
 1 

Reply to Stephanie McMillan: Is there a way forward ? 
 

Breaking the taboo against 
knowing who we are 

 

The proletariat needs its own democratic public network 

so that it may use unrestricted political transparency and 

a determined war of ideas to finish what Lenin started 
 

( Revised from from an earlier facebook post ---- Rev 626--am--0530 ) 

 
Hi Stephanie, 
 
I read your essay (ie: "Why we aren't doing the vanguard thing") with 
great interest. 
 
While we have our disagreements, I have always found your writing to 
be thoughtful and considered, and I view our respective situations to 
be similar in a number of ways.  We are both activists.  We are both 
working to figure out, as best we can, how we might best be able to 
assist the working class to do what it is here on this earth to do: get rid 
of the rule of capital and run everything themselves. 
 
Many of the things you say are true, but I want to reply with my own 
perspective also. 
 
The great problem of the working class is that it is made up of 
individuals who exist in isolation from one another; and in isolation 
from knowledge of their own history of struggle and pain. 
 
So the question for ourselves, in my view, becomes this: how can we 
best assist workers to overcome this isolation, and connect their many 
struggles to one another, and connect our class to its own history and 
the treasury of human scientific knowledge? 
 
As activists, of course, we are not alone.  There are many like us.  But 
when we look at the activity of other activists (and at what is generally 

called "the left") we see something which is extremely dysfunctional: 
dominated by reformist and sectarian trends, traditions and ideas. 
 

1. The forbidden vortex 
 
I understand (I believe) your concern about "getting caught in the 

vortex".  But I have a different perspective on the matter.  If we hold 
ourselves aloof from the controversies and disagreements that may (on 
the surface) appear to be nothing more than squabbles and shouting 
and noise, then we forfeit our ability to do anything more significant 
than to organize in our own isolated corner. 
 
The opposite of noisy debate characterized by contempt, arrogance, 
ego and impatience is not to abstain from debate.  The opposite of this 
is principled debate based on humility, sincerity and the recognition of 
the need for principled cooperation and engagement. 
 
I respect your work and dedication, Stephanie, and the work and 
dedication of your group.  I have read a few of your posts about the 
struggles of workers in Haiti.  What I would like to say to you (and to 
anyone who reads these notes) is that our ability to help the working 
class make itself conscious--is far larger than we may think--if we 
approach this task with sufficienty deep humility.  But to do this, we 
will need to take part in the war of ideas, not simply on a local level, 
but from the perspective of a class-wide struggle. 
 

2. Blackmail: Stay silent or lose support 
 
Activists face pressure to recoil from necessary participation in the 
war of ideas because (when they work in their own isolated corner) 
they feel they need support from social democracy and other trends 
which are sensitive to (and put off by) ideas which are considered 
troublesome.  There is a name for this kind of pressure: blackmail.  
The logic is simple: If you want "allies" -- then don't kick the shit into 
the fan.  Keep the dirty laundry hidden.  Stay silent or lose support. [1] 
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3. The bitter truth is that silence = death 
 
The bitter truth, however, goes in the opposite direction, and is best 
summed up by the stand of the courageous activists at the beginning of 
the Aids crisis.  Silence (on the most important principles that are 
decisive for the health and recovery of the independent movement of 
the working class) = death. 
 
Our words and actions today may impact whether people live or die 
later in this century--when things get scary.  Rather than being afraid 
of the vortex--we should head right for the calm zone in the eye of the 
hurricane. 
 

4. The proletariat needs oxygen 
 
We cannot have a healthy movement until activists stand up to this 
pressure.  The proletariat needs political transparency the way it needs 
oxygen.  If the proletariat is in a coma--it is because it is being 

starved of oxygen. 

 
It is not enough to avoid falling into the reformist swamp or sectarian 
cultism.  If we fail to speak out and to assist other activists to 
understand, in a conscious way, the nature of these problems--this 
simply means that the reformists and sectarians will continue to 

have a free hand to dominate the movement without effective 

opposition.  This means, to put it bluntly, that we are letting them get 
away with it.  This means that we are part of the problem.  This needs 
to change. 
 
Like it or not, we are part of a living movement.  This movement is 
diseased and unhealthy.  If we attempt to simply disassociate 
ourselves from this disease, rather than recognize our responsibility to 
do what we can to cure the disease and restore the health of our 
movement--then who will be left to help us if (or when) we fall into 
these traps ourselves? 
 
 

5. Crisis of theory has left our movement paralyzed 
 
The reasons for the unhealthy and dysfunctional nature of "the left", as 
we know it, go far deeper, imho, than the domination of ideas 
associated with activists from petite bourgeois backgrounds.  We are 
in a period of deep theoretical crisis and, as a result of this deep 
crisis, activists have been left without any clear picture of the 

fundamental way forward. 
 

6. There is a way forward 
 
I have concluded that there is a fundamental way forward. 
 
Many activists have the idea that if we all go work in our own little 
corners--that eventually our isolated efforts will (somehow) grow into 
and merge with one another.  But this (seemingly) "commons sense" 
idea does not correspond with how things actually work in class-
divided society.  What happens instead is that all struggles for partial 
demands can only grow until such time they are hijacked and 

liquidated by the usual reformist and sectarian trends.  That, sad to 
say, is how things work in the butcher shop that is known as "the left". 
 
The simple truth is that the path forward involves the marriage of two 
different things: 
 
(1) struggles for partial demands, and 
(2) "something else" 
 
Many trends are based on the idea that this "something else" is a 
special kind of organization--and therefore attempt to "build this 
organization".  Unfortunately, these attempts eventually fall apart or 
degenerate into a process where a grouping of activists either: 
 
(1) become subservient to reformist allies or  
(2) end up creating a "cargo cult" based on particular pseudo-political 
totems or taboos (ie: Mao, Trotsky, or many other kinds of formulas 
that supposedly have magic power). 
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7. Proletariat will create a democratic public channel 

 
My own conclusion is that this "something else" can best be 
understood as being inseparable from the emerging revolution in 
communications.   
 
The working class (with help from activists) will organize a (1) public 

democratic summation of the pain and the bitter experience of the 
20th century, and of struggles today.  And (as this happens) advanced 
sections of the working class will (2) create a channel (an internet-
based communications platform that will be public and intensely 
democratic) to bring the necessary conclusions to the rest of the class.   
 
In this way the working class will overcome its isolation and 

ignorance--and make itself conscious of its position in society  

and its necessary and inevitable historical mission and destiny. 

 
This is how we will come to know who we are. 
 
How is this process likely to unfold and (more to the point) how can 
activists such as ourselves assist this process without getting drawn 

into the trap of substituting our efforts for things that can only be 
accomplished by a significant section of our class? 
 
Activists, and the working class, will be increasingly connecting to one 
another in the period ahead.  For example, you and I are having this 
exchange of views on facebook.  In the past we have participated in 
discussions on the Kasama blog (before it collapsed).  And there are 
many other forums.  But all of these forums are (or have been) limited 
by various factors.  You list some of these factors in your essay: 
arrogance, impatience, patronizing, dismissive and contempuous 
attitudes, for example, although it could be argued that these factors 
are actually symptoms of a problem that goes far deeper--factors 
that are actually inherent in the nature of the platforms themselves.  
All existing platforms are missing one of the three "legs", without 
which, the whole fucking thing always falls into the swamp. 

 
What are these 3 "legs" that stand between us and the swamp? 
 

8. The 3 "legs" required to ignite 
the proletarian consciousness 

 
(1) being open to participation from all activists and workers 
(2) democratic rights for productive participation 
(3) capable of defending a high signal-to-noise ratio 
 
My conclusion is that all of the problems currently existing can and 
will be overcome as the need to do so becomes more clear to larger 
numbers of activists and workers. 
 
We need forums that are open to the democratic participation of 
activists, and which are also based on principles that will make 
possible, in a practical way, a productive exchange of views and 
experience between activists, and which will be characterized by a 
high signal-to-noise ratio that will not waste the time of (and drive off) 
people with experience and talent. 
 
9. We need public and principled discussion aimed at 
creating a consensus concerning the fundamental 

principles that will guide the public network 
 
I have been working with some ideas for the development of 
something like the above.  It is not too soon, imho, to begin discussing 
the principles which, of necessity, must guide the kind of open and 
democratic forums that our movement, and the working class, need. 
 
I have a ton of ideas for how "we" (meaning a section of activists and 
the proletariat) could create a network and forums that could, so to 
speak, square the circle and combine openness, democratic rights, 

and a high signal-to-noise ratio.  I have made my own efforts to 
create such a thing and discovered, by trial-and-error, that I had fallen 
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into a substitutionist error: such a task requires a critical mass of talent 
and labor that go far beyond the ability of any individual. 
 
But I do have a lot of ideas, and would like to sketch them out in 
however many years I have left on this planet.  What I need is other 
activists who recognize the need for public discussion and debate 
concerning the principles which must form the foundation for the 
democratic public network that will be the instrument of the 
proletariat's liberation. 
 
Respectfully, 
Ben Seattle (on facebook as "Ben Stevens")  
-- June 26, 2017 
 

For a #DemocraticSummation  
and a #DemocraticPublicNetwork 
 

-- Notes -- 
 
[1] The Kasama project collapsed, imho, because Mike Ely (and his 
supporters) found it simpler and easier to try to build another cult 
similar to the one he had fled--than to stand up to this kind of pressure.  
Some social democrats may say that Kasama failed because it did not 
do enough to "play nice" with other established trends, and in this way 
was too ambitious.  I assert that Kasama collapsed because its core 
was not ambitious enough--and never took seriously its supposed 
mission.  I have written about all this in exhaustive detail--because I 
(at the request of the Kasama "walk the revolutionary road with us" 
tiger) took the whole thing with far greater seriousness than the entire 
arrogant, patronizing crowd that ran the damn project. 
 

Appendix: Stephanie McMillans' post: 
“Why we aren’t doing the vanguard thing” 

 
I’m writing this note (with the input and influence of comrades) by 
request, to briefly explain why we in Workers Power don’t assert a 
presence within or seek involvement with the Left. This applies not 

just to the liberal so-called Left, with its focus on identity politics and 
reformism, but even to those who consider themselves “revolutionary” 
and having a “working class political line.” 

There are common patterns among the Left that are ineffective, yet 
have been repeated over and over again. These patterns seem to occur 
spontaneously when the petite bourgeoisie (by which I mean very 
basically “middle class” service providers – neither capitalists, nor 
production workers) is a large or growing class. We want to identify 
these patterns so we don’t unwittingly keep repeating them. This 
doesn’t mean that we’ve figured out how to be effective, only that 
we’re trying a different approach. 

Coming from a petit bourgeois background myself, I’ve gotten stuck 
in many of these patterns for most of my own political life. They’ve 
been largely invisible to me because they’re so normalized. I’ve begun 
to see them only by having them repeatedly pointed out to me and 
being challenged about them. So I’m not trying to condemn or call out 
or get involved in any arguments with Leftists about all this – that 
would again be getting caught in the vortex. This piece is simply to 
describe the results of some conversations among members of 
Workers Power, for those who are thinking about getting involved 
with us. And if others start to identify and question these patterns in 
their own work too, great. 

A few of our observations and conclusions: 

The large portion of the Left (comprised mostly of the petite 
bourgeoisie and working people involved in circulation rather than 
production) tends to think and speak of “worker” as an identity, a 
label, a category of individuals. Instead, we focus on it as a class 
forged within a specific role in production. We think it’s important to 
understand economic roles in production and circulation, and to 
develop political positions focused on the core of capitalist production, 
which is the theft of value from workers (exploitation). 

We are convinced that capitalism can only be ended through the self-
emancipation of the global working class. A new economy (based not 
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on profit but on human need) can only develop as workers collectively 
destroy wage slavery and capital accumulation, and replace these with 
different practices. This statement sounds like what many on the Left 
say they believe, but their practice usually doesn’t match their words. 
Instead, over and over again historically and across the world, they 
organize a Left of non-workers who (when possible) mobilize workers 
and ride their backs to power, only to solidify their own position as a 
new ruling bureaucracy legislating change from above. It doesn’t 
matter how perfectly “revolutionary” their political line might be, how 
sincere they are, or how beneficial the social programs they initiate are 
– this approach can never end capitalism, but at best can only change 
its form. 

Many on the Left seem to believe that they can push a “revolutionary 
line” from their own non-worker standpoint, without the initiative, 
involvement and leadership of actual workers. They argue that having 
the “correct revolutionary line” is the only thing that matters, and that 
they are able to assert this line better than workers. In short, they take 
over the struggle and run it from their own class perspective. 

This is partly out of the understandable urge to “do something,” but it 
also often involves arrogance, impatience, and laziness about doing the 
difficult work actually required. We must also acknowledge the 
probability that many in the petit bourgeois Left are deeply ambivalent 
about workers running society (and their own organizations), because 
then they’ll lose their position of relative privilege. They tend to feel 
threatened by the capacity and competence of workers, and refuse to 
recognize it as ever superior to their own. Their attitude is often 
patronizing, dismissive and contemptuous. When they talk with 
workers at all, they pretend to listen, then lecture and explain concepts 
to them using alienating jargon. 

This is rooted in the petit bourgeois ego, a psychological structure 
shaped by their role in the marketplace as service providers. Their 
economic survival strategy is to compete among themselves to be 
noticed, to appear indispensable, to be individually branded as the best 
for the job. These necessities of presentation, adopted to carve out and 
protect their careers, turn into habits of being which are reflected in 

everything they do, including political activity. Petit bourgeois Leftists 
feel that they need to appear original (leading to empty 
intellectualism), entertaining (fanning celebrity worship), and distinct 
from others (fostering sectarianism). They need to prove they’re 
important and useful (to make their jobs secure). They need to 
cheerlead, inflate victories and minimize setbacks (marketing as a way 
of life), and to display virtue and militancy in order to mitigate 
feelings of shame that arise from living off the stolen labor power of 
others. 

A Left led by the petite bourgeoisie can only replicate and constantly 
regenerate capitalism. We don’t want to go down that same old road. 
And we don’t want to just pay lip service to working class leadership, 
or fake it, or settle for something else in the meantime, as so many on 
the Left seem to do. No. We believe in working class leadership of the 
anti-capitalist struggle, are committed to it, and strive to act 
accordingly. No substitutes. History has proven the capacity of 
workers to lead their own struggles and transform themselves in the 
process. Nothing other than self-emancipation can result in 
overcoming capitalism and all class divisions. 

At the same time, we do realize that being a worker doesn’t 
automatically equip someone with the understanding and ability to 
lead struggles for working class power – exactly because of constant 
covering up and denial of class divisions by capitalist ideologues, who 
have convinced many workers (particularly in imperialist cores) that 
their identity is “middle class” and that their interests align with 
capitalists and their representatives. Those on the Left who use this 
obstacle as an excuse to believe that workers can’t lead their own 
struggles are essentially doing the same thing. When they try to take a 
historical short cut by substituting themselves for workers in the 
working class struggle (inevitably diverting it), they are helping the 
capitalist class to invisibilize and undermine workers. (On the other 
hand, the petit bourgeois Left also can’t just sit back and dump the 
responsibility of all the anti-capitalist heavy lifting on workers, either. 
There are certainly important roles in the revolutionary process for 
non-workers of all classes – when under working class leadership. But 
that’s for another discussion). 
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We’re not saying that Workers Power has an approach that is any more 
“successful” in terms of building a visible and viable working class 
movement. We’re small, and taking a hard road. We’re each pressed 
for time, trapped in survival activities, struggling with our individual 
weaknesses, and feeling our way as a group. One thing we are sure of 
is that we don’t want to squander our limited time and energy on 
activity that may make us feel good temporarily, but isn’t going to 
bring us any closer to where we want to go. 

So we focus on opening up conversations with workers and listening. 
Really listening. Listening with full attention, respect, and trust. 
Listening without preconceived formulas and plans. Where the global 
working class leads, we will go together, and take our stand there. 
From that place, a road to emancipation may be opened.  █ 


