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How do we reply to Kshama Sawant and her uncritical supporters? 
 

Vacillating Ally or Strategic Opponent? 
 

An Independent Organization is Inconceivable  
if We Can't Recognize the Face Of Our Enemy 

 

Ben Seattle -- March 28, 2015 
 

A week ago I was told, by a confused activist, that I need more 
"nuance" in my analysis of Kshama Sawant. 

Yeah, right. 

I love this kind of talk, because it helps me understand that nothing is 
more important than knowing who and what we are. 

We are activists who want, more than anything in the world, to play a 
significant role in the creation of the proletariat's independent 
organization.  Knowing this simple fact is more important than 
recruiting to our ranks a ton of activists who are gullible and obedient. 

The proletariat does not have its own independent organization.  The 
proletariat needs one.  Badly.  Without its own independent 

organization, the proletariat cannot make itself conscious.  I know I 
will offend a lot of good people when I say that.  But someone needs 
to.  Life is tough.  Tougher if we're stupid. 

I will say this again. 

The proletariat needs its own independent organization.  It does not 
have one.  Nothing fundamental will change until it does. 

Every activist must know this.  We are in a fight with only two major 

sides.  Our class enemy is organized.  We are not.  This is why we 
lose most of the time.  And we will continue to lose most of the time 
until we make up our minds that this must change. 

Our class enemy, the bourgeoisie (otherwise known as the one 
percent, in the language of Occupy) will continue to inflict pain on 
the working class and oppressed here and internationally until we 
stand up and put a stop to it.  We cannot do this until we make 
ourselves conscious.  And we will never be able to make ourselves 
conscious until we create our own independent organization.   

 

Only an independent organization will make it possible for us to 
understand the connection between the pain in Syria and pain here at 
home.  Only an independent organization will make it possible for us 
to understand the connection between the pain in Greece, Spain, 
Brazil and China and the pain at home.  Only an independent 
organization will make it possible for us to understand how to make 
every cop know there will be hell to pay if he blows away or chokes 
to death one of our own.  Only an independent organization will make 
it possible for us to know, in our millions, that we are here for a 
reason.  That reason is to break the back of the bourgeoisie and end 
their class rule and usher in the decades long transition to a world that 
does not depend on a commodity economy and has no classes, no 
prisons and no state.  Only an independent organization will make it 
possible for us to know that our victory is not only necessary--but 
inevitable. 

How's that for nuance? 
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The Three Wrong Lines in the Movement 

It's time to take out the trash.  The trash is in our heads.  Sorry to be 
so blunt, folks.  I am only here for a few moments.  I intend to make 
them count. 

There are three wrong lines in the movement.  Before we can create 
the independent organization we need, we will need to toss these three 
wrong lines in the garbage. 

(1) The first wrong line is that we don't need our own independent 
organization.  This line holds that if we simply devote 100 percent of 
our life energy to the struggles of our choice, and not think about the 
need for independent class-wide organization, that everything will 
work out automatically.  This line is wrong.  It belongs in the trash. 

If we do not work in a conscious way to create this organization, then 
we are simply shrugging our shoulders and leaving this task to future 
generations of activists who will not have their heads in the sand. 

Many of the best activists in the city have this line.  I will not be 
popular by telling them this.  So what?  I owe them the truth. 

(2) The second wrong line is that we can create the independent 
organization we need by creating a religion--specifically a certain 
kind of religion known as a cargo-cult, in which we repeat certain 
magic words, phrases and sentences from the great failed proletarian 
revolutions of the past century--which resulted in police states, the 
largest famines in history, and the substitution of one exploiting 
bloodsucking class for another. 

This line is wrong.  It belongs in the trash. 

My comrade Frank, who many of the best activists in this city know, 
has this line.  I love the guy.  He was the kind of comrade who gave 
me courage when I was younger than my comrade Art is now.  But as 
a movement, we must make it clear to everyone that finding courage 
in a religion is the equivalent to getting well by using heroin.  We 
don't need religion.  We don't need intoxication.  We need sobriety.  
We owe our comrades who get caught up in this kind of thing the 
truth. 

(3) And this brings us 
to the third wrong line, 
which is that we can 
create the kind of 
independent 
organization we need by 
means of maneuvering 
and unprincipled 

alliances with the 

"progressive" 

institutions and 

powerbrokers who are 

part of the machinery 

of the system of 

bourgeois class rule--such as trade union bureaucrats, liberal-labor 
politicians, newspapers, professional "opinion leaders", non-profit 
heads, and the entire constellation of activists and former activists 
who are in orbit around the left wing of the Democratic Party. 

The end result of this third wrong line is a phenomena known by 
many names, but which on the basis of history and current usage is 
best described as "social democracy". 

What is Social Democracy? 

Social democracy is the name for a multitude of related political 
trends which all flow from the same source: the recognition, by the 
ruling bourgeoisie, that it is better to bend, for a period of time, than 
to break.  Social democracy is based on the principle of giving a few 
concessions to the masses to quiet them down when they are up in 
arms--and then taking the concessions back as soon as the mass 
movements have been safely put to sleep. 

Social democracy has a thousand faces.  In Greece, the best known 
example of social democracy is Syriza.  In Brazil, the best known 
example of social democracy is the party which is currently "in 
power" (although it is the Brazilian bourgeoisie, of course, which is 
and always has been running the show) headed by a former activist 
(who had been tortured by the military) named Dilma Rousseff. 
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Here in the U.S., one of the best known (of a very large number) of 
social democratic projects is the current and growing alliance 
between (a) the SA's flagship personality, Kshama Sawant, (b) many 
of the local trade union hacks, (c) Democratic Party machine 
politicians such as Larry Gossett, (d) newspapers such as the Stranger 
and the Seattle Times, and (e) "opinion leaders" such as Chris Hedges, 
who famously called the militant wing of the Occupy movement a 
"cancer" and, in so doing, helped justify the forcible eviction of the 
Occupy camps by the police. 

Good things combined with bad things 

Social democracy is a complex phenomena because, by its nature, 
many good things flow from it.  The good things that flow from it are 
advertised in bright lights and front page stories.  But bad things also 
flow from social democracy, which are not so well known. 

The good things that flow from social democracy are what it can 
deliver.  When the capitalists conclude that concessions are necessary, 
they often select social democracy as their delivery vehicle.  And the 
mobilizations of mass energy that social democracy sometimes 
engages in (such as the campaign for $15 hour) represent important 
openings for independent politics and are certainly deserving of our 
full support. 

So what are the not-so-good things?  The other side of this, the hook 
in this worm, is that social democracy is always and everywhere 
based on the promotion of illusions that serve the ruling class. 

Promoting the illusion that we live in a "democracy" 

If we think about it, we are surrounded by illusions of all kinds.  For 
example, we live in a society which is ruled by capital, and yet all our 
media creates a carefully manufactured illusion that we (supposedly) 
live in a democracy, and can use the rules of this supposed democracy 
to "work within the system" and transform our economic and political 
system, slice by slice, into a world of peace, abundance and genuine 
community for all. 

And there are a thousand other illusions that flow from this.  For 
example, there is the illusion that we can do the above without  

 

provoking a violent, convulsive reaction from our ruling class.  If 
history is any guide, our ruling class will almost certainly, at some 
point in this century, feel compelled to simply tear up the constitution 
and engage in the same kind of violent rampage here that it helped 
organize in countless other countries--such as Indonesia, Chile, Iran 
and the Congo. 

Until the financial crisis erupted and led to the Occupy movement, 
there was a widespread illusion that the Democratic and Republican 
parties were independent of one another and not controlled at the top 
by the same ruling class.  It was, by the way, the collapse of this 
particular illusion that prevented the Democratic Party, and its trade 
union bureaucrat flunkies, from being able to co-opt and liquidate the 
Occupy movement in this and other cities.  And this, in turn, led to the 
decision by the ruling class in the U.S. (ie: the bourgeoisie, the one 
percent) to tentatively greenlight the project of which Kshama Sawant 
is the current figurehead. 

How social democracy dominates the movement 

Social democracy plays a huge role in defining what political projects 
and ideas are considered acceptable, responsible, and deserving of 
support from a vast array of institutions and personalities which are 
connected to or dependent on the machinery of bourgeois class rule. 

From the perspective of activist organizations (which are often 
engaged in cutthroat, dog-eat-dog competition with rival 
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organizations over who will recruit the warm, living bodies of naive 
activists who are new on the scene and looking for direction) playing 
ball with social democracy (and promoting the key illusions which 
best disorganize and undermine the movement) can lead to favorable 
publicity and open the door to all kinds of connections and resources 
that can be used to prop up an organization or create the appearance 
of doing something important.  All this can and will, of course, have a 
huge impact on the lifeblood of an activist organization--which is 
recruitment.  This phenomenon is often called opportunism. 

As a result, more often than not, the organizations which gain the 
greatest visibility will generally be those which do the most to 
promote illusions of various kinds.  There are of course exceptions to 
this rule, but these exceptions tend to occur when a struggle first 
breaks out and attracts mass support (before social democracy may 
have time to infiltrate and take it over) or when the struggle is 
extraordinary or prolonged--and is guided by activists who have 
learned (whether by instinct, superstition or on a more conscious 
level) that something is deeply wrong with some kinds of people or 
institutions which arrive on the scene, act like they know it all, and 
immediately set about trying to run everything.  These "professionals" 
will sometimes promise the sun, the moon and the stars.  They know 
that broad support and quick success will often follow when a group 
waters down its message and allows itself to be tamed.  But, not too 
long after this happens, things tend to go downhill quickly.  And 
many activists never know why. 

Religion is a flimsy defense against social democracy 

Activists develop a multitude of religious beliefs and practices (such 
as identity politics, various strains of anarchism, or cargo cults 
supposedly based on Lenin) in order to defend their work and projects 
against the operation of social democracy as a force that they often do 
not understand.  Sometimes these religious beliefs and practices offer 
partial or limited protection against social democracy.  But, even in 
these instances, this limited protection is purchased at the cost of the 
incredible damage which flows from the nature of the religious beliefs 
and practices themselves--which work to isolate a political trend from 
the working class and oppressed and may even drive the trend into the 

arms of its worst 
enemies--the 
supposedly 
"progressive" 
gatekeepers and 
powerbrokers who 
are part of the 
machinery of the 
class rule of the 
bourgeoisie. 

Social democracy 
can only be 
correctly 
understood as a 
weapon that is used 
against the 
movement by a 
conscious class 
enemy.  Social 
democracy is 
tolerated, trained 
and nurtured by 
this conscious 
class enemy, which 
knows that it can 
only maintain its 
class rule by a 
combination of 
force (the police) and political deception (social democracy).  As 
activists, we need to understand social democracy in a conscious way, 
so that we can develop conscious and effective tactics that will allow 
us to work with social democratic trends (recognizing them as 
temporary and vacillating allies) while also defending our militancy, 
independence, and political ideas.   

In other words, only by acting in a conscious way, will we be able to, 
so to speak, grab the cheese while avoiding the trap. 
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What are we going to do about it? 

Currently, some discussion and debate is taking place among activists 
concerning whether Kshama Sawant and the SA are genuinely 
"independent" or are really "sellouts" (more on that below).  As this 
discussion and debate develops, it is important to understand two key 
things: 

(1) The different views that activists have originate, not so much in 
the actions of the SA and/or Sawant herself (although these have 
certainly been important) as in different views concerning how the 
economic and political system in which we live functions.  So this 
debate is good and necessary, but our participation in this debate will 
be far more effective if we make use of this debate to cast light on the 
nature of the economic and political system in which we live--which 
is ruled by a conscious class enemy which has learned that the 
weapon of political deception is politically cheaper, more effective 
and less risky that direct repression by means of naked force (which 
is usually reserved for use only when all else fails). 

We will help others see things more clearly, if we emphasize that the 
SA and Kshama Sawant are not only serving the machinery of 
bourgeois class rule--but are being promoted and supported by this 
same machinery.  In other words, the exposure of the SA and 
Kshama Sawant is assisted not only by the fact that she got caught on 
YouTube defending Democratic Party machine politician Larry 
Gossett (more on that below) but also by the fact that less than a week 
later she was on the front page (above the fold) of the Sunday Seattle 
Times, and a quarter million readers got to learn that her two adorable 
dogs are named Che and Rosa (presumably for Che Guevara and 
Rosa Luxemburg). 

(2) The most important question that will emerge when recognition 
of the social democratic nature of SA and Sawant becomes more 
widespread (as is inevitable) will be: Now that we know this--what 

are we going to do about it? 

I will answer that question right now: we can and will create 
genuinely independent organization.  And, if we are serious about 
working to create the independent organization which the proletariat  

 

needs--then we have no choice except to struggle to understand what 
social democracy is--and how it is used by the bourgeoisie as a 
weapon against the movement.  This is because we can no more build 

an independent organization without understanding the nature of 

social democracy--than we can build a boat without understanding 

the nature of water. 

Until we understand what social democracy is, and train ourselves to 
recognize its face when it is leading us around by the nose, we will 
never be able to play a significant role in the creation of the 
independent organization we need.  This is because social democracy 
plays precisely the same role in the realm of ideology (ie: the system 
of ideas which we use to think) as the police do in the physical 
realm. 

Of course, when I say this, I will upset the "nuance" crowd.  They 
argue that to say such a thing is "too simplistic".   
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Too Simplistic? 

We need to be careful when we hear this phrase.  Yes, sometimes we 
may have ideas that really are too simplistic.  But other times this 
phrase is thrown around in desperation by people who are in denial.  
It is kind of like when you tell someone that they have a drinking 
problem.  They might reply that you are being too simplistic. 

For example, some people 
argue that it would be too 
simplistic to say that the 
Ferguson police department 
was used to intimidate the 
majority black population 
because it was part of a 
racist machine determined 
to raise revenue by 
systematically sucking their 
blood in an elaborate 
system of fines, warrants 
and jail.  And many claim 
that it is too simplistic to 
say that U.S. imperialism 
has brought misery and 
death to millions in the 
Middle East in order to 
control sources of oil and 
gain leverage in its strategic 
competition with other 
imperialist powers, whether 
declining, like Russia, or rising, like China.  And there are people 
today who argue that it is too simplistic to say that global warming 
and climate change are the result of the billions of tons of carbon that 
humanity is pouring into the atmosphere.  And some still argue that it 
is too simplistic to say that the Civil War in the U.S. was fought over 
the issue of slavery.  And it is also, supposedly too simplistic to say 
that a country like the U.S. has only two major contending classes, 
the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, and that these two major classes 
have antagonistic and irreconcilable material interests, and that it is 

inevitable that the 
proletariat will make 
itself conscious and 
overthrow the class rule 
of the bourgeoisie. 

In each of the examples 
above, there are various 
subtleties that might be 
added to present a more 
detailed picture.  For 
example, a factor (a 
relatively small one, of 
course) in the civil war 
was tariffs.  But often 
(as in the example I just 
gave) adding these 
kinds of details to an 
explanation tends to 
clutter up and obscure 
the fundamental nature 
of what is being 
described). 

When fundamental class 
interests are at stake, the 
truths of our material world become subject to an enormous pressure 
and some attempt to bend them like so much taffy.  Marx showed 
how, in the modern world, some human beings, because they are part 
of a dense network of class relationships, become nothing more than a 
mouthpiece for capital.  Note well: This does not apply only to the 
Koch brothers.  The Romans, famously, referred to their slaves as 
"instrumentum vocale", which is Latin for the tool with a voice.  In 
the modern world we have a different name for tools with a voice.  
That name is "social democracy". 

That is why we must also throw the third wrong line in the trash. 

This does not mean, of course, that we must simply ignore social 
democracy, or pretend it doesn't exist, or that we should refuse to 
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work with social democrats in principled alliances for various 
practical demands.  But this does mean that, sooner or later, we will 
need to recognize that social democracy exists on earth for the 

purpose of sucking our attention away from what we need to do: 

which is to build independent organization. 

Social democracy is the enemy  
of independent organization 

So we can and will work with social democrats for worthwhile partial 
demands, such as the fight for $15 an hour.  And we will defend 
social democrats when they are attacked by business interests and the 
right wing.   

But this is not enough.  We must do something more.  We must 

refuse to allow social democracy to control our thinking.  This is 
another way of saying that we must reject the social democratic 
ideology, which, unfortunately, exists everywhere, including to a 
larger extent than we may be comfortable recognizing, in our own 
political ideas.  We must create the independent organization of the 
proletariat.  And we will never be able to do this until we understand 
that this must be done without and against social democracy. 

We will need to work with social democratic activists and trends, if 
and when we are able to understand how to do this in a principled 
way (ie: where the proletariat is not losing more than it gains).  But 
social democrats are not our comrades.  They are, at best, our 
temporary and vacillating allies.  Nor can we forget, for a moment, 
that history is overflowing with examples of social democracy 
betraying the movement at the most decisive possible moment.   

Deer in the Headlights 

All of these contradictions came up recently in an incident where 
Kshama Sawant was captured, on YouTube, looking like a deer in the 
headlights, when confronted by local activists over her support for 
local Democratic Party hack Larry Gossett, who is disliked because of 
his support for building a local youth jail--and about a thousand other 
things.  Without a prepared script to follow, Sawant blurted out a 
defense of Larry Gossett that probably works just fine with most 

fellow social democrats--but which created something of a local 
firestorm when activists saw it on YouTube. 

Sawant said that Larry Gossett was "not part of the establishment" 
and was "against the establishment" and “has been the ally of working 
people for a long time” and “he still stands for us”. 

Yeah, sure.  Larry Gossett is a friend of the working class. 

Sawant probably said these things because, initially, she did not 
realized the confrontation was being videotaped.  Unfortunately, the 
video was so explosive that it was removed (supposedly) for 
compelling security reasons. This video needs to again be made 
public. 

I am not going to detail and explain the career of Gossett, a lifelong 
professional sellout, other than to note that, among local activists who 
actually fight, Larry Gossett is considered about as much of a friend 
of the workers and oppressed as is herpes. 

The significance of the incident was that it seemed to confirm what 
other activists have been saying since before Sawant got elected--
which is that part of Sawant's duties in her alliances is to engage in 
political deception.  And since the SA has so heavily advertised itself 
as being the kind of organization that would never attempt to deceive 
the workers and oppressed (or to help any part of the Democratic 
Party machine pretend to be the friend of the working class) a number 
of local members of the SA got upset and made their feelings known 
on social media. 

And this led to some public debate and discussion, which is good, 
because this helps activists understand what is happening. 

Information War is Asymmetric 

As might be expected, in situations like this, the public debate and 
discussion did not tend to favor Sawant and the SA.  There is a 
principle at work here: public confrontation tends to hurt political 
trends which are based on political deception.  We should remember 
this principle (also known as the principle of political transparency) 
because this principle will certainly shape the 21st century.  On a 
theoretical level, this principle helps us understand that information  
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war, understood as an struggle of ideas organized on a mass scale, 

is fundamentally asymmetric by its nature. 

This means that, in the struggle for ideas, the side that has truth on its 
side will increasingly have a decisive advantage over the side that can 
buy the biggest megaphones, the most channels, and the greatest 
number of talking heads. 

All that is required to fully exploit this advantage, is that the struggle 
for ideas be organized on a mass scale and in accord with correct 
principles.  These principles are being worked out, tried and tested by 
activists today as they engage in the war of ideas on many fronts, and 
as they make the transition from fighting in a scattered way for one or 
another idea here and there--to fighting in a conscious and organized 
way for the central organizing idea of our time--the idea that will set 
the minds of millions on fire.  This is the idea that the time has come 
to overthrow the rule of capital, and run the world ourselves. 

As the working class and oppressed find it increasingly easy to 
directly share with one another their experience and conclusions over 
social media (without the traditional restrictions of gatekeepers) the 
principle of political transparency is destined to transform the terrain 
of the class struggle in the 21st century--and will give the proletariat 
the ability to create its own organization, make itself conscious, and 
take up the mission which history has placed on its shoulders. 

The big lie at the heart of Kshama Sawant's campaign 

The big lie at the heart of Kshama Sawant's campaign is that the kinds 
of alliances on which her campaigns are dependent will bring us what 
she calls "socialism".  This is not true.  Elvis Presley will come back 
to life, and sing alongside Jim Morrison, John Lennon, Kurt Cobain, 
Michael Jackson and Amy Winehouse, before the fantasy she spins 
can come true.  So let's take a look at what she says and why her 

claim represents an attack on the idea that the proletariat needs its 

own independent, class-wide organization.  Below are the relevant 
excerpts from her current article in the Nation magazine (the flagship 
magazine of the Democratic Party).  Read these excerpts carefully and 
see if you can spot the huge lie around which this article is built: 

Want to Rebuild the Left?  Take Socialism Seriously 

by Kshama Sawant - The Nation - March 23, 2015 

As the sun set on the Occupy Seattle encampment in December 2011, 
the question “What next?” hung in the air, as it did over Zuccotti Park 
in New York City. The tents were gone, our spirits were dampened, but 
an awakened sense of empowerment prevailed. [...] Inside and outside 
the encampments, discussions about the moral bankruptcy of Wall 
Street began to evolve into questions about the viability of capitalism 
itself. A revived search for an alternative had begun. [...] Now, after 
three decades of virtually untrammeled neoliberal policies, with class 
questions again brought to the fore by unprecedented levels of 
inequality, we have been witnessing a renewed interest in socialist 
ideas. [...] 

After receiving one of the highest votes for a socialist candidate in 
decades, I ran again in 2013 for the Seattle City Council. [...] The 
campaign attracted more than 400 volunteers, mobilized support in the 
labor movement, established a foothold among left-wing Democratic 
Party activists, won the strong endorsement of the city’s largest 
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alternative newspaper (The Stranger), and developed an unstoppable 
momentum for action on the minimum wage. [...] 

The prospects for creating a majority coalition on any of the issues 
raised in my campaign would be nonexistent without massively 
mobilizing people outside the council chambers. [...] 

A few weeks after my election, Socialist Alternative and I launched 15 
Now, the grassroots campaign that worked with the Seattle labor 
movement to build support for a $15 minimum wage. [...] the final 
result will be a $3 billion transfer of wealth over ten years from 
corporations to Seattle’s 100,000 lowest-paid workers. [...] 

We organized a “People’s Budget” coalition and won increased funding 
for social services, including year-round homeless shelters for women 
and basic services for homeless encampments. We also won $1.6 
million in raises for low-paid city workers and strengthened the 
enforcement of labor laws. We fought alongside tenants and 
community organizations to defeat an Orwellian attack on low-income 
housing called “Stepping Forward,” forcing the Seattle Housing 
Authority to back off from plans to begin 400 percent increases on 
rental rates over five years. Organizing with indigenous activists, we 
established Indigenous People’s Day (on the day celebrated federally as 
Columbus Day), putting a spotlight on the brutality and genocide 
unleashed under colonialism, and on the need to fight against the 
continued poverty and marginalization of indigenous communities. We 
have also helped publicize and support campaigns against regressive 
taxation, rising rents, climate change and the school-to-prison pipeline. 

All of these gains are only a taste of the fundamental change we need. 
[...] Genuine socialism means planning the entire society and economy 
on a rational, democratic and sustainable basis—delivering a high 
standard of living to all while protecting the environment. 

Any attempt to develop socialist municipal policies will inevitably 
come up against resource and technological constraints, as well as 
political attacks from outside the locality. This can even be seen in the 
fight for the $15 minimum wage, when Seattle’s victory was 
immediately threatened by potential statewide initiatives aimed at 
outlawing local minimum-wage laws. Socialists can overcome these 
challenges by drawing strength from the interdependence of working 
people nationally and internationally. 

The American left will have to build outside the Republican and 
Democratic parties, whose leaders have repeatedly demonstrated that 
they will go to any lengths to defend the superwealthy and protect the 
capitalist system. Progress can happen only by building independent 

working-class power. 

This year will see continued struggles against economic inequality, 
racial and gender oppression, police brutality and climate change. As 
we confront these challenges, I hope that my experience in office can 
serve as a useful example of socialist politics in action, with practical 
relevance for rebuilding the American workers’ movement. 

Our victories will depend on whether the left champions the interests of 
working people and the downtrodden—and does so no matter how 
much this comes into conflict with what is acceptable to the ruling elite 
or compatible with capitalism. 

That is the essence of a socialist approach to politics. 

http://www.thenation.com/article/198425/socialist-politics-heart-rebuilding-left 

So what could possibly be wrong with all these beautiful words? 

Sawant lists the various worthwhile struggles that she has helped 
mobilize people to fight for: the $15 minimum wage as well as 
homeless shelters and services, fighting back against rent increases 
and related attacks on the poor by the rich, as well as measures to 
raise the visibility of climate change and even some symbolic things, 
such as getting rid of the insult of naming a holiday for Columbus, 
who enslaved the native inhabitants he encountered and kicked off the 
genocide that exterminated the overwhelming majority of the native 
peoples of this continent.  All of these things are good, of course.  The 
biggest issue so far, of course, has been the minimum wage struggle, 
which is far from over because corporate interests will certainly put 
pressure on the city council and trade union bureaucrats to back off 
and rescind this measure.  I even briefly checked Sawant's math, and 
the $ 3 billion figure seems to be a reasonable estimate (if business 
interests are unable to roll this back). 

Nor is Sawant hogging the credit for these things.  She points out that 
these struggles were largely based on the mobilization of massive 
numbers of people who marched in the streets and carried out a great 
deal of other activity.  And Sawant acknowledges that the victories 
seen so far (such as they are, we should not necessarily make a final 
count of all 3 billion eggs before they hatch) were obtained by 
working in coalitions and alliances with (a) the trade union 
bureaucrats (which she somewhat misleadingly calls "the labor 
movement"), (b) the Stranger, and (c) "left-wing Democratic Party 
activists" and (d) others. 
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So Kshama Sawant and the SA have done a heck of a lot of good 
things.  And they are likely to do a lot more good things.  I will not 
argue with that at all.  The working class and oppressed will definitely 
benefit, on balance, if this social democratic project becomes bigger.  
And I would vote for Sawant myself (if I bothered to vote--which I 
don't, because I believe I can put my time to better use on other 
projects). 

So why would I say that this article is built around a lie that is taller 
than the space needle? 

Well, let's start by taking a look at some of the other things she said.  
Some of these things sound absolutely wonderful.  But we hear 
wonderful things all the time.  For example, I just got wonderful news 
that a prince in Nigeria is going to give me $ 3 million dollars. 

Let's start with the title of her article: "Take Socialism Seriously". 

Good enough.  We are hearing the word "socialism" a lot recently.  
Most of the newspapers and magazines I read have even used this 
word in articles--most of which also contain Kshama Sawant's name.  
So this raises the question of what the word "socialism" actually 
means.  Fortunately Sawant gives us her definition of socialism: 

Genuine socialism means planning the entire society and 
economy on a rational, democratic and sustainable 
basis—delivering a high standard of living to all while 

protecting the environment 

These are certainly worthwhile goals.  The wealth and productivity of 
modern society at this point is certainly enough to give everyone a 
high standard of living many times over.  What the U.S. alone spends 
on its imperialist war machine would probably be enough to feed all 
the hungry people in the entire world.  And this does not even take 
into account the vast wastage of economic and social resources in our 
society.  And, yes, these things could also be done in a way that 
protected the environment and ecosystems. 

But there is a little problem that is impossible to ignore.  It is kind of 
like when someone shows you their perfect plan for a perpetual 
motion machine--and you look at it and cannot resist asking if they 

ever considered the effect of friction.  Or, as the famous dictum puts 
it: "No plan survives contact with the enemy".  The little detail that 
has been overlooked is the rule of society by capital. 

A high standard of living for everyone in a genuinely democratic 

society will require the overthrow of the rule of capital.  And this is 
not just some kind of abstract thing, because there is a definite social 
class, flesh-and-blood people, who are inseparably bound up with the 
rule of capital.  This ruling social class is called the bourgeoisie.  Yes, 
while there is no precise census category for bourgeoisie, the estimate 
of Occupy activists of one percent, or about three million people in 
the U.S., is probably a fairly reasonable ballpark estimate. 

And there is more.  The bourgeoisie has vastly greater historical 
memory than narcissistic, know-it-all leftists.  The narcissistic, know-
it-all leftists will chatter.  The bourgeoisie will take action. 

And this is not all.  The ruling bourgeoisie has vast resources--
including the ability to pull levers and exert remarkable influence on 
institutions such as newspapers and trade union bureaucrats. 

Newspapers that openly defy the ruling bourgeoisie may not be dealt 
with as harshly as newspapers in China that might defy the ruling 
class there.  But they would be dealt with harshly enough to make 
them change their tune.  For example, a newspaper that was causing a 
lot of problems would find that "responsible" officials would no 
longer be willing to give them interviews.  And they would be 
vulnerable to a boycott by advertisers.  Newspapers are in business to 
make money.  And their success is built on having good relations with 
the business community and being considered "responsible" and 
"trustworthy" by other "responsible" civic and opinion leaders.  

And trade union bureaucrats who caused too many problems might 
find their arms twisted in various ways.  When the Boeing workers 
were sold out by the hacks a bit more than a year ago--I read an article 
in the Seattle Times that some of the IAM leaders had been threatened 
with investigation by the Dept. of Labor or the NLRB if they failed to 
force through a contract vote that would remove, for an extended 
period, the right to strike.  At least that is how I remember it. 
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And non-profits are also in a similar situation, inasmuch as they may 
be dependent on corporate donations, government contracts and a 
"good image" that keeps them, so to speak, in business. 

And we haven't even discussed the role and nature of the Democratic 
Party--which is controlled head-to-tail by the ruling bourgeoisie. 

Of course there are many of what Sawant calls "left-wing Democratic 
Party activists" who can be won over to various worthy causes.  But 
the problem here is that the Democratic Party is an instrument 

engineered for the precise purpose of sucking activist energy into a 

black hole.  This is the role the Democratic Party has played since it 
was remodeled by Roosevelt in the 1930's, during the depression, at a 
time when the ruling class felt threatened by growing radicalization in 
the working class.  Sawant knows this, of course; she said as much in 
her recent puff piece interview by Chris Hedges.  But the Democratic 
Party may not be able to fulfill its role in fooling activists anymore.  
This was demonstrated by the defiance of the more militant centers 
during the Occupy movement.  So this opens a ruling class need for 
a new party that can be like the Democratic Party during the time of 
Roosevelt's New Deal--and give people hope that our wonderful 
"democratic" system (in which capital rules, and every few years the 
masses are given a meaningless choice concerning who will fuck 
them over) will eventually be able to solve their problems. 

The project that is currently centered around Kshama Sawant aims to 
be that party.  I want to see this happen, because as it becomes clear, 

in the course of time, that Kshama Sawant's party is not genuinely 

independent--then a section of activists will be ready to consider the 

need for a class-wide party that is. 

But let's go back to Kshama Sawant, and see if we can understand 
why her lie is taller than the Space Needle. 

What Sawant has done, so far, is help shepherd through a number of 
useful reforms.  But there is a big difference between reforms that are 
acceptable to the ruling class--and reforms that are not.  When push 
comes to shove (and the stability of the social order is threatened) the  

 

ruling class will allow some reforms that hurt their wallets.  The 
reason was summed up quite well by Alan Woods in "The Class 
Struggle in the Roman Republic" (which is available online for free, 
and which I highly recommend, even though I am not a fan of Woods 
or his organization).  Woods noted:  

"It is always the same story: faced with losing everything,  

the ruling class will always be prepared to give something." 

This is another way of saying that our ruling class will accept reforms 
that hurt its wallet, but not reforms that undermine its power. 

As long as the bourgeoisie is in power, they can always hope to get 
back, by hook or by crook, the $ 3 billion dollars they may now be 
considering investing in Seattle in order to help buy class peace (and 
keep in mind, they haven't actually invested the money yet--it is still 
in their hands). 

But the ruling bourgeoisie will never accept anything that 
threatens their ability to rule.  Because that would threaten their 
existence as a class based on its relationship to capital.  If their capital 
is expropriated (which is what would be required) then their entire 
existence, the near entirety of their social-class relationships that 
determine who and what they are--would disappear.  For them--that 
would be like annihilation.  Make no mistake.  They will fight.  
History proves this.  And, unlike our narcissistic, know-it-all leftists, 
they know exactly what they would need to do. 
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And that is why no political project can deliver a high standard of 
living to everyone (ie: what Kshama Sawant is calling "genuine 
socialism") if this project is based on the kinds of alliances that 
Kshama Sawant has been helping to build: alliances with trade union 
bureaucrats, newspapers, career politicians (and their obedient 
flunkies) and the non-profit industrial complex. 

These kinds of alliances are good for selected partial demands, and 
are not entirely without value--but they are not good for anything 
more.  We need to see them for what they are.  These kinds of 
alliances can never lead to the overthrow of the rule of capital because 
the bourgeoisie will never allow this to happen.   

The bourgeoisie is making concessions now 

(using Kshama's project as its designated 

delivery vehicle) because they must have shit 

their pants when they discovered, in the fall of 

2011, that all the usual methods (police and 

Democratic Party hacks like Gossett) were no 

longer working in a way that was reliable. 

Sawant is allowed to mouth off on occasion about expropriating 
Boeing or Amazon mainly because the bourgeoisie considers this kind 
of hot air to be entertainment.  But if she dared to do anything that 
seriously threatened the foundations of bourgeois class rule, then all 
the political actors and institutions that are propping up Kshama 
Sawant's campaign would pull the rug out from under her faster than 
she could say "whoops".   

The Stranger would no longer say that she was "the real deal" and 
"kicks ass" (as they have) but would say that she was "too toxic to 
touch" (which is what they called the militant core of the Occupy 
movement when it refused to enforce a pacifist code of conduct that 
would require you to respond to a cop kicking you on the left side of 
you face by offering to let him kick the right side of your face).  The 
Seattle Times would no longer ask a quarter million readers whether 
Sawant was a dissident or a doer--but would instead start acting like 
FOX news, and say that she was a fury from hell intent on seizing 
your assets and destroying your family and country.  More than this,   

 

the Seattle Times would no longer tell a quarter million readers the 
names of her adorable dogs.  They would instead circulate untrue 
rumors that she was infested with bedbugs.  Sawant would no longer 
be endorsed by and fawned over by machine politicians (and former 
activists) in the Democratic Party, but would instead be treated as 
(yes!) "too toxic to touch". 
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And the trade union bureaucrats would no 
longer mobilize thousands of their members 
to support her marches and initiatives, but 
would treat her as (you guessed it) "too 
toxic to touch" and be more likely to 
arrange for the firing or blacklisting of any 
of her supporters who were too radical. 

And religious misleaders, non-profit heads, 
and professional "opinion leaders" would 
no longer sing her praises, but would instead 
call her dangerously misguided and rue the 
day she was ever born. 

And that would just be for starters. 

All of the wonderful institutions and personalities that love her so 
much and prop her up today--would suddenly discover that she had 
fooled them, and would drop her like a hot potato, desert her like rats 
from a sinking ship, simply pretend that they never heard her name, or 
apologize that they had let themselves be duped.  And Chris Hedges 
would sound the alarm that Sawant was a cancer who needed to be 
removed from this world before there was metastasis to the 
proletariat.  Without the magic of support from all these "allies", our 
Cinderella would find her carriage turning back into a pumpkin. 

And this is the key point--things would work that way, not because of 
anything about Kshama Sawant--but because this is how our 
"democracy" is structured.  All of these wonderful institutions and 
personalities have had to make their peace with the rule of capital in 
order to be who and what and where they are.  All of these institutions 
and personalities have either willingly or unwittingly allowed 
themselves to become either compromised or enmeshed in the 
machinery of capitalist rule. 

Some might find this strange.  I had one respected activist tell me that 
this all "sounds like science fiction".  Others have told me that I am 
cynical.  But the simple truth is that the institutions of our class-
divided society are subject to the will of our ruling class.  Activists 
who have been around for a while, and who have avoided having their 

thinking taken over by reformist illusions or some cult-cult religion, 
may be able to back this up.  Don't get mad at me.  I am simply the 
messenger delivering the news.  I had no role in making society like 
this.  Our society has been this way for a long time (and Roman 
society also had striking similarities) and it will never change until 
we overthrow the rule of capital.  Some say this is simplistic, of 
course.  My reply is that it is time to wake up and smell the coffee. 

The proletariat need to know these things, not so that it thinks 
Kshama Sawant is some kind of bad person or that her projects or 
campaigns are not deserving of critical support (because they are 
deserving of critical support) but because the proletariat, which will 

be fighting and dying, in this century, in order to fulfill its historic 

mission--needs to know what it is up against.  So this article should 
not be considered not so much anti-Sawant, as pro-proletariat. 

If we cannot see the Kshama Sawant project for what it is (ie: the 
emergence, in the U.S., of social democracy in party form as a result 
of the frustration and fear experienced by our ruling bourgeoisie when 
it had so much trouble containing and liquidating Occupy) then we 
will be leaving to future generations of activists the task of creating 
the genuinely independent, genuinely democratic, and genuinely 
class-wide organization that our class needs. 

Finally, Sawant concludes her article like this: 

Our victories will depend on whether the left champions the interests of 
working people and the downtrodden—and does so no matter how 
much this comes into conflict with what is acceptable to the ruling elite 
or compatible with capitalism. 

That is the essence of a socialist approach to politics. 

So, "the essence of the socialist approach to politics" is to build a 
movement on a foundation of sand ?  Everything Kshama has done, 
and likely will ever do, is based on being propped up by institutions 
and actors which themselves are on a leash from higher up.  We live 
in a society which exists as a system of leashes.  If we are serious 
about breaking free of all leashes--then we need our own independent, 
democratic, class-wide organization.  It really is that simple. 

Ben Seattle, March 28, 2015  


