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FASCISM, BLACK WORKERS A N D  
U N IO N S  b y  A rn« S w ab o ck

Ia n 's  le t te r  to D ick , pub lished  in the previous 
i s s u e ,  seem s to v isu a l ize  a pe rsp ec tiv e  of fascism  
triumphant in the United S ta te s ,  s te a l th i ly ,  under 
cover of the darkness  of n igh t,  so to  speak . One 
looks in vain  for any role of the working c la s s  in 
th is  p e rsp ec tiv e .  Actually none is  in d ica ted , ex ­
cept for the "sm all minority" in the labor unions 
who, a s  Ian seem s to th ink , "are in the vanguard 
of the trend by which the U .S . is  being moved 
toward fasc ism  by s t a g e s ,"  and "on the backs  of 
the b lack  popu la tion ."

Foresight is  for M arx ists  an ind ispenable  pre­
requ is ite ; but this foresight must be b ased  upon a 
ra tional estim ate  of conditions  and p o s s ib i l i t ie s  of 
the c l a s s  s truggle . Insofar a s  fascism  is  concerned , 
a s  the saying goes: it can happen here. At the 
p resen t po li t ica l  con juncture , however, it is  not 
exac tly  "w aiting in the w ings" for an  opportunity 
"to rule o p e n ly ."

Bourgeois parliamentary democracy s t i l l  serves  
admirably a s  a means of undisputed rule by the 
dominant o ligarchy. Once again  th is  has been s in ­
gularly well dem onstrated by the W atergate  scan d a l.  
In a l l  exposures  of the putrid vapors thrown up by 
a decaying  c a p i ta l is t  so c ie ty ,  main efforts were 
d irected  toward preserving the exalted  s ta tu s  of the 
p res idency . Agnew has been replaced by Ford; and 
reg a rd le ss  of Nixon 's f i tn e s s  to remain in o ff ice , 
p reserva tion  of the public  fea tu res  of bourgeois
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parliamentary democracy, the presidency, Congress 
and the two-party system  prevailed.

By and la rg e , the American workers are s till held 
cap tives  of bourgeois democratic i l lu s io n s .  The key 
to their re le a se  from th is  cap tiv ity  and development 
of their po lit ica l co n sc io u sn ess  a s  a c l a s s ,  is  the 
in tervention of a revolutionary party . Unfortunately, 
such a party does not now e x is t ,  not even a labor 
party movement. C onverse ly , the bourgeoisie  s e e s  
now no threat to its  continued rule from the working 
c l a s s .

W hether the SWP and the Trotskyist movement 
holds to the idea tha t " fasc ism  will not triumph in 
the U .S . until the workers ' organizations have been 
physica lly  destroyed" may not be very important, 
but the le sso n s  of history a re . And le s s o n s ,  both 
forceful and c le a r ,  which leave no room for d ispute  
or doubt, have come e sp ec ia l ly  from Italy and 
Germany.

In no in s tance  did fascism  come to power, ex ­
cept after serious working c la s s  de fea ts  and the 
lam entable inability  of working c la s s  part ie s  to 
cope with the inca lcu lab le  consequences  c reated  
by the turbulent c r is e s  in these  coun tr ies .

In I t a ly , the end of the First World War saw the 
beginning of great working c la s s  s trugg les .  These 
continued in an upward trend , and brought by 1920 
the se izure  and occupation of factories  and indus­
tr ies  by the w orkers. At the d ec is iv e  moment socia l 
democracy took fright; it re trea ted  and temporized 
with the rapidly advancing fa sc is t  enemy. The 
workers were left w ithout leadership; the ir heroic 
struggles d e fea ted , and M usso lin i led his fa s c is t  
hordes to the seizure  of power.

Similar even ts  were repeated  in Germany, and 
on a larger and more terrible  sca le  of d im ensions. 
While different in form, their e s s e n t ia l  content 
remained the same.

The aftermath of the First World War and the 
Bolshevik revolution brought stormy prole tarian  up­
heavals  in Germany. These continued alm ost un­
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interruptedly during the 1920s. There were t im es ,  
like in 1923, when everything w as po ised  on the 
razor edge of a knife . The p ro le ta r ians  who looked 
hopefully to the Communist Party for leadersh ip  
were deeply  d isappo in ted . At the d e c is iv e  moment 
the party proved unable to make the bold turn toward 
struggle for power. It surrendered every advantage 
to the c l a s s  enemy.

Although leadersh ip  of the Communist Party was 
repeated ly  changed through S ta lin 's  manipulation 
for control of the in terna tional movement, re su l ts  
were equally  d is a s tro u s .  The working c la s s  suffered 
further d e fe a ts ,  while the fa s c is t  menace grew 
a p ace .

Social democracy had originally  s ta r ted  i ts  h is ­
toric journey under the banner of M arxism. As it 
grew and became p rosperous , it betrayed  the revo­
lution in the name of reform. F ina lly , during the 
Weimar Republic, i t  s tooped to the low est leve l of 
perfidy. I ts  whole policy  co n s is te d  in making 
socie ty  safe  for the bourgeoisie  a t  the c o s t  of 
sacrif ic ing  reforms.

These developm ents, briefly d e sc r ib e d ,  pre ­
pared the conditions n e ce ssa ry  for the triumph of 
fa sc ism .

For i ts  triumph, however, fascism  needs a m ass 
b a s is  and an ac t ive  m ass movement. That w as the 
c a se  in Italy and Germany. It holds true for the 
United S ta tes  a s  w e ll .  Fascism  does not burst 
forth fu ll-b low n from former hiding p la c es  in the 
deep f is su re s  of the bourgeois soc ia l  and po lit ica l 
s tructure .

In Germany the backbone of the fa s c is t  move­
ment w as  made up of the p e t ty -b o u rg eo is ie .  The 
multitude of small a r t is a n s  and l i t t le  tradesm en had 
been pauperized  and dem oralized in their futile com­
petition  with the rapid concentra tion  of monopoly 
c a p i ta l is t  concerns . Those who transferred  to 
lower leve l functions within these  concerns  fared 
no b e tte r .  They were a l l  b led white by the raging
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inflation during the Weimar Republic. Seeing no 
hope for the future in the working c la s s  p a r t ie s ,  
they swung over to extreme reac tio n , pulling behind 
them unemployed and demoralized sec to rs  of the 
p ro le ta ria t .

The 1930 parliamentary e lec tio n s  revealed  the 
real re la tion  of c la s s  fo rces . While suffering some 
lo s s e s ,  so c ia l  democracy s t i l l  held the a lleg iance  
of the working c la s s  majority. The Communist Party 
polled  around 4 ,6 0 0 ,0 0 0  vo tes  a s  ag a in s t  3 ,3 0 0 ,0 0 0  
in 1928, or a net gain of 1 ,300,000 v o te s .  But th is  
victory paled  completley when compared to the leap 
of fascism  from around 800,000 to 6 ,4 0 0 ,0 0 0  v o te s .  
During the same period H it le r 's  uniformed storm 
troopers had grown from one hundred thousand to 
four hundred thousand.

About that time Trotsky wrote: "The con trad ic ­
tions w ithin German cap ita l ism  have a t  p resen t 
reached  such a s ta te  of tension  that an explosion  is 
inev itab le .  The adap tib ili ty  of soc ia l  democracy 
has reached  that limit beyond which l ie s  se lf -  
ann ih ila tion . The m is takes  of the S ta lin is t  bureau­
cracy have reached  that limit beyond which lie s  
c a tas tro p h e . Such is  the threefold formula that 
ch a rac te r ize s  the s itua tion  in Germany."

A couple of years  la te r  fascism  w as triumphant 
in Germany. Neither the "norm al" police  nor mili­
tary resou rces  sufficed to hold socie ty  in a s ta te  of 
equilibrium. The hour of fascism  had arrived . What 
happened under i ts  savage  and brutal rule is  w ell-  
known and need not be recounted here.

In the ab sen ce  of m ass po li t ica l  working c la s s  
p a r t ie s ,  the German experience needs  refinem ent, 
of c o u rse ,  to be applied  directly  to th is  country.
In no c a s e ,  however, w ill such refinement include 
the idea of "the U .S . being taken toward fascism  
by s t a g e s ."  Social democracy operated under the 
illu s ion  tha t  socia lism  could be introduced by 
s ta g e s .  Fascism  triumphant marks a d e c is iv e  h is ­
torical turning point. It permits no compromise or
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halfway m easu res .  With fasc ism  it is  a ll or nothing. 
Nor should Nixon 's  efforts to in v es t  the execu tive  
branch of government with g rea ter power be in te r ­
preted a s  tantamount to fa sc ism .

To be su re ,  both parliam entary dem ocracy, with 
Nixon a t  the h ead , and fascism  are bourgeois in 
ch arac te r .  But here the sim ilarity  e n d s .  From the 
point of view of the American w orkers , the difference 
is enormous. It involves the life or death  of their 
o rgan iza tions. Confusion on th is  point can  lead  to 
utter fa ilure  to recognize  the meaning of a rea l  and 
serious f a s c is t  movement. Worse y e t ,  any view 
that tends  to equate  bourgeois parliamentary rule 
with fasc ism  is  dangerously  mistaken; and it con­
cerns a question  on which we cannot afford m is tak es .  
Success  of fascism  in the United S ta tes  would de ­
pend on the complex interplay Df concrete  so c ia l ,  eco ­
nomic and c la s s  in te re s ts .  Among th e se ,  the e x is t ­
ence and function of labor un ions , and the struggle 
for b lack  libera tion  take on cruc ia l im portance.

If and when a ser iously  threatening  f a s c is t  
movement a r i s e s ,  both th e  ex is t ing  unions and the 
black libera tion  movement w ill be singled  out a s  
primary ta rge ts  in a life and dea th  s trugg le .

Ia n 's  pe rspec tive  le a v e s  the im pression  that 
white workers are destined  to remain permanently 
r a c is t s  and unregenerated , b it te r  an tag o n is ts  of 
the b lack  peop le . Are there reasonab le  grounds for 
such an assum ption?  Surely the ghetto  is a trap;
and Ian is  correct in opposing the i l l - a d v ise d  de ­
mand for community con tro l. This demand may well 
serve a s  an effec tive  means by which to advance 
the c a r e e rs ,  the fortunes and influence of the b lack 
e l i te ,  not the black p ro le tarians  who inhabit the 
ghetto . It turns them away from the c la s s  solution 
to their problem. And there is  no other solu tion .

Indubitab ly , th is  is  what Mao Tse-tung  had in 
mind when on two o c c a s io n s ,  speaking on behalf of 
a powerful na tion , he pledged unqualified support 
to the b lack  liberation s truggle . Not only support 
but a b a s ic  a n a ly s is  of th is  c ruc ia l question  was
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contained  in M ao 's  second s tatem ent of April 16,
1968, in which he said:

"Racial d iscrim ination  in the United S ta tes  is  a 
product of the co lo n ia l is t  and im peria lis t  system .
The contradic tion  betw een the black m a sse s  in the 
United S ta tes  and U .S . ruling c irc le s  is  a c la s s  
contradic tion . Only by overthrowing the reactionary  
rule of the U. S. monopoly c a p i ta l i s t  c la s s  and de­
stroying the co lo n ia l is t  and im peria lis t  system  can 
the b lack  people  in the United Sta tes  win complete 
em ancipation. The black  m a sse s  and the m asses  
of the white working people  in the United S ta tes  
share common in te re s ts  and have common o b jec tives  
to struggle for . . .  The struggle of the b lack  people 
in the United States is  bound to merge with the 
American workers ' movement, and th is  w ill eventu ­
ally  end the criminal rule of the U .S . monopoly 
c l a s s . "

Turning to the question  of the ro le ,  c h a rac te r ,  
function and ac tua l condition of the American trade 
union movement, the errors in Ian 's  pe rsp ec tiv e  
become increasing ly  ev iden t.  His figures on union 
organization in re la tion  to the to tal labor force merely 
confirm the often advanced contention that s ta t i s t i c s  
is the most exac t sc ien ce  based  on the most inexact 
da ta .

It is  simply not true that "the U .S . is  an open 
shop coun try ."  Workers employed in m ass-p ro d u c ­
tion industr ies  — the d e c is iv e  sec tion  of the prole ­
ta ria t — are organized in actively  functioning unions. 
These include such s tra teg ic  and socia lly  operated 
industries  a s  s te e l ,  coal mining, oil and chem ica l,  
au to , rubber, e le c tr ica l  m anufacture, packing houses 
and communication. Organized are workers in a ir ­
plane bu ild ing , ship bu ild ing , machine tool build ing, 
transporta tion  on land and s e a s ,  a s  well a s  long­
shore and construction .

W hat Mao said about the struggle of the black 
people in the U .S . being bound to merge with the 
American workers ' movement had already been con-
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firmed on an elementary leve l in the m assive  CIO 
organization  drive of the 1930s.

During the prosperity  boom of the '2 0 s ,  a great 
exodus of im poverished and humiliated black plan­
tation hands and sharecroppers came from the rural 
South to work in the indus tr ie s  of the North. Side 
by side with them came hundreds of thousands of 
pre judiced  sou therners ,carry ing  along their Ku Klux 
Klan sym path ies . On the speed-up  explo ita tion  of 
the assem bly  line they were a ll  p ro le ta r ian ized .
They learned  b itte r le s s o n s  of s tarvation  on the 
bread lines  of the Great D epress ion . And, not un­
e x p ec ted ly ,  they accep ted  a common c a u s e .  They 
fought a s  a united force — black and white workers 
— in the vo lcan ic  eruption of furious c la sh e s  and 
s it-dow n s t r ik e s .  Unitedly they built the CIO unions. 
Unitedly they found a new sense  of inspiring purpose

and power.
Today there  are more than a couple of million 

b lack  workers in these  un ions . Always sub jec t  to 
the twin scourge of double exp lo ita tion  on the job 
and ra c ia l  d iscrim ination  in so c ia l  re la t io n s ,  they 
have become the most c o h e s iv e ,  m ilitant and dynamic 
force of the whole movement. The very nature of the 
struggle a g a in s t  the cond itions  they face everyw here, 
has th ru s t  them into a vanguard pos it ion . Being the 
most a b u se d ,  they have become the most rebe llious  
a g a in s t  c a p i ta l i s t  exp lo ita t ion . Black p ro le tarians  
do not seek  p riv ileges  a t  the c o s t  of degrading other 
workers; they cannot a r is e  out of the ir sub jec tion  
excep t on the road to p ro le tarian  revolu tion .

It is  en tire ly  true tha t  the bureaucratic  union 
lead ers  co llabora te  w ith  the bourgeois s t a t e , while 
a ttem pting  to check  and curb worker m ilitancy snd 
ac t io n .  That is a u n iversa l phenomenon. Generally 
speaking  a l l  are labor l ie u te n a n ts  of c ap i ta l ism . In 
Britain they prefer to be the  handmaiden of the Labor 
Party in power; but they follow through with the Tory 
government a s  w ell .  The CP leaders  of unions in 
France and Ita ly  co llabora te  in the ir  fash ion  with
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the bourgeois s ta te  pow ers. But th is  does  not make 
the unions " s tructurally  a part of the appara tus  of 
the s ta te  pow er,"  a s  Ian seem s to th ink . Nor is  
th is  the yards tick  by which M arx is ts  m easure the 
e s s e n t ia l  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  of the trade union movement.

Trade unions have been  built up over many dec^- 
a d e s ,  often through sanguinary and savage b a t t le s .  
Their r is e  and ex is ten ce  rep resen ts  a g iant leap 
forward for the working c l a s s .  Unions are the e le ­
m entary , ye t primary defensive  o rganizations of the 
w orkers. Even more, they form the connecting  link 
between the m asses  and the p ro le tarian  vanguard.
In fa c t ,  the development of the working c la s s  did
not and could not, anywhere in the world, even begin 
by any other road than tha t  of trade unions. Con­
v e rse ly ,  in no c a se  would the workers — black  or 
white — give up th is  once acquired and abso lu te ly  
e s s e n t ia l  bulwark w ithout a fierce s trugg le .

We may re s t  a s su re d  tha t black workers would 
be in the vanguard of such a struggle a s  w e ll .  They 
have no reason  a t  a l l  to view their unions a s  "an 
a r is to c racy  with a system  of priv ilges and a way of 
life to p r o te c t . "

Lenin heaped scorching sarcasm  upon the ligh t-  
m indedness of the u l t r a - le f t i s t s  who, during his  time, 
d ism issed  the trade unions a s  reactionary  and hope­
l e s s .  They re jec ted  any ac tiv ity  within the unions. 
Unfortunately, Ian appears  to have forgotten th is  
l e s s o n ,  for h is  idea that " fasc ism  needs  an a l l ian ce  
with the unions in order to come to power on the 
backs  of the b lack  population" con ta ins  a fa ta l flaw.

In the f ir s t  p la c e ,  fa sc ism  makes no a l l i a n c e s ,  
l e a s t  of a l l  with the un ions . Secondly, when in an 
ac tu a l  so c ia l  c r is is  the dominant bourgeoisie  re so rts  
to the agency of fa sc ism  to m aintain i ts  prerogatives  
of e x p lo ita t io n , i t  demands a thorough job. It wants 
to have done with s tr ik es  and a l l  independent working- 
c la s s  ac t io n . To th is  en d ,  a ll  w o rk in g -c la ss  organ­
iza tions  would be to ta lly  a n n ih ila ted . In th is  country 
that would mean p a rticu la r ly ,  and above a l l ,  the
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trade union movement. All i ts  p a s t  ach iev em en ts ,  
including democratic  r igh ts  a t ta in e d ,  would be 
Wholly, com pletely  and ru th less ly  uprooted. No 
p o ss ib i l i ty  would be le ft  for renewed independent 
working c la s s  c ry s ta l l iz a t io n .  And fasc ism  does 
a thorough job.

These are the le s so n s  dem onstrated  by theo re ti ­
c a l  a n a ly s is  a s  w ell a s  h is to r ica l  ex p er ien ce . They 
permit ne ither d ispute  nor doubt.

Not fa sc ism  but working c la s s  rad ica l iza t io n  is 
the more like ly  pe rspec tive  for the United S ta te s .
Such a development is  in fact b e la ted . Since the 
tremendous upsurge that followed in the afterm ath 
of the G reat D ep ress io n , working c la s s  ra d ic a l iz a ­
tion has been  held back by w ars and the "prosperity" 
induced by heavy armaments production. P rosperity , 
however i l lu so ry , breeds conserva tism .

N e v e r th e le s s ,  the conserva tism  and p o li t ica l  
backw ardness  of the American workers is  only a 
re la tive  phenomenon. P as t  history has  c learly  
dem onstra ted  their highly and w e ll-d ev e lo p ed  com­
bative  c h a ra c te r is t ic s .  Strikes have been conducted 
here more m ili tan tly , forcefully and re so lu te ly  than 
in most o ther coun tr ie s .  The working c la s s  a s  a 
whole h as  not been dem oralized by d e fea ts  or s e t ­
b a c k s .  It i s  com paratively free from infec tion  with 
the d eb il i ta t in g  poison of soc ia l  dem ocratic  reformism 
or the Kremlin type of rev is ion ism . The m ilitant and 
revolutionary po ten tia l of th is  powerful working c la s s  
rem ains undim inished, unimpaired and unchallenged.

The tempo of advance or re ta rda tion  of the c la s s  
struggle and ability  of independent thought and a c ­
tion by the working c la s s  in terlinks with the n a t io n 's  
so c ia l ,  economic and p o li t ica l  developm ents . In 
th is  la t te r  area changes of a d ec is iv e  nature are 
taking p la c e .  What do they portend?

Recent world f inancia l c r is e s  brought two dollar 
deva lua tions  within a period of fourteen months. 
Nearly 70 years  of uninterrupted U .S . foreign trade 
su rp luses  have turned into su c c e ss iv e  heavy trade
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d e f ic i t s ,  leading  to in te rna tiona l trade war. Infla ­
tion is  running ram pant, s ide  by s ide  with declin ing  
real w a g e s ,  and a high ra te  of unemployment. 
Another economic re c e s s io n  is  c learly  in d ica ted . 
These problems have been superim posed on the home 
front eruption and m ass ive  dem onstra tions a g a in s t  
the predatory American im peria lis t  war in Indochina. 
Combined, they form an exp losive  mixture of con tra ­
dictory e lem ents .

What the W atergate  scanda l exposed  was merely 
the foam ing, stinking sa liv a  of bourgeois corruption 
that had been thrown to the su rface . Underneath it 
remains the more d e e p - se a te d  con trad ic tions  that 
are a s  old a s  the c a p i ta l i s t  system i t s e l f ,  and a re ,  
in fa c t ,  generated  by i t .  These con trad ic tions  — 
internal and ex ternal — do not operate  sep a ra te ly .
On the con trary , they in te rac t  con tinuously , re in ­
forcing each  o ther, and preparing the ground for 
more serious c r is e s  to come.

Aside from the Great D e p ress io n ,  the con trad ic ­
tory elem ents  of American cap ita l ism  have never been 
as  pronounced and acu te  a s  they are now. And these  
are the conditions out of which working c la s s  rad ica l ­
iza tion  develops.

In the great leap  forward of the 1930s, the wor­
king c la s s  rad ic a l iza t io n ,  powerful a s  it w a s ,  did 
not advance beyond i ts  preliminary s tag e .  It was 
confined to union organization  and union c o n sc io u s ­
n e s s .  It s topped short of the n e ce ssa ry  p o li t ica l  
developm ent. This is  not to be rep ea ted . Facing 
con trad ic tions  that are inso lub le  under c ap i ta l ism , 
the working c la s s  w ill resu rrec t the profoundly 
progressive  q u a li t ie s  then d isp layed  and again  
advance with hurricane speed and power.

More than anything e lse  th is  lends em phasis  
to the need for the c rea tion  of a revolutionary party .
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