 
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need leadership—and acting in accordance with that notion—will only lead to suffocating the initiative 
of the masses and to demoralizing them. You don’t take people who have never been swimming and 
throw them in the deep end of the pool and say, “we don’t want to stifle your initiative.” Thanks a lot! 
While they’re drowning we can repeat incantations about how the masses can do this themselves, and 
they don’t need leadership. No. It is up to us to work together with masses, and to lead them, without 
being overbearing—without suffocating them, without extinguishing their initiative, but giving fuller 
and fuller expression to it. 

 

Building the Party 
 

In relation to all this, and as a crucial element of building the revolutionary movement overall, we 
have to give the necessary emphasis to the crucial importance of building the Party itself. We have to 
grasp firmly the basic point that, from the point of view of the necessity, and the strategic objective, of 
revolution, the most important form of organization of the masses is the Party itself, as the vanguard of 
the broader revolutionary masses. Building the Party is crucial and pivotal in terms of being able to has-
ten while awaiting a revolutionary situation, and being in a position to lead a revolution when the 
revolutionary conditions and the revolutionary people do come forward. We need to be systematically 
approaching the building of the Party quantitatively—that means we need to bring in many more new 
members, we need to recruit boldly and recruit widely among the basic masses and among all strata. 

Back in the day, at the time of the RU (the Revolutionary Union—the forerunner of the RCP), 
some people had a method of recruiting on any old basis, if someone would express any sort of agree-
ment, even in a vague kind of way, with the idea of communism. So we had to struggle against that and 
insist: no, there has to be some substance to this. Well, one of the people advocating this kind of “loose” 
recruiting, raised the formulation that we needed to “recruit widely and boldly.” And we answered: yes, 
but not wildly and badly. That is an important distinction. [Laughter] And this distinction still needs to 
be applied. We need to continually build the Party quantitatively—we do need to recruit boldly and, yes, 
widely, among the basic masses and among all strata—but we need to do it correctly, on the basis that 
we are recruiting into the Party people who have made the leap to being revolutionaries and communists 
in their basic outlook and orientation, who have grasped and are united with the basic principles and ob-
jectives—the basic line—of the Party. 

The Party needs to become rooted, much more broadly and deeply, among the masses of people 
of different strata, but especially among the proletarians and other basic masses who have the greatest 
interest in the revolutionary transformation of society and the world. We have to win people to be com-
munists, and then actively take up a concentrated process of recruiting them. We need to recruit commu-
nists, people who are prepared and determined to dedicate their lives to revolution and the final aim of a 
communist world—to being emancipators of humanity—to contributing as much as they can, in an or-
ganized and disciplined way, to that cause. 

And it is important not to underestimate the potential for significant numbers of people now—
and, as things develop, for greater numbers of people—to be won to revolution and to communism. Yes, 
it is true, we are going up against a lot of spontaneity and the reality that socialism has been reversed, 
and capitalism restored, first in the Soviet Union, and then in China; there is the influence of these ob-
jective developments, along with the ways in which the imperialists and their intellectual camp follow-
ers have moved to seize on these historic setbacks. As part of this, there is the irony that in reality social-
ism was overturned, and capitalism restored, in the Soviet Union 50 years ago now, but for much of that 
time the rulers of the Soviet Union continued to maintain an increasingly threadbare camouflage of “so-
cialism” and “communism,” until finally, in the early 1990s, they dropped this altogether, and the Soviet 
Union, and the states which succeeded it when the Soviet Union was finally dissolved, became openly 
capitalist. This demise of the Soviet Union, and the open embrace of capitalism in the former Soviet 
bloc, has further unleashed a hungry pack of rabid bourgeois ideologues who are piling on and trying to 
tear to pieces any remaining respect for socialism and communism in the minds of the masses. So, yes, 
we are going up against all that—the imperialists and reactionaries (and more “liberal” or “progressive” 
antagonists of communism) have all that going for them—but what is not in their favor is the reality of 
what the capitalist-imperialist system (and other outmoded systems and social relations and related 
ideas) actually do and what they actually mean for the masses of people and, on the other hand, the real-
ity of what communism actually stands for, and what has been the actual—principally very positive—
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experience of the communist movement and of socialist countries led by communists. There is, in real-
ity—sometimes openly expressing itself, often not too far beneath the surface, or sometimes even further 
beneath the surface but still alive—great potential to win people to revolution and communism and to 
recruit people into the Party and continually build the Party quantitatively. 

At the same time, there is the need to further build the Party qualitatively, to continue to further 
transform the Party to strengthen its revolutionary and communist character—ideologically, politically, 
and organizationally. But it is important to emphasize that this must be done in the context of—and for 
the fundamental purpose of—transforming the larger objective world. We have to carry forward the 
struggle to further revolutionize the Party itself in that context, and we have to bring people forward to 
make the leap to joining the Party in that context and with that fundamental objective. 

In all these ways, including systematic attention to building the Party, both quantitatively and 
qualitatively, our orientation and our aim has to be making revolution and communism—making the 
orientation and challenge of being emancipators of humanity—an increasingly powerful pole of attrac-
tion: for basic masses, for the youth among the basic masses and youth generally, and for others 
throughout society. 

 

Overcoming Obstacles and Limitations, “Mobilizing All Positive Factors” 
 

There is something very important that can be learned from experience in relation to Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, and more particularly what we have summed up about the limitations and shortcomings 
of our Party in relation to that. I am referring not only to our limitations in terms of our organized 
strength and numbers, and so on, but also instances where initiative was not taken where it could have 
been, where people bowed to the difficulties of the situation, including the repressive force of the state, 
when there was a basis to go up against that, together with masses of people, and transform necessity 
through struggle. We should go back to our summation of that,[25] study that deeply, and draw the les-
sons very fully, in order to be able to do better in the future, including on the many occasions in the fu-
ture when major events will suddenly erupt, often seemingly “out of nowhere.” 

Who predicted, or could have predicted, everything that happened with Hurricane Katrina? Now, 
of course, after a certain point, meteorologists predicted that there would be a major hurricane in that 
area at that time. But, ironically, the hurricane itself came and went—and many believed, for a moment, 
that the worst was over—and then the levees broke. Who predicted that? Well, once again, there was 
accident and causality. There were reasons why the levees broke, and it appears that there were some 
people in positions of authority who had good reasons to believe they might break. But who could have 
predicted, or did predict, everything that gave rise to? This emphasizes again the importance of not pro-
ceeding with a “determinist realism”[26] in engaging reality and the possibility of radical change. 

What could have been done by an organized communist vanguard in that situation was way more 
than what was done. Now, the effect of the vanguard acting fully in accordance with its responsibilities 
as a vanguard, and everything that might have come about as a result of that—what we sometimes refer 
to as the revolution/counter-revolution/more revolution dynamic—would have been tremendous, in the 
sense of being very intense. But if we think we’re going to get from here to there (from the present cir-
cumstances to one where the whole direction of society is “coming up for grabs”) without that kind of 
dynamic, repeatedly along the way—and then in a greatly magnified way when, finally, a revolutionary 
situation and a revolutionary people, in the millions, does emerge—then we are deluding ourselves and 
we should just forget about the whole thing—which, of course, we are not going to do. 

So, again, I seriously suggest that we study this summation regarding the experience relating to 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, from the perspective of learning to do better. Many things that are similar to 
that experience—particularly in the sense that they embody sudden eruptions of dramatic change—are 
going to present themselves from many different directions. In some cases, we will be able to see, 
somewhat in advance, at least the outlines of, or the possibility of, what is coming; while in some other 
situations, even that will not be possible until the tumultuous event is suddenly “right upon us.” This is a 
matter of fundamental orientation and is crucial in terms of our overall work and objectives, but also 
more specifically in enabling masses of people—uniting with and leading these masses—to undertake 
meaningful revolutionary activity even when there is not yet a revolutionary situation, in order to con-
tribute to the revolutionary goal and to bringing about the advance—as far as possible, at any given 
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point, and as fast as possible—toward the situation where there is a revolutionary people in the millions 
and the objective possibility of revolution poses itself in immediate terms. 

Along with this, we need to be focusing on and applying the orientation of, as Mao put it, “mobi-
lizing all positive factors.” All these contradictions among the people, for example, even when they 
mainly take a negative expression, are not just something negative—they also have a positive side, at 
least potentially—they have the potential to be transformed into something positive. Now, to be very 
clear, that doesn’t mean they are positive now and all you have to do is “accentuate the positive.” No, 
you have to wrench the positive out of what is now, principally and essentially, negative—you have to 
transform a bad thing into a good thing. 

Again, a sharp example of this is the intensifying Black/Latino contradictions today. This is right 
now, in its principal and overwhelming aspect, a very negative thing, but there is potential for it to be 
transformed into something positive by our correctly “working through”—or, better said, struggling 
through—this contradiction, to bring to the fore what is positive within this situation, which is the unity 
of the fundamental interests of these masses of different nationalities, along with the reality that—even 
while, in immediate terms, it has a negative expression, in the main—there is a positive aspect, and a 
positive potential, in the fact that masses of people are being awakened to political life and are grappling 
with major social issues and events. The challenge is to bring the positive elements, which do reside in 
this, to the fore and to transform things by stressing, and winning growing numbers of people to see, 
their fundamental common interests. And this means enabling them to see that the ways in which things 
are affecting them—including the ways in which, right now, they are being influenced and impelled to-
ward being in conflict with each other—all this is rooted in, and is part of the essential workings of, the 
capitalist-imperialist system. This is how we have to approach all the contradictions we face. There are 
potential, if not immediately expressed, positive factors in all these social contradictions we encounter; 
and we have to be good at identifying the positive factors and bringing them to the fore, so we can “eat 
up” the negative. At the same time, it is crucial to understand—and to enable growing numbers of the 
masses to understand—that, while real progress can be made in transforming these contradictions (in 
turning bad things into good things), in the context of resisting the many outrages and injustices of the 
system, this cannot be fully realized—the fundamental unity of the masses of people around their high-
est interests cannot be achieved in a qualitative sense, and in an ongoing and further developing way—
until we do make a revolution, overturning the rule of capital and establishing the rule of the proletariat 
and masses of people. Here again, is another expression of the D-O-P principle.[27] But the point—the 
dialectical materialist understanding of this—is that we can, and we must, bring forward powerful ele-
ments of the future—including the unity of masses of people in struggle, increasingly motivated and 
guided by a scientific, communist understanding of where their common and highest interests lie—as 
part of building, and in order to build, the revolutionary movement toward the goal of abolishing the 
dictatorship of the bourgeoisie and establishing the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

This year, for example, the National Day of Protest to Stop Police Brutality, Repression, and the 
Criminalization of a Generation, on October 22nd,[28] has importance both because this continues to con-
stitute an important concentration of social contradictions and, as an additional element, because it is 
one important vehicle for transforming, in a positive direction, the contradictions among the people, in-
cluding the Black/Latino contradictions, through emphasizing the common oppression they face and the 
common interests they have. 

I have been following accounts, in the mainstream bourgeois media but also in Revolution, about 
what happened on May 1st in Los Angeles. Now, it is a fact that a lot of the Black masses had a back-
ward attitude toward the immigrant rights demonstration on that day. And a lot of the immigrants were 
caught up in a very reformist and “assimilationist” orientation. But, in one sense, and even though this 
was a painful lesson, the bourgeoisie did the masses a favor by showing its true nature, with an unpro-
voked and brutal attack on this demonstration. These immigrant masses are, in large numbers, at this 
point, trying to be accepted, and even in many cases bending over backward to prove how respectable 
and hard-working they are—and the ruling class unleashed the dogs on them. And a lot of the immigrant 
masses, especially but not only those who were directly attacked in this way, began to understand a little 
bit more about what it is that they’re up against here, and that the operation of the system and the pow-
ers-that-be are not going to just let them become part of this set-up on some basis of dignity and equal-
ity. And a lot of the Black masses said, “Oh, I see, they don’t like these people either. That’s the kind of 
shit they do to us all the time.” Now all this is spontaneous, but it’s the raw material, if you will, from 
which we have to work, and can work, to recast and transform things in a still more positive way. 
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And, in an overall way, we also have to be continually grasping and applying an understanding of 
the dialectical relation—the potential “positive synergy”—between the “two maximizings,” that is, 
maximizing the development of a politicized atmosphere and a revolutionary movement, with a commu-
nist core, among the basic masses, and doing essentially the same thing among the middle strata. It is 
really only from the communist standpoint that you can see the potential for the positive dialectic here. 
A lot of different sections of the people, on their own and spontaneously—with their spontaneous view-
point and the way in which that is largely influenced by the dominant ideas and media and other means 
of molding public opinion—don’t see how these different things can be, or can be transformed into, 
positive and favorable factors. They don’t spontaneously understand the significance of different things 
happening among different strata, how all this fits into an overall picture, and how this can be made to 
serve something positive, even while much of it is going in different directions. 

In Bringing Forward Another Way,[29] I talked about how we have to increasingly develop our 
ability to correctly handle the contradiction between, on the one hand, struggling with people to cast off 
their bourgeois-democratic illusions and, on the other hand, uniting with them in a lot of struggle in 
which people are largely proceeding from those bourgeois-democratic illusions. This is, in a sense, par-
allel to—or involves the same principles as—correctly handling the “two maximizings,” and getting a 
positive dialectic going in that kind of way, through a lot of struggle. 

From our communist viewpoint and with our communist methods, and by applying this science, 
we can see how a lot of things that fall far short of where we need to go—and which may not seem, 
spontaneously, to be of any immediate benefit to different sections of the masses or to the overall 
revolutionary objective—actually can be mobilized and marshaled to be part of this whole process that 
goes toward where we need to go. And it is up to us to make that—the links between these different 
things, the ways in which they have important things in common and the roots they have in the same 
system—come alive for the basic masses but also for other sections of people. 

This is another expression of “mobilizing all positive factors” but as it applies particularly to the 
interrelation between things more directly affecting different strata, how that all can be marshaled to-
ward our strategic revolutionary objectives, and how the necessary positive dialectic (or “synergy”) can 
be fought for and brought forward in the course of, and as a crucial part of, building toward those objec-
tives. 

 

Heightened Parasitism and the “Two Outmodeds” 
 

I want to return briefly to the question of the heightened parasitism of U.S. society, as a result of 
the position and role of U.S. imperialism in the world, and the dynamic, or dialectic, of the “two histori-
cally outmodeds.”[30] The more U.S. imperialism pushes ahead with its drive for unchallenged empire, 
focusing much of its fire on Islamic fundamentalist forces—and the more there is the absence of an out-
pouring of mass political opposition within the U.S. to this course—the more this, in turn, strengthens 
the Islamic fundamentalist trend. And, at the same time, the more this whole dynamic—where these 
“two historically outmodeds” (imperialism and Islamic fundamentalist Jihadism) reinforce each other, 
even while opposing each other—goes forward and is strengthened, the more it will become increas-
ingly difficult to bring forward another way: to break out of the current deadly dynamic and to galva-
nize and mobilize people around a positive pole, opposed to both of these “outmodeds”; to rally masses 
of people on both sides of the “great divide” in the world—between imperialist countries, and above all 
the U.S., on the one hand, and Third World oppressed countries, with billions of impoverished and des-
perate masses, on the other hand. 

In connection with this, we have to simultaneously struggle against two trends which represent (to 
borrow Engels’ phrase) “opposite poles of the same stupidity.” On the one hand, there is a line—which 
has currency among some “left” forces in the U.S. and elsewhere—of supporting Islamic fundamental-
ists simply because they are in some measure opposing imperialism, and U.S. imperialism in particular, 
without examining, or really being concerned very much about, the content of that opposition and where 
the ideology and program of Islamic fundamentalism will lead—the true horrors it really does represent. 
This speaks to the importance of the polemic by Sunsara Taylor that was in Revolution not long 
ago[31]—a polemic against the ISO (International Socialist Organization) and their opposition to the “two 
outmodeds” analysis, as well as their whole economist (and ludicrous) line about how working people in 
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the U.S. don’t benefit from imperialism—to which perhaps the most meaningful response is, simply: 
“What fucking world are you living in?!” 

This is an important polemic, but it will continue to be necessary to take on—to dissect and re-
fute—these kinds of arguments (as put forward by the ISO and others). This kind of thinking represents, 
ultimately, a defeatist orientation toward really being able to take on imperialism through mobilizing 
masses on a revolutionary basis, and a limiting, or consigning, of the struggle to the contest between 
these two reactionary and outmoded forces; it amounts to, or leads to, becoming cheerleaders for one 
side or the other (and in the case of those with “anti-imperialist” pretensions, often doing this on behalf 
of those, like the Jihadist Islamic fundamentalists, who are to a certain degree opposing U.S. imperial-
ism but, once again, are doing so from a reactionary and “historically outmoded” position, politically as 
well as ideologically). It is one thing when, in the past, some people’s stance and role amounted, or be-
came reduced to, simply playing the role of cheerleaders for forces struggling against U.S. imperialism, 
but those forces were at least engaged in what could legitimately be considered revolutionary struggle 
(as, for example, the Vietnamese people’s war of resistance against the U.S.). But it is quite another 
thing when you’re becoming cheerleaders for thoroughly reactionary forces, with all the horrors they’ve 
already brought about and would bring about on a much fuller scale, were they able to do so. 

On the other hand, “the opposite pole of the same stupidity” is the line that the U.S. is, after all, 
better than the Islamic fundamentalists—because, the argument goes, the U.S. is a democracy, even if a 
flawed one. And, along with this, the point is made that the U.S. is after all a secular country—even if, 
as many would admit, this is being challenged in a serious way now by Christian fundamentalist forces 
within the U.S. Revolution recently received a letter from a prisoner very strongly arguing this point: we 
should at least support democracy, up against feudal or other reactionary forces, including Islamic fun-
damentalists, which aren’t even democratic; and we should support the spreading of democracy, even if 
and even where it comes through the brute force of the U.S. military. For example, the letter insisted, we 
should support the U.S. going into Darfur, because that would be better for the people there. But, in real-
ity, in an ultimate and fundamental sense, a U.S. military incursion—and still more a full-scale invasion 
and occupation, like what has happened in Iraq, or even on the level of what has gone on in Afghani-
stan—would make things worse for the masses of people, over any period of time, not just in Darfur but 
in the world as a whole. It would strengthen U.S. imperialism and its ability to continue imposing very 
real horrors on literally billions of people throughout the world—through military means but also 
through the “normal functioning” of imperialist economic exploitation and social oppression, and the 
political structures that enforce this. But you have to have a scientific outlook and method to see that. 

And when you get outside of the so-called “left,” this line of siding with the imperialist “out-
moded” has much more currency. This applies among many people who are generally “progressive” but 
not part of any organized “left” group, as well as in society broadly. And, of course, it is championed by 
some people who have the posture of being defenders of the enlightenment and of rational thought: 
sometimes this is done in more crude and very aggressive ways, by the likes of Christopher Hitchens, 
but it is also argued by people who are perhaps, or in some sense seem to be, more subtle and nuanced in 
their approach (someone like Sam Harris, for example). Both Harris and Hitchens polemicize against 
religion in general but bring this around to arguing that Islamic fundamentalism is worse than Christian 
fundamentalism—in effect ignoring, or even covering over, the very real danger posed by Christian Fas-
cism.[32]  

These are positions we’re also going to have to continually engage and refute, and in doing so it 
will be very important to bring forward the correct synthesis very sharply, in opposition to both of these 
“poles of stupidity.” It is crucial to deeply understand the fact that if you support either of these “two 
historically outmodeds” (historically outmoded strata among colonized and oppressed humanity, and 
historically outmoded ruling strata of the imperialist system) it is really true that you end up strengthen-
ing both—and you strengthen the whole dynamic where they reinforce each other even while opposing 
each other. It is really important to understand deeply, and to enable growing numbers of people to actu-
ally understand, this dynamic—which also enables you to understand why it would not be a good thing 
for the U.S. to intervene in places like Darfur. 

At the same time, it is also very important to be clear—and this is something I also emphasized in 
Bringing Forward Another Way—that, between these “two historically outmodeds,” it is the historically 
outmoded ruling strata of the imperialist system, and U.S. imperialism in particular, which by far has 
done and is doing the greatest harm in the world and represents the greatest obstacle to the advance of 
humanity to a radically different and much better world. This is not only a general truth, but something 
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that is being acutely posed right now. So here I want to focus on this historically outmoded: the imperi-
alist system, and U.S. imperialism in particular. 

 

Parasitism, infantilism, instant gratification and self-indulgence 
 

As one aspect of this, it’s worth recasting and reconstructing some analysis in the book Consumed 
by Benjamin R. Barber, who was the original author of the formulation “Jihad vs. McWorld” (the title of 
an earlier book by Barber). While Barber’s view is confined to terms within the framework of capital-
ism—and he insists that there is no real (or desirable) alternative to capitalism, in one form or another—
there are nonetheless some important and provocative insights in Consumed. As Barber portrays it in 
Consumed, capitalism in this stage is faced with the contradiction that: 

“The global majority still has extensive and real natural needs…. But it is without the means to 
address them, being cut off by the global market’s inequality (the `north/south divide’) from the invest-
ment in capital and jobs that would allow them to become consumers. This is true not just for the global 
Third World but for the growing Third World within the First World, the poor who live among the 
wealthy, exposed to the seductions of the consumer marketplace but without the means to participate in 
it…. 

“In this new epoch in which the needy are without income and the well-heeled are without needs, 
radical inequality is simply assumed.” (Consumed, pp. 9, 10) 

And a little later he says: 

“Capitalism is left in crisis on both sides of the North/South frontier. In the North, in a dynamic 
compellingly described by William Greider, too many unprofitable products chase too few consumers, 
too many of whom must be prodded, pushed, and cajoled into consumption; while in the South, too 
many urgent but unprofitable needs chase too little available capital, held by owners who remain disin-
terested in those without discretionary income—the impoverished, disease-ridden, deeply needy inhabi-
tants of sub-Saharan Africa, for example.” (Consumed, p. 45. The paraphrase by Barber here of William 
Greider refers to Greider’s book One World, Ready or Not: The Manic Logic of Global Capitalism, New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1997.) 

Capitalism, Barber argues, must now set about creating artificial needs among those with dispos-
able income, utilizing advertising on a massive scale and the very elastic extension of credit. 

There is much, including much that is fundamental, that is left out or greatly distorted by Barber 
in his analysis—including the whole phenomenon, historically, of the “primitive accumulation” of capi-
tal, to which Marx spoke, incisively and with searing irony[33]—as well as the actual nature and work-
ings of capitalism in its imperialist stage now. There is the whole history of the U.S., for example: slav-
ery; the use and extreme exploitation of immigrant labor, wave after wave; and the westward expansion 
of the U.S. through the armed theft of land from Mexico as well as from Native Americans, with the re-
duction of Mexico to a semi-colony of the U.S. and the conquest and confinement on reservations of the 
native peoples themselves through genocidal means. And there has been—this is something very impor-
tant to understand—the spreading of this on an international scale, and the continuing growth of parasit-
ism in U.S. society, through a series of spirals—through two world wars, and then the resolution of the 
“Cold War” and the heightened globalization that was further unleashed by that—which is combined 
today with the existence of significant sections of society, within the U.S. itself, which Barber refers to 
as “the growing Third World within the First World,” including millions of immigrants, many of them 
undocumented, at the bottom rungs of the proletariat, and millions more proletarians and semi-
proletarians in the inner cities, especially Black people and Latinos with extremely high rates of unem-
ployment, much of it more or less permanent with regard to the formal and official economy. 

Just to briefly elaborate on the point about the spreading of this through a series of spirals, includ-
ing two world wars, if you go back to the beginning of the talk “Why We’re in the Situation We’re in 
Today…And What to Do About It: A Thoroughly Rotten System and the Need for Revolution,”[34] it is 
pointed out that it wasn’t always the case, in the “configuration” of U.S. society, that you had this “fat 
middle,” which includes more bourgeoisified sections of the working class as well as new and old strata 
of the more classical petit bourgeoisie. But through first one and then another world war in the first half 
of the 20th century, and the advances (in imperialist terms) that the U.S. made through those wars, the 
configuration within the U.S. changed accordingly, in line with a heightening parasitism. The more clas-
sical proletariat shrank in relative terms, and even in absolute terms, speaking of the industrial proletar-
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iat, and the more bourgeoisified sections of the working class and the intermediate strata grew through 
each of the two spirals associated with these two world wars. Exploitation—or even the most extreme 
sort of “Fordist” exploitation, in other words, labor intensive exploitation—was not eliminated from this 
system, even within the U.S. itself, but it became much more “internationalized”: looking at things on an 
international scale, it was spread more broadly and more deeply. And this, again, is both an expression 
of and has gone in tempo with a heightening parasitism characterizing U.S. society itself (in the case of 
the imperialist ruling class, reaping huge profits from—and in the case of the population overall, enjoy-
ing, although quite unequally, benefits as a result of—the exploitation of billions of people throughout 
the world, particularly in the Third World). In a sense, this is like the line from the Yeats poem (“The 
Second Coming”) about the “widening gyre.” This has been a spiraling process where, within the U.S., 
the working class, in its “classical” form, is being shrunk, and the more “parasitized” sectors of society 
are growing, while at the same time, on a world scale, the masses of people are ensnared, in one way or 
another, in ever greater numbers in the web of capitalist exploitation, and the corresponding poverty, 
misery, and brutalization has grown. So, again, it is not that imperialism has somehow done away with 
extremely intense, and impoverishing, exploitation; but it has increasingly “spread it out,” made it in-
creasingly an international phenomenon—and this has everything to do with the heightening parasitism 
and the changes in (social and class) “configuration” within the U.S. itself. 

So, now, the extreme parasitism of U.S. society, and its relation to the rest of the world, is some-
thing we are faced with—something which, so to speak, we have to “work our way through.” I was try-
ing to think of what would be a really good way to encapsulate this—the way in which large sections of 
the population in the U.S. are removed from physical labor, and from the actual process of production, 
while at the same time many are indulging in crass overconsumption, even of food. And then it hit me: 
what really captures this is hot dog eating contests. [Laughter] You know, these contests where people 
from the imperialist countries, including Japan—what’s his name, Kobayashi?—the big question be-
comes: “is he gonna win again this year?” [Laughter] But then, as it turns out, there is a “great” turn of 
events, and we hear, “his world record is broken by an American—all right!” Sixty-two hot dogs, in 
however many minutes it is. Think about what a grotesque phenomenon this is. Here you have people, 
literally stuffing hot dogs down their throats as fast as humanly possible, trying to outdo each other in 
this perverse competition, while the great majority of humanity struggles just to have enough to eat, and 
many cannot even do that under the conditions of imperialist domination and the associated relations of 
exploitation and oppression—and, yes, the extreme parasitism in the imperialist countries, the U.S. 
above all. 

Contrast this parasitism, and the phenomena it gives rise to, with what is captured, for example, in 
the subhead to one chapter of Mike Davis’ book Planet of Slums. The subhead is “Living in Shit”—and 
this is not a metaphorical but a literal description of the conditions of huge numbers of people in the 
shantytowns throughout the Third World. Contrast this with the profligate self-indulgence of many 
(though, of course, far from all) in the imperialist countries. 

And, of course, along with this heightened parasitism and, yes, self-indulgence, is the promotion 
of extreme individualism in the U.S. This has always been a country marked by individualism, but it has 
now reached new heights—or depths. It’s in the advertising—they’re selling ideology as well as prod-
ucts, even on the simplest levels. Take the advertisement for a certain shampoo: this shampoo will do 
this and do that—and, then the punchline, “After all, I’m worth it.” The whole outlook that’s promoted, 
over and over again, through things like this, is one of extreme individualism, self-absorption, and self-
indulgence. 

And along with that—this is one of the points Barber emphasizes, which has some validity and 
importance to it—is the promotion of a great deal of “infantilization” of the population. While we don’t 
want to, and should not, descend into the unscientific (and, as a matter of fact, individualistic) terms of 
bourgeois psychology, Barber has a point that, after all, one of the key dividing lines between infants 
and adults is the deferring of immediate gratification; and that, if you want to sell all kinds of stuff to 
people, one of the best ways to do it is to prevent, or reverse, the leap involved in developing the capac-
ity to defer gratification—to infantilize people to where there’s a constant striving, an endless quest, for 
greater and greater gratification in immediate terms. Of course, even in a predatory imperialist country 
like the U.S., this is not realizable without an unprecedented extension of credit; and in this country vast 
numbers of people are presently stretched way beyond their means. 

This often goes to ridiculous lengths. James D. Scurlock points out in his book Maxed Out : the 
more in debt you are, the more credit you can get—up to a certain point—while they’re charging interest 
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rates that would put a petty loan shark to shame. For example, the credit card companies—the rates they 
charge are incredible. But, as Barber puts it, at one and the same time they direct adult advertising 
“pitches” to young children to get them to demand more and more consumer goods (toys of various 
kinds, and so on), while trying to prolong the infantilization of adults so that they will continue to be 
addicted to instant gratification. So the “I wanna,” “I gotta have” mentality is constantly asserting itself. 
And while these are not the fundamental dynamics involved, there is some truth to this and some impor-
tance to understanding this in its social and ideological expressions and effects. 

All this constitutes another part of the political and ideological terrain, if you will, that we have to 
deal with—that we have to confront and transform. 

One of the key things that goes along with this—another dimension to the whole way in which the 
imperialists are approaching the world—is not only the establishment but the very stubborn maintenance 
of an all-volunteer military. While the rest of society is urged to indulge in such things as “patriotic 
shopping,” there is an institution, drawing its ranks to a significant degree from the bottom layers of so-
ciety, whose task is to fight the wars on which all this depends ultimately. And there has been a con-
scious effort to keep the rest of society sheltered and screened from this. Many people have commented 
on this, and while we shouldn’t overdo this, and approach it one-sidedly, there is some truth to the ob-
servation that a number of people have made: if they were to bring back a draft, you’d see a lot of peo-
ple’s attitudes become very different, very quickly. Think of the many people who at this point are say-
ing, “Well, I don’t like what’s going on, but there really isn’t much you can do about it”; or “I went out 
and protested at the start of the Iraq war, but it didn’t really do any good, so now I’m just gonna live my 
life.” This would change, in significant measure—we shouldn’t overstate this, but there is a reality to the 
fact that this would change in significant measure—if the draft started hanging over the heads of a lot of 
youth (and their families). And it would be very interesting to see if it hung over the heads of female, as 
well as male, youth this time. In the past, the draft was an all-male phenomenon, but it would be very 
interesting to see if they could do that now, and what social contradictions would be intensified and ac-
centuated, however they dealt with it (whether they drafted both males and females, or only males). 

So, besides other reasons, this is an additional dimension to why you see that people in the Bush 
regime in particular, but generally in the ruling class, are sticking stubbornly to having an all-volunteer 
military. This is a whole strategic approach of having a highly technologically-oriented military, with 
somewhat more educated people than in the past to wield this technology, and having this heavy techno-
logical component of the military make up for (or substitute for) large numbers of troops that might have 
had to be employed in the past. This is not simply a military approach. It is that, but there is also the po-
litical dimension of their very consciously reckoning with and calculating the social effects and implica-
tions of moving away from an all-volunteer military and this whole arrangement where, on the one hand, 
a small section of society is drawn into this institution—which has a whole different ethos and is organ-
ized in a whole different way than the rest of society, in order to be the military arm of this system—
while the rest of society is awash in extreme individualism and even infantilization. 

Not all, but still too many, Americans—especially within the middle strata, although not only 
there—are in a real sense falling into acting like children, easily distracted with toys. “Here at midnight 
tonight—the new iPhone!” People will line up, and fight each other to get in line, to get the new iPhone, 
but they can’t bring themselves to mobilize against the torture and the wars and everything else that is 
being done by their government, in their name and right before their eyes—this is not even really being 
hidden. 

Now, it is true that, particularly in the period leading into the U.S. invasion of Iraq, very large 
numbers of people did mobilize in opposition to this, and to the general direction in which the Bush re-
gime was driving things. And there have, of course, been protests, even significant ones, since then. But 
the truth is that, as the Bush regime has made clear, even with the great difficulties it has encountered in 
Iraq it is determined to persevere on this course, and is even threatening to escalate things, with an attack 
on Iran—and as the Democrats and the ruling class overall have made clear that they are going along 
with all this, or at least will do nothing meaningful to oppose it—while there are many people who know 
that this is wrong, is having horrible consequences, and holds the potential for much worse, far too many 
of these people have retreated into passivity—and what amounts to complicity—on the basis that to try 
to stop this seems too daunting and requires too much sacrifice. 

This is the moral equivalent of coming upon a man brutalizing and raping a woman and not doing 
everything you can to stop it. You call out strongly “Stop!” But then, when he menacingly turns and re-
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sponds, “No—I really need to do this,” you simply slink away muttering “Oh, I didn’t know he was so 
determined about this—and I don’t want to get hurt myself.” 

And this complicity is taking place while, as the logo of World Can’t Wait so graphically illus-
trates, the world burns and the prospect of far worse looms ominously before us. 

As I pointed out in “Why We’re In the Situation We’re In Today…And What To Do About It: A 
Thoroughly Rotten System and the Need for Revolution,” this is a whole way of life and fundamentally 
a whole system that requires and calls forth war, of various kinds. If you think about this deeply, you 
can see why this cannot be maintained without continual war in one form or another—either directly or 
by proxy. This is a whole set-up, including extreme parasitism, that couldn’t be maintained other than 
through those means. 

As I have also emphasized (in this talk and elsewhere), this parasitism is accompanied by, and is 
not really possible without, debt on a massive scale—both personal debt for large sections of the popula-
tion and huge government debt—with interconnections between these dimensions of debt and ramifica-
tions, and potentially much greater ones, on an international level as well as within the U.S. itself. This 
is something that Kevin Phillips speaks to in American Theocracy; and James Scurlock, in Maxed Out, 
examines some of this as well, including the ways it affects broad strata of the middle class. And there is 
a way in which the “infantilization”—”let me be a child playing with the goodies”—turns into its oppo-
site for many, many people. After the bursting of the “dot.com” bubble, the big thing more recently has 
been the housing market, which was inflated with a lot of these loans that enticed people who really 
couldn’t afford the houses they were being sold—interest-only loans, adjustable rate mortgages (or 
“subprime” loans), and so on—and then all of a sudden it comes due. This bubble is now bursting in 
significant ways, too, and this is affecting people very broadly—from the middle strata down to much 
more impoverished sections of society—as well as having repercussions within the economy of the U.S., 
and the world economy, as a whole. 

Today the strains in all this are intensifying and hold the potential to become even more greatly 
magnified. For example, think again of the stress that is being placed on the all-volunteer military as a 
result of what, for the ruling class, has become the debacle in Iraq. Think of the potential for much 
greater pressures on this military, in light of the larger imperialist plans this Iraq war is part of. And 
think of the potential effect of all that on this whole phenomenon of parasitism, if they are not able to 
hold things together while continuing to maintain an all-volunteer military. 

If we look at all this and think about it in relation to this phenomenon of heightened parasitism, 
and everything that goes along with that, we can grasp, in yet a further dimension, the importance to the 
ruling class of promoting Christian Fascism and the reasons why there is, on the part of a powerful sec-
tion of the ruling class, backing for the Christian Fascist forces that are so prominent in U.S. society to-
day. This is very important—as a cohering force overall, and particularly in terms of a hard core of sup-
port for the imperialist system and the whole course on which it has been set by the Bush regime in par-
ticular. 

Something that was pointed out a number of years ago (in “The Truth About Right-Wing Con-
spiracy…And Why Clinton and the Democrats Are No Answer”), is that a lot of this extreme individual-
ism, heightened parasitism and relentless consumerism, while it causes real problems and embodies real 
obstacles from the perspective of our revolutionary objectives, also poses significant problems for the 
ruling class, much as they’re also promoting it. Among broad sections of U.S. society, because of a vari-
ety of reasons and motivations but definitely including the extreme manifestations of individualism 
among many, the idea of self-sacrifice for the imperialist system does not have a lot of currency, if 
you’ll pardon the expression. So this involves acute contradiction—not only for us, from our perspec-
tive, but also for the imperialists, from the perspective of and in relation to their objective of establishing 
an unchallenged, and unchallengeable, empire. “The Truth About Right-Wing Conspiracy” quotes from 
the Communist Manifesto, speaking to how capitalism has reduced things to the cold cash nexus and 
removed all the philistine sentimentality and religious embroidery, etc., from exploitation; but then it 
points out that there is a section of the U.S. ruling class today that wants to reinvest this cold cash nexus 
with religious embroidery and sentimentality, because there’s a fear that things can’t hold together oth-
erwise. It is worth quoting “The Truth About Right-Wing Conspiracy” at some length here: 

“In some significant ways, what was written 150 years ago in the Communist Manifesto, concern-
ing the consequences of unfettered bourgeois commodity relations, is assuming a pronounced expression 
among sections of the U.S. population in the context of today’s ‘post-Cold War’ world capitalism. The 
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following phrases from the Manifesto have a particular and powerful resonance: ‘the bourgeoisie, wher-
ever it has gotten the upper hand…has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked 
self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment.’ It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, 
of chivalrous enthusiasm, of Philistine sentimentalism in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has 
resolved personal worth into exchange value…. In a word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and po-
litical illusions, it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.’ There is a great irony 
here: the very ‘triumph’ and ‘triumphalism’ of capitalism in today’s circumstances has produced effects 
and sentiments which tend to undermine, among significant sections of the U.S. population, the willing-
ness to make personal sacrifices for ‘god and country’—that is, for the interests and requirements of the 
imperial ruling class, within the U.S. itself and in the world arena. In reaction to this, the ‘conserva-
tives,’ with the Christian Right playing a decisive role, are attempting to revive and impose precisely 
‘the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of Philistine sentimental-
ism’—to resurrect a situation where worldwide exploitation that is unsurpassed in its brutality is at the 
same time `veiled by religious and political illusions.’“ (Bob Avakian, “The Truth About Right-Wing 
Conspiracy…And Why Clinton and the Democrats Are No Answer,” Revolutionary Worker (now Revo-
lution), October 17, 2004—originally published in the Revolutionary Worker in the fall of 1998, and 
available at revcom.us) 

This underscores the importance for the ruling class of a religious fundamentalist—a Christian 
Fascist—movement, which insists that America should have, and must have, a special relationship to 
God and must impose its “God-ordained mission” on the world, at the point of a gun (or through high-
tech military means). It further explains (and “situates”) the very fervent advocacy on the part of a sec-
tion of the ruling class on behalf of this Christian Fascist orientation and program as a cohering force, in 
the context of the juggernaut of war and repression that is being driven forward now by the Bush re-
gime. 

Very significantly, there are two major forces and institutions in the U.S. today which, in opposi-
tion to the rampant individualism characterizing the society as a whole, embody an opposite pole. That 
is, two major forces and institutions which represent the interests of the ruling class and embody an op-
posite pole to extreme individualism in that way—an opposite pole of reactionary, fascistic-oriented, 
and extremely hierarchal collectivism. What are these two institutions? The Christian Fascist churches 
and the military. Here we see another basis for the close intertwining of the two and the great influence 
of the Christian Fascists within particularly the officer corps of the U.S. military. 

All of this is an expression of the various dimensions—and the contradictory aspects—of “living 
in the house of Tony Soprano”[35] (which is another way of speaking to the parasitism and privilege 
which obtains for significant sections of the population living within the number one imperialist power 
in the world, the world’s only superpower). And this speaks to the urgent need for rupturing people out 
of this—for bringing forward another way—and for bringing forward, as the bedrock of that, those who 
have the least stake in “living in the house of Tony Soprano,” even as political (and ideological) work 
must be carried out among all different strata of the people, including those more caught up in this para-
sitic self-indulgence, consumerism, individualism, and, yes, infantilization. We have to look beyond the 
immediate conditions at any given time, to the more longer-term perspective and to the deeper main-
springs and dynamics of things. 

 

The Mess in Iraq, the Threat of War on Iran, and the Challenges This Poses 
 

I have spoken in other talks, including Bringing Forward Another Way, about what a mess, what a 
real debacle, the Iraq war has turned out to be for the U.S. ruling class. It is striking that more than one 
person, speaking from the perspective of that ruling class, has talked in terms of the invasion and occu-
pation of Iraq representing the worst policy decision that’s been made in the history of the country. 
That’s quite a statement! You have people like Zbigniew Brzezinski (National Security Advisor in the 
Carter administration and one of the main architects of the U.S. policy of backing the Islamic fundamen-
talist Mujahadeen in Afghanistan in fighting against Soviet occupation in the 1980s) talking in these 
terms. At the same time, to give us a sober sense of things (I didn’t see this, but someone told me about 
it), Brzezinski was on the Charlie Rose program, with Henry Kissinger and Brent Scowcroft (former 
high officials in the Nixon and Ford and the Bush I administrations, respectively) and apparently at one 
point, after talking about what a debacle Iraq was, and what a disaster it would be to get into a war with 
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Iran, Brzezinski apparently said that, if a situation had developed with the U.S. like happened with the 
British sailors who were taken prisoner by Iran, then Bush would almost certainly have had to go to war 
with Iran—and, said Brzezinski, I would have supported him. 

So this should be something sobering for us to learn from, in terms of how the ruling class looks 
at its interests, even amidst these tremendously intense contradictions. But that doesn’t mean that there 
is an easy resolution of all this for them. Without elaborating further, I’ll just refer to what’s been said 
previously and analyzed in our newspaper, and in Bringing Forward Another Way and elsewhere, about 
what is represented by this debacle in Iraq for the ruling class. 

 

Iran: the prospect of regime change and the possibility of war 
 

And then there is the possibility looming of war with Iran. Scott Ritter’s latest book, Target Iran: 
The Truth About the White House’s Plans for Regime Change, is very interesting. It has its own particu-
larities, and ultimately it is coming from the point of view of this system and a section of people who 
identify with this system. It has some particular analyses relating to Israel which I don’t have time to get 
into in any depth here but which are somewhat striking: You can see the specter emerging of the posi-
tion that Israel is maybe not such a friend of the U.S., and specifically that Israel may drag the U.S. into 
a war with Iran, which would be very much against the interests of the U.S., in Ritter’s view. Ritter even 
goes pretty far in the direction of saying that people who are calling for war with Iran, more out of alle-
giance to Israel than to the U.S., are traitors to the U.S. This begins to emerge in this book. Again, this is 
being put forward from the point of view of someone who considers himself a deeply patriotic Ameri-
can. Without getting into all that here, I have to say that there is a lot of interesting analysis of the many 
twists and turns in the inspections by the IAEA (International Atomic Energy Agency) in Iran, and how 
the U.S., and the Bush regime in particular, has tried to manipulate those inspections (or the results of 
them) in the attempt to establish more of a rationalization for going to war with Iran—or in any case to 
effect “regime change” in Iran, possibly through warfare—and how the U.S. has been, at times, frus-
trated in these efforts but has never abandoned that essential objective of “regime change,” by one 
means or another. 

Now, we should not get into stereotyped and linear thinking about this either. Some people, with 
extensive knowledge about the internal dynamics within Iran, as well as about the U.S. and its role in the 
world, are inclined to believe that a U.S. military attack on Iran is a possibility but that there is also a 
possibility that the U.S. could try to work with and through various forces within the ruling elites in 
Iran—forces who would try to move in a direction more acceptable to the U.S.—to bring about some 
sort of regime change in Iran without having to go to war. And there is also the possibility of Israel at-
tacking Iran and then more pro-U.S. forces coming forward within Iran to present a more “reasonable 
alternative,” from the U.S. point of view, and to negotiate an arrangement with the U.S. to avoid further 
warfare. 

What seems clear is that both of these things are possible—both regime change and/or war—and 
certainly it would be very unwise, simply because Iraq has turned out to be a real debacle for the U.S., to 
therefore discount the possibility of an attack on Iran, by the Bush regime, before Bush leaves office 
(assuming he does). There are a lot of things at play in this, and I’m not saying this or that analysis is 
necessarily correct, but I am emphasizing that we should not get stuck in stereotypical, or “one-track,” 
thinking but rather should continue to dig down and analyze this scientifically. 

What is clear, however, is that it constitutes a real contradiction for the U.S. ruling class to have 
an Iran which, whether or not it has nuclear arms, nevertheless is increasingly asserting itself in the 
Middle East. Once again (as discussed in Bringing Forward Another Way), there is a real irony in how 
Iran is increasing its influence, in Iraq and the region more generally, by taking advantage of the mess 
the U.S. has created in Iraq. And sometimes you just have to laugh, sardonically, when you hear these 
mainstream-bourgeois news reports: “Investigative journalism is establishing that Iranian forces are op-
erating in Iraq!” I was thinking that there should be a spoof done along the lines of: “Investigative jour-
nalists have been engaged in a year-long study, interviewing thousands of witnesses and examining evi-
dence from many sources, and they have now determined that U.S. forces are operating in Iraq!” 
[Laughter] I mean, here are the U.S. imperialists, who have, with massive destructive force, invaded and 
occupied Iraq, and they have their mouthpieces making noises about “unearthing the truth” that some 
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other country has got a few forces operating in there. (And at least Iran “lives in the neighborhood”—
and didn’t come from thousands of miles away to invade and occupy another country.) 

Yet, notwithstanding their lies and distortions, Iran is a real problem for the U.S. imperialists, and 
the question of going to war with Iran is certainly not, as they say, “off the table.” Not long ago, there 
was an article in the Guardian of London which reported that, a month or so before that, there was a bat-
tle of sorts within the Bush regime over whether to have a more bellicose or less bellicose posture right 
now toward Iran, and that the result has been that Bush is leaning toward Cheney’s position of being 
more bellicose. But there are a number of major contradictions at play in all this. It’s not just a matter of 
the whims or inclinations of particular politicians—or even just the aims and ambitions of those in the 
Bush regime who are now at the core of ruling class power in the U.S.—but deeper contradictions that 
are at play, and that hold the potential to bring about a far greater “mess”—yes, for the masses of people, 
within the U.S., in the Middle East, and ultimately in the world as a whole, but also, in strategic terms, 
for the U.S. imperialist ruling class. 

 

The pyramid of power—and paralysis 
 

All this sets a certain framework for things. We’ve talked about the paralysis at the top of the 
pyramid—or specifically on one side (the “Democratic Party side”) of the pyramid—of power in the 
U.S. But, as dialectical materialists, one of the things we have to recognize—and which we’re discover-
ing in very living terms—is that this doesn’t immediately lead to masses of people springing loose and 
going into motion with independent political action in opposition to what their government—embodied 
now especially in the Bush regime—is doing. To a large degree, in the short run this is contributing in-
stead to paralysis among progressive people, particularly among those in the middle strata (although not 
only there) who look to the section of the ruling class that is represented in a general sense by the De-
mocratic Party, and who are desperately striving to “come under the wing” of this section of the ruling 
class, but are facing the contradiction—in an even greater way than it was faced at the time of the build-
up to the Iraq war, at the end of 2002 and in early 2003—that this section of the ruling class does not 
want to do what they want it to do. It is not just for some superficial (or subjective) reasons that it 
doesn’t want to do this, but because the leaders of the Democratic Party recognize that the interests it 
represents—and fundamentally the interests of the system it serves—don’t lie in doing what many (even 
the majority) of people who constitute its “base” (or who, in any case, are repeatedly pulled into voting 
for the Democratic Party) want it to do. 

So this “striving to come under the wing” of that section of the bourgeoisie (represented generally 
by the Democratic Party) is in some significant ways frustrated. But, again, this leads to extremely con-
tradictory results in the short run, in people’s thinking and in what they do—and don’t do—politically. It 
poses very sharply—and adds another dimension to—the whole challenge of political repolarization 
(and here I’m speaking of repolarization on different levels—on the level of World Can’t Wait and its 
objectives and basis of unity, on the one hand, as well as more fundamentally and strategically in terms 
of repolarization for revolution). 

 

The continuing urgent need for mass political resistance 
 

With that as a background and framework, I want to say some things briefly in terms of World 
Can’t Wait. First of all, it is important to scientifically examine what has and has not yet been achieved 
by World Can’t Wait. What has not been achieved is all too obvious: the mass outpouring that needs to 
be brought forth around the demand to Drive Out the Bush Regime! and repudiate its whole program. 
On the part of World Can’t Wait, there have been attempts on several occasions in the past two years to 
call forth this outpouring of political opposition and resistance—and work around this has reached hun-
dreds of thousands of people and has resulted in the mobilization of many thousands, in relatively large 
and smaller demonstrations in cities around the country—but unfortunately this has still not been on 
anything close to the massive level that is required. I am not arguing—and I don’t believe it is true—that 
it was wrong for World Can’t Wait to call for and seek to mobilize this mass outpouring, and to paint, as 
the “Call”[36] of World Can’t Wait powerfully does, a picture of what it would look like, and what it 
would mean, to have such a mass outpouring. But the reality is that this has not yet happened—for rea-
sons that have to do with things that I have discussed in this talk (and that we have examined in other 
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places) in terms of what people are objectively up against and how they are viewing and responding to 
that (or not responding in the ways that are urgently needed). So it remains a challenge—for our Party; 
for others, coming from different viewpoints, who are working within World Can’t Wait; and for those 
generally who feel compelled to actively oppose the horrors that are being perpetrated by their govern-
ment—to actually bring forward the massive political resistance that is so urgently needed, and to strug-
gle through the political and ideological questions, as well as developing the concrete means and forms, 
to make this a reality. 

At the same time, while this is, unfortunately, still a secondary part of the picture at this point, it is 
important to recognize that some things have happened as a result of World Can’t Wait being on the po-
litical terrain. You can get at that by just posing the question: What would the political terrain be like if 
World Can’t Wait had not been out there for the past couple of years? Would the question of mass oppo-
sition to the crimes of the Bush regime—crimes which are captured so powerfully in the beginning of 
World Can’t Wait’s “Call” (the “Your government” indictments) and which have been added to, and 
have stood out in even sharper relief, since that “Call” was written—would the opposition to that be on 
anything like the level it is on, without World Can’t Wait (as limited as that level still is, in relation to 
what actually needs to happen)? I believe the answer is clearly no. Would the question of actually re-
moving this regime, through impeachment or some other political means—driven by mass independent 
political opposition and resistance—would that be posed even to the degree that it is posed now, without 
World Can’t Wait? Again, I think the answer is clearly no. I don’t say this by way of ignoring the role 
and effect of other political forces, or so that we and others can not feel too badly about having fallen 
short so far. This is part of making a scientific analysis and assessment—it’s dialectically related to rec-
ognizing what the shortcomings have been and trying to understand more and more deeply why, but also 
what there is to build on, in terms of larger objective conditions (some of which I have been speaking to 
here) but also in terms of the particular things that World Can’t Wait has brought forward and the chal-
lenges it has posed to people, which have had a political impact and influence, even though this has so 
far fallen short in terms of that translating into the kind of mass outpouring that is still so urgently 
needed. 

And there are also new features on the terrain which, in my opinion, have something to do with 
what has been done by World Can’t Wait, as well as other forms of political opposition. For example, I 
believe that even something like the present electoral campaign circus—and, more particularly, the fact 
that this started so early, nearly two years before the actual Presidential election in 2008—is at least in-
directly related to what’s been stirred up through the efforts of World Can’t Wait (as well as others). 
Everybody’s been struck by the fact that this election circus has been out there so far in advance of the 
actual election. I was just watching CNN the other night: “Countdown to the YouTube debate.” [Laugh-
ter] Countdown to the fucking YouTube debate—it’s about a year and a half before the election and 
we’ve got “Countdown to the YouTube debate”! 

I believe that this traveling circus—a version of which they had out early last time, well before the 
2004 election, but which has started this time even further in advance of the election—is very con-
sciously a part of the efforts of significant forces in the ruling class to promote the thinking that “Bush is 
terrible, what he’s doing is terrible, he’s the worst president we’ve ever had, and this is really intoler-
able…but the clock is ticking down and, after all, he’ll be out of office soon.” That idea, and the paraly-
sis it leads to—the way in which it diverts people in a negative sense, away from the kind of mass politi-
cal resistance they need to be waging, back into the dead-end of the bourgeois electoral process—gets 
reinforced by having the campaign already going on. It contributes to creating the impression—or, 
really, the illusion—that Bush is already gone, and now the attention is focused on who will next occupy 
the position of chief executive and commander-in-chief. 

As I see it, one of the reasons why this traveling circus is out there already is that there is a real 
awareness among conscious sections of the ruling class that they have to do something about—
something which will sidetrack into harmless channels, and politically “anesthetize”—the widespread 
disgust and outrage over the Bush regime and everything it stands for—everything it has done and is 
doing, but also everything it stands for in a very basic sense. There is the danger, from the ruling class 
point of view, that this could be galvanized into a mass political outpouring that breaks out of the con-
fines of bourgeois politics as usual and the electoral framework that reinforces and gives concentrated 
expression to that politics. 

Yes, we have what I call the “Frank Rich illusion”—or delusion—that (to paraphrase): “Bush is 
over; the Christian fundamentalists, they’re no longer a real phenomenon, that’s all over and done with.” 
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Every once in a while, people with this viewpoint have a moment where they return to reality and rec-
ognize that this is not really what’s going on, but there is this whole illusion that’s being promoted—and 
probably believed by people like Frank Rich, but promoted in any case: “Now, everybody just calm 
down. Yes Bush is terrible, yes what’s happening is terrible. But everybody calm down. He’s almost 
gone. These forces are defanged, they really have no more influence.” Never mind the reactionary Su-
preme Court appointments and decisions. Never mind the ongoing torture (which is not really even dis-
guised and is denied only barely, and with the most evident hypocrisy). Never mind the continuing ef-
forts to treat the scientific fact of evolution in the same way as the right to abortion—that is, as some 
kind of “crime” and moral outrage (a crime and outrage against Christianity and decency) being 
committed by various “ists” (“abortion-ists”…”evolution-ists”…and so on). Never mind the fact that 
Bush still has a firm grip on his role as commander-in-chief, and nothing the Democrats have done—or 
even talked about doing—has in any way shaken that. Yet, in the face of all that, still we hear: “They are 
over, it’s all done, they’re defanged, don’t worry about it.” Even when this is in the form of “liberal tri-
umphalism,” it is at best self-delusion. 

And in 2008 we will face the fact the election will be in high gear. All the primaries are going to 
be early in the year, and basically the terms of (ruling class) politics are going to be set by early spring, 
at the latest. 

 

Al Gore and illusion, delusion and misdirection 
 

And then we have the role of Al Gore. In addition to what I pointed out earlier about Gore and the 
role he is playing now, it is worth looking at what is said—and what is not said—in his new book, The 
Assault on Reason. The title of this book is a direct reference to what is being done by the Bush regime 
(and those allied with it). Well, the first thing I did when I got this book, before I read it, was to go to the 
index. Does the word “evolution” appear in the index? Noooo. Does the phrase “intelligent design” ap-
pear? Noooo. Then I read the book itself, and I never found—maybe it’s there and I just missed it, but I 
don’t think so—I never found any discussion of evolution in this entire book in which the assault on rea-
son by the Bush regime is being criticized by Al Gore. 

It is also very interesting, and significant: A number of times Gore actually uses this word crimes 
in speaking of the Bush administration and what it has done—he repeatedly accuses it of breaking the 
law. Therefore, in the concluding chapter of the book, Gore calls for impeachment? Noooooo. That 
never comes up. Here is a bourgeois politician talking about the great “founders” of the U.S. and “our 
great Constitution” and how it’s being trampled on and manipulated—and yet there seems to be some 
sort of gap here, some sort of lacuna, where the “remedy” that is provided in the Constitution, when the 
President commits crimes and breaks the law—this remedy, impeachment, is not spoken to in this book 
(and not put forward by Gore in general). 

Instead, through the efforts of Gore and others, people are being channeled into things which are 
ineffective but safe—or at least seemingly so—things which hold out the illusion of doing something 
about the state of the world and the future of humanity, but without any real risk—and without really 
affecting the state of the world and the future of humanity in any meaningful and positive way. People’s 
attention is being turned to things like the environment, things like Darfur—and as important and as 
presently ominous and tragic as these things actually are, the way in which these issues are being ad-
dressed, and what people are being told to do about them, by the likes of Gore, are either meaningless or 
extremely harmful. They either involve courses of action (or inaction) which won’t get anywhere near 
the actual causes of the problems, and don’t provide an actual solution, or they advocate things, such as 
military intervention by the U.S. (or forces led by or beholden to the U.S.) into various countries—the 
actual effect of which would only be, over any period of time, to make things worse in the world. Even 
if, in the short run, such intervention might lessen some of the violence, in the long run what it will con-
tribute to is more suffering on the part of the masses, and more violence inflicted on them in various 
forms. 

 

Transforming the political terrain 
 

All this—the operation of the imperialist system overall, as a result of its underlying dynamics, 
the particularity of the Bush regime and the comprehensive nature of what it is doing and setting out to 
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do, with the lasting implications and impact of this—is still very little understood and confronted. This 
has imposed and is imposing very real and profound necessity, not only for different sections of the peo-
ple, but for the ruling class and the system as a whole—within the U.S. itself as well as in the interna-
tional dimension. For example, the massive debt that’s been accumulated; the gutting of government 
programs, combined with massive tax cuts; the Supreme Court appointments and decisions—these 
things have lasting effects and implications that are not easily reversed. 

The whole phenomenon which is spoken to in the “Call” of World Can’t Wait, the move to 
change society in a fascist direction and for generations to come—with torture and the gutting of habeas 
corpus and the right to trial, attacks on dissent and critical thinking, the many-sided assault on science 
and the scientific method, and on rational thought itself, the promotion of ignorance and bigotry—this 
has gone a long way already and has set in motion things that are not easily reversed, including from the 
point of view of the ruling class and the maintenance and furtherance of the interests of their system. 
Even if other sections of the ruling class were able to come to the helm of the ship of state (to use that 
metaphor), and even if they wanted to change course, at least in some significant measure, it would be 
very difficult for them to do so. Creating a situation where it would be very difficult to undo what they 
have set in motion—this has, of course, been a conscious intent of the forces grouped around Bush, but 
it’s also been the actual effect. 

Still, at this point (or in the near future), if a mass movement were called forth around the demand 
to Drive Out the Bush Regime!, it would have a tremendously positive impact on the whole political 
terrain—rupturing things onto a whole different course, or at least posing a powerful mass demand to 
rupture things onto a whole different course, and creating much more favorable political terms, in this 
country and indeed throughout the world—making things more favorable for further resistance against 
the crimes of this system and, more fundamentally from our standpoint, more favorable in terms of repo-
larization for revolution. Would things be acutely contradictory, even if this mass outpouring were to 
come forth? Yes, of course. Would this strengthen a lot of bourgeois-democratic illusions? Yes. But this, 
again, is part of the material reality that we’re working with—and driving out the Bush regime as a re-
sult of mass political opposition and resistance would create a far better set of contradictions, so to 
speak, than not having such a mass outpouring, even with all of its contradictory tendencies and effects. 
And in any case, the great need remains to repudiate, and bring to a halt, this whole program and bring 
about a profound change in the political terrain, through massive political opposition and resistance; and 
this is a challenge that we, together with others, must continue to confront and strive to break through 
on. 

 

Repolarization for Revolution: A Strategic Orientation 
 

In the context of everything that has been said so far, I want to emphasize the continuing impor-
tance of grasping and applying the strategic orientation of the United Front under the Leadership of the 
Proletariat. It is in relation to this strategic orientation that the principle of the “two maximizings,” 
which was spoken to earlier, takes on real importance. And within this dynamic—or dialectical rela-
tion—of the “two maximizings,” there is the particular and decisive importance of bringing forward ba-
sic masses as conscious and active partisans of proletarian revolution and communism—or, in other 
words, as emancipators of humanity. 

 

Religion and repolarization—the complexity of reality 
 

In carrying forward and applying the strategic orientation of United Front under the Leadership of 
the Proletariat, we have to keep in mind a point that also has been emphasized repeatedly: the complex 
nature and features of reality. You cannot have a reductionist or simplistic approach to reality. Here, to 
illustrate the point, I want to invoke the analogy of a map with many different layers, with a different 
coloring for each layer, expressing different phenomena (population centers, parks, bodies of water, and 
so on). This is a useful metaphor or analogy to help understand the complicated and variegated nature of 
the reality that we’re dealing with and are working to transform. 

As one illustration of the basic point, I have been thinking about why it is that (to put it this way) 
“Chris Hedges is better than Christopher Hitchens.” Recently, I’ve read accounts of debates that have 
been held between the two of them. Hitchens, it seems, is to a certain degree having an insidious effect 
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because, to a lot of enlightened, thinking people—including people with many progressive sentiments—
he sounds good because he cuts through this contradiction (as does Sam Harris in his own way) of peo-
ple trying to make religion something other than what it is, to “reinvent” it into more palatable terms. 
But Hitchens (and Harris as well) does this all in the service of a thoroughly reactionary objective: de-
fending the core program of the Bush regime, at least in its international dimension, with its “war on 
terror.” 

Hitchens, from everything I can tell, really is an atheist, but he is an atheist in the service of impe-
rialism. As an extension of his worldview, and in the service of his political objectives, he applies an 
extremely mechanical and reductionist approach which (as expressed in his book God is Not Great) re-
duces many of the profound and complex conflicts in the world to simply religious terms, ignoring or 
(conceptually) obliterating the most profound and decisive divisions in the world, such as those between 
imperialism and oppressed nations, as well as between classes, thereby leading away from a real under-
standing of the underlying dynamics and driving contradictions in all this. 

So here is an example of how we can’t have a crude and simplistic approach to reality. I’ve read 
Hitchens’ book God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, and there’s much that you have to 
agree with in it. I laughed out loud a number of times: There is a lot of puncturing of religion—there’s 
also some nonsense, and worse, but there’s a lot of good puncturing of religion. There’s a lot of expo-
sure of what religion leads to and the real harm it does in the world, and what’s wrong with the whole 
religious outlook. One can even identify, up to a certain point, with his call for a new Enlightenment, at 
the end of the book. But, again, all this is in the service of something which is itself very poisonous. 

With regard to Chris Hedges’ American Fascists, it is very stimulating and at the same time often 
frustrating to read this book. It contains a lot of valuable insight—in the form of both analysis and anec-
dotal reporting—into the phenomenon of Christian fundamentalism in the U.S. and those who are drawn 
to it. And this book stands out, in a good way, in identifying the right-wing Christian fundamentalists as 
what they are—fascists—and opposing the idea of conciliating with them, insisting that on the contrary 
you have to stand up to and struggle against this, with an understanding of what people in this funda-
mentalist movement are really being organized around, what this really represents, what it’s really aim-
ing to do and will try to implement if and when it can seize on an opening to do so—in the context of 
some major social crisis. And Hedges’ political positions are much, much better than Hitchens’. There 
are many things to unite with, in regard to Chris Hedges and what he is doing in the world. Just look at 
the article he co-authored recently in The Nation,[37] which exposes, through stories recounted by U.S. 
soldiers (or former soldiers) themselves, the atrocities being committed by the U.S. occupying forces in 
Iraq. On balance, he is doing much more good in the world than harm—and he’s certainly doing a lot 
more good than Christopher Hitchens (or Sam Harris). 

And yet, strictly on the question of religion, as such, if you put the two positions up against each 
other, Hitchens’ is better. Sam Harris’ position is better. Sam Harris, in Letter to a Christian Nation, 
says straightforwardly: Both the fundamentalists and I agree that the meaning of the Bible is what the 
Bible says it is, that the Bible means what it says. It’s either true or it’s not true. Quit trying to make it 
say something else than what it clearly says or mean something else than what it clearly means. 

Well, one can only agree with that. And I have to say that I chuckled in reading that book, too—
and you cannot help “licking your chops” at certain points in appreciation of the way that some of this 
religious nonsense (and worse) is being ripped to shreds, in sometimes creative ways, by Harris. 

But in the final analysis, Chris Hedges is a lot better than Harris and definitely a lot better than 
Christopher Hitchens: If you look at the overall effect of what they are saying and doing, and how it is 
influencing people, there is no question that what Hedges is doing, even with its very real shortcom-
ings—including its effort to “salvage religion,” and Christianity in particular, through the approach of 
“reinterpreting” it into something other than what it really says and really is—is much better than 
Hitchens, is in fact on the other side of the “political divide” from Hitchens, who is lined up squarely 
with—and is aggressively wielding whatever talents and skills he has to attack those who oppose—what 
is being done by the Bush regime and the imperialists. 

But more than that, in the final analysis what is really needed out of all this is a communist ap-
proach—which can incorporate, and recast, as part of a different synthesis, the positive aspects of what 
is represented by people like Chris Hedges; which can help to bring forward the best in people who do 
have a basically good stand, while rejecting and struggling against what would lead in the wrong direc-
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tion; and which can expose what is wrong—and indeed what is insidious—in the position of people like 
Hitchens. 

 

Christian fundamentalism, the needs of the ruling class, and repolarizing for revolution 
 

In this light, before concluding, I want to briefly return to the question of Christian Fascism—the 
“cohering hard core” role of this force in U.S. society. I’ve spoken already, in a certain dimension, to the 
particularity of why this is needed by the ruling class now, given its necessity. If you think about what 
was said earlier, in terms of the extreme parasitism and individualism—and, yes, infantilization—and 
the extreme levels of self-indulgence that are promoted in the U.S. especially at this time, and you look 
at that in relation (and in real ways now in sharp contradiction) not only to the needs of the ruling class 
in general but more specifically to the necessity that they have brought into being—for themselves as 
well as for others—through what has become a real debacle in Iraq, in the context of their grander de-
signs, you can see why there is a need, on their part, to have at the ready, and continually to “prime,” 
this kind of hard core force which is exerting an increasing influence now but is also poised to exert a 
qualitatively greater influence if the need arises and is recognized by powerful enough sections of the 
ruling class. This is the role of Christian Fascist forces in the U.S. today and looking to the future (from 
the point of view of the ruling class, and a certain section of that ruling class in particular, which has 
been grouped in and around the Bush regime). 

Now, it is true—and this is a point I have emphasized before[38]—that this Christian Fascism is 
one element in the context of the overall program of the forces at the core of power now in the ruling 
class. But I have noticed certain tendencies, including within the ranks of our Party, to act as if the 
Christian Fascists are the whole, or the essence, of what we are up against. Instead of situating this 
within the context of the capitalist-imperialist system and its ruling class as a whole—and in that context 
calling attention to the particular and important role of the Christian Fascists—there has been a phe-
nomenon (and here again I’m speaking not just about others, outside our Party, but more specifically 
about tendencies within our Party) of treating the Christian Fascists as though they were ruling the coun-
try. However, that was never the point of this analysis—and that does not conform with reality. But it 
conforms to an inclination to appeal to people on the basis of bourgeois-democratic illusions and preju-
dices—and this is an easy thing to fall into because, frankly, it enables you to seek unity with people on 
the basis of simply defending and preserving bourgeois democracy, if you want to get right down to it. If 
the enemy is Christian Fascism and not a whole system—if that’s your strategic view in essence—then 
you’re going to go in the direction of upholding and tailing bourgeois democracy. 

The point of our Party’s analysis was never that Christian Fascists are now ruling the country, in 
the sense that a Christian Fascist program and force is what is now defining the essence of bourgeois 
rule in this society. The correct understanding and approach has to do with what this Christian Fascist 
phenomenon poses in relation to the sharpening contradictions in society and the world, in the context of 
larger forces and of an overall program, within the Bush regime itself and in the framework of the sys-
tem and the ruling class as a whole. For example, the point has been made that, while the Christian Fas-
cists have lent a lot of support to the heightened international marauding of the U.S., this has been 
driven more by the “neo-conservative” forces in and around the Bush regime than by the Christian Fas-
cists. This is another illustration of the complexity and “multi-textured” nature of reality (the multi-
layered and multi-colored map, to invoke that metaphor again). 

 

Revolution: stereotypes, stage managers and the living process 
 

But there is a definite role for the Christian Fascist forces—now, and potentially in an even larger 
sense, if things develop in a certain way—as a “cohering hard core force” for the system and the ruling 
class. And, yes, in a larger overall “mix” this could be something that plays a kind of “stage manager” 
role in terms of sharpening crisis in society and even ripening the conditions for revolution (“stage man-
ager” is a formulation used by Lenin in speaking of the role of World War 1 in relation to the Russian 
revolution of 1917). In the context of the sharpening of contradictions overall—within the U.S., on an 
international level, and in the mutual interpenetration and influence of these dimensions—the aims and 
the actions of the Christian Fascists could call the legitimacy of bourgeois rule into question—or could 
play a key part in bringing the question of the legitimacy of bourgeois rule overall much more forcefully 
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onto the political agenda—for much, much broader sections of society. It could play that role. That’s 
what we have said—and have given a certain emphasis to. That is all that is correct to say because, as 
Mao emphasized, Marxists are not fortune tellers. 

Christian Fascism is definitely an important element within a larger “mix”—let’s understand that. 
And, as part of that larger “mix,” it could play a “stage manager” role in relation to revolution. But it is 
also very important to emphasize something that was spoken to in “Two Great Humps,”[39] where there 
is not only discussion of “hastening while awaiting” a revolutionary situation, but also—and here is an-
other application of the importance of not being bound by conventions, superstitions and stereotypes—
there is an emphasis on not erecting artificial barriers to revolution. And this means not doing so in the 
manner of “formulaic” thinking that declares, “Here’s the way revolution will come about and become 
possible: The Christian Fascists will force out other sections of the ruling class, they’ll take over the 
government and institute theocratic rule, and then all the bourgeois democrats will rally to our side and 
we can make revolution.” With that kind of orientation and mentality, if things don’t fall out neatly like 
that—which they are very unlikely to do—then, of course, revolution will be totally off the map and out 
of consideration, for who knows how long. 

That kind of wooden thinking amounts to taking something like the analysis of the potential (or 
possible) “stage manager” role of Christian Fascism and turning that grotesquely into its opposite. It 
amounts, at least objectively, to doing what “Two Great Humps” insists we should not do—namely, 
erecting artificial barriers to revolution, including in the form of stereotyped and “scholasticist” formu-
las. 

Revolution arises out of a complex interplay of contradictions, within the particular country and 
internationally, and the interpenetration between those levels or dimensions. Yes, there are certain things 
and certain patterns we can identify. Yes, the role of Christian Fascism is a very important element in 
the “mix” right now. And, yes, it could play a “stage manager” role. Yes, there is something very real in 
the analogy between what is going on now and the period before the Civil War in the U.S., in the mid-
19th century. Speaking in broad terms, there is a point to the analogy to a “coming civil war.” But this 
has to be understood in living dialectical terms, and in materialist terms. Not with a dry, dead, uninspir-
ing religious and dogmatic approach. 

What really is involved, and what we really have to grasp firmly and apply consistently, is a mate-
rialist and dialectical understanding of the relation between the objective and subjective factors, with all 
the complexity involved in this, with all the interpenetration of the different layers of that “multi-
textured” reality. 

When we identify certain phenomena or certain patterns (such as those having to do with the role 
of Christian Fascism in the U.S. in this period) as being of real significance, and potentially great sig-
nificance, it is with that kind of method and that kind of approach—as part of gaining a scientific under-
standing of reality, to serve to hasten as much as we can the development of things toward a revolution-
ary situation, and to contribute to a more favorable repolarization in relation to the strategic goal of revo-
lution. This means consistently “straining against the limits” imposed by the objective situation, not in 
order to fulfill a stereotype but in order to transform the objective conditions that we are confronting (to 
transform necessity) as much as possible, at every point, all in order to contribute to bringing about—
and to preparing growing numbers of the masses and the Party for—the eventual ripening of a revolu-
tionary situation and the emergence of a revolutionary people, in the millions and millions, conscious of 
the need for revolutionary change, determined to fight for it, and oriented and able to seize on the revo-
lutionary opening when it finally occurs. 

Everything we do has to be informed and infused with this kind of understanding and this kind of 
approach—this kind of materialism and this kind of dialectics. Everything we do is, and must be, about 
revolution. 

**** 
In concluding, let me go back to the title of this talk. What is it we are called on to be—what is it 

we are called on to bring forward—in increasing numbers and with increasingly conscious initiative? 
Makers of revolution. Emancipators of humanity. 

 

[PROLONGED APPLAUSE] 
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ENDNOTES 
 

[1] See, for example, two works by Bob Avakian: Views on Socialism and Communism: A Radically New 
Kind of State, A Radically Different and Far Greater Vision of Freedom (which appeared as a series in 
Revolution #37, #39, #40, #41, #42, and #43, complete version available online at 
revcom.us/bob_avakian/views) and The Basis, the Goals, and the Methods of the Communist Revolution 
(which appeared as a series in Revolution #45, #46, #47, #48, #49, #50, complete version available online 
at revcom.us/Avakian/basis-goals-methods). 

[2] THE SCIENCE OF EVOLUTION AND THE MYTH OF CREATIONISM—Knowing What’s Real And Why 
It Matters, Ardea Skybreak, Insight Press, Chicago, 2006. 

[3] Footnote by the author: The forces of production (or productive forces) of society refers to the physi-
cal components of production—the land, raw materials, machinery and other technology—as well as the 
people, with their knowledge and skills, etc. The relations of production refers to the relations people 
enter into in carrying out the process of production in society. The economic base (or the mode of pro-
duction) consists of the relations of production, corresponding in a basic sense, at any given time, to the 
character of the productive forces. 

[4] See, for example, FOR A HARVEST OF DRAGONS: On the “Crisis of Marxism” and the Power of 
Marxism Now More Than Ever, An Essay Marking the 100th Anniversary of Marx’s Death (Chicago: 
RCP Publications, 1983); and Phony Communism is Dead…Long Live Real Communism! (Chicago: 
RCP Publications, First Edition, 1992; Second Edition, 2004). The passage from Marx, which is para-
phrased in the text above, is: 

“In the social production of their existence, men enter into definite, necessary relations, which are inde-
pendent of their will, namely, relations of production corresponding to a determinate stage of develop-
ment of their material forces of production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the 
economic structure of society, the real foundation on which there arises a legal and political superstruc-
ture and to which there correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of 
material life conditions the social, political and intellectual life-process in general. It is not the conscious-
ness of men that determines their being, but on the contrary it is their social being that determines their 
consciousness.” (Marx, Preface and Introduction to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy) 

[5] See “Materialism and Romanticism: Can We Do Without Myth?” in Observations on Art and Culture, 
Science and Philosophy, (Chicago: Insight Press, 2005). 

[6] This discussion of the “4 Alls” relates to the observation by Marx, in The Class Struggles in France, 
1848-50, that “socialism is the declaration of the permanence of the revolution, the class dictatorship of 
the proletariat as the necessary transit point to the abolition of class distinctions generally, to the aboli-
tion of all the relations of production on which they rest, to the abolition of all the social relations that cor-
respond to these relations of production, to the revolutionizing of all the ideas that result from these so-
cial relations.” (See Marx-Engels Selected Works, Volume 1, emphasis in original) 

The formulation of the “4 Alls” to refer to this analysis by Marx was popularized by the revolutionaries 
within the Chinese Communist Party in the course of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, during 
the years 1966-76. 

[7] Bill Martin, a radical professor of philosophy and maverick social theorist, is the author of a number of 
works, including, with Bob Avakian, the book Marxism and the Call of the Future, Conversations on Eth-
ics, History, and Politics (Chicago: Open Court Publishing/Carus Publishing, 2005). 

[8] The discussion here of the views of Karl Popper, a 20th-century English philosopher (born in Austria), 
will focus on one of Popper’s more influential works, The Open Society and Its Enemies, and in particu-
lar Volume 2, The High Tide of Prophecy: Hegel, Marx, and the Aftermath, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, Revised First Edition, 1966 [First Princeton Paperback Printing, 1971]). 

[9] Footnote by the author: As for Popper’s references to “the Scandinavian democracies,” etc., Lenin, in 
his analysis of imperialism, spoke to how even small and “neutral” countries like Switzerland took part in 
and benefited from the overall imperialist domination and plunder of the colonies. 

[10] Footnote by the author: Even though it is not my focus here, I cannot help but register a protest, or 
rebuke, to the shoddy and smugly philistine way in which Popper discusses Hegel. Dealing to a large 
extent in ad hominem attacks, Popper treats Hegel as little more than a “charlatan” (this is the word he 
repeatedly uses to describe Hegel) and as a tool of the German monarchal state, as someone whose 
philosophical theories were in essence little more than a conscious crafting of a rationalization and apol-
ogy for that state. For example, Popper writes: “There is nothing in Hegel’s writing that has not been 
said better before him. There is nothing in his apologetic method that is not borrowed from his apologetic 
forerunners. But he devoted these borrowed thoughts and methods with singleness of purpose, though 
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without a trace of brilliancy, to one aim: to fight against the open society, and thus to serve his employer, 
Frederick William [the absolute monarch] of Prussia.” (Popper, p. 32) And Popper asserts not only that 
Hegelianism can be reduced to merely “an apology for Prussianism” (p. 35), but even that “the reason 
why he [Hegel] wishes to admit contradictions is that he wants to stop rational argument, and with it sci-
entific and intellectual progress.” (p. 40) Perhaps sensing that this treatment of Hegel—as in effect a 
babbling mercenary of the Prussian autocratic state—may not sit well with some readers, Popper feels 
obliged to observe that “some may contend, all this, even if it is true, does not prove anything against 
the excellence of Hegel’s dialectic philosophy, or against his greatness as a philosopher.” But then Pop-
per’s immediate rejoinder is to refer again to a characterization of Hegel and his philosophy by 
Schopenhauer, which does not really speak to the objection Popper has just cited. (See Popper, p. 46) 

Where he does attempt to treat Hegel’s philosophy, and in particular his dialectical method, Popper be-
trays a glaring lack of appreciation of what Hegel’s dialectical method consisted in and what it actually 
liberated in the field of philosophy. Especially in light of this, it is worth reading Engels’ discussion of this, 
in works such as Anti-Duhring and Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, 
where Engels provides a much more—dare we say it?—dialectical evaluation of Hegel’s philosophy and 
its impact. Consider, for example, the following from Engels—and contrast it with Popper’s narrow-
minded, shallow, and instrumentalist treatment of Hegel and his philosophy. 

“No philosophical proposition has earned more gratitude from narrow-minded governments and [note 
well—BA] wrath from equally narrow-minded liberals than Hegel’s famous statement: ‘All that is real is 
rational; and all that is rational is real.’ That was tangibly a sanctification of things that be, a philosophi-
cal benediction bestowed upon despotism, police government, Star Chamber proceedings and censor-
ship. That is how Frederick William III and how his subjects understood it…. 

“Now, according to Hegel, reality is, however, in no way an attribute predictable of any given state of 
affairs, social or political, in all circumstances and at all times. On the contrary, the Roman Republic was 
real, but so was the Roman Empire, which superseded it. In 1789, the French monarchy had become so 
unreal, that is to say, so robbed of all necessity, so irrational, that it had to be destroyed by the Great 
Revolution, of which Hegel always speaks with the greatest enthusiasm….In accordance with all the 
rules of the Hegelian method of thought, the proposition of the rationality of everything which is real re-
solves itself into the other proposition: All that exists deserves to perish. 

“But precisely therein lay the true significance and the revolutionary character of the Hegelian philoso-
phy…that it once and for all dealt the death blow to the finality of all product of human thought and ac-
tion. Truth, the cognition of which is the business of philosophy, was in the hands of Hegel no longer an 
aggregate of finished dogmatic statements, which, once discovered, had merely to be learned by heart. 
Truth lay now in the process of cognition itself, in the long historical development of science, which 
mounts from lower to ever higher levels of knowledge without ever reaching, by discovering so-called 
absolute truth, a point at which it can proceed no further, where it would have nothing more to do than 
fold its hands and gaze with wonder at the absolute truth to which it had attained…. 

“But at the end of the whole philosophy, a similar return to the beginning is possible only in one way. 
Namely, by conceiving of the end of history as follows: mankind arrives at the cognition of the self-same 
absolute idea, and declares that this cognition of the absolute idea is reached in Hegelian philosophy. In 
this way, however, the whole dogmatic content of the Hegelian system is declared to be absolute truth, 
in contradiction to his dialectical method, which dissolves all dogmatism. Thus the revolutionary side is 
smothered beneath the overgrowth of the conservative side…. 

“The inner necessities of the system are, therefore, of themselves sufficient to explain why a thoroughly 
revolutionary method of thinking produced an extremely tame political conclusion…. 

“But all this did not prevent the Hegelian system from covering an incomparably greater domain than 
any earlier system, nor from developing in this domain a wealth of thought, which is astounding even 
today.” (Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy, part 1 “Hegel”) 

[11] Footnote by the author: I have myself raised certain criticisms of what I view as elements of meta-
physics within the way Marx, and in particular Engels, presented the dialectical method—elements 
which, in fact, were carried forward from concepts found in Hegel, in particular the notion of the “nega-
tion of the negation.” But to the degree that such tendencies existed in Engels, and even in Marx, they 
were very definitely of a secondary character, and did not define their view and application of the dialec-
tical method, of dialectical materialism. And, as Marxism has continued to develop, it has increasingly 
moved away from these metaphysical tendencies; this can be seen in the works of Lenin and Mao, and 
is reflected in the criticisms I have referred to here. 

[12] Footnote by the author: What has been said here, by way of refutation of Popper, and his claims 
that Marxism is not a science and fails the test of science, also stands more broadly as an answer to the 
claim, which is not infrequently made, that there is, and there can be, no such thing as social science, 
and in particular no science of human society and its historical development. As I have spoken to at 
length here, Marxism is in fact a science. Often people distort and narrow and constrict what Marxism is. 
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Marxism is not merely a social science. Dialectical materialism is a concentration of reality in the largest 
sense, and it embraces “natural reality,” that is, the processes in nature, as well as social reality. But 
Marxism is also a social science—and it is a social science. The matter in motion that constitutes human 
beings and their social interrelations is also capable of being subjected to scientific analysis and synthe-
sis, no less than other forms of matter in motion. 

Once you rupture with idealism and metaphysics, and specifically with Cartesian ideas of the duality of 
existence—the notion, identified with the 17th-century French philosopher Rene Descartes, that there is 
material reality, and then there’s the human mind, which is somehow something else—once you rupture 
with notions of that kind (that human beings and their society are something other than particular forms 
of matter in motion), then why wouldn’t you understand that this sphere of matter in motion would be 
amenable, or susceptible (whatever word you want to use), to scientific analysis and synthesis, just as 
much as any other particular form of matter in motion? 
[13] The talk by Bob Avakian, Revolution: Why It’s Necessary, Why It’s Possible, and What It’s All 
About, begins with “They’re Selling Postcards of the Hanging,” vividly describing lynching and other hor-
rendous ways in which Black people have been oppressed and terrorized throughout the history of the 
U.S. 

For exposure of some of the horrors of modern-day slavery—including the enslavement of children—see 
“21st Century Slavery Under Global Capitalism,” in Revolution #102, September 23, 2007, which also 
provides references for further reading on this subject. 

[14] The Set the Record Straight project provides an analysis of important aspects of the actual experi-
ence of socialism in the Soviet Union and in China—including very real mistakes and shortcomings as 
well as historically unprecedented achievements—and answers slanders and distortions of this experi-
ence. This can be accessed, and more information about this provided, online at thisiscommunism.org. 
The main presentation of this project, referred to here, is a speech by Raymond Lotta, “Socialism is 
Much Better Than Capitalism, and Communism Will Be a Far Better World.” 

[15] Bob Avakian introduced this metaphor of leaders in the communist movement and socialist society 
facing the prospect of being “drawn and quartered” if they did not correctly handle difficult contradictions, 
in “Bob Avakian in a Discussion with Comrades on Epistemology: On Knowing and Changing the 
World,” which is found in Observations on Art and Culture, Science and Philosophy (Chicago: Insight 
Press, 2005). The article referred to here by Bob Avakian (letter from a reader and reply by the editors of 
Revolution concerning elections in capitalist and in socialist society and larger questions bound up with 
this) appeared in Revolution #96, July 22, 2007. 

 [16] The subject of “determinist realism” is spoken to in part 1: “Beyond the Narrow Horizon of Bour-
geois Right”—available at revcom.us—and, in the serialization of part 1, is found in “Marxism as a Sci-
ence—In Opposition to Mechanical Materialism, Idealism and Religiosity,” in Revolution #109, Nov. 18, 
2007. 

[17] This refers to a talk by Bob Avakian in 2004, Elections, Democracy and Dictatorship, Resistance 
and Revolution, available at bobavakian.net. 

[18] This article, “NYC Public Schools and Criminalization of the Students: What Kind of System Does 
This to Its Youth?” appeared in Revolution #93, June 24, 2007. 

[19] Footnote by the author : With regard to communist leadership in particular, I have discussed the 
social contradictions, as well as the historical experience, with which this is bound up, in a number of 
writings, talks, and interviews. See, for example, “Interview Series with Michael Slate,” and in particular 
the section “On Leadership,” available online at bobavakian.net. 

[20] From “Some Points on the Question of Revolutionary Leadership and Individual Leaders,” part 2 of 
1995 Leadership Resolutions on Leaders and Leadership, which was released by the Party on the 20th 
anniversary of its founding. These resolutions were originally published in the Revolutionary Worker 
(now Revolution), October 1, 1995 and are available at revcom.us. Part 1 is titled: “The Party Exists for 
No Other Reason than to Serve the Masses, to Make Revolution.” For additional discussion of these 
questions see also “The Crossroads We Face, The Leadership We Need,” Revolution #84, April 8, 
2007, available at revcom.us. 

[21] The statement “Dangerous times demand courageous voices. Bob Avakian is such a voice” can be 
found at the website of Engage! A Committee to Project and Protect the Voice of Bob Avakian, at en-
gageavakian.com. 

[22] A discussion of this “new synthesis” is found in Making Revolution and Emancipating Humanity, 
Part 1: Beyond the Narrow Horizon of Bourgeois Right, and in particular the final segment of part 1, “His-
torical Experience and the New Synthesis.” Part 1 is available online, as one document, at revcom.us, 
and has been serialized in Revolution. “Historical Experience and the New Synthesis” is the final install-
ment in that series; it appears in Revolution #113, Dec. 23, 2007. 
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The following is a pivotal part of that discussion of the new synthesis: 

“To try to concentrate—or to present a basic synthesis—of what is represented by this new synthesis, it 
can be said:  

“This new synthesis involves a recasting and recombining of the positive aspects of the experience so 
far of the communist movement and of socialist society, while learning from the negative aspects of this 
experience, in the philosophical and ideological as well as the political dimensions, so as to have a more 
deeply and firmly rooted scientific orientation, method and approach with regard not only to making revo-
lution and seizing power but then, yes, to meeting the material requirements of society and the needs of 
the masses of people, in an increasingly expanding way, in socialist society—overcoming the deep 
scars of the past and continuing the revolutionary transformation of society, while at the same time ac-
tively supporting the world revolutionary struggle and acting on the recognition that the world arena and 
the world struggle are most fundamental and important, in an overall sense—together with opening up 
qualitatively more space to give expression to the intellectual and cultural needs of the people, broadly 
understood, and enabling a more diverse and rich process of exploration and experimentation in the 
realms of science, art and culture, and intellectual life overall, with increasing scope for the contention of 
different ideas and schools of thought and for individual initiative and creativity and protection of individ-
ual rights, including space for individuals to interact in ‘civil society’ independently of the state—all within 
an overall cooperative and collective framework and at the same time as state power is maintained and 
further developed as a revolutionary state power serving the interests of the proletarian revolution, in the 
particular country and worldwide, with this state being the leading and central element in the economy 
and in the overall direction of society, while the state itself is being continually transformed into some-
thing radically different from all previous states, as a crucial part of the advance toward the eventual 
abolition of the state with the achievement of communism on a world scale.  

“In a sense, it could be said that the new synthesis is a synthesis of the previous experience of socialist 
society and of the international communist movement more broadly, on the one hand, and of the criti-
cisms, of various kinds and from various standpoints, of that experience, on the other hand. That does 
not mean that this new synthesis represents a mere ‘pasting together’ of that experience on the one 
hand, and the criticisms on the other hand. It is not an eclectic combination of these things, but a sifting 
through, a recasting and recombining on the basis of a scientific, materialist and dialectical outlook and 
method, and of the need to continue advancing toward communism, a need and objective which this 
outlook and method continues to point to—and, the more thoroughly and deeply it is taken up and ap-
plied, the more firmly it points to this need and objective.” 

[23] This discussion of Marxism as a science is found in part 1 (“Beyond the Narrow Horizon of Bour-
geois Right”), which is available, as one document, at revcom.us. In the serialization of part 1 in Revolu-
tion, this discussion is contained in the installments entitled “Marxism as a Science—In Opposition to 
Mechanical Materialism, Idealism and Religiosity” and “Marxism as a Science—Refuting Karl Popper,” 
which appear in Revolution #109, Nov. 18, and #110, Nov. 25, 2007.  

[24] The “drawn and quartered point” is discussed earlier in this talk—see Part 1: “Beyond the Narrow 
Horizon of Bourgeois Right,” which is available at revcom.us, and in particular the last section of Part 1, 
“Historical Experience and the New Synthesis,” which appears in Revolution #113, Dec. 23, 2007.  

[25] This was a statement by the Revolutionary Communist Party,USA—“On Hurricane Katrina: Three 
Fundamental Lessons”—which appeared in Revolution #14, September 18, 2005, which is online at 
revcom.us. Following is the text of that statement: 

Three fundamental things to be learned from what has been happening, including the role of the gov-
ernment, in relation to hurricane Katrina: 

1. The real nature of those who rule over the people, and real weaknesses of this ruling class, have 
been further revealed before the world. The “superstitious awe” that people are conditioned to have to-
ward the powers-that-be and their state—their whole machinery of rule, and of repression—has been 
dramatically shaken through these events and in particular through the actions of the government itself. 
In the eyes of large numbers of people, the ability to rule as well as the right to rule of this current re-
gime, and indeed of the ruling class as a whole, has been called into question in significant ways. Things 
which this ruling class attempts to keep hidden, to deny or to distort and misrepresent—including the 
oppression and the extreme poverty of large numbers of Black people in the U.S. itself—has burst 
through the “normal” web of deception and the iron hand of suppression. What does and does not mat-
ter to the powers-that-be—and in particular their complete lack of concern for the masses of poor and 
oppressed people, and indeed for the people in society in their great majority—has stood out for all to 
see, throughout the U.S. and all over the world. At the same time, it has been graphically illustrated that, 
even though they remain very powerful, the rulers of the U.S., and their armed forces and other machin-
ery of oppression, are not all-powerful. 

2. Not only the need but also the possibility of revolution, and of a radically different society, shows 
through in these events—once they are understood in their true light. Masses of people, in the areas 
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most immediately affected, were being left by the government to suffer, day after day, in conditions not 
fit for human beings, yet they showed their humanity in many ways and put the lie to the slanders that 
portrayed them as criminals and animals. Where they took matters into their own hands, the great ma-
jority did so with right on their side, in the attempt to meet needs that could be met no other way. Over-
whelmingly, the people trapped in these conditions have responded by supporting and helping each 
other, especially those in most desperate need, while expressing outrage at the indifference and inaction 
of the government; and in this they have been supported and assisted by people all over the country. In 
all this can be seen the potential for masses of people to be mobilized to bring into being a society in 
which relations among people are radically different than the daily dog-eat-dog that this capitalist system 
pushes people into. Yet what has also stood out very clearly is that the masses of people are not fully 
aware of and organized on the basis of an understanding of how the whole operation of this system is in 
direct and deep-going conflict with their real and fundamental interests. When they gain that understand-
ing, and are organized to act on that basis, then a revolutionary struggle of millions and millions of peo-
ple, combined with the development and sharpening of certain objective conditions, could make it possi-
ble to break the hold of the class of cold-blooded capitalist exploiters who rule over this society (and 
much of the world) and to bring into being a new society and a new state which would put the interests 
of the great majority of the people at the foundation and at the center of everything it stands for and eve-
rything it does. But for this to happen, the masses must have revolutionary leadership. And that points to 
a third and final crucial point. 

3. There is such a revolutionary leadership—the Revolutionary Communist Party, USA, and its Chair-
man Bob Avakian. But to put things squarely and honestly, while the Party has been exerting real efforts 
to take up its responsibility in relation to the events surrounding hurricane Katrina, the ability of the Party 
to actually lead in these dire and urgent circumstances has been far short of what it needs to be. If the 
influence of the Party and its organized ties with masses of people had been much greater, leading into 
these events surrounding hurricane Katrina, the Party would be able to play a far greater role in raising 
the understanding of the masses of people as to what was happening and why: why the government 
and the whole ruling class reacted the way they have—with the loss of thousands of lives, and terrible 
suffering for hundreds of thousands more, much of which could have been prevented or significantly 
lessened—and what this says about the nature of their system and why we need a radically different 
system. The Party could have been playing a far greater role in enabling masses of people, in the areas 
immediately affected and throughout the country, to be organized to respond to these events and to 
wage organized political struggle, on a much higher level and in a much more powerful way, to force 
steps to be taken immediately to save hundreds and probably thousands of lives that have been, and 
are still being, needlessly lost. And all this could be having the effect of raising the consciousness and 
the organized strength of masses of people to a far higher level, with the necessary goal of revolution 
more clearly and sharply in view. These events surrounding hurricane Katrina and all that has been 
forced into the light of day in connection with this, has shown the great need for the Party to rise to its 
responsibilities and play its leadership role in this way, on a whole other level, and for masses of people 
to rally to, to support, to join and build, and to defend—this necessary and crucial revolutionary leader-
ship, as embodied in the Revolutionary Communist Party and its Chairman Bob Avakian.  

[26] “Determinist realism” is discussed earlier in this text (Making Revolution and Emancipating Human-
ity, Part 2: Everything We’re Doing Is About Revolution), in the first section, “Enriched What Is To Be 
Done-ism.” It is also discussed in Part 1, “Beyond the Narrow Horizon of Bourgeois Right”; and, in the 
serialization of part 1, is found in “Marxism as a Science—In Opposition to Mechanical Materialism, Ide-
alism and Religiosity,” in Revolution #109, Nov. 18, 2007.  

[27] D-O-P refers to an earlier part of this talk where emphasis is given to how the continuous outrages 
people suffer, and the way social contradictions are repeatedly posed, in the present society point pow-
erfully to the need for revolution and a radically different society and state: the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat.  

[28] This talk by Bob Avakian was given before October 22, 2007. For coverage of protests on that day, 
see Revolution #107, November 4, 2007. 

[29] Bringing Forward Another Way is a talk given by Bob Avakian in the fall of 2006. An edited version 
of this talk is available at revcom.us, and this was serialized in Revolution in #83, March 25; #85, April 
22; #86, April 29; #87, May 6; #88, May 13; #89, May 20; #90, May 27; #91, June 10; #92, June 17; #93, 
June 24; #94, July 1; #95, July 15; #96, July 22; #97, July 29, #98, Aug. 19; #99, Aug. 26; and #100, 
Sept. 9, 2007. 

[30] Footnote by the author : In relation to this discussion of heightened parasitism and the “two out-
modeds,” besides my talk Bringing Forward Another Way, among other works the following are valuable 
as “background resources”: Planet of Slums, by Mike Davis (Verso Publishers, 2006); AMERICAN 
THEOCRACY, The Peril and Politics of Radical Religion, Oil, and Borrowed Money in the 21st Century, 
by Kevin Phillips (Viking/the Penguin Group, 2006); Consumed, How Markets Corrupt Children, Infantil-
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ize Adults, and Swallow Citizens Whole, by Benjamin R. Barber (W.W. Norton & Company, 2007); 
MAXED OUT, Hard Times, Easy Credit, and The Era of Predatory Lenders, by James D. Scurlock 
(Scribner, 2007); and TARGET IRAN, The Truth About the White House’s Plans for Regime Change, by 
Scott Ritter (Nation Books, 2007).  

[31] “U.S. Imperialism, Islamic Fundamentalism…and the Need for Another Way,” in issue #91, June 10, 
2007.  

[32] For a further discussion by Bob Avakian of this phenomenon—and refutation of the arguments of 
people like Harris and Hitchens—see “Religious Fundamentalism, Imperialism and ‘The War on Terror’” 
and “Why Is Religious Fundamentalism Growing in Today’s World—And What Is the Real Alterna-
tive?”—excerpts from the forthcoming book (to be published in the spring of 2008 by Insight Press) 
AWAY WITH ALL GODS! Unchaining the Mind and Radically Changing the World, in Revolution #103, 
October 7, 2007 and #104, October 14, 2007.  

[33] For example, the following from Marx: 

“The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of 
the aboriginal population, the beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of Af-
rica into a warren for the commercial hunting of black-skins, signalised the rosy dawn of the era of capi-
talist production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief momenta of primitive accumulation.” (Karl Marx, 
Capital Vol. 1, p. 751, also cited in The Science of Revolution, an introduction, by Lenny Wolff, RCP 
Publications, 1983, p. 90)  

[34] “Why We’re In the Situation We’re in Today…And What To Do About It: A Thoroughly Rotten Sys-
tem and the Need for Revolution,” is part of 7 Talks by Bob Avakian, in 2006, which are available online 
at revcom.us/avakian and bobavakian.net.  

[35] “Living in the House of Tony Soprano” is discussed by Bob Avakian in Bringing Forward Another 
Way. This is available in its entirety, as a pamphlet and online at revcom.us, and it has been published 
as a series in Revolution. The installment in that series which discusses “Living in the House of Tony 
Soprano” is found in Revolution #87, May 6, 2007. 

[36] The “Call” of World Can’t Wait, and other information about this organization, can be accessed at 
www.worldcantwait.org. 
[37] “The Other War: Iraq Vets Bear Witness,” by Chris Hedges and Laila Al-Arian, The Nation, July 30, 
2007. 

[38] See, for example, The Coming Civil War and Repolarization for Revolution in the Present Era, a 
Collection of Articles by Bob Avakian, (Chicago: RCP Publications, 2005).  

[39] The full title of the talk is Getting Over the Two Great Humps: Further Thoughts on Conquering the 
World. Excerpts from this talk appeared in the Revolutionary Worker newspaper (now Revolution) and 
are available online at revcom.us. The series “On Proletarian Democracy and Proletarian Dictatorship—
A Radically Different View of Leading Society” appeared in RW #1214 through 1226 (Oct. 5, 2003-Jan. 
25, 2004). The series “Getting Over the Hump” appeared in RW #927, 930, 932, and 936-940 (Oct. 12, 
Nov. 2, Nov. 16, and Dec. 14, 1997 through Jan. 18, 1998). Two additional excerpts from this talk are 
“Materialism and Romanticism: Can We Do Without Myth?” in RW #1211 (Aug. 24, 2003) and “Re-
reading George Jackson” in RW #968 (Aug. 9, 1998). All of these articles can be found online at 
revcom.us. 
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