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ROAD MAPS, DEAD ENDS,  
& THE SEARCH FOR FRESH GROUND 

Below I republish an article originally posted on the Kasama Project, 

not out of political agreement (in fact- disagreement) but out of 

recognition that this essay raises interesting questions for the 

revolutionary left. 

I recommend everyone check out the original page and take a look at 

the comments thread, personally I have commented as “Red” as well 

as “Red Sun Rising” 

ttp://kasamaproject.org/2011/05/17/dead-ends-road-maps-building-a-

new-socialist-movement/ 

Road maps, dead ends, & the search for fresh ground: 

How can we build the socialist movement in the 21st century? 

By Dan Damage 

“It is easy for good to triumph over evil, if only angels will get 

organized along the lines of the Mafia.” 

Kurt Vonnegut 

I can’t shake the feeling that despite our best intentions, we are 

wasting resources by taking roads that lead to nowhere. It doesn’t 

help that the main form of organization – tiny, competing groups 

divided by marginal differences – is out of tune with the content of 

our aims – “the full material and spiritual liberation of the toilers.” 

I’ve come to feel that all the heroic effort in the world cannot invest 

inherently barren forms with meaning… 

An outside observer might suppose this should be a historic time for 

the socialist movement. The global economic crisis has discredited 

capitalism in the minds of millions. … Unfortunately, this atmosphere 

has translated into few appreciable gains for the socialist movement. 

… The question is whether more can be done, or whether the 

weakness of the movement today is an inevitable outcome of the 

period we are in. … 

My contention is that we can take steps today to make the socialist 

movement healthier and more attractive, positioning it to grow and 

win the best activists to its ranks in the years ahead… this process will 

involve critically assessing the organizational forms of today’s 

socialist movement and launching a deep discussion on how to 

overcome the sectarian forms of organization and the sectarian 

thinking to which they give rise… 

I believe that our visions of how the movement was built in the past 

allow many to accept the puny size of our organizations today. We 

know – or think we know – from studying history, that tiny, embattled 

forces have on numerous occasions grown to lead popular, socialist 

revolutions. … This type of pioneering attitude has its positive side: 

it’s the spirit necessary to get movements off the ground and push 

onward through difficult times. But it shouldn’t be a replacement for 

serious thinking… 

The question today is how to lay the groundwork for the eventual 

development of a powerful socialist movement in the U.S. Many who 

are new to the movement often quickly ask why all the existing 

socialist groups can’t just get together and build a united organization, 

or at least work more closely together. The usual answers are that the 

differences between the groups are too great to justify uniting. Even if 

a number of groups all came together, it would just result in a still 

small grouping burdened by even worse infighting than exists today. 

… Yet after nearly eight years of socialist activism, I have come, for a 

variety of reasons that I will outline below, to believe that the most 

urgent task we face is figuring out how to overcome the divisions that 

exist within the movement and build a common, united organization 

of some sort… 

The current model relies upon each individual socialist group training 

its members in its version of “revolutionary theory” and attempting to 

transmit this to the world. 

“Revolutionary theory,” as far as I can tell, is usually very narrowly 

defined as the program and methods of a specific tiny group. The key 

is to develop a core of people who understand these ideas – “cadre.” 

As Louis Proyect, moderator of the Marxmail list, describes it, 

“This is the ‘nucleus’ theory of party building – develop case-

hardened ‘cadre’ like the nucleus of some element, like carbon or 
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uranium. When a catalyst is applied, like heat or the class struggle, the 

masses will accumulate around the nucleus like electrons. That’s the 

theory anyhow.” 

However, this is quite problematic in reality. While it’s better than 

nothing, walling ourselves off in our own groups and focusing on 

reading our own limited material is a severely flawed method. 

Instead, the movement desperately needs more debate, debate which 

transcends organizational lines, and that will challenge activists and 

bring a new level of theoretical seriousness, as well as the potential 

for expected qualitative breakthroughs. This seems a much better idea 

than smugly sealing ourselves off, content that we have the right ideas 

– even if they are unlikely to ever really reach anyone… 

Of course, we cannot just will such a movement or even theory or 

literature into existence. But hopefully we can help to create the 

grounds on which it can develop. This means more of an effort to 

promote dialogue, debate, and sharing of ideas within the entire 

socialist movement, to most effectively train socialist activists, 

thinkers, and writers. 

As Engels wrote, 

“It is the responsibility of the leaders to enlighten themselves more 

and more in theoretical issues, to liberate themselves more and more 

from the influence of traditional phrases that belong to the old 

worldview and to always keep in mind that from the time it became 

scientific, socialism demands to be treated as a science, that is, that it 

must be studied.” 

It means being able to explain the way the world works and to present 

Marxism in a popular fashion. That involves a lot of hard work, 

critical thinking, and discussion which it’s hard to get inside the 

currently existing groups, given their limited memberships and 

resources. 

There are some websites that exist to promote this type of discussion, 

but they are a far cry from what is needed, and have a tendency to 

attract armchair socialists. … I should point out that the currently 

existing groups themselves do produce some of the best-informed and 

talented socialist thinkers and activists out there. Within these 

organizations, there are quite useful discussions, meetings, 

conferences, and study groups that greatly help advance their 

members’ theoretical level and abilities as socialist activists (this type 

of education is very difficult to get outside of these groups!). 

As Hal Draper mockingly wrote in criticizing this version of 

“democratic centralism”: 

“Let us build a ‘Bolshevik’ party by being ‘disciplined’ like good 

Bolsheviks. So, on the basis of a false notion of ‘Bolshevik’ discipline 

absorbed from the enemies of Leninism, the sect is ‘Bolshevized’ into 

a contracting, petrifying coterie, which replaces the bonds of a 

political cohesion by iron hoops such as are needed to hold together 

the staves of a crumbling barrel.” 

This is completely out of tune with the nature of the period we are in 

today. First of all, we are faced with the task of rebuilding the 

socialist movement. This project will require a process of collective 

discussion that goes far beyond the confines of existing groups today. 

As the organization Solidarity, which has been raising the issue of 

regroupment for many years, writes, 

“We believe that none of the existing revolutionary socialist 

organizations – not even all of them combined – can synthesize the 

experience of worker and social movement activists and provide a 

coherent strategy (known on the left as a ‘program’) for socialist 

revolution in the U.S. today. Therefore, no one can claim to be the 

vanguard party or its nucleus… We believe that we have as much to 

learn as we do to teach from other socialist militants.” 

Louis Proyect suggests that a healthy socialist press would, 

“encourage debates over how to interpret [historical and international] 

questions … since they can make us even more attractive to people 

investigating which group to join. It is natural that you would want to 

join a group with a lively internal life.” 

Not only that, but debates challenge activists to think through how to 

present issues, to clarify their ideas, and to be better prepared in 

explaining them to the wider world, with its diverse audiences. They 

are an absolutely vital means of training activists. 
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Small Business Mentality 

The model of organization today generates what Marxmail moderator 

Louis Proyect terms a “small business mentality.” Each group 

operates like a 

“small business that competes for market share with other small 

businesses, except that we are selling revolution rather than air 

conditioners or aluminum siding.”… 

Within the confines of the socialist movement, you will almost never 

hear a competing group’s activities praised – the focus must always 

be on how your particular group has the best analysis and methods… 

One result of this pressure is that each group has to produce its own 

materials and duplicate many of the same tasks. They each need their 

own website, articles, pamphlets, and books, no matter if they’re 

redundant with others already in existence. 

When good speakers from other socialist groups come to town, 

competing organizations usually refuse to publicize their events. For 

example, I was told I could not advertise a talk by Sherry Wolf of the 

ISO on “Sexuality and Socialism” – she is one of the few individuals 

on earth who has written at length on this topic – over the Socialist 

Alternative public e-mail list. The fact that I even raised the idea came 

as a shock to some…. 

Today, in a situation where consciousness about socialism is 

extremely low – even among those people who are joining the 

movement today – as many resources as possible need to be utilized 

to educate people. 

Newspapers and Publications 

A similar problem occurs with the publications of today’s socialist 

movement. Under the current form of organization, each tiny group 

feels compelled to put out its own newspaper. These range in quality 

and usefulness, with most tending toward mediocrity since they are 

produced with scarce resources. Despite their mediocrity, they 

swallow a tremendous amount of the scant resources available in the 

U.S. socialist movement today. 

It might be argued that it makes sense for each group to publish its 

own paper since the papers clearly lay out their distinct positions on 

issues. However, while they are “line” publications put out by 

organizations with a specific program, it’s rare that you actually find 

that “line” expressed in any detail. In fact, articles and arguments are 

often redundant and repetitive both across papers put out by different 

groups as well as even within issues of an individual group’s paper. 

It’s sad to say, but I don’t imagine many workers or students out there 

anxiously await the next issue of almost any of them.…. 

A newspaper or publication of any kind can act as a collective 

organizer, but a miniaturized version is of an entirely different 

character than what Lenin was advocating in the pieces usually 

quoted out of context to justify today’s publications. … 

In contrast, Lenin envisioned a paper from which workers and 

activists would learn “how to live and how to die” (as one worker 

wrote to Iskra). That was the animating force behind his efforts to 

develop the socialist press. According to Lih, the goals of a 

newspaper for Lenin were to give activist workers “the big picture 

and teach them to be effective political leaders” … 

We too need publications and media that are eagerly awaited and a 

must-have for activists, workers, and students today. These will 

reflect the resources and state of the socialist movement today – but I 

think they should be animated by the same force that drove Lenin. In 

my opinion, this cannot be accomplished without a serious rethinking 

of the impact of sectarian forms of organization. 

Most promisingly, we should imagine ways to harness the potential of 

the Internet to develop new socialist publications. One idea would be 

to develop a website compiling the best articles and analysis from a 

socialist perspective, as well as links to key articles from all types of 

sources. It could also be a place for debate, allowing a free exchange 

of ideas between activists across the country and the world. It could 

solicit reports from workers and youth on situations in their 

workplaces, schools, and communities, encouraging them to develop 

a voice, as well as providing examples of successful organizing to 

others. Radical writers’ groups or tendencies could focus more on 

developing original and insightful bodies of literature and on 
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popularizing them, rather than devoting themselves to trying to 

produce a redundant “literature” literature that deep down reflects 

some sort of conception that their own specific newspaper or website 

is or could be a “mass organ.” 

 

Unfortunately, much of the socialist movement seems to be stuck in a 

time warp. It’s striking that, to my knowledge, the Internet has not 

produced much creative re-thinking by socialists on organization or 

publications. There has been a proliferation of left-liberal websites 

like Truthout, Alternet, DailyKos, Huffington Post, and others, which 

group a wide variety of voices together and reach many millions of 

readers each month. Yet despite the immense focus of the socialist 

movement on the importance of publications and literature, no 

comparable website with a distinctly socialist voice has 

emerged….The success of sites like Counterpunch and ZNet, which 

are farther to the left of those listed above, ought to give us 

encouragement. A lot of things would be possible if more resources 

and creative thinking were devoted to brainstorming broader, more 

creative, and higher quality projects, rather than focused on the inner 

lives of the currently existing groups. … 

Finally, I should note that there are some positive sides to current 

socialist newspapers. First and foremost, they give new activists 

experience in writing and editing articles. 

Divisive forms of organization weaken all campaigns 

“Every step of real movement is more important than a dozen 

programs” 

Karl Marx 

All of the above is focused on writing, reading, and thinking – what 

about actually campaigning, the heart and soul of the movement and 

in my opinion the key to building a real left in this country? There’s 

already too much talking in the socialist movement that is not in any 

clear way linked to practice. Right now, to me, the top task is to build 

campaigns that can fight against budget cuts, wars, poverty, sexism, 

racism, environmental catastrophe, etc. Unfortunately, we have not 

seen major movements of this type develop despite the economic 

crisis and the growing disillusionment with the Obama administration. 

Some on the socialist left seem to take solace in the fact that major 

mass movements during the Great Depression did not develop until 

several years after it hit, particularly around 1934. 

Yet I can’t help but think that the current form of organization on the 

left is playing a role in holding things back, despite the well-meaning 

efforts of activists. It’s fairly simple to politically recognize and argue 

that movements “from below” are the key to change society, but it 

requires much more sophisticated thinking to actually put these ideas 

into practice. Organizing a successful campaign on any issue usually 

means establishing roots in a particular community or group of 

communities, as well as relying on leadership by a core of dedicated 

and experienced activists, who can bring their collective knowledge 

and skills to bear in a united struggle, in alliance with broader sectors 

of workers, youth, and community members. 

Currently, each little group’s effort to recruit to its own banner too 

often leaves different organizations attempting to stake out their own 

territory by launching campaigns on different issues at the same time. 

This isn’t to say that there aren’t dozens of issues that need 

campaigning around, but the result is that good activists are routinely 

isolated from each other and working at cross purposes, weakening all 

of our campaigns. This means that all meetings and demonstrations 

have lower turnout, our leaflets and websites are worse, we are less 

able to break into the mainstream press, less able to attract new 

activists, and on and on. 

This is not just an issue of “socialists are more interested in selling 

their paper than building campaigns,” a common and largely false 

charge (except for the truly sectarian groups). We all want to build 

winning campaigns, both to improve working people’s lives and to 

develop the capacity to struggle and show that it is possible to change 

society. Socialists are quite often the most energetic and self-

sacrificing activists around. But that is also why our (often 

unintentional) sectarianism is a severe limitation, because we really 

do have a crucial role to play. 

This is of vital importance right now because the left is at a stage 

where it desperately needs some wins. Victories in united campaigns 
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can help raise the confidence of broader sections of youth and 

workers, inspiring them to become activists themselves. Through this 

activism they might even be inspired and convinced to become 

socialists. Additionally, by bringing more talented activists together, 

there could be better training of newer activists, a critical task (and a 

difficult one, given the paucity of experienced activists able to 

provide mentorship and training). Instead, the ongoing ineffectiveness 

of our campaigns reinforces the isolation and despair that many 

people with progressive ideas feel in this country. Our protests are 

reduced to expressions of moral outrage which, while important in 

their own right, are far from a strategy for changing the world. 

Contrast them to, just to give one example, the actions that helped 

detonate the civil rights movement such as the Montgomery Bus 

Boycott or the first of the student sit-ins at restaurants, which were 

often meticulously planned.… 

One might ask who will decide which issues are important? What 

method of selection should be employed? What about all the issues 

that get left out? These will be important questions to resolve, but I 

think we should acknowledge that regardless, there are better 

opportunities in the type of venue I am proposing above. … 

None of this is to deny the enormous obstacles that exist today, one of 

which is the willingness to struggle among the American people. But 

the situation appears to be changing, with growing frustration at the 

lack of change under the Obama administration providing an opening 

for organizing struggles from below. And the impact of the events of 

the “Arab Spring” on the consciousness of Americans should not be 

underestimated, as we have already seen to some degree in Madison. 

It’s quite possible that successful campaigns could have a wide 

impact and show people that there is an alternative to griping and 

despair – that it actually is possible to struggle and win. But we need 

to critically assess the forms the socialist movement takes today and 

how those may be limiting the effectiveness of our campaigns. 

If you are left to feel as if the fate of the world depends on the success 

of your group of 150 or so largely inexperienced activists, and that it’s 

on your shoulders to train new activists, to educate people, to write – 

the pressure can be overwhelming. 

This also leads to a disproportionate focus on the internal workings of 

your tiny organization – because, if its ideas are the key vehicle to 

transform the world, then it must be built up as much as possible. 

Hal Draper noted this tendency, writing, 

“The internal life of the sect becomes not a necessary evil keyed to its 

outside activities, but rather a substitute gratification.” 

Narrowing of Vision 

The form of organization dominant on the socialist left also lends 

itself to a narrowing of vision. 

In place of a movement attempting to draw together the various 

movements around the world and draw lessons from them, there is a 

tendency to define the boundaries of the socialist movement as 

beginning and ending with your own group. Every socialist group will 

issue the caveat that they don’t consider themselves to be the 

vanguard party, or the mass party, that they recognize their forces are 

modest and a serious movement is going to require broader forces and 

struggles. But this type of talk is cheap, and far outweighed by the 

actual mentality within the movement.… The assumption created by 

our current form of organization lends itself to the unfortunate idea 

that all knowledge must be concentrated in our ranks. 

If we do not have a group there, that will not prevent us from issuing 

some sort of proclamation about what is to be done… To understand 

just how far from Marxism these types of shallow proclamations are, 

just look at all the time Marx and Engels spent in libraries engaged in 

serious study on a multitude of topics. They did this not because of 

some quaint academic curiosity, but because their historical 

materialist analysis meant delving deep into their subject matter. 

Unfortunately this same devotion to serious study is not shared by 

many of us who claim to be following in Marx’s tradition today. 

I was struck by a thought while watching the World Cup with some of 

my comrades. After a few beers increased their already higher-than-

normal confidence to comment on seemingly every topic under the 

sun, several of them screamed repeatedly at the TV, 

“Why are they passing the ball backwards? What a bunch of fools!” 
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Of course, in soccer, passing the ball backwards is often critical for 

opening up space… To be fair, anyone unfamiliar with soccer and 

under the influence of alcohol can easily make the same mistake – but 

it struck me as a frightening metaphor for a method of thinking all too 

common among socialists…. 

There is a certain smug satisfaction created by today’s organizational 

forms, at the expense of the desire to independently – and deeply – 

study phenomena.… 

Tunnel Vision 

Another unfortunate product of the sect form is that it leads to an 

overemphasis on the history of your own group, diverting attention 

from the rich history of the socialist movement. It’s bad enough when 

socialists commit the sin of “Russian Revolutionism,” the tendency to 

use the Bolshevik Revolution as a frame of reference in nearly every 

discussion even though it is an unfamiliar topic for most young 

activists. This trend gets taken to even worse extremes within the tiny 

groups that exist today. 

For example, if you have run across Socialist Alternative, you have 

probably been told that our British organization played a key role in 

the struggle against the poll tax in Britain which brought down 

Margaret Thatcher. Never mind whether anyone in the U.S. knows 

about this struggle – it’s essential in explaining and justifying our 

existence. Or, else you’ll hear from other groups about how their 

analysis of the character of the Soviet Union or other similar regimes 

distinguishes them… 

There are important lessons to learn from the poll tax movement, and 

even better ones to learn from the Russian Revolution, one of the 

greatest events in world history (and even important methodological 

ones involved in understanding the character of the Soviet Union), but 

the tendency to discuss these issues regardless of your audience 

reinforces the sense that too many socialists are out of touch with 

current reality. A lot of this has to do with bumps along the road in 

learning the art of explaining your ideas, but it also is related to 

deeper issues. 

This is part of the logic that Marx and Engels criticized so thoroughly 

– that sectarianism leads to a focus on the issues that are central in the 

life and dogma of the sect, rather than those that come from existing 

reality and the struggles to change it…. 

As Proyect writes, 

“To my knowledge, Lenin never asked people to become Bolsheviks 

on the basis of how they understood the Jacobins.” 

The entire point of studying the past, for Marxists, is to help us 

understand how to answer the big questions of our time, which 

involves relating to consciousness today. … Lenin’s wife Krupskaya 

wrote about how in the early days of Russian socialist activity, it was 

more common for intellectuals to lecture at the workers on issues that 

were not at the forefront of their minds. Often, for example, they 

would read them Engels’ Origin of the Family, Private Property and 

the State (curiously enough, still being overused today), a work she 

implies they had trouble relating to. Meanwhile, she describes Lenin’s 

method: 

“Vladimir Ilyich read Marx’s Capital to the workers and explained it 

to them. He devoted the second half of the lesson to questioning the 

workers about their work and conditions of labor, showing them the 

bearing which their life had on the whole structure of society, and 

telling them in what way the existing order could be changed. This 

linking of theory with practice was a feature of Vladimir Ilyich’s 

work in the study-circles. Gradually other members of our circle 

adopted the same method.” 

This method, of asking questions and listening to the experiences of 

workers and communities in order to be able to “patiently explain” the 

ideas of socialism (and, crucially, to understand the concrete 

conditions and consciousness of the American working class today), 

is vital to cultivate in the socialist movement today. 

But the problem is this: How are we supposed to focus on these 

questions when we have to focus attention on making sure whether 

workers and activists agree with us on our position on Cuba or that 

the Soviet Union was a deformed workers’ state? Or, if not on those 

issues, than on any of a number of others crucial to distinguishing one 
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socialist group from another? Focusing so much mental energy on 

relatively minor historical questions obscures the big picture, and 

hampers the movement’s organic growth. 

In his recent posthumously published memoir North Star, Peter 

Camejo outlined how, in his view, these issues were rooted in the 

organizational methods of Trotskyism: 

 

“This concept of the ‘program’ was a defining aspect of Trotskyism. 

Born as a faction opposing the Stalinist degradation of socialism, the 

Trotskyist movement defended the founders of the socialist 

movement while at the same time rejecting the cult-like deification of 

Marx and Lenin. Thus the Trotskyists became caught in a framework 

that focused not only on the correct interpretation of Marx and Lenin 

but also on the correct interpretation of events within Russia. This led 

to the rapid development of rigidity in how they viewed and 

approached the world around them. Groups of Trotskyists across the 

globe focused on the internal debate over the degeneration of the 

Soviet Communist Party and its worldwide influence, rather than on 

the expressions of the living struggles of their own country. As an 

instrument to revive the mass world movement for social justice, I 

think that Trotskyism had historical, internal, sectarian limitations that 

blocked it from being able to become a critical force for social 

change.” 

These problems are not limited to Trotskyism, however…. 

Why the sect form persists 

“Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; 

they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under 

circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past. 

The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the 

brains of the living.” 

Karl Marx, 18th Brumaire 

Given all the issues raised above, why does the current narrow form 

of organization persist? Most importantly, why does there seem to be 

no real organized expression of the ideas I’m raising, since I’m sure 

there are plenty of people out there who feel similarly? 

 

My guess is that it has a lot to do with the often-underestimated force 

of inertia. Despite all the frustrations, it’s still easier to work inside 

one of the existing socialist organizations than outside of one. .. 

The force of inertia is compounded by the fact that many of the most 

experienced socialist activists are to be found in the various sects in 

existence. For anyone new to the movement, their knowledge can be 

quite impressive – and intimidating. There is a natural tendency to 

defer to those who seem to have more experience. Newer activists 

might not even know what are the right questions to ask, and might be 

prone to just accept the wisdom of those who brought them into the 

movement. When they start having questions about the organizational 

model, these are more likely to manifest themselves as feelings of 

self-doubt or a lack of self-confidence. 

Whenever people start to question the logic of building a sect, where 

can they turn? What organized force is out there for socialists not 

interested in joining one of the many existing groups? The landscape 

is all but barren. The most common experience, therefore, seems to be 

for people to drop out of the organized socialist movement altogether, 

leaving those of us with doubts inside the movement even more 

isolated – and more likely to just give up on the whole project, or to 

continue to begrudgingly build our tiny groups… 

As Proyect explains, 

“The real threat to party democracy in [existing ‘Leninist’ formations 

today] is not ham-fisted bureaucratic interventions. It is instead self-

censorship by the rank-and-file all the way up to key leaders who are 

very wary of challenging adopted party positions out of fear of being 

tarnished as ‘petty bourgeois,’ not ‘understanding Marxism,’” or of 

‘becoming ostracized.’” 

And an even bigger obstacle is the fact that the space to raise big 

questions is extremely limited within these types of organizations, 

since they are predicated on such a high level of agreement on very 

specific issues…. 
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It doesn’t have to be this way. I would argue that it is up to those of us 

who see the sect road as a dead-end to fight to develop an alternative, 

whatever that may look like. This is of crucial importance because 

often the best people attracted to the socialist movement are first and 

foremost activists. They want to transform the world, and they want 

practical answers on how to effectively do it. In my view, those of us 

with experience inside existing socialist groups – both those who still 

belong and those who have been burnt out by them – have an 

important role to play in this process. 

Building an Alternative 

 

“It is a serious matter to destroy a man’s faith without replacing it.” 

Victor Serge, Birth of Our Power 

As a friend recently told me, 

“I’m prepared to dedicate my life to this movement – I’d just like it to 

have some chance of succeeding.” 

…If we are building on a foundation of sand, all of our increased 

efforts will lead to very little. There is a lot to be said for Kasama 

member Joe Ramsey’s words in the introduction to the issue of 

Cultural Logic in which this piece originally ran: 

“Perhaps the most important thing that we can be doing now is 

surveying the terrain upon which we stand, discerning what is soil and 

what sand, marking off what we know are the dead ends, in an 

attempt to find new and fresh paths to open and more fertile ground.” 

Sometimes the criticisms directed at the socialist movement make it 

seem as if it would be best if the existing groups just fell apart and 

disappeared, in part because they are seen as an obstacle to such a 

process of rethinking. I don’t agree. Despite all of what I’ve written 

above, I have much more respect for those members of (many of) 

today’s “micro-sects” who are actually trying to go out and argue for 

socialist ideas than for the armchair critics who always seem to know 

better. For all their weaknesses, the existing socialist groups give new 

activists experience and training – in writing articles and leaflets, 

postering, petitioning, organizing – as well as a basic socialist 

education. You can’t get these things from a blog or a website or 

almost anywhere else. Even selling mediocre newspapers has its 

positive side: it’s good that at rallies somebody promotes socialist 

ideas and tries to organize the attendees and get them involved in 

long-term activism. 

As one friend, a serious activist who is considering joining the 

socialist movement, recently told me, 

“I would rather be building a micro-sect than nothing.” 

And he has a point. .. 

In place of a dismissive approach that just writes off members of 

existing “micro-sects,” we need a critical engagement with (and 

among!) them. This doesn’t mean that I believe the key question is 

“regroupment,” meaning uniting the currently existing socialist left 

into one common organization. Anyone who looks around at the 

existing left with a sober eye will reasonably ask: “You mean you 

think bringing these people together is the key?” I don’t. Many 

current socialist activists are stuck in their ways, too invested in their 

own groups, and unable to creatively think through the complex 

problems we face. Many others are sectarians by acquired nature and 

appear incapable of interacting with real-life human beings. 

I agree with Mike Ely of the Kasama Project, who writes, 

“I’m sure there are pockets of creativity within the organized left. But 

I also believe that much of the organized left is, in how it imagines 

and defines itself, both exhausted and relatively clueless. Most left 

projects are running on routine, self-delusion and sheer vapor. And I 

don’t think that the new revolutionary movement will mainly emerge 

out of those current organized left silos.” 

Instead, the key forces are going to come primarily from people who 

are outside the movement today, particularly from among younger 

generations, who lack the baggage of the existing groups and are 

instilled with the energy, optimism, and creativity necessary to take 

on the arduous task of building a viable socialist movement. 

These younger forces, however, will not just automatically find their 

way to Marxism or socialism – they have to be introduced to it 
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somehow. We are working with finite human material, and those 

currently active in the various tiny groups have important 

accumulated experience and knowledge. That is why I think it is 

absolutely essential to try to start a process of discussion among 

members of existing organizations, in the hopes of building 

something that can actually be an attractive force that reaches younger 

activists and potential activists. If enough of those people could be 

won over and convinced to spend as much time thinking through how 

to build a broader socialist movement as they currently spend trying 

to expand their own tiny organizations, that would be a significant 

step forward. Perhaps I’m being naive, but the fact that the socialist 

movement is now made up of largely younger generations for whom a 

lot of the questions dividing groups are mainly of historical interest 

means there may be more opportunities for this to happen. .. 

 

Even if it is the case that “micro-sects” are all that can be built now, 

then let them be less pretentious, less sectarian, more open to working 

with one another, and more aware of their own inherent weaknesses 

(not to demoralize them but rather to help better understand the role 

they might play). Let them critically evaluate all their methods, search 

out more effective forms, and really ask if they are preparing the way 

toward something better in the future. I don’t think this is asking too 

much, nor do I believe I am naïve to think that there are many people 

in today’s socialist groups open to such an approach. 

The ideas I am putting forward appear to assume the existence of a 

broader layer of people who would be open to joining socialist 

groups, if only they were of a different form than what exists today…. 

I’m also convinced that the numbers of people open to anti-capitalist 

and socialist ideas are growing under the impact of the economic 

crisis and the mounting frustrations with the Obama administration’s 

policies. Meanwhile, “the various sects have no attractive power.” 

These people need a home, an organization where they can politically 

develop, share their experiences and ideas with others, learn the ropes 

of activism, get involved in campaigns, and promote socialist ideas 

(or even just broad anti-capitalist ones) in creative ways. The tiny 

socialist organizations in existence today provide some of this, but 

ultimately they are fulfilling semi-contradictory roles, recruiting 

people fresh to activism (let alone socialism) and yet trying to 

convince them of a very specific “line.”… 

Hal Draper argued in the early 1970s that the whole strategy of 

attempting to form membership organizations right now in the 

socialist movement was a mistake. This might seem counter-intuitive 

– what kind of organization doesn’t have members? Who makes 

decisions? But his point was that the current membership 

organizations are inherently distorted by all the contradictions 

outlined above. You can recruit people to an organization, sure, but 

on what basis are they being recruited? And how does the emphasis 

on building a membership organization impact your relationship with 

those who are close to you politically, but might not be open to 

joining your group? 

Developing political centers 

Instead of membership organizations, Draper called for the formation 

of political centers, which would focus on publishing socialist 

political literature. According to Draper, 

“A political center has an enormous advantage over the sect’s 

National Committee or Central Committee which issues directives, 

theses, disciplinary cases, etc. to its micro-empire of mini-branches. 

That is: the former’s relations with local clubs, socialist groups, trade-

union groups, workers’ groups, and individual activists can be 

infinitely varied and flexible. But the latter’s relations are 

dichotomized into two types: with members, the relation rigidified by 

the by-laws; with non-members, a relation hampered by an 

organizational barrier.” 

In place of national membership organizations, Draper’s position was 

that socialists should form local circles, in their workplaces, schools, 

or cities. Draper drew this conclusion from his own activism, as well 

as his study of the history of the Bolsheviks. Summarizing this 

history, he wrote, 

“In the preceding period, the preliminaries for a mass party had taken 

shape in Russia in the form not of sects but of local workers’ circles, 

which remained loose, and founded loose regional associations. They 
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had not developed as branches of a central organization but 

autonomously, in response to social struggles – loosely.” 

…Draper argued that these circles should establish loose national 

connections. In his opinion, they should, make contact with a political 

center that makes sense from your own point of view, for help in 

literature, advice, and outside linkups, and work with it to whatever 

extent you find useful. But there is no reason against having this 

relationship with more than one political center, if they suit your own 

political views. Such a political center may even be a sect; but if you 

do not join it, it relates to you only as one political center among 

others. This relationship is a hang-loose relationship: if you do not 

have a vote in deciding its affairs, it is likewise true that it cannot tell 

you what to do by exerting its sect ‘discipline’ over your own 

judgment. You do not erect an organizational barrier between you as 

the adherent of one sect and someone else who cleaves to another sect 

or none. In your work, you use whatever literature you wish, whatever 

their source… If enough take this course to break up the sect system, 

that would be a good thing for the future potentialities of an American 

socialist movement. There is a better chance of a genuine socialist 

movement arising out of such a hang-loose complex of relationships 

than out of the fossilized world of sects… 

….Here are some ideas for potential forms a new socialist movement 

could take : 

A common website, newspaper, and/or journal, with the aim of 

posting important news, reports on struggles, socialist and radical 

analysis, and serving as a forum for *debate* and organizing ideas 

A collaboration to organize a roster of talented speakers on a variety 

of issues and work together on building big events for them around 

the country. Instead of poorly organized, poorly attended events with 

poor presentations, these could be big forums which inspire people to 

activism. The roster of speakers could include people like Dahr 

Jamail, Chris Hedges, Cindy Sheehan, Glenn Greenwald (who is 

speaking at the ISO’s Socialism 2011 conference in Chicago) 

important figures from struggles internationally, etc. 

Big regional and national socialist conferences, along the lines of the 

ISO’s Socialism Conference in Chicago (and the Bay Area) but even 

bigger and better. These could be geared not only toward socialist 

education but also toward developing action proposals and ideas. The 

fact that no initiative like this has developed in recent years is 

somewhat disturbing, though understandable given the logic that I’ve 

outlined. 

Joint study groups and classes in local areas (or via the Internet), 

socialist education centers, etc. 

Local groups of activists who join together to work on common 

campaigns, or report on all the different work they’re involved in, 

even if they are from different political trends… 

On what political basis might this all come together? 

It might seem ridiculous that I am only bringing that point up now, 

since in many ways it is the central one. Have I abandoned politics in 

search of organizational shortcuts? Have I jettisoned any concept of a 

shared program or perspectives as the basis for working together? I 

haven’t, but I felt that the most essential questions to focus on in this 

piece were organizational. 

Imagine if several of the currently existing groups, along with 

unaffiliated socialists, agreed to approach the questions we face from 

a fresh perspective, without bringing their organizational baggage 

with them. Wouldn’t it be possible to take a fresh look at the situation 

we face in the U.S., clarify our tasks, and find common points of 

agreement on which we could build some type of united organization 

or project? Isn’t it at least worth a shot, as an experiment? 

Besides, what do we really have to lose? 

————————– 

End. 


