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Review Article 
The Agony and Romance of the American Left 

MICHAEL KAZIN 

AT THE END OF THE 1940s, Daniel Bell sat down to write the first scholarly history 
of the Marxian Left in the United States. "Socialism was an unbounded dream," 
began the young sociologist and labor editor of Fortune, evoking the millenarian 
faith that, over the previous century, had moved countless people on both sides of 
the Atlantic to imagine a future of social equality amid economic abundance and 
to dedicate their lives to realizing it.' 

Then he turned critical. In the United States, Marxists had utterly failed to build 
a large or stable movement. Bell summarized what were, at the time, the most 
popular reasons for that failure-from Werner Sombart's evocation, in 1906, of 
the "reefs of roast beef and apple pie" supposedly available to American workers 
to Selig Perlman's stress, in a 1928 work, on the "free gift" of the ballot to men 
without property (whose European counterparts had won the suffrage only after 
threatening or waging revolution).2 

But none of these provided a sufficient explanation for what Bell called "the 
melancholy question." There was, after all, a good deal of industrial strife in the 
American past and several deep depressions-all of which, by Marxist lights, 
should have awakened the class consciousness of the wage-earning masses. To 
understand why the socialist movement had been unable to adapt to such 
intermittent flashes of opportunity, one had to appreciate the crippling effect of 
the Left's own world view. Wrote Bell: "The socialist movement, by its very 
statement of goal and in its rejection of the capitalist order as a whole, could not 
relate itself to the specific problems of social action in the here-and-now, 
give-and-take political world. It was trapped by the unhappy problem of living 'in 

I apologize, in spirit, to the late Christopher Lasch for borrowing the title of his fine study, The Agony 
of the American Left (New York, 1969). Thanks to Gary Gerstle and Maurice Isserman for sharpening 
my ideas and correcting my prose. Anid all gratitude to Daniel Bell for giving me the ideai and doing 
me the honor of arguing back. 

1 Marxian Socialism in the United States was originally published as "The Background and 
Development of Marxian Socialism in the United States," in Socialism and American Life, Vol. 1, Donald 
Drew Egbert and Stow Persons, eds. (Princeton, NJ., 1952), 213-405. It was reprinted in a paperback 
edition as Marxian Socialism in the United States (Princeton, 1967). Bell included a much shorter 
version, "The Failure of American Socialism: The Tension of Ethics and Politics," in his well-known 
collection, The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties, rev. edn. (New York, 1961 
[19601), 275-98. In this essay, all page references are to the 1967 edition unless otherwise noted. 

2 Werner Sombart, My Is There No Socialism in the United States? C. T. Husbands, ed. (1906; rpt. and 
trans., White Plains, N.Y., 1976); Selig Perlman, A Theo of the Labor Movement (New York, 1928). 
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The Agony and Romance of the American Left 1489 

but not of the world,' so it could only act, and then inadequately, as the moral, but 
not political, man in immoral society."3 

Almost half a century later, no other argument about the fate of the American 
Left has been as ubiquitous as that simple premise, with its key phrase borrowed 
from Martin Luther's motto for the new church he founded. Some interpreters 
regarded the analogy between socialism and religious faith to be self-evident; 
others found it simplistic and dismissive. But Bell's larger theme-developed in a 
vivid narrative-has been impossible to ignore. 

This is due, in large part, to the clarity of the guiding concept and the erudite 
passion of its creator. Bell, like most of his subsequent critics, had been active in 
the Left since his youth-albeit in its least radical camp, that of reformist 
social-democracy.4 It was thus as a chastened partisan as well as an energetic 
scholar that, in an extended essay of fewer than 200 pages, he condemned the 
entire Marxist tradition. According to Bell, every major organization and leader of 
the Left-whether they called themselves Socialist, Communist, or Trotskyist- 
was fatally addicted to an "eschatological" vision, a commitment to ethical purity 
and utopian illusions that doomed the movement to the political margins. This 
was as true for a principled democrat such as Eugene V. Debs as for the many 
intellectuals who were smitten by Stalin and the U.S. Communist Party in the 
1930s. The former, Bell wrote, "wore [his] romanticism like a cloak-and this was 
his strength as well as his weakness"; while the latter outfitted themselves with "a 
bravura and romanticism that sought to gird itself in the hard angular armor of 
realism."5 Time and again, Marxists blinded themselves to the political obstacles 
and ideological complexity of the society they wanted to transform. 

Midway through the twentieth century, Bell avowed, the Marxian moment, such 
as it was, had passed. Perhaps musing about the meager results of his own youthful 
activism, he did allow that, "socialism has, as a pale tint, suffused into the texture 
of American life and subtly changed its shadings." Yet he concluded, portentously, 
"by 1950 American socialism as a political and social fact had become simply a 
notation in the archives of history. "6 

Since its original publication, Bell's brief history has been a favored foil for 
debate and a frequent point of departure for scholars of and activists in the 
American Left, whatever their political persuasion. While avidly refighting old 
battles (in which a steadily decreasing number participated), nearly everyone 
writing about the topic-from democratic socialists such as Michael Harrington 
and Irving Howe to erstwhile New Leftists such asJames R. Green, MariJo Buhle, 

3 Bell, Marxian Socialism in the United States, 5. 
4On Bell's youthful politics, see Howard Brick, Daniel Bell and the Decline of Intellectual Radicalism: 

Social Theory and Political Reconciliation in the 1940s (Madison, Wis., 1986); and an interview conducted 
with Bell in 1972 byJob L. Dittberner, published as an appendix to Dittberner, The End of Ideology and 
American Social 7hought, 1930-1960 (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1979), 309-36. 

5Bell, Marxian Socialism in the United States, 186, 89, 137. 
6 Bell, Marxian Socialism in the United States, 191, 193. In the year before he began drafting the book, 

Bell had written several articles in which he repudiated the explanatory value of Marxian class analysis 
for understanding the postwar world. In particular, see Bell, "America's Un-Marxist Revolution," 
Commentary (March 1949): 207-15. Also see Brick, Daniel Bell, 142-92. 
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1490 Michael Kazin 

and Paul Buhle to skeptical pragmatists such as John Patrick Diggins-has felt it 
necessary to position him or herself in regard to the "in but not of" question.7 

Bell meant his book to stand as a coda to the history of American socialism. His 
acidic, albeit somewhat wistful, judgment implied that further work on the subject 
was unlikely to add anything of significance. But serious scholarship about the 
U.S. Left really began with Marxian Socialism. Bell's forceful thesis and lively 
narrative helped create one of the more stimulating as well as more contentious 
subfields in U.S. history. It is a field that has always been dominated by scholars 
who were also activists in the politics of their day. Like Bell in the 1950s, however, 
some of these scholars repudiated their former commitments as radicals and took 
to scolding contemporary leftists for continuing to insist that their predecessors 
had, with qualifications, always been doing the right thing. 

The provocations are intellectual as well as political. Scholars of the Left, unlike 
most American historians who study their own country, have always believed in the 
necessity of comparative, even transnational, history. The Marxist tradition 
spurred an examination both of capitalism and of the socialist movements that 
aimed to replace it as dynamic phenomena whose evolution could not be confined 
within the boundaries of individual nation-states. At the same time, the weakness 
of the Marxist Left in the United States during the period of industrialization, 
while not as "exceptional" as once thought, presented a problem that could not 
be addressed without a simultaneous investigation of stronger movements in other 
countries. To study the American Left, therefore, has long meant to debate the 
"big structures, large processes, and huge comparisons" that, thanks to Charles 
Tilly and other theoretically inclined scholars, more and more historians have 
come to appreciate.8 

This essay evaluates histories of socialist movements in the United States 
published since the early 1950s.9 It discusses how, beginning in the 1960s, much 
of that work departed from Bell's approach and yet, in some ways, ended up 
sustaining it. I conclude with brief suggestions for understanding the strange 
career of the American Left that employ insights garnered both from Daniel Bell 
and his critics. 

A CORPS OF DISSENTERS did not immediately appear. For more than a decade after 
the publication of Marxian Socialism, historians writing about the U.S. Left 
continued to focus, as had Bell, on the internal flaws and foibles of radical 
spokesmen and the organizations they led. Books by Howard Quint and David 
Shannon about the Debsian-era Socialist Party offered quiet praise for the party's 
critique of industrial capitalism. Both scholars noted its ability to inspire a diverse 

7 For examples, see Michael Harrington, Socialism (New York, 1972), 132; Irving Howe, Socialism 
and America (New York, 1985), 35; James R. Green, Grass-Roots Socialism: Radical Movements in the 
Southwest, 1895-1943 (Baton Rouge, La., 1978), xiv; Mari Jo Buhle, Women and American Socialism, 
1870-1920 (Urbana, Ill., 1981), xviii; John Patrick Diggins, The Rise and Fall of the American Left (New 
York, 1992), 19. 

8 Charles Tilly, Big Structures, Large Processes, Huge Comparisons (New York, 1984). 
9 There is, of course, a wealth of scholarship about the influence of Marxism on intellectuals and 

intellectual culture in the United States about which I say little. 
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7he Agony and Romance of the American Left 1491 

assortment of Americans-native-born entrepreneurs such as Gaylord Wilshire, 
Jewish immigrant garment workers such as Sidney Hillman, and former Populist 
evangelicals from Oklahoma and Texas-with the same grand vision of a 
"cooperative commonwealth. "'?0 

But such works, genial and judicious, did not take issue with Bell's critique and 
persuaded few PhD students to give the pre-World War I Left a second look. By 
the 1950s, the old Socialist Party was safely tucked away inside the archives of 
nostalgia. Thus Ira Kipnis's detailed polemic, The American Socialist Movement, 
1897-1912 (1952), which accused Socialist Party "right-wingers" such as Victor 
Berger, leader of the Milwaukee party, of fearing class struggle and lusting after 
political office, seemed thoroughly anachronistic. Kipnis carefully reconstructed 
often complex and always passionate intra-party debates. But, in the age of sunny 
liberal pluralism, who still cared about the 1913 expulsion of Big Bill Haywood 
from the Socialist Party's Executive Committee for advocating industrial sabo- 
tage? " I 

The nature of the U.S. Communist Party was quite a different matter. The 
Communist Party survived into the Eisenhower era as a controversial presence in 
American political life (though one whose notoriety always surpassed its actual 
influence). And a number of writers, many of whom had once been active either 
in the Communist Party or competing Marxist groups, were eager to subject the 
party's history to the type of critical but scholarly examination that had not been 
possible in the two preceding decades-when both heated skirmishes between 
leftists and the great war against fascism had made sustained reflection impossible. 

In 1953, an excellent opportunity arose. The Fund for the Republic, a liberal 
group headed by Robert Hutchins (former president of the University of 
Chicago), financed a series entitled Communism in American Life. The ten 
volumes that eventually appeared, all edited by the political scientist Clinton 
Rossiter, represented the initial wave of scholarly studies about the most contro- 
versial organization in the United States.'2 Leading off the series was Theodore 
Draper's book The Roots of American Communism (1957), an insightful, fluidly 
crafted volume whose point of view would go essentially unchallenged for a 
generation. Draper, who had been a correspondent for The Daily Worker in the 
1930s, wrote the ultimate insider's history-dispassionate, wonderfully detailed, 
and thoroughly damning. His was a study of political lines that regularly shifted 
and of the dozens of key activists who took up the quixotic mission of making an 
American revolution by Bolshevik means. In the words of a historian (who, in the 
1980s, departed from Draper's approach), "The Roots of American Communism 
rarely ventured out of a few tiny smoke-filled rooms in New York and Moscow, a 

10 Good examples include Howard Quint, 7he Forging of American Socialism: Origins of the Modern 
Movement (Indianapolis, Ind., 1953); and David Shannon, 7he Socialist Party of America: A History (1955; 
rpt. edn., Chicago, 1967). 

" Ira Kipnis, The American Socialist Movement, 1897-1912 (New York, 1952). 
12 For discussion of Communist Party historiography, I am indebted to a fine essay by Maurice 

Isserman, "Three Generations: Historians View American Communism," Labor History, 26 (Fall 1985): 
517-45. 
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1492 Michael Kazin 

narrative strategy that served Draper well in revealing the cramped character of 
the faction-ridden and marginal Communist movement of the 1920s."'13 

Draper did not disagree with Bell's verdict on the Marxian Left. "At bottom, 
socialism was 'foreign' to American life because of a shortcoming inherent in 
itself," wrote Draper. "The Socialist analysis and appeal had been conceived for a 
much more rigid and retrogressive society." 14 Yet he treated the Communist Party 
more as a tragic illusion than as a totalitarian menace. Perhaps seeking to 
understand his own youthful faith, Draper took pains to show how thousands of 
idealistic Americans had, in his view, come to see the future through a series of 
opaque lenses manufactured by the Bolsheviks. In memorable phrases, he 
contended that the party's fate had been determined in the quarreling years of its 
birth. In the Communist Party's "infancy," wrote Draper, "It was transformed 
from a new expression of American radicalism to the American appendage of a 
Russian revolutionary power. Nothing else so important ever happened to it 
again. 15 

Indeed, after Draper's Roots, no other explanation for the Communist Party's 
torturous history seemed necessary. Reeling from the double shock of Khrush- 
chev's "revelations" about Stalin in 1956 and the crushing of the Hungarian 
Revolution that same year, the Communist Party soon devolved back to the 
sectarian status from which it had emerged a quarter-century before. In 1959, 
David A. Shannon, also underwritten by the Fund for the Republic, told, in The 
Decline of American Communism, the story of how the anxious party was, during the 
early Cold War, jerked back and forth and pulled down by repression at home and 
the twisting Soviet line. Draper's own second volume, which took the party 
through the 1920s (American Communism and Soviet Russia: The Formative Period, 
1961) lacked the originality and narrative drive of its predecessor. And no wonder. 
Given his institutional framework, Draper had to detail how key Communist Party 
cadres spent years shifting positions, alliances, and strategies-while seeking 
Moscow's approval at every stage. None of this, by 1929, gained the party more 
influence in American politics than it had enjoyed at its creation a decade before. 

A few writers pushed the story of domestic Communism into the 1930s and 
beyond. In so doing, they altered, if modestly, Draper's dreary fatalism. Irving 
Howe and Lewis Coser, in The American Communist Party: A Critical History (1957) 
(which was not part of the Rossiter series), surveyed, with considerable brio, the 
Communist Party's entire history through the Khrushchev revelations. As demo- 
cratic socialists, Howe and Coser viewed Communism as a baleful chapter in the 
history of the American Left. But unlike Bell and Draper, they allowed that the 
Communists had at times been capable of acting like an ordinary, opportunistic 
political party-for example, tilting toward the New Deal in 1935 just as FDR 
himself turned left and consolidated his support among wage earners.'6 

At the same time, Nathan Glazer, a close friend of Bell's and later his successor 

13 Isserman, "Three Generations," 533. 
14 Theodore Draper, The Roots of American Communism (New York, '1957), 35. 
15 Draper, Roots, 395. 
16 Irving Howe and Lewis Coser, The American Communist Party: A Critical History (Boston, 1957), 

233. Howe enlarged on this point almost three decades later, while adding some grudging words of 
admiration in Socialism and America, 87-104. 
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as co-editor (with Irving Kristol) of The Public Interest, quietly initiated a kind of 
Communist Party study that eschewed the weapons of ideological critique and 
concerned itself with the party almost solely as a social and cultural organism. In 
The Social Basis of Ameracan Communism (1961), Glazer used the party's own records 
to trace which class and ethnic groups joined and quit the Communist Party at 
different points in its history. Glazer's conclusion that, during the 1930s, the party 
became steadily more middle-class and native-born suggested one reason why so 
many Communists embraced the Popular Front so enthusiastically-and regretted 
the Nazi-Soviet pact that nullified it in 1939, even if most kept their misgivings 
private and stayed in the fold. These revolutionaries longed to be accepted as 
"true Americans." But such observations did not lead Glazer to revise what had 
quickly become the standard conclusion about U.S. Communism: its failure was 
both inevitable and well deserved. "In America," wrote Glazer, "even the most 
oppressed and the most miserable could see that the normal processes of 
American democracy, operating in this huge and wealthy land, could give them 
more than the Communists ever could."''7 

Bell, Draper, and those who followed their lead had made a clear, powerful 
statement about the U.S. Left that most Americans, inside and outside the 
academy, probably regarded as both sensible and sufficient. Because Commu- 
nism, however duplicitous, was the most influential successor to the Debsian 
Socialist Party, the Communist Party's collapse must also spell the end of the 
socialist dream. The entire movement could thus be neatly packaged and shoved 
into Trotsky's dustbin of history. This was a cathartic analysis for the disillusioned; 
one's youthful passions could be expunged with an air of detachment about the 
multiple leftist absurdities culled from a long documentary record. Of course, it 
also confirmed, in the middle of the Cold War, the views of a larger group of 
readers who never had any illusions about Marxism to begin with. 

Only one major work produced during this first period of Communist Party 
scholarship portrayed Communism with any sympathy. Surprisingly, given the 
reigning mistrust of Marxist theorizing, it was a book about intellectuals them- 
selves. In Writers on the Left (1961), Daniel Aaron was more interested in 
understanding how the party had encouraged some of the best minds of the 1930s 
generation to try to cure their wounded nation than in dissecting the Stalinist 
corpse, with all its gaping deformities. Aaron was no literary Marxist. He lamented 
the deliberate crudeness of "proletarian literature" and recognized that political 
earnestness was the enemy of imaginative prose. But he did not forget the urgent, 
humane motivations that had drawn many fine novelists and essayists to join 
Communist Party fronts such as the John Reed Clubs and the League for 
American Writers and to write probing, passionate works such asJohn Dos Passos's 
trilogy U.S.A. (1936) and Mike Gold's Jews without Money (1930). 

In his concluding paragraphs, Aaron admonished retrospective critics of the 
Left. "In their excavations of the radical past, the historians have dug up little but 
fragments and ruins," he wrote. "Yet surely a movement which involved so many 
intelligent and generous men and women cannot be barren of significance ... We 

17 Nathan Glazer, The Social Basis of American Communism (New York, 1961), 191. 
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who precariously survive in the sixties can regret their inadequacies and failures, 
their romanticism, their capacity for self-deception, their shrillness, their self- 
righteousness. It is less easy to scorn their efforts, however blundering and 
ineffective, to change the world."'8 

LATER IN THE 1960s, NEW LEFT HISTORIANS took a similarly warm-hearted 

approach, although none seems to have credited Aaron's work as inspiration. 
Their own movement was never defined by a faith in Marxist ideology. By the end 
of the 1960s, leaders of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and the Black 
Panther Party were quoting various revolutionary icons-particularly Ho Chi 
Minh, Mao Zedong, and Che Guevara-to justify or explain their actions and 
desires. But most participants in the larger anti-war and black power movements 
were preoccupied with contemporary events and spent little or no time perusing 
the sacred texts of European socialism, although "anti-imperialist" authors from 
the Third World had their champions. "Liberation"-racial, national, and 
personal-was the watchword of the New Left; "class struggle" was seldom 
mentioned. 

However, a growing number of young scholars in the 1960s did take Marxism 
seriously, as an analytical tradition if not necessarily as a guide for contemporary 
political action. No new socialist party formed, but a Socialist Scholars Conference 
was initiated in 1965, and, after a hiatus during the 1970s, it has been holding 
annual meetings ever since.'9 The Marxian texts that most excited leftist academ- 
ics were ones that analyzed the cultural powers of capitalism, rather than simply 
its domination of the economic realm. Favorite sages included Herbert Marcuse, 
who, along with other members of the emigre Frankfurt School, tried to marry 
Freud and Marx, and Antonio Gramsci, father of the Italian Communist Party and 
inventor of the concept of "cultural hegemony."20 

But most young socialist scholars took a greater interest in what Marxists had 
done, in different circumstances and diverse societies, than in studying Marxist 
theory as such. Radical historians, trained in the American pragmatic tradition, 
were particularly enthusiastic about discovering lost paths that might presage 
contemporary possibilities. Academics who took part in (or at least cheered on) 
the civil rights and anti-war movements wanted to write a history of past lefts as 
grass-roots movements-and, in the process, recover a domestic tradition to 
celebrate and learn from. They were unafraid of adopting new illusions. 

Daniel Bell, as the voice of liberal skepticism, became a favorite target for 
budding radical intellectuals. "The Age of Complacency is ending. Let the old 

18 Daniel Aaron, Writers on the Left: Episodes in American Literary Communism (1961; rpt. edn., New 
York, 1979), 395-96. 

19 For the flavor of the early conferences, see The Revival of American Socialism: Selected Papers of the 
Socialist Scholars Conference, George Fischer, ed. (New York, 1971). 

20 Two early works of rediscovery were Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the 
Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston, 1973); and Eugene Genovese, 
"On Antonio Gramsci," orig. pub. in Studies on the Left in March 1967, and included in For a New 
America: Essays in History and Politics from "Studies on the Left, " 1959-1967, James Weinstein and David 
W. Eakins, eds. (New York, 1970), 284-316. 
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women complain wisely about 'the end of ideology,'" sociologist C. Wright Mills 
(a hero to many early members of SDS) sneered in 1961. "We are beginning to 
move again."21 Portraying Bell as a leading spokesman for the bureaucratic, 
managerial order, New Left scholars were eager to demonstrate that conflicts- 
over ideas as well as interests-had always been central to the making of American 
society. Most young radical historians wanted to study "the people" in all their 
variety and not the organized Left per se. But the nature and fate of past 
radicalisms were seldom far from their hearts and minds. 

The first new historian from the Left to begin crafting an alternative interpre- 
tation of the Left was James Weinstein. In several articles published in the journal 
Studies on the Left and then in The Decline of Socialism in America, 1912-1925 (1967), 
Weinstein (who had once been a Young Communist) set out to redeem American 
Marxism by restoring the promise of the early Socialist Party.22 He scoffed at the 
idea, stated most clearly by Daniel Bell, that the Socialist Party began a rapid 
descent in 1912 from which it never recovered. Instead, argued Weinstein, it was 
the bitter split brought about in 1919 by would-be Bolsheviks, most of them 
immigrants from the tsarist empire, that began the party's irrevocable decline. 
Before then, the Socialist Party had been that precious phenomenon-a genu- 
inely radical, authentically American mass movement seemingly on the verge of 
transforming the political universe. 

In contrast with the New Left, Weinstein's Socialist Party was "conscious of its 
traditions" and knew that only "a socialist reorganization of society" could solve 
"the inequalities and corrupting social values it believed were inherent in 
American capitalism." And these Marxists were a formidable presence in their 
land: 

Before 1920, the old Socialist Party had mass support at the polls, a widespread and vital 
press, a large following in the trade union movement, and a profound influence on the 
reformers and reforms of the day. Furthermore, the prewar Socialists overcame the very 
obstacles that have allegedly explained their impotence. The Party united those of old 
American stock with newly arrived immigrants, developed major strength among the small 
farmers of the most recently closed frontiers, flourished in a period of general prosperity, 
and garnered its greatest Presidential vote in 1912, the year that Theodore Roosevelt took 
over substantial sections of its platform.23 

Weinstein did not set out to write a social history. Like Bell and Kipnis, he 
focused on leaders and the positions they took, while contending that the party 
was relatively united on the pivotal matters of working inside the American 
Federation of Labor and opposing World War I-and gained new adherents for 
these practical yet principled stances. Moreover, this pioneering piece of New Left 

21 C. Wright Mills, "Letter to the New Left," orig. pub. in New Left Review, 1961, as rpt. in The New 
Left: A Collection of Essays, Priscilla Long, ed. (Boston, 1969), 25. Bell had written a powerful critique 
of his one-time friend's book The Power Elite, contending that it was closer to an angry conspiracy 
theory than to a cool assessment, a la Marx, of class relationships. "Is There a Ruling Class in 
America? The Power Elite Reconsidered," in Bell, End of Ideology, 47-74. 

22 For an outline of his project, first published in 1963, see James Weinstein, "Socialism's Hidden 
Heritage: Scholarship Reinforces Political Mythology," in Weinstein and Eakins, For a New America, 
221-52. 

23 James Weinstein, The Decline of Socialism in America, 1912-1925 (New York, 1967), ix. 

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW- DECEMBER 1995 

This content downloaded  on Fri, 8 Feb 2013 14:59:06 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


1496 Michael Kazin 

scholarship concluded, as had Bell, that the morbidity of American socialism was 
largely self-inflicted. If so many radicals had not been caught up in the 
revolutionary frenzy that followed World War I, Weinstein implied, there likely 
would have been no need for a new left at all. "The legacy of 1919," he wrote, "was 
the alienation of American socialism."24 

What was most memorable about his book was not its argument but the marked 
originality of its political detail. Weinstein uncovered the names of 323 different 
socialist newspapers, most of which were just getting started in 1912. He listed the 
names of hundreds of cities and towns in which Socialist Party candidates were 
elected to office between 1911 and 1920. It was a revelation simply to learn that 
avowed Marxists had gained a plurality of votes in hamlets such as St. Mary's, 
Ohio, and Grand Junction, Colorado, and that the Rebel of Halletsville, Texas, 
could, for several years, sustain a weekly circulation of 25,000. Clearly, this was a 
political movement rooted in the American heartland, even though it had been 
unable to persuade more than a minority of ordinary citizens in such locales to 
cast their ballots consistently for Eugene V. Debs and the cooperative common- 
wealth.. Weinstein had set out to explain why the Socialist Party declined and 
ended up creating a new fascination with how the party had grown into the 
broadest, most popular organization of its kind in U.S. history.25 

Subsequently, other scholars of the Left explored the history of sizable de- 
tachments belonging to what, in their view, was a heroic movement rudely 
neglected by their contemporaries. James R. Green, in Grass-Roots Socialism: 
Radical Movements in the Southwest, 1896-1943 (1978), demonstrated how radicals 
in Oklahoma and Texas spoke the language of evangelical Protestantism while 
convincing many former Populists that socialism would not mean an end to small 
farming.26 Marijo Buhle, in Women and American Socialism, 1870-1920 (1981), told 
how two different kinds of women reformers-native-born advocates of Christian 
altruism and working-class immigrants from trade union backgrounds-worked 
together to criticize the immorality of capitalist values and to press for sexual 
equality within their party, as well as inside the larger feminist insurgency. 

Green and Buhle, unlike most earlier scholars of the U.S. Left, were seeking to 
complicate the mainstream story of American social and political development. 
Socialists, they argued, did not lead marginal lives or preach an iconoclastic faith. 
The Oklahoma farmers and wage earners who voted for the Socialist Party had the 
same grievances as those who voted for Populists and for progressives from the two 

24 Weinstein, Decline of Socialism, 339. 
25 Weinstein was and is also an editor and publisher of leftist periodicals. While writing his book on 

the Socialist Party, Weinstein sought to convince other editors of Studies on the Left to convert the 
journal into the organ of a barely embryonic socialist party. But an equal number of editors favored 
more reporting on the developing grass-roots movement, and the split led Studies to cease publication 
in 1967. In 1970, Weinstein started the journal Socialist Revolution (which changed its name to Socialist 
Review in 1978). In the mid-1970s, he created the weekly In These Times, based in Chicago. He remains 
its editor today. 

26 The most powerful voice of the southwestern Socialist Party was a newspaper, The Appeal to 
Reason, that boasted a circulation of well over half a million. An excellent study of the paper and its 
editor is Elliot Shore's Talkin' Socialism: j. A. Wayland and the Role of the Press in American Radicalism, 
1890-1912 (Lawrence, Kan., 1988). 
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major parties. And Socialist spokeswomen differed from their suffragist sisters 
mainly in the prominence they gave to the needs of laboring women. 

Surprisingly, apart from a few pages in Green's book about Texas Socialist Party 
members who favored the disenfranchisement of blacks, neither historian said 
much about racial conflict, so central to the world view of the New Left. The 
party's lack of interest in signing up African Americans and other non-whites and 
the openly racist beliefs of many Socialist Party members (including Representa- 
tive Victor Berger of Milwaukee and most California Socialists who cried wolf 
about "the Yellow Peril") were all but omitted from the story. 

These historians had not chosen their subjects in order to recite a litany of 
damning details. Like most leftist scholars of the 1960s generation, Buhle and 
Green were disciples of E. P. Thompson's romantically democratic approach to 
the past. Echoing Thompson's famous vow to "rescue" his subjects "from the 
enormous condescension of posterity," Mari Jo Buhle introduced her book with 
a tribute to "the tens of thousands of rank-and-file women who formed the 
Socialist women's movement ... the defeated and now forgotten warriors against 
triumphant capitalism."27 Several years later, Paul Buhle, her husband, published 
a sweeping intellectual survey of American Marxist thought. This learned and 
idiosyncratic writer reveled in the literary gifts and unrealized visions of dozens of 
radical authors, some of whom he had interviewed at the end of their lives. "I like 
to think that they have made me wise enough," he wrote, "to recognize that I 
belong to the same family as my radical antecedents, all of them."28 

Inevitably, such works were written, in part, to cast off the incubus of Daniel 
Bell. James Green allowed that the "emotionalism and moralism" of southwestern 
Socialists suggested an otherworldly component to their activism. But he main- 
tained, along with Weinstein, that the Socialist Party would never have won the 
electoral allegiance of hard-pressed miners, tenant farmers, and timber workers 
without an "ability to organize methodically around pressing issues in the 'real 
world' of regional and local politics." And MariJo Buhle criticized Bell for staying 
on the level of the Socialist Party's "formal ideology" and neglecting the ordinary 
people who built the movement.29 

The method of empathetic social history thus became a necessary, if insuffi- 
cient, critique of Bell, the ex-leftist who preferred to reside, mandarin-like, in the 
province of theory. Young scholars of the Left-similar to Mr. Dooley, the fictional 
Irish-American bartender who delighted turn-of-the-century newspaper readers- 
disdained the kind of historians who, like physicians, "are always lookin' f'r 
symptoms" and making "a post-mortem examination." "It tells ye what a countrhy 
died iv," complained Mr. Dooley. "But I'd like to know what it lived iv."30 

Not that the larger debate about the causes of the Socialist Party's downfall ever 
lacked for disputants. During the 1950s and 1960s, a number of prominent social 

27 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York, 1963), 12; Mari Jo Buhle, 
Women and American Socialism, 1870-1920 (Urbana, Ill., 1981), xiii, xviii. 

28 Paul Buhle, Marxism in the United States: Remapping the History of the American Left (London, 
1987), 3. 

29 Green, Grass-Roots Socialism, xiv; Buhle, Women and Socialism, xviii. 
30 Finley Peter Dunne, Mr. Dooley on Iviything and Ivrybody, Robert Hutchinson, ed. (New York, 

1963), 208. 
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scientists and historians-including Seymour Martin Lipset, Louis Hartz, and 
Stephan Thernstrom-had taken up the old question of the weakness of 
American socialism in order to make some larger point about the nature of the 
United States as a social and intellectual system. Although few took on Bell's thesis 
directly, they all assumed that a combination of "external" or "structural" 
elements had conspired to doom the American Left; socialist organizers could 
have done little to alter their fate. Thus Hartz held that the long dominance of 
liberal thought, with its vaunting of the classless individual, always made Marxists 
politically superfluous. And Thernstrom suggested that the high rate of geo- 
graphic mobility among the poorer stratum of wage earners in the industrializing 
United States prevented radical organizations from building a stable working-class 
constituency.31 

In 1974, Lipset and the radical historian John H. M. Laslett co-edited a thick 
anthology, Failure of a Dream? Essays in the History of American Socialism, in which 
noted scholars debated one another about a variety of "internal" and "external" 
factors that may have contributed to the agony of the Left. Highlighted were the 
absence of deep-seated class feelings (that elsewhere stemmed from a feudal past), 
severe ethnic and racial divisions among workers, the power of the Catholic 
church within organized labor, and the ideological flexibility of the two-party 
system.32 

The first debate in the anthology pitted Daniel Bell against John Laslett over 
"the problem of ideological rigidity." Bell's contribution was a reprinted essay 
from The End of Ideology; it essentially summarized the argument of Marxian 
Socialism. Laslett, a socialist but one committed to structural explanations, boldly 
used the occasion to deny the entire validity of Bell's "in but not of" thesis. Bell's 
argument, contended the UCLA historian, is "a static, essentially ahistorical view 
of American society" which "comes close to imposing a moral imperative upon 
socialists not to interfere with the basic structure of the society, because to do so 
would run counter to the 'rules of the game.'"33 

Author of a detailed study of Socialists in the turn-of-the-century union 
movement, Laslett cited numerous examples of Marxian radicals in municipal 
governments and AFL unions who acted cautiously and pragmatically, whatever 
their rhetoric. And he pointed out that all political parties-including the 
powerful Socialists of Western Europe-employed language that "is in some sense 
visionary or future-oriented, whatever ideology it purports to represent." Cer- 
tainly, none of Debs's best-known electoral rivals-William Jennings Bryan, 
Theodore Roosevelt, and Woodrow Wilson-stated their goals in moderate terms 
or eschewed the grand, chiliastic flourish. Laslett concluded that Bell did not even 
consider the "nature of the society" in which Socialists operated "but simply 
assumes the primacy of ideological rigidity. "34 

31 Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: An Interpretation of Amenican Political Thought since the 
Revolution (New York, 1955), esp. 244-48; Stephan Thernstrom, "Urbanization, Migration, and Social 
Mobility in Late Nineteenth-Century America," Towards a New Past: Dissenting Essays in American 
History, Barton J. Bernstein, ed. (New York, 1967), 168-69. 

32 All page references are to the revised edition of Failure of a Dream? (Berkeley, Calif., 1984). 
33John H. M. Laslett, "Comment," in Failure of a Dream? 31. 
34 Laslett, "Comment," 40. Laslett's book is Labor and the Left: A Study of Socialist and Radical 
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Bell responded rather curtly to this sweeping attack on his work. Structural 
arguments like Laslett's, he averred, can only provide "contexts and constraints; 
what they omit is human agency." Because radicals were in thrall to a purist brand 
of Marxism, insisted Bell, they badly misunderstood the socially fluid, politically 
democratic nature of American society. Thus they had no hope of changing 
it-not, at least, as avowed Socialists. Marxists, he suggested, would have done 
better to organize themselves into a "ginger group" within the labor movement 
and to abandon their dreams of radical transformation.35 

Although Bell wisely stressed the contingent nature of historical outcomes, his 
rebuttal failed to address Laslett's point about the role of idealism in politics. To 
become a socialist involved thinking beyond what was and had to be to what should 
be. To a heckler who shouted that a vote for the Socialist Party was a wasted ballot, 
Eugene Debs once responded, "That's right. Don't vote for freedom-you might 
not get it. Vote for slavery-you have a cinch on that."36 The more radical the 
creed, the greater was the need for a rhetoric of transcendence. Bell gave no 
reason why activists inspired by what he called the "unbounded dream" of 
socialism would have been satisfied nudging men like Walter Reuther and George 
Meany a bit further leftward. Indeed, Reuther had shelved his own youthful 
socialist hopes by the time he ascended to the leadership of the United Auto 
Workers.37 

Neither Bell nor Laslett had the last word on the issue of whether external 
factors or internal flaws best explained the fate of the Marxian Left. In 1981, 
Aileen Kraditor, an erstwhile radical turned neo-conservative, offered an original 
variant of the internalist position in her book The Radical Persuasion, 1890-1917: 
Aspects of the Intellectual History and the Historiography of Three American Radical 
Organizations. The Left suffered, Kraditor argued, from suicidal arrogance. The 
oratory and journalism produced by the Socialist Party (as well as by its smaller 
rival, the Socialist Labor Party, and the Industrial Workers of the World, the IWW) 
demonstrated, she wrote, that radicals believed themselves to be "people assigned 
a special mission by History."38 They addressed average workers, then immigrants 
or immigrants' children, as if they were simply the ignorant dupes of capitalism, 
with no ideas or culture of their own. Most members of the target population, 
Kraditor contended, sensibly rejected this awkward messianism and clung to their 
strong familial bonds and ethnic identities (all amply documented for her by 
latter-day social historians whose politics leaned left). 

Kraditor's view betrayed the romantic notion that 'John Q. Worker" (her term) 

Influences in the American Labor Movement, 1881-1924 (New York, 1970). Studies of the local history of 
the Socialist Party that, in general, support Laslett's argument include Socialism and the Cities, Bruce 
Stave, ed. (Port Washington, N.Y., 1975); Socialism in the Heartland: The Midwestern Experience, 
1900-1925, Donald T. Critchlow, ed. (Notre Dame, Ind., 1986); Richard W. Judd, Socialist Cities: 
Municipal Politics and the Grass Roots of American Socialism (Albany, N.Y., 1989). 

35 Daniel Bell, "Reply," Failure of a Dream? 48, 49. 
36 An anecdote from the 1908 presidential campaign. Cited in Ray Ginger, Eugene V. Debs: A 

Biography (1949; rpt. edn., New York, 1962), 294. 
37 For a close study of this process, see Nelson Lichtenstein, The Most Dangerous Man in Detroit: 

Walter Reuther and the Fate of American Labor (New York, 1995). 
38 Aileen Kraditor, The Radical Persuasion (Baton Rouge, La., 1981), 236. 
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was a satisfied toiler, content to go home every night to a rewarding life of kin and 
community. She brushed aside all structural factors as based on "writers' own 
assumptions as to what should cause a worker to become a socialist."39 Kraditor 
also denied that elites or dominant cultural mores had any power to influence 
John Q.'s decisions; her interpretation excluded IWW organizers who were shot at 
and blacklisted and Socialist Party speakers who were jailed for opposing World 
War I. 

But she did have a sure, if censorious, grasp of past radical fantasies-which Bell 
had also emphasized but which few contemporary academic leftists were willing to 
acknowledge. Socialists tended to wrap themselves in an ideological cocoon from 
which the world seemed garbed in absolute categories: workers had no country, 
the triumph of the proletariat was inevitable, electoral coalitions with other 
parties (even labor parties) were prohibited. In a national environment already 
inhospitable to Marxism, this dogma could only bind leftists into a subculture that 
felt more and more like an intellectual ghetto.40 

In the 1970s and 1980s, historians of working-class America-successors to an 
older labor history that had dwelled almost exclusively on national unions-tired 
of asking "why no socialism" and changed the question. Instead of responding yet 
again to the dismal negative, they tried to understand what kind of ideology 
discontented working people had expressed. "Republicanism" emerged as the 
most popular alternative, particularly for scholars who specialized in the nine- 
teenth century. For Alan Dawley, historian of the shoemaking capital of Lynn, 
Massachusetts, this meant an "equal rights" tradition that demanded fair treat- 
ment from bosses and loyalty from politicians whom workers had elected. For 
Sean Wilentz, historian of early industrial New York City, it meant a vision of social 
justice that equated permanent wage labor with a betrayal of American ideals. For 
Leon Fink, historian of the Knights of Labor, it meant a producer ethic that 
clearly separated the virtuous, hard-pressed many from the self-interested, un- 
elected few who dominated the booming industrial economy. Whatever else it 
meant, "republicanism" was, for young historians battling the assumptions of Bell 
and Hartz, a way to demonstrate that many American workers had thought about 
political power differently than their social superiors-and used their alternative 
beliefs to justify a series of galvanic organizing campaigns and strike waves. What 
Eric Foner in a splendid review essay called "an ethic of community and mutuality, 
rather than individualism and competition" became an Americanized substitute 
for socialism.41 

But the replacement of "Why no socialism?" with "Look at all the republican- 
ism!" had its costs.42 The term itself was impossibly fuzzy; any concept that 

39 Kraditor, Radical Persuasion, 43. 
40 For a longer critique of Kraditor's book, see my essay "Why Did the Left Fail? The Answers of a 

Neo-Conservative," Socialist Review, 12 (September-October 1982): 121-29. 
41 Alan Dawley, Class and Community: The Industrial Revolution in Lynn (Cambridge, Mass., 1976); 

Sean Wilentz, "Against Exceptionalism: Class Consciousness and the American Labor Movement, 
1790-1920," International Labor and Working Class History, no. 26 (Fall 1984): 1-24; Leon Fink, 
Workingmen's Democracy: The Knights of Labor and American Politics (Urbana, Ill., 1983); Eric Foner, 
"Why-Is There No Socialism in the United States?" History Workshop, no. 17 (Spring 1984): 62. 

42 For some of the problems, see Daniel Rodgers, "Republicanism: The Career of a Concept," 
Journal of American History, 79 (June 1992): 11-38. 
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supposedly united James Madison, Terence Powderly, and millions of small 
farmers explained very little about political conflict; indeed, it risked replicating, 
albeit under another name and for different purposes, the Hartzian concept of a 
dominant ideological tradition that New Left intellectuals had originally set out to 
demolish. What historians of the Left so grandly called working-class "republi- 
canism" was sometimes simply a species of populist rhetoric and, at other times, 
a way of asserting one's patriotic bonafides while pursuing diverse agendas. In the 
end, the intellectual vogue did little to clarify how and why socialism, as theory 
and tentative practice, had proved so unpopular on American soil. Bell's (and 
Sombart's) "melancholy question" remained a useful way to understand the 
unique qualities of U.S. development. 

The new left historian who made perhaps the most astute attempt to resolve it 
was Nick Salvatore. His 1982 biography of Eugene V. Debs, subtitled Citizen and 
Socialist, portrayed the Socialist Party's premier orator and five-time presidential 
candidate as a skilled worker and railroad unionist who gradually came to believe 
that monopoly capitalism was betraying the American Dream.43 Analyzing Debs's 
life as a microcosm of the rise and fall of the socialist movement, Salvatore was 
able to transcend the internal versus external debate without evading the central 
fact -of the Socialist Party's failure. On the one hand, he perceived Debs as a 
working-class republican: opposed to corporate moguls and their political allies as 
the foes of upstanding producers, roughly egalitarian communities, and Chris- 
tians inspired by the Sermon on the Mount. On the other hand, he explained that 
Debs's class-conscious definitions of such broad identities were always unpopular 
in "a political culture that saw in American institutions as they were the promise 
of the future."44 The Socialist Party standard-bearer drew huge crowds around the 
country with as genuine and emotional an appeal for human solidarity as was ever 
expressed by an American politician. But, as a socialist, his solutions were roundly 
judged to be "un-American," and many members of his adoring audiences never 
gave him their votes. 

Salvatore's biography made U.S. socialism in its modest heyday seem more a 
tragedy than a tale of self-delusion (as Bell and Kraditor would have it). And he 
eschewed the theme of unhonored heroism espoused by James Green and both 
Buhles. But Salvatore's sober treatment of Debs, the most attractive individual in 
the small pantheon of American Marxism, did manage to highlight what so 
endeared his generation of scholars to the Socialist Party and, in lesser degree, to 
the IWW.45 

These self-sacrificing organizers and courageous rebels held out the forgotten 
promise of a thoroughly democratic, humane, even proto-feminist brand of 
radicalism. Debs-and Mother Jones and Big Bill Haywood and John Reed and 
Emma Goldman (an anarchist, but no matter)-were loving combatants who said 

43 Nick Salvatore, Eugene V. Debs: Citizen and Socialist (Urbana, Ill., 1982). 
44 Salvatore, Eugene V. Debs, 271. 
45 There is a large literature devoted to the IWW, but few works engage larger questions about the 

course of American radicalism. The more analytically acute studies include Melvyn Dubofsky, We Shall 
Be All: A History of the Industrial Workers of the World (New York, 1969) ;Joseph R. Conlin, Bread and Roses 
Too: Studies of the Wobblies (Westport, Conn., 1969); Salvatore Salerno, Red November, Black November: 
Culture and Community in the Industrial Workers of the World (Albany, N.Y, 1989). 

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW DECEMBER 1995 

This content downloaded  on Fri, 8 Feb 2013 14:59:06 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


1502 Michael Kazin 

44~ ~ ~ ~ ~~~~~A 
_a_~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ . .. ....... 

Eugene V. Debs on the stump at a socialist picnic in Knoxville, Tennessee, 1905. Courtesy of the 
Cunningham Memorial Library, Indiana State University, Terre Haute. 
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exactly what they believed and acted accordingly. The Great War had allegedly 
destroyed forever the possibility of such innocence, such comradely idealism. But 
historians who had either been radical organizers in the 1960s or greatly admired 
grass-roots activism longed for ancestral soul mates-especially ones who had 
gained a serious hearing in what would later be called Middle America. 

THE COMMUNIST PARTY was a more difficult case. In the 1960s, the party 
continued to applaud everything Soviet officials did or said and still (as in the 
heyday of the Popular Front) advocated working inside the Democratic Party. 
What did young radicals (even the "red-diaper babies" among them) have to learn 
from this bunch of Stalinists, now in their political dotage? The 1968 crushing of 
the Czech rebellion seemed to close the question. Indeed, the first glimmers of a 
new history of American Communism only appeared in the early 1970s when 
several men and women who had broken with the Communist Party wrote 
chastened, critical memoirs, most of which were sympathetic to what younger 
radicals were trying to accomplish. 

These memoirs, as one would expect, were an uneven lot. A few authors 
attempted doggedly to document every twist in their political careers, while others 
seriously or lightheartedly assessed the party's pitfalls and contributions as a 
whole.46 In contrast to autobiographical accounts written in the morning of the 
Cold War by Louis Budenz, Elizabeth Bentley, and other ex-Communists, none of 
the 1970s memoirists published a mea culpa or adopted a confessional tone 
tailored to the needs of a Senate investigating committee. With the headlines full 
of Vietnam and Watergate, hardly anyone outside the precincts of the Left cared 
very much about the internal mysteries and miseries of aging American "Reds." 

The most thoughtful of the autobiographies struck a balance between the 
visionary intentions and practical organizing of Communist Party members and 
their ruinous fealty to the USSR. Joseph Starobin, in his memoir/history of the 
party's years of "crisis" (1943 to 1957), agreed with Bell that the Communist 
Party's hermetic mode of thinking rendered it neither "in" nor "of" the world. 
But Starobin, erstwhile foreign editor of The Daily Worker, also argued, persua- 
sively, that Communists tried to nurture both a "force for radical reform" and a 
lively counter-culture: "Not intended to be a family but a quasi-military elite, 
forged for stern historical tasks, it was in fact a family to many. 47 

Starobin was a tough-minded critic, but he was also a fair one. His concern with 
how Communists themselves experienced the rupture of their political "family" 
moved beyond Bell's polemical tone and Draper's final verdict-even though the 
one-time party journalist's conclusions did not significantly differ from theirs. 
Starobin explicitly wrote his book for the "succeeding generation" that "might 

46 A good example of the first type is Al Richmond's A Long View from the Left: Memoirs of an American 
Revolutionary (New York, 1972). For a witty alternative, see Jessica Mitford, A Fine Old Conflict (New 
York, 1977). 

47Joseph R. Starobin, American Communism in Crisis, 1943-1957 (Berkeley, Calif., 1972), 237, 235. 
As he was completing the book, Starobin experienced a wrenching blow. His son Robert, a radical 
historian of American slavery, committed suicide because, according to his father, he was "humiliated 
by the collapse of his own illusions, for example, about the Black Panthers." Starobin, xiv. 
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benefit from a sober reassessment of the American radical past as seen by 
someone who believed in socialism, never concealed this belief, tried to make a go 
of achieving it, and was defeated by the inability to distinguish between what could 
be accomplished and what could not be."48 In his wake, one-time New Leftists took 
up the same challenge, albeit with more explicit empathy than Starobin had been 
able to muster. 

By the mid to late 1970s, radical activists and scholars could no longer be so 
optimistic about their own political prospects. A decade earlier, they had helped 
topple liberal bureaucrats and war-makers, only to see clever Republicans such as 
Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan take their place. And the insurgent wave that 
had crested in the late 1960s now flowed into such separate, if still rising, channels 
as feminism, gay liberation, and environmentalism. Having given up the belief 
that radicalism meant a relentless challenge to the structure and values of 
capitalist society, historians of the Left revisited the Communist Party, particularly 
during the Popular Front period, and discovered a movement more benign and 
less revolutionary than the conspiratorial organization scheming for power that 
Daniel Bell had described. 

The first historian of the Communist Party to make a "revisionist" argument 
with force and coherence was Maurice Isserman in Which Side Were You On? The 
American Communist Party during the Second World War (1982) .49 Isserman, unlike his 
contemporaries who studied the Debsian Socialist Party, had no intention of 
extolling his subjects. He acknowledged "the crimes of Stalinism" and gave 
Theodore Draper and his fellow Fund for the Republic authors due credit for 
placing the American Communist Party's history "within the general context of 
the Soviet Union's foreign policy and domestic situation." But the young historian 
was also determined to understand party members as rational men and women 
who did not merely act out a script written in Moscow. Nephew of a one-time party 
lawyer, Isserman wrote from the standpoint of a retrospective activist. He tried to 
think along with the Communists, often pointing out how a failure to see and do 
things differently damaged their public reputation and, eventually, destroyed 
their hopes for radical change. 

Isserman's Communist Party was an organization of resourceful and talented 
organizers. From 1935 through World War II (a period Draper's books never 
reached), Communists dominated the Left by building effective mass organiza- 
tions such as the United Electrical Workers, the National Negro Congress, and the 
American Student Union. Most party members welcomed the turn toward the 
Popular Front in the mid-1930s and not only because it promised to repel the 
fascist demons who were threatening the Eurasian homeland of socialism. The 
new line that sentimentally celebrated American "progressive" traditions, wrote 
Isserman, "provided a bridge by which the children of immigrants could adapt 
themselves to the culture of the New World without renouncing the ideals that 

48 Starobin, American Communism, xiii. 
49 Maurice Isserman, Which Side Were You On? (Middletown, Conn., 1982). Isserman is my friend 

and sometime co-author-which does not mean we always agree about how to interpret the history 
of the American Left. 
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had sustained their parents in the move from the Old."50 Although his focus was 
on decisions made by leaders and on commentary in the party press, Isserman had 
pushed open the door for social and cultural historians, with similar political 
sympathies, to rush through. 

The most sophisticated, provocative new studies of the Communist Party have 
focused on the party's participation during the 1930s and 1940s in industrial 
unions and among African Americans (and sometimes on a conjunction of the 
two) .51 For Marxists, there could be no worthier task than to organize workers in 
the nation's largest firms; hostile commentators-from right-wing Congressmen 
to liberal scholars-had long rued the fact that individual Communists were 
essential to the success of the CIO and took charge of some of its larger affiliated 
unions. At the same time, the Communist Party was the first white-dominated 
national group on the left actively to recruit black members and to make the 
extirpation of racism (inside as well as outside the party) a matter of urgent 
significance. Such activities were, of course, compelled by Soviet dicta and usually 
stayed within the ideological limits of the current Comintern line. But recent 
studies have taken pains to trace-often through collective biography-the 
creative, home-grown nature of individual and ethnic group commitments. 

Thus Ronald Schatz portrayed the "pioneer" organizers of the United Electrical 
Workers (many of whom were Communist Party members) as skilled workers from 
secular backgrounds who won the loyalty of devout Catholics-and built "the 
largest Communist-led institution of any kind in the U.S."-by fighting hard for 
seniority rules and higher wages. Thus Bruce Nelson showed how Harry Bridges 
and other wily immigrant radicals who belonged or were close to the Communist 
Party organized West Coast dock workers by burrowing inside the mainstream AFL 
longshoremen's union at a time when party leaders were trumpeting the 
"revolutionary" pure but hopeless unions of the Trade Union Unity League. And 
thus Joshua Freeman described how the New York subways were organized by a 
tight band of former Irish Republican Army soldiers (led by Mike Quill) and 
Communists who knew a tough, effective, rank-and-file leader when they met 
one.52 

These and similar works pay little attention to what top officials of the American 
Communist Party (not to mention the Comintern) thought about what their crack 
labor cadres were doing. The neglect bespeaks a political conclusion: working- 
class radicals were devoted to the difficult, quotidian task of establishing the CIO 
and, as it happened, to crafting a new career for themselves. The history of 
Communism thus was subsumed within the history of American unionism; 
home-grown Leninists influenced the political ideology of the larger movement, 
but they never tried to define it. Of course, one could count on labor Communists 

50 Isserman, Which Side, 22. 
51 For details on the "progressive" racial practices of many Communist Party-led unions, see 

Michael Goldfield, "Race and the CIO: The Possibilities for Racial Egalitarianism during the 1930s 
and 1940s," International Labor and Working-Class History, no. 44 (Fall 1993): 1-32. 

52 Ronald Schatz, The Electrical Workers: A History of Labor at General Electic and Westinghouse (Urbana, 
Ill., 1983), xiii; Bruce Nelson, Workers on the Waterfront: Seamen, Longshoremen, and Unionism in the 1930s 
(Urbana, 1988); Joshua Freeman, In Transit: The Transportation Workers Union in New York City (New 
York, 1990). 
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to urge their unions to pass resolutions backing the Scottsboro boys, the Spanish 
Republicans, and a Second Front. But the site of their real work and real love was 
blue-collar America, and this usually kept them focused on the task at hand.53 

Black Communists were, according to recent studies, even less motivated by 
international struggles or lashed by Stalinist discipline than their white comrades. 
In his prize-winning book on the Alabama party, Robin Kelley remarked that the 
whole question of "the CPUSA's relationship to the Communist International ... 
seems, in retrospect, rather superfluous, even silly." Local cadres naturally "tried 
their best to apply the then current political line to the tasks at hand" but so too 
did members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. 
"Besides," writes Kelley, "if Alabamians had waited patiently for orders from 
Moscow, they might still be waiting today."54 

Instead, Kelley argued that the rise and fall of the Alabama Communist Party in 
the 1930s and 1940s formed a neglected chapter in the long struggle for black 
freedom. African Americans dominated the party in the Deep South, and they 
used it to teach literacy and black history, to unionize black workers, and to give 
poor sharecroppers and steel workers a sense that their battle against Jim Crow 
laws and despotic employers was not an isolated one. In Alabama at least, the 
routine charge of "foreign conspiracy" actually helped the party's recruiting 
drive. Writes Kelley, "For many black radicals, the Russians were the 'new 
Yankees,' Stalin was the 'new Lincoln,' and the Soviet Union was a 'new Ethiopia' 
stretching her arms in defense of black folk."55 

This strongly positive, bottom-up appraisal broke sharply with an older image of 
condescending white Communists who tried to tell black folk what to think and to 
bend civil rights organizations to their factional purposes. (For his part, Daniel 
Bell had ignored the Left's record on race.)56 Ralph Ellison, in Invisible Man, had 
narrated the exploitation of his black anti-hero as militant symbol by the 
"Brotherhood" (modeled on his involvement with the Communist Party); while 
Harold Cruse had reproached Jewish Communists for "brainwashing" black 

53 The only book-length assessment of this topic was published a bit earlier by a former 
Trotskyist-Bert Cochran, Labor and Communism: The Conflict That Shaped American Unions (Princeton, 
NJ., 1977). Cochran focuses on factional fights within the unions and takes a more jaded, ironic view 
than either Bell and Draper or the new left "revisionists." Thus he writes that Communist Party 
leaders "were, in fact, typical members of a millenarian sect ..., bickering zealots, ideologues, 
extremists, romantics, firebrand militants and saints, unworldly dreamers and worldly egotists, 
utopians and would-be world saviors and men of destiny; in other words, the not uncommon 
conglomeration of humanity that made up world-sanctifying movements from the 1848 revolution 
onwards" (p. 6). 

54 Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists during the Great Depression (Chapel Hill, 
N.C., 1990), xiii-xiv. 

55 Kelley, Hammer and Hoe, 100. Nell Irvin Painter made a similar argument in her collaboration 
with the longtime Alabama Communist Party stalwart, Hosea Hudson. See The Narrative of Hosea 
Hudson: His Life as a Negro Communist in the South (Cambridge, Mass., 1979). 

56 For the older view, see Richard Wright's essay in The God ThatFailed, Richard Crossman, ed. (New 
York, 1949); Wilson Record, The Negro and the Communist Party (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1951). Recently, I 
raised with Daniel Bell his neglect of race in Marxian Socialism. He responded, "My instinct is to say 
that it wasn't there at the time. I am sensitive to it insofar as I was doing publicity for A. Philip 
Randolph during the war, and went with him to Washington on his first visit to see F.D.R. (The only 
place we could eat was in Union Station.) Yet as a movement, it was not 'there.'" Personal 
correspondence with the author, June 8, 1994. 
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intellectuals who otherwise would have built a liberation movement of their own.57 
But the new works told of dedicated organizers of both races who viewed 
themselves and were often perceived, by friend and foe, as the second coming of 
the abolitionists. 

The shift of focus from Harlem to the rural Black Belt made it hard to draw a 
tight comparison between the old interpretation and the new.58 But, as Kelley 
indicated, new scholars were impatient with, even bored by, the traditional focus 
on the Moscow line. Like asking "why no socialism?" it failed to capture what 
grass-roots radicals did and talked about every day and how, pro-Soviet blinders 
intact, they blazed the trail to a more egalitarian future.59 

Orthodox critics of the Communist Party had no intention of allowing the new 
monographers to have their way. In 1984, Harvey Klehr, a conservative political 
scientist, published a history of the party during the 1930s that disagreed, both in 
tone and content, with Isserman and his counterparts. His Heyday of American 
Communism was a faithful and worthy successor to Theodore Draper's earlier 
books on the party-and its author had full use of the elder scholar's large store 
of research materials, as well as his ideological blessing. For Klehr, the first major 
historian of the Left with no background in radical activism, any valid interpre- 
tation of the Communist Party depended on a thorough knowledge of the shifting 
policies and actions of party leaders. His survey of the Communist Party's presence 
in various social movements-of workers, the unemployed, students, intellectuals, 
and African Americans, as well as inside several state Democratic parties-was 
admirably thorough and predictably condemnatory. The nuanced concern of the 
revisionists with the motives of individual activists was, he implied, an evasion of 
the main point that Draper had stated a generation before. As Klehr concluded: 

There was nothing unique or peculiar about Communists as people. They came out of all 
environments, had all sorts of motives for becoming members, and differed greatly in their 
commitment to the cause. But once a person entered the Party, and especially once in the 
leadership, only both unconditional and unwavering loyalty to the dictates of Soviet policy, 
both foreign and domestic, enabled one to stay.60 

Although Klehr made his views clear, he chose not to dwell on the historio- 
graphical debate. It was a reluctance his patron did not share. In 1985, Theodore 
Draper wrote two lengthy articles for The New York Review of Books, America's 

57 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (New York, 1952); Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual: A 
Historical Analysis of the Failure of Black Leadership (1967; rpt. edn., New York, 1984), 158 and passim. 

58 But see Mark Naison, Communists in Harlem during the Depression (Urbana, Ill., 1983), for a 
sympathetic evocation of the black-white alliance in the Communist Party. On the cultural issues that 
were of particular concern to Ellison and Cruse, Naison finds a "tension between the imaginative 
instincts of rank-and-file intellectuals and the sectarian impulses of Party leaders" (p. 211). 

59 For example, Kelley ends his book with evidence that poor black farmers who, in the 1960s, 
rallied to the voting registration campaign of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee had 
first been mobilized thirty years earlier by the Alabama Communist Party. Hammer and Hoe, 228-30. 
An effective popularization of this overwhelmingly positive view of Communist Party history is the 
documentary film byJulia Reichert andJim Klein, Seeing Red: Stories ofAmerican Communists (New York, 
1984). 

60 Klehr, The Heyday of American Communism: The Depression Decade (New York, 1984), 415-16. Klehr 
made a similar statement in his first book, a monograph about the members of the Communist Party 
Central Committee that included an admiring foreword by Draper. Communist Cadre: The Social 
Background of the American Communist Party Elite (Stanford, Calif., 1978), 117. 
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preeminent intellectual journal, that passionately denounced the entire effort to 
rewrite the history of the party he once had served and later wrote about with such 
authority. The new historians, Draper charged, were "left-wing intellectual 
yuppies" seeking to build an academic career on a sentimental, empirically false 
portrait of Stalinists for whom the Popular Front was merely a four-year masquer- 
ade in "Americanism." He derided the social-history approach as "a cop out" that 
"avoid[ed] facing the political reality of American communism" and accused the 
would-be revisionists of inventing an impotent "radicalism of nostalgia," adding, 
"No one has to do anything about this radicalism except to teach it to others."'6' 

Draper's polemic, which drew a cascade of letters from the writers he had 
scolded, was unfair to its targets and overlooked the longevity of Popular Front 
ideology. Neither Isserman nor most of his fellow new historians ever denied that 
the Soviets ultimately controlled the American Communist Party or failed to cite 
that fact as the main reason why the party failed to become a legitimate political 
force.62 And, while the party's 1938 slogan, "Communism Is Twentieth-Century 
Americanism," did not survive the decade, its spirit lived on through the 1940s as 
the quixotic fantasy of activists who craved acceptance from the same society they 
wanted to convert to socialism. Even when the Communist Party broke with liberal 
Democrats over the Cold War, the party kept operating Jefferson bookstores and 
advocating an "anti-monopoly coalition." There would be no return to the 
revolutionary fantasies characteristic of the Third Period (from 1928 to 1934). 

However, Draper's intellectual wrath did indicate that Communism could not 
be analyzed as if it were a normal part of American politics, even one belonging 
to the radical tradition. An organization whose members proudly took their lead, 
if not all their lines, from a foreign power could not yet be studied with the kind 
of empathy and subtle cultural shadings evident in works about the Socialist Party, 
the Knights of Labor, or even the New Left. The Bolshevik Revolution was an 
obvious watershed in world history. And it propelled American leftists, whatever 
their views about Lenin's methods and the evolution of Soviet society, into bitter 
debates and sectarian commitments that ensured the marginality of socialism in 
America. 

Even after the collapse and dissolution of the USSR itself in the early 1990s, 
Klehr and Draper continued to blast their opponents-who responded, somewhat 
wearily, by reasserting their own agenda. In 1995, Klehr, with historian John 
Haynes of the Library of Congress, opened a powerful new line of attack. They 
edited and annotated a volume of Communist Party documents stored in 
previously secret Moscow archives that seemed to show that leading American 
Communists-most notably, longtime party chairman Earl Browder-were either 
spying for the USSR or aiding others to conduct espionage. The American 
Communist Party was a "conspiracy financed by a hostile foreign power" after 
all.63 

Heralded by conservative journalists such as George Will and reviewed respect- 
61 Theodore Draper, "American Communism Revisited," orig. pub. in New York Review of Books, May 

9 and 30, 1985, rpt. in Draper, A Present of Things Past: Selected Essays (New York, 1990), 119, 143, 150. 
62 See the letters and Draper's response in the New York Review of Books (August 15, 1985): 40-44. 
63 Harvey Klehr, John Earl Haynes, and Fridrikh Igorevich Firsov, The Secret World of American 

Communism (New Haven, Conn., 1995). 
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fully if critically by Maurice Isserman, the book, along with additional documen- 
tary volumes in preparation, may severely narrow the debate about the meaning 
of Communist Party history. Instead of arguing the virtues of social versus political 
history, disputants could well become amateur sleuths, contesting the import of 
individual letters and the precise movements of pro-Soviet "moles."64 If that 
occurs, recent scholarly attempts to leave the polemics aside and to view members 
of the Communist Party as "normal [if particularly idealistic] men and women" 
with a fatal but not criminal case of political obtuseness would be stillborn.65 
Perhaps sometime in the twenty-first century, discussions of American Commu- 
nism will sound, in measured tone and requisite qualification, more like current 
ones about the Whig Party or New Deal liberalism. But then the remarkable 
passion that Daniel Bell and nearly all subsequent interpreters have brought to 
the subject-which has taught us more about ordinary Communists during the 
Depression and World War II than about either Democrats or Republicans in the 
same era-will surely be gone.66 

WHAT THEN OF BELL'S ORIGINAL INDICTMENT of the socialist Left? How does it 

stand up as we approach the end of our own persistently bloody, intermittently 
glorious century? 

Marxian Socialism certainly heaped too much blame on the leaders of the 
Debsian Socialist Party and passed too briefly over the difficult conditions in which 
they had to operate. AsJohn Laslett argued, socialist parties in Germany, Britain, 
and Russia during the two decades before World War I suffered major doctrinal 
splits and were still major political forces in their respective nations.67 Because of 
a feudal past and the long delay in granting the vote to men without property, a 
sustained attack on class inequality and exploitation made common sense to 
millions of working people in those countries-and their support was passed on 
from generation to generation. In the United States, that never occurred. 

Bell's reliance on the "in but not of the world" explanation also lacked a 
comparative dimension. As Irving Howe pointed out, its "timeless and placeless, 

64 For glimpses of the possible future, see Maurice Isserman's lengthy review in The Nation (June 
12, 1995): 846-56; and Murray Kempton's bemused comments in the New York Review of Books (July 
13, 1995): 29-34. There seems to be a gathering consensus about the Rosenberg case, an old cause 
celebre for both pro and anti-Communists. After the National Security Agency's release of decoded 
messages to and from the Soviet KGB between 1943 and 1945, two of the staunchest critics of the trial 
and execution acknowledged that at least Julius Rosenberg was, in fact, guilty of espionage. "What 
these messages show, briefly," write Walter Schneir and Miriam Schneir, "is thatJulius Rosenberg was 
the head of a spy ring gathering and passing nonatomic defense information ... And they implicate 
the American Communist Party in recruitment of party members for espionage." "Cryptic Answers," 
The Nation (August 14-21, 1995): 152. Whether Rosenberg passed atomic secrets to the Soviets is not 
yet clear. 

65 Leo Ribuffo, "The Complexity of American Communism," in Ribuffo, Right Center Left: Essays in 
American History (New Brunswick, N.J., 1992), 153. Also see the balanced assessment in Robert Cohen, 
When the Old Left Was Young: Student Radicals and America's First Mass Student Movement, 1929-1941 
(New York, 1993), xvi and passim. 

66 In a short history, Harvey Klehr and John Earl Haynes comment about the proliferation of 
Communist Party studies, "It sometimes appears that never have so many studied so much about so 
few." The American Communist Movement: Storming Heaven Itself (New York, 1992), 1. 

67 Laslett, "Comment," 38. 
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indeed world-encompassing" claim is of little use in accounting for the greater 
success of European Marxists, who were not reluctant to spin their own messianic 
vision. Closer to home, Debs and his American comrades were hardly the only 
Americans possessed of a dogmatic, millenarian world view.68 Indeed, one can 
view the Socialist Party's perfectionist impulse, in part, as an inheritance from the 
Puritans, the abolitionists, temperance enthusiasts, and other movements of 
Americans who burned to make the world anew.69 Why should, how could, a 
radical who admired Wendell Phillips and Frances Willard have made a sober 
assessment of the limits facing his or her party and then pursued only the most 
modest of ends? 

At the same time, the wealth of newer studies of both Socialists and Communists 
qualifies Bell's portrait of a movement too purist for the pragmatic give-and-take 
of American politics. Within the Gompers-era AFL and then the CIO, Marxists were 
a skillful pressure group, working hard for the common union cause while also 
finding time to recruit for socialism. As for the many Socialist Party members 
elected to local office early in the twentieth century, they seldom acted very 
differently from their counterparts in the British Labour Party, the German 
Socialist Democratic Party, or the SFIO (the French Socialists). They tried to end 
corrupt dealings with big business, to institute progressive taxation and good 
social services, and to keep the police neutral during strikes. "Revolution" was 
fine for May Day speeches. But it did not stop graft or pick up the garbage. 

On the national level, it would be hard to disentangle the history of the Left 
from the history of American reform. Both Wilsonian progressives and New Deal 
liberals were cognizant of the analytical power of Marxism and were quite willing 
to work with socialists such as MotherJones, Florence Kelley, and Sidney Hillman 
for their mutual benefit.70 In the 1960s, Martin Luther King, Jr., borrowed much 
of his critique of poverty from Marxian thinkers Bayard Rustin and Michael 
Harrington and, in private, came to regard himself as a democratic socialist.71 

The absence of a socialist perspective has helped to deepen the current crisis of 
liberalism. Of course, Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman did not need 
Marxists to teach them how to talk to working people. But the naive belief that 
class grievances no longer matter much has hindered the ability of recent 
Democratic standard-bearers Michael Dukakis and Bill Clinton to speak convinc- 
ingly to the many Americans who have experienced a decline in their standard of 
living and in the quality of their jobs. 

The scholarly focus on grass-roots politics has also restored a certain retrospec- 

68 Howe, Socialism and America, 35. 
69 On this point, see Paul Buhle, Marxism in the United States, 11; Howe, Socialism and America, 29-32. 
70 This is an old point, made, for example, in Will Herberg's essay "American Marxist Political 

Theory," which was published in the same volume where Bell's long essay first appeared. In fact, 
Herberg probably exaggerated the Left's influence: "It would not be too much to say that socialist 
agitation and propaganda have constituted the single most influential factor in the advance of 
American social reform. Untiring socialist criticism of existing conditions has invariably served as the 
main force in opening the way for reform legislation." Socialism and American Life, 1: 521. For more 
recent perspectives, see Martin Sklar, The Corporate Reconstruction of American Capitalism, 1890-1916 
(New York, 1988); and Steven Fraser, Labor Will Rule: Sidney Hillman and the Rise of American Labor 
(New York, 1991). 

71 David J. Garrow, Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference (New York, 1986), 591-92. 
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tive dignity to historical actors whom Bell had ridiculed so effectively. One need 
not share their ultimate ends to acknowledge Socialist Party members as prophets 
of Social Security and industrial unionism or the Communist Party as a fierce 
interracial battler againstJim Crow. And the kind of people who championed such 
causes influenced the national sensibility in telling, if indirect, ways as well. The 
artistic modernism of The Masses and Partisan Review and Popular Front notions 
about the idiocy of class distinctions and the need for cultural tolerance that 
coursed through the art of such disparate figures as Lillian Hellman, Woody 
Guthrie, and Dr. Seuss changed American culture-high, middlebrow, and 
low-in ways that have yet to receive the attention they merit. 

Still, Bell's thesis remains compelling. Aspects of republicanism, feminism, and 
ethnic nationalism flavored the activism of many leftists. But to be a committed 
Socialist or Communist (or Trotskyist) meant accepting the validity of a set of 
categories and concepts borrowed from Europe. And few activists allowed 
themselves to reflect on how poorly these tools fit the realities of American society. 
Factors of elementary significance, such as the sometimes intimate, always 
tortured relationship between blacks and whites, the immigrant nature of the 
industrial labor force, and the cross-class power of an idealized Americanism, were 
either neglected by the Left or cobbled crudely onto the old-time ideology (as 
with such slogans as "black and white, unite and fight" or "Communism Is 
Twentieth-Century Americanism").72 The result, as Christopher Lasch pointed 
out to his fellow radical intellectuals in the late 1960s, was a form of Marxism more 
dogmatic and economic determinist than the European variety, regarded "as a 
complete set of answers to every conceivable problem, which one need only 
'apply' to history in order to produce instant explanation."73 

Too much scholarship published since the 1960s skirts this fundamental flaw, 
one that validates Bell's portrait of leftists who kept reasserting their "truths" to 
a populace that was persistently indifferent or hostile to them. The newer 
monographs often give in to a romantic temptation. They closely examine a 
handful of bygone golden moments-the Socialist Party from 1910 to 1912, the 
Communist Party in the late 1930s, and, increasingly, the New Left in the early 
1960s74-as if to demonstrate that failure need not have occurred, that skillful 
historians can point the way their subjects should have kept following. It is 
understandable, even laudable, to search for a usable past; and historians on the 
right as well as the left are fond of interpretations that reinforce their current 
political views.75 But a history that does not grapple with the reasons for and 
consequences of failure will not take the current Left very far. 

Nor is it likely to persuade young historians to undertake their own revision of 
the subject. Studies of the Marxist Left continue to trickle from word processors 

72 On Americanism as a substitute for socialism, see the unjustly neglected work by the indepen- 
dent Marxist Leon Samson, Toward United Front (New York, 1935). 

73 Christopher Lasch, "From Culture to Politics," in Fischer, Revival of American Socialism, 219. 
74 An empirically rich account that overestimates support for an interracial, social-democratic 

vision and program in the 1960-1965 period is Peter Levy, The New Left and Labor in the 1960s 
(Urbana, Ill., 1994). 

75 For example, see Gertrude Himmelfarb, The Demoralization of Society: From Victorian Virtues to 
Modern Values (New York, 1995). 
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into academic publications. But the appearance, in 1990, of the Encyclopedia of the 
American Left-edited by Mari Jo Buhle, Paul Buhle, and Dan Georgakas- 
provided a coda of sorts for the empathetic, culturally sensitive scholarship and 
memoirs, the "hitherto lost history," that had so boldly emerged in the 1960s.76 
No fresh and probing interpretation has yet surfaced that might shake the 
confidence of either erstwhile New Leftists or their cynical intellectual adversaries 
in the certitude of their respective views. Strange as it may sound, historians of the 
Left urgently need to put their past behind them. 

When he finished his first book at mid-century, Daniel Bell understood that he 
was living in a nation most of whose citizens had abandoned all serious thoughts 
of socialism-except, perhaps, as a vague menace from abroad. We now live, at the 
end of the twentieth century, in a post-socialist world. If the current American 
"Left" has any meaning at all, it defines a variety of movements focused on such 
issues as the rights of women, the health of the environment, and the needs and 
identities of sexual and ethnic minorities. In this aspect of national development 
as in others, the United States showed the way to the future for other industrial 
and post-industrial nations.77 

In 1966, Lewis Coser and Irving Howe began an essay on "Images of Socialism" 
by quoting Tolstoy's statement, "God is the name of my desire." They explained, 
"Without sanctioning the facile identification that is frequently made between 
religion and socialist politics, we should like to twist Tolstoy's remark to our own 
ends: socialism is the name of our desire . .. [I] t is a vision which objectifies and gives 
urgency to [our] criticism of the human condition in our time."78 

Many people, including this author, have come to share Daniel Bell's suspicion 
of a rigid political faith that neither made very good sense of nor was able to 
transform that condition. But neither have we, on the left, found anything to 
replace that longing-for a world where, as Marx and Engels prophesied, "In 
place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall 
have an association in which the free development of each is the condition of the 
free development of all."79 That great dream, which must begin by relieving the 
often nightmarish realities of daily life under capitalism, will simply have to be 
fought for under another name. 

76 Encyclopedia of the American Left, MariJo Buhle, Paul Buhle, and Dan Georgakas, eds. (New York, 
1990), xi. I am a minor contributor to the volume (a short article on the McNamara Case). 

77 A point made forcefully by Foner, "Why Is There No Socialism?" 76. 
78 Lewis Coser and Irving Howe, "Images of Socialism," in The Radical Papers, Irving Howe, ed. 

(Garden City, N.Y., 1966), 13. 
79 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, "Manifesto of the Communist Party," in Marx and Engels: Basic 

Writings on Politics and Philosophy, Lewis S. Feuer, ed. (Garden City, N.Y., 1959), 29. 
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