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Foreword By John Bracey 
As time passes, and events that one participated in decades ago have 
become the stuff of history, one often faces the reality that too many ac-
counts by younger scholars bear scant resemblance to one’s memories. 
Too often scholars ignore the recollections of participants that do not 
buttress their own preconceived conclusions. I am pleased that Michael 
Staudenmaier’s Truth and Revolution: A History of the Sojourner Truth Or-
ganization (STO) breaks from that mold. I was active in Chicago Black 
and left politics during the 1960s. I knew or worked with several of the 
key figures discussed in this study, and met others of them during subse-
quent years. Staudenmaier’s account as far as possible gets it right.

Staudenmaier recounts how the STO attempted over a decade and a 
half to hold on to their principles while confronting an increasingly inhos-
pitable environment. Staudenmaier makes a case without rancor, but with 
great care and sympathy, that their efforts to achieve any lasting change 
was a failure and that the organization’s demise was a tragedy, though 
largely, it is hard to see how the outcome could have been otherwise. 

The political and economic trajectories taken by the United States 
and capitalism on a global scale during the past four decades have made 
a shambles of any simplistic teleology positing inevitable passage through 
stages of history. Who can say with any certainty how to characterize the 
current era or its place in some larger historical process?

The STO, like many of the most prominent left organizations, grew 
out of the specific circumstances of the 1960s. None survived as the coun-
try moved steadily to the right and the ruling class worked to smash, 
intimidate, or coopt such groups as the Black Panther Party, League of 
Revolutionary Black Workers, SDS, Revolutionary Action Movement, 
etc. They all share a story of internal debates—especially over issues of 
gender, family and sexuality, fragmentation, turnover and loss of mem-
bership, burnout, and eventual demise. The lesson of the STO may be 
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more in the depth of their commitment to understanding the world in all 
its complexities than in their relative successes or failures in changing it. 

On a personal note, it is good that the lives and works of old friends 
and comrades not be lost or forgotten. I remember meeting Ken Law-
rence (Berg at that time) and his future wife Pat at the sit-in demonstra-
tions at 73rd and Lowe on Chicago’s south side in 1963. They both were 
in high school I believe and seemed so very young. I was surprised that 
they became active in Facing Reality.  It was to their apartment that I 
brought C.L.R. James to meet with a group of young Black activists so 
that James could take the measure of their goals and beliefs. One of the 
achievements of the Black student movement at Northwestern Univer-
sity was to hire James as one of the first faculty in a budding Black Stud-
ies Department and we helped to fulfill all of his requests to meet with 
youth and activists in the Chicago area.  

Macee Halk I knew through organizing efforts among the students 
and street gangs on the South and West sides. We both were members of 
the Revolutionary Action Movement. Like Malcolm X, Macee evolved be-
yond an earlier life that had resulted in his incarceration and transformed 
himself into one of the smartest most courageous persons that I have ever 
encountered. My memory of talks with Macee about his work with the 
STO confirm Staudenmaier’s account. In fact, I met Carole Travis when 
she made a trip to Amherst, Massachusetts to see Macee whom I had invit-
ed to participate in an anti-war, anti-imperialist conference. Noel Ignatiev 
I had known through various audio tapes he sent me from time to time. I 
respected him as a fellow admirer of the Marxism of C.L.R. James, and I 
later accepted his invitation to serve on the editorial board of Race Traitor. 
Staudenmaier’s portrayal of Noel again seems accurate and fair.

The STO has left behind important traces of their thoughts and 
practice. The special issue of Urgent Tasks on “C.L.R. James: His Life 
and Work” is still a useful antidote to the flood of new works that have 
tried to redefine James as a founder of “cultural studies,” “postcolonial-
ity,” and the like. Noel Ignatiev and John Garvey’s Race Traitor stands 
as an approach far beyond the platitudes of multicultural dialogue, etc. 
The STO’s emphasis on popular culture as sites of resistance was thor-
oughly Jamesian. After the publication of Beyond a Boundary, the left, as 
Staudenmaier relates, was free to break loose from the strictures of folk 
music and the elitism of Frankfurt School theoreticians, and to engage 
with the sights and sounds of the world they lived in.

Staudenmaier offers a valuable cautionary account of the STO’s dif-
ficult and complex attempts to struggle against male supremacy in both 
its institutional and interpersonal manifestations. It is a welcome relief 



Foreword By John Bracey      vii

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

from the often over generalized and not very useful accounts in most 
histories of the left. The discussion on parenting and the role of children 
by members of the STO is insightful and unique. Many of the internal 
struggles are an indication of the strong influence on the U.S. left of Le-
ninist forms of organization dictated by the conditions of Czarist Russia. 
The contrast with the very full, interesting, chaotic lives of Karl Marx’s 
family is telling. The letters of Marx’s daughters portray Marx as a loving 
and supportive father, and the Marx household as a place not without 
fun and laughter. The fight for socialism does not have to be boring. 

Staudenmaier has done a great service in walking past the obvious big 
game targets on the left and has given us an extremely valuable history 
of how one can be of the left, yet not live in despair. There was much 
work to be done and many ways to do it. The value in this study is not to 
present formulas or to engage in nostalgia. It is to document the experi-
ences of a group of people who, acting on a clearly defined set of ideas, 
engaged in a variety of forms of struggle that were in concert with their 
ultimate goal of the empowerment of working people and a transition 
to socialism. When, how, or even if this takes place, knowledge of past 
experiences can provide both insights and inspiration as well as caveats 
and warnings. Future generations, not us, will decide what use will be 
made of the history of the STO. Staudenmaier has done his part by pre-
serving and analyzing that experience so that it will be there if wanted 
and needed. My experience in watching the impact of lectures by Noel 
Ignatiev and Selma James on youthful audiences, the popularity of Race 
Traitor, and the interest excitement generated by a seminar on James’ 
writings among students active in the Occupy movement indicates that 
the ideas and efforts of the STO still have resonance.

As capitalism (not neoliberalism, whatever that is) continues the re-
lentless expansion across the globe that Marx outlined in the Communist 
Manifesto, it well might be that the actions of workers in China, India, 
Nigeria, and Brazil will have a greater impact on the prospects for social-
ism than that of workers in Europe and the United States. The study of 
the STO demonstrates that the site of struggle is in our everyday lives, 
against the obtsacles that working people face there, not in books about 
their lives. To do that for over a decade, to involve real people in real 
struggles is never a lost cause. That activity and those experiences are 
part of human history and are worthy of our attention. There is a Black 
Gospel hymn that says “I may never reach perfection, but I tried.” That 
is the story of the STO that Michael Staudenmaier has told so well in the 
book you hold in your hands.

Amherst, Mass, March 2012
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Introduction:
“A Donation for Anarchy”

In 1996, I was part of the collective that ran the Autonomous Zone, an 
anarchist “infoshop” in Chicago. Our biggest project that year was host-
ing a conference and a set of protests against the Democratic National 
Convention, held in our city that August. We called it “Active Resistance, 
a Counter-Convention,” and in the end it drew more than seven hundred 
young revolutionaries from all corners of North America to strategize 
and to mingle. Early on in the planning process, we decided to produce 
a poster that could be widely distributed in advance of the event. Tony 
Doyle, the most gifted artist in our collective, created a beautiful design, 
and Vic Speedwell was assigned the task of shopping it around to find an 
affordable print shop. When she arrived at the innocuously named C&D 
Printshop on the near west side, she had no idea the owners had a radi-
cal background, much less that the business had originated two decades 
prior as the in-house printing press for the Sojourner Truth Organiza-
tion. So it was quite a surprise when Janeen Porter looked at the poster, 
then looked at her husband and co-owner Don Hamerquist, and said, “I 
think we could make a donation for anarchy, don’t you?” As a result, the 
Autonomous Zone only had to pay for materials; all labor was donated. 

At the time, I had vaguely heard of STO, but knew very little about 
the group or its history. (I had never heard of Janeen or Don, even 
though Don had helped found the organization, was one of its leading 
theoreticians, and was the only person to remain a member from begin-
ning to end of the group’s history.) That would change over the next few 
years as a number of us younger Chicago anarchists became friends and 
comrades not only with Janeen and Don, but also with a range of other 
veterans of STO. Along the way, I realized that Janeen’s spontaneous 
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decision to offer discounted printing services was not exactly exceptional 
in the context of her former group’s history. Throughout its existence, 
STO was committed to a pragmatic view of revolutionary struggle, look-
ing for promising forms of activity and materially supporting them while 
offering critical perspectives and advice. Whether the terrain was the 
factory floor, the anti-imperialist milieu, or new social movements, the 
group demonstrated its firm commitment to revolution despite the dra-
matically changing circumstances of the seventies and eighties.

* * *
STO was a font of new and challenging ideas, as well as a fulcrum 

for revolutionary action. Among the areas of work in which the group 
immersed itself were (and this list is by no means exhaustive): workplace 
organizing, GI resistance, community-based antipolice efforts, women’s 
and especially reproductive rights, anti-imperialist solidarity, interna-
tional networking with like-minded revolutionaries in Europe and Latin 
America, antifascist organizing, antinuclear and disarmament struggles, 
radical responses to state repression, opposition to US intervention in 
Central America and the Middle East, and youth and student radical-
ism. This book places special emphasis on some of these, while effectively 
ignoring others. In all cases, this was the result of difficult decisions made 
due to space constraints when organizing a monograph that was inevita-
bly going to be too long. 

Despite this wide range of activities, it is possible to create a rough 
but coherent narrative arc that categorizes STO’s trajectory into three dis-
tinct periods: a workplace-organizing period lasting approximately from 
1970 through 1975, an anti-imperialist-solidarity era running more or 
less from 1976 through 1980, and a direct-action, tendency-building 
phase beginning at the end of the seventies and continuing through the 
group’s demise in the mid-eighties. These demarcations are not exact, as 
all three sorts of organizing continued at some level during all three pe-
riods. They also neglect a range of other essential components of STO’s 
work, including a continuing commitment to autonomous organizing 
by working-class women and an intense focus on theoretical develop-
ment and internal education. Nonetheless, this book approximately fol-
lows such a scheme, with each phase being covered by a section of the 
text, in order to help shed light on STO’s unique place within the politi-
cal movements that emerged in the aftermath of the sixties.

At its inception in Chicago at the end of 1969, STO was heavily 
influenced by the work of the Detroit-based League of Revolutionary 



“A Donation for Anarchy”     3

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

Black Workers. STO’s early emphasis was on organizing at the point of 
production, especially in large factories in the steel, auto, and manufac-
turing sectors. In contrast to many other groups of the same period also 
engaged in workplace organizing, STO rejected mainstream labor unions 
as a venue for struggle, to which it counterposed the option of “inde-
pendent mass workers’ organizations.” The group’s members participat-
ed in the creation of several such organizations, in both unionized and 
non-union factories, always agitating for demands that challenged what 
STO described as the “bourgeois legality compromise.” This compromise 
doomed traditional unions, which necessarily were in the business of 
negotiating functional relationships between workers and management. 
STO’s activities within dozens of factories around the Chicagoland area 
resulted in hundreds of job actions during the early seventies, ranging 
from short-term sit-down work stoppages to longer wildcat strikes and 
sabotage at the worksite. 

As the sixties receded further into the past and the independent labor 
upsurge of the early seventies waned, conflicts within STO over ideology 
and strategy led to a series of splits that nearly destroyed the group. The 
rebuilding process preserved the core commitments of the organization 
ideologically, but two shifts manifested. First, the group extended its reach 
geographically, becoming a regional organization and eventually growing 
to include members in a dozen states across the US. Second, STO began to 
emphasize the importance of national liberation struggles. Solidarity with, 
most prominently, the Puerto Rican independence movement and the 
Iranian student movement in the US, became central components of the 
group’s practical work. This transition produced a number of side effects, 
including an unorthodox take on the theoretical aspects of what Marxists 
called “the national question,” as well as an enhanced appreciation of the 
need for internal political and philosophical study.

As the eighties dawned, STO altered its strategy once again, distanc-
ing itself from the Stalinism of many of the national liberation move-
ments it had previously supported, and turning its attention to building 
a revolutionary tendency within the so-called new social movements—
the antinuclear movement and anti-Klan organizing, as well as youth/
student, anti-intervention, and reproductive rights struggles, among 
others. Within this context, the group consistently encouraged militant 
direct action as a strategic orientation and emphasized the autonomy of 
all such movements. However, internal confusion about the implications 
of autonomy and the external pressures of the Reagan era led to a new se-
ries of splits and departures that undermined STO’s viability as a formal 
organization. By the late 1980s the group was defunct.
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* * *
On an intellectual level, several key themes recur throughout the 

group’s history. In every area and at every point in time, STO empha-
sized the importance of mass action, the rejection of legal constraints 
on struggle, the question of consciousness within the working class, the 
central role of white supremacy to the continued misery of life under 
capitalism, and the necessity of autonomy for exploited and oppressed 
groups, not only from capitalism and white supremacy but also from 
their supposed representatives, various self-proclaimed vanguards, and 
any other “condescending saviors.”1

Two essential theoretical innovations in particular marked STO’s 
contribution to the revolutionary left. First, the group re-articulated Ital-
ian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s understanding of hegemony as an analy-
sis of “dual consciousness,” arguing that the working class displayed both 
a broad acceptance of the status quo and an embryonic awareness of its 
own revolutionary potential as a class.2 An early pamphlet produced by 

1 The latter phrase comes from the standard US translation of the lyrics to 
the “Internationale,” and was also part of the title of an STO pamphlet 
from the mid-seventies, “…no condescending saviors” by Noel Ignatin. 
The full stanza is:

We want no condescending saviors
To rule us from their judgment hall,
We workers ask not for their favors
Let us consult for all:
To make the thief disgorge his booty
To free the spirit from its cell,
We must ourselves decide our duty,
We must decide, and do it well.

2 The source of this term, in its usage by STO, is somewhat murky. 
Gramsci discusses the hypothetical worker as having “two theoretical 
consciousnesses (or one contradictory consciousness).” Prison Notebooks 
(New York: International Publishers, 1991), 333. W.E.B. Du Bois used 
the phrase “double consciousness” in his classic work The Souls of Black 
Folk (New York: Signet Classic, 1995 [1903]), 45, to describe the expe-
rience of black people living in a white supremacist society. Despite the 
group’s obvious debt to Du Bois, there is no clear evidence that his work 
was the source of STO’s usage. Don Hamerquist, who first introduced 
the term within STO, recalls Lenin’s critique of trade union conscious-
ness as an important influence in how the organization used the term 
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STO suggested that “what is in the worker’s head is a source of power 
insofar as it reflects the worldview of the working class—and a source of 
weakness—insofar as it reflects the world view of the capitalist class.”3 
The task of revolutionaries was to help expand the level of proletarian 
consciousness through participation in mass struggle, while challenging 
the acquiescence to bourgeois consciousness. STO believed that this pro-
cess required the creation of a revolutionary party, but it rejected what 
it called the “Stalin model” of party building in favor of an eclectic mix 
of organizational ideas drawn from Lenin and, especially as the eighties 
arrived, from the Trinidadian Marxist C.L.R. James.

The second quintessential aspect of STO’s revolutionary theory was 
its analysis of white-skin privilege as a bulwark of white supremacy. A 
founding member of the group, Noel Ignatin (now Ignatiev), helped 
pioneer the concept by reframing ideas initially advanced by W.E.B. 
Du Bois, especially in his classic work, Black Reconstruction in America, 
1860–1880. According to the theory, people identified as “white” benefit 
from material and psychological advantages that people of color are de-
nied. STO argued that white workers must “actively and militantly reject 
their partial, selfish and counterfeit interests as part of a group which is 
favored in relation to blacks, on behalf of their total, broad and true in-
terests as part of a class which is coming alive.”4 As a largely white group, 
STO saw its role as spurring the white working class in this direction and 
supporting organizing efforts emerging from black, Puerto Rican, and 
other nonwhite communities. 

As the group moved closer to its own demise, a third key concept 
gained prominence within its theoretical universe: autonomy. Concep-
tually, autonomy was applied to a wide range of social groups—black 
people, other oppressed nations, women, youth, the working class as 
a whole. The list of those from whom autonomy must be sought and 
defended was similarly broad—capitalism and the state, but also trade 
unions, political parties, and even in many cases STO itself. This intense 

“dual consciousness” in its work. Hamerquist, email to the author, Oc-
tober 26, 2009. 

3 Sojourner Truth Organization (STO), Toward a Revolutionary Party: 
Ideas on Strategy and Organization (Chicago: STO, 1976 [1971]), 
available at www.sojournertruth.net/tarp.html (accessed February 18, 
2009).

4 STO, The United Front Against Imperialism? (Chicago: STO, 1972), 
available at www.sojournertruth.net/unitedfront.html (accessed Febru-
ary 18, 2009). 
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awareness of the need for real independence at the level of mass move-
ments marked the final period of the group’s existence, and facilitated 
both high and low points in its existence. Closely tied to the theoretical 
focus on autonomy was a practical demand for militancy and a will-
ingness to challenge legal boundaries in order to build a revolutionary 
movement. While there was a certain conceptual incoherence built into 
this constellation of ideas, most of STO’s clear-cut “successes” reflected a 
careful balance between acting as a radical pole inside broader struggles, 
on the one hand, and ensuring that mass movements had the freedom 
to determine their own trajectory. This was just as true in the factories of 
1972 as it was in the antiwar protests of 1982. When STO failed—which 
was often—it was frequently because the balance was tipped too far in 
one direction or the other. 

* * *
A brief explanation of the title of this book is perhaps in order. For a 

long time, the working title was the unwieldy mouthful “Revolutionar-
ies Who Tried to Think,” which was drawn from Ignatiev’s reflections 
on STO’s distinctiveness within the US left of its era. Eventually, Truth 
and Revolution was chosen both for its play on the group’s name and for 
the way in which it calls attention to fundamental questions of radi-
cal theory and practice. In the hands of the historical left, “truth” and 
“revolution” have too often had a troubled relationship. STO’s critique 
of Stalinism reflected the rejection of a methodology that presented the 
revolutionary party as the source of scientific knowledge and revolution-
ary truth. Much more recently, Hamerquist has called for “organizational 
forms that are mobile and flexible, and that are looking to intervene, 
not because they have the truth, but as a part of the development of the 
will to create new truths.”5 At the same time, STO itself was sometimes 

5 Don Hamerquist, “Lenin, Leninism, and Some Leftovers” (2009). 
Available online at http://sketchythoughts.blogspot.com/2009/09/
lenin-leninism-and-some-leftovers.html (accessed September 8, 2011). 
Hamerquist’s recent writings have engaged the work of Alain Badiou, 
a French radical philosopher with a Maoist background. Badiou’s ap-
proach to truth can be glimpsed throughout his work, most notably 
in the essays “Truths and Justice” and “Politics as Truth Procedure,” 
both of which appear in the book Metapolitics (London and New York: 
Verso, 2005). Thanks to John Steele for bringing these pieces to my 
attention.
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less than saintly in its own attempts to demarcate the supposed truth of 
its own positions. “Truth” is a difficult and complicated idea to define, 
but it is precisely this complexity and ambiguity that make the term 
apt as a bookend with “revolution” when conceptualizing the history of 
STO.6 The chapters that follow address questions of truth only obliquely, 
but contemporary revolutionaries have much to gain in viewing STO 
through the dual prism suggested by the title.

* * *
This book covers a lot of terrain. It describes events that took place 

during three different decades, in locations all over the world, from 
Chicago, New York, and Kansas City to Puerto Rico, Italy, and Iran. 
While focusing on the specific trajectory of a single, small organiza-
tion, it attempts to shed light on the broader history of the international 
revolutionary left over the last half century. STO was both exemplary 
and exceptional when considered in the context of the movements that 
emerged from the end of the sixties. It grappled with a set of problems 
that were nearly universal—the contradictions of race and class, the fail-
ure of revolutionary struggles to establish or maintain free and egalitarian 
societies, the need to incorporate the work of conscious revolutionaries 
into mass struggles, and so forth. Yet its proposals for dealing with these 
problems were proudly unorthodox, drawing on a range of sources in 
the Marxist, revolutionary nationalist, feminist, and other radical tradi-
tions. While claiming the mantle of Leninism, STO diverged sharply 
from most standard interpretations of that term.

In the pages that follow, I attempt to balance an intellectual history 
of STO’s theoretical innovations with a social history of the group’s real 
world activities. This task is, of course, more easily identified than ac-
complished, in part because the available written materials (both pub-
lished and internal) tend to focus on theory at the expense of practice. 
Oral history interviews with former members only partially redressed 
this imbalance. But for me, as for STO, it remains a fundamental prem-
ise that ideas can only obtain their value, and indeed their validation, 

6 The philosophical and political literature on truth is vast and often 
contradictory. Two productive if quite different starting points would 
be Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (London and New York: 
Continuum, 2004 [1975]), and Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist 
Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of Empowerment 
(New York: Routledge, 2009 [2000]).
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in the messy world in which we actually live. As a result, in addition 
to discussions of consciousness and white skin privilege and autonomy, 
these pages include stories of getting, keeping, and losing jobs, reflec-
tions on popular music and spectator sports, descriptions of protests and 
conferences, and commentary on organizational questions that may on 
first glance seem needlessly obscure. The goal is not to be eclectic, but to 
be true to the complex life of any revolutionary group. Considered as a 
whole, the historical arc of the Sojourner Truth Organization has much 
to teach contemporary radicals, especially those aspiring to be revolu-
tionaries who try to think as well as act. This book is intended as a mod-
est contribution to the creation of a framework for moving forward by 
looking closely at a small slice of the past.



Part One:  
The Working Life
Factory takes his hearing, factory gives him life, 
The working, the working, just the working life .

Bruce Springsteen, “Factory”





Chapter One:
1969: The Revolution That 
Didn’t Happen

Nineteen sixty-nine was a difficult year for North American revolu-
tionaries. Black radicals, in the Black Panther Party and other groups, were 
under direct attack by the FBI and local police across the United States. 
Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), the flagship organization of the 
white new left, imploded at its annual convention in Chicago. The war 
in Vietnam was intensifying, as Richard Nixon reinforced and expanded 
the imperialist foreign policy that Lyndon Johnson had previously admin-
istered. Everywhere the initiatives championed by the new left were on the 
defensive, as capital and the state dug in their heels to defend the status quo.

At the same time, 1969 was also a year of great optimism for North 
American revolutionaries. Enormous numbers of young people across 
the country embraced the term “revolution.” In the eyes of many, the 
wheat was being separated from the chaff, as the gulf between culturally 
oriented hippies and ideologically committed militants grew ever greater. 
The collapse of SDS was viewed as a symbol of the limits of student-
centered radicalism, and attention turned to the growing wave of wildcat 
strikes in a variety of industries where workers were openly rejecting the 
sweetheart deals that mainstream unions had established with employers. 
An increasingly radical women’s movement was growing by leaps and 
bounds, challenging male supremacy within both mainstream society 
and the established left. If the bad guys were digging in for a fight, the 
good guys were getting more sophisticated, more determined, and more 
energized in their efforts to turn the world upside-down.
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In this contradictory context, a small number of revolutionaries in 
Chicago spent the fall of 1969 discussing the state of the movement 
and the prospects for radical social change. The process culminated, 
sometime between Christmas and the New Year, in the founding of the 
Sojourner Truth Organization, a group that would spend most of the 
next two decades critically engaged in revolutionary struggles. In order 
to better understand the origins of STO, it is useful to briefly review the 
circumstances in which its founding members found themselves in the 
year leading up to the group’s inception.

* * *
The black movement was both huge and diverse in 1969, although 

signs were already visible of the pressures, both external and internal, that 
would decimate it as the seventies progressed. The civil rights movement 
had been torn for some time between the reformist approach of most of 
the major southern organizations and the increasing radicalism of the 
urban rebellions that began in the mid-sixties.1 By the time Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr. was assassinated in 1968, the organized face of the black 
movement included groups like the Black Panther Party (BPP), the Re-
public of New Afrika, and the Revolutionary Action Movement. These 
and other organizations advocated black power and favored a revolution-
ary approach to the problem of white supremacy, in contrast to the re-
formism of more established formations, such as the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference and even the Congress of Racial Equality. But as 
the number of radical black groups proliferated, so did the tensions be-
tween them, and in some cases inside them. Some of these conflicts were 
the result of government repression and COINTELPRO tactics, while in 
other cases the FBI and local police exploited already-existing disagree-
ments between groups to further fracture the movement.2 For a time, 
the problems at the organizational level were more than outweighed by 
the vibrant mass movement of black people everywhere against the daily 

1 For more on the shift from civil rights to black power modes of the 
black freedom movement, see Peniel E. Joseph, Waiting ’Til the Mid-
night Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America (New York: 
Henry Holt and Company, 2006).

2 For more on COINTELPRO operations against the black movement, 
the white left, and the far right, see David Cunningham, There’s Some-
thing Happening Here: The New Left, the Klan, and FBI Counterintel-
ligence (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2004).
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experience of racism in all arenas of life. As this momentum dissipated 
over the succeeding decade, the difficulties plaguing the organized black 
left served as both cause and effect of the decline. But even before the 
movement as a whole was in trouble, the conflicts and the repression had 
a ripple effect on the rest of the left. 

The Panthers, in particular, had ties to SDS and other largely white 
groups, so their internal tensions and the government attacks they suf-
fered had a demoralizing effect on the section of the white movement 
that took inspiration from their bold rhetoric and deep commitment to 
social change.3 Over the course of 1969, the BPP was on the receiving 
end of just about every form of government repression one can think of. 
Activities and communications were subject to surveillance, key leaders 
were arrested on trumped-up charges, and the Panthers’ public commit-
ment to armed self-defense was used as an excuse for police to conduct 
violent assaults on their offices and the homes of members. On April 
2, the “Panther 21” were arrested in New York City and charged with 
conspiracy, arson, and attempted murder; although they would eventu-
ally be acquitted, their legal defense put significant strain on the BPP’s 
east coast operations.4 Then on December 4, the Chicago Police Depart-
ment invaded the home of Illinois Black Panther Party Chairman Fred 
Hampton, murdering him in his bed and also killing BPP leader Mark 
Clark.5 Internally, these and other attacks did nothing to diminish the 
growing divide between the Huey Newton and Eldridge Cleaver factions 
of the BPP, which by early in 1971 had turned into a full-blown split in 
the Party.6

It was impossible at the time to predict the coming decline in the black 
movement. In part, this was due to other developments that were much 
more encouraging. The most impressive of these was the emergence of the 
League of Revolutionary Black Workers (LRBW) in Detroit during the 

3 The influence of the Panthers, and black radicalism generally, on the 
white left of the late sixties is detailed in David Barber, A Hard Rain 
Fell: SDS and Why It Failed (Jackson, MS: University Press of Missis-
sippi, 2008).

4 On the Panther 21, see Murray Kempton, The Briar Patch: The Trial of 
the Panther 21 (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 1997 [1973]).

5 The best work on Hampton’s killing is Jeffrey Haas, The Assassination 
of Fred Hampton: How the FBI and the Chicago Police Murdered a Black 
Panther (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books/Chicago Review Press, 2010).

6 The split in the Party is detailed by Peniel Joseph, Midnight Hour,  
261–269.
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summer of 1969.7 The League represented an alternative to the Black Pan-
ther Party, both in its organizing methods and in its constituency. Where 
the Panthers advocated the rhetorical flourish, the open show of firearms, 
and the establishment of direct service antipoverty programs, the League 
preferred grassroots organizing in the workplace, the use of legal defense 
as a form of propaganda, and the creation of alternative media institutions 
like publishing houses. In each case, the means chosen reflected the seg-
ment of the population targeted by the group: the BPP aimed its efforts at 
the black underclass, including unemployed and semicriminal elements, 
while the League attempted to engage sectors of the black working class, 
especially in the auto industry and in community colleges. These differ-
ences held enormous significance for the future members of STO, who 
were much more interested in the LRBW than they were in the Panthers.8

The League was always an unstable combination of organizers with 
different agendas and strategies, but it symbolized a convergence of the 
black movement with the promise of workplace rebellions like the wild-
cat strike at the Dodge plant in Hamtramck, Michigan in May, 1968. 
This strike led to the creation of the Dodge Revolutionary Union Move-
ment (DRUM), from which came some of the founding members of the 
League a year later.9 Others came out of the black student movement and 
from a loose collection of slightly older activists in Detroit. The unique 
situation of Detroit as a heavily black and heavily industrialized city lim-
ited the applicability to other locales, but the example of the League was 
certainly inspiring to a cross-section of the white left, just at a moment 
when the problems facing the Panthers were becoming difficult to ignore.

The LRBW was not the only positive news from the black movement, 
either. The legacy of the civil rights movement as a militant, grassroots 
struggle with an undeniable base of support in black communities na-
tionwide was still strong, despite King’s death and the organizational 
splintering described above. As early as 1967, Carl Davidson, a leading 
member of SDS, argued that

the black ghetto rebellions this summer fundamentally 
altered the political reality of white America, including the 

7 The classic assessment of the League is Dan Georgakas and Marvin Sur-
kin, Detroit: I Do Mind Dying: A Study in Urban Revolution (Updated 
Edition) (Cambridge, MA: South End Press, 1998 [1975]).

8 See Chapter Two for more on the LRBW’s influence on STO.
9 Georgakas and Surkin describe the rise of DRUM and its connection to 

the emergence of the LRBW. Detroit: I Do Mind Dying, 20–41.
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white left. The black liberation movement has replaced the 
civil rights and anti-poverty movements, revealing the utter 
bankruptcy of corporate liberalism’s cooptive programs. The 
events of this summer marked not only the possibility, but 
the beginning of the second American revolution.10 

Two years later, despite all their difficulties, the Panthers remained a 
highly visible organization that at least initially seemed to hold up well 
under increasing government repression. Smart revolutionaries under-
stood that any serious attempt to overthrow capitalism would face the 
harshest possible attacks from the power structure, and the black move-
ment was perceived as the segment of the US population most prepared 
for these attacks and most committed to resisting them.

* * *
One result of the League’s activities, especially its commitment to 

self-promotion through alternative media, was that, as the sixties came 
to a close, increasing numbers of young leftists began to pay attention to 
the industrial workplace as a site of social struggles. Several factors had 
previously kept the new left from investigating workplace struggles. The 
dominance of SDS within the white new left led to an overwhelming 
emphasis on student issues and campus-based struggles. Even when they 
turned their attentions outward, most student radicals focused their ef-
forts on community organizing and antipoverty campaigns, rather than 
labor issues. Many SDS members felt nothing but disdain for the old 
left politics of groups that had historically emphasized work within or-
ganized labor. The Communist Party USA, the Socialist Workers’ Party, 
and others were widely perceived as reformist at best and corruptly reac-
tionary at worst. 

And of course the “official” labor movement was subject to even more 
stinging criticism and dismissal. As Carole Travis, a founding and long-
time member of STO, emphasized, “no one thought that they [unions] 

10 Carl Davidson, “Toward Institutional Resistance,” New Left Notes, No-
vember 13, 1967, quoted in David Barber, “‘A Fucking White Revolu-
tionary Mass Movement’ and Other Fables of Whiteness,” Race Traitor 
no. 12, Spring 2001, 35. Davidson subsequently participated in the 
New Communist Movement throughout the seventies, including sev-
eral years spent in the Harpers Ferry Organization, a small New York 
City group aligned with STO.
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were valuable to social change at all.”11 A lengthy campaign to bureau-
cratize the labor movement simultaneously purged almost all major 
unions of openly radical voices, a process eagerly supported by the US 
government under the auspices of anti-Communism.12 The merger of 
the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO) in 1955 had cemented the commitment of main-
stream labor unions to labor peace. By the late sixties, the AFL-CIO 
was one of the most reactionary entities in US politics, with a member-
ship that largely supported the Vietnam War, opposed civil rights and 
women’s liberation, and routinely tolerated corrupt sweetheart agree-
ments with employers. The leadership had ties to the CIA and to the 
mafia, and the rank and file was largely dismissed by the left as having no 
revolutionary potential. Weatherman, the wing of SDS that would later 
be known as the Weather Underground, argued in its initial political 
statement that “unionized skilled workers” had “a higher level of privilege 
relative to the oppressed colonies, including the blacks, and relative to 
more oppressed workers in the mother country; so that there is a strong 
material basis for racism and loyalty to the system,” and by the fall of 
1969 the group had embraced the slogan “fight the people,” with only a 
tinge of irony.13 While other radicals harshly criticized this line, it was in 
many ways only a slightly exaggerated reflection of the positions held by 
much of the revolutionary left at the end of the decade.

Against this backdrop, only a small number of radicals gave any seri-
ous thought to engaging in workplace organizing. Nonetheless, under 
the very noses of a largely ignorant new left, explosive labor struggles 
were taking place in an array of industries across the country. Many, 
perhaps most, of these fights pitted rank and file workers against both 
the management and the union leadership, resulting in a growing wave 
of wildcat strikes like the one that spawned DRUM in 1968.14 From bus 

11 Carole Travis, interview with author, June 6, 2006.
12 This process is outlined in Kim Moody, An Injury to All: The Decline of 

American Unionism (New York: Verso, 1988), 45–51.
13 Karen Ashley, Bill Ayers, et. al., “You Don’t Need a Weatherman to 

Know Which Way the Wind Blows” (June 18, 1969), in Harold Jacobs, 
ed., Weatherman (Berkeley, CA: Ramparts Press, 1970), 66. “Fight the 
people” is discussed in favorable terms in Bill Ayers, “A Strategy to Win” 
(September 11, 1969) in Jacobs, 192.

14 For more on labor unrest in the late sixties and early seventies, see Aaron Brenner, 
Robert Brenner, and Cal Wislow, eds., Rebel Rank and File: Labor Militancy and 
Revolt from Below During the Long 1970s (New York: Verso, 2010).
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drivers and postal workers to machinists and longshoremen, the working 
class was becoming increasingly aware of its own power, as opposed to 
the supposed power of its self-proclaimed representatives. This was true 
both in the US and elsewhere, as the French general strike of 1968 and 
the Italian Hot Autumn of 1969 indicated.15 To the small minority of the 
left that was paying attention, workplace struggles began to seem full of 
revolutionary potential.

One factor that influenced this assessment was the relatively integrat-
ed character of many larger workplaces in the United States, especially 
in heavy industry and some service-sector work (such as hospitals and 
transportation). Racism was certainly an inescapable reality for black and 
latino workers, who routinely received the worst paid, least safe, and least 
secure jobs in any factory, assuming they were able to find employment 
at all in the face of double-digit unemployment for nonwhites, espe-
cially youth.16 Once on the job, however, workers of color brought with 
them the lessons learned from two decades of the civil rights movement. 
And in many cases, they were able to teach these lessons to disaffected 
younger whites who increasingly saw the limits of individual attempts at 
rebellion in the form of long hair and dope smoking.

For both black and white young men in the working class, the war in 
Vietnam represented the ever-present threat of draft and death. For those 
who survived their tour of duty, factory bosses often became the object 
of residual anger that had previously been targeted at commanding of-
ficers. The result was an increase in shop floor militancy, a willingness 
to confront perceived injustice and demand change, and an openness 
to radical perspectives. It’s likely that only a handful of the workers in-
volved in wildcats and other struggles went into them with anything like 
an anticapitalist worldview, but more than a few emerged as committed 
revolutionaries with remarkable organizing experience and a strong sense 
of solidarity.

One segment of the new left, including many of the people who 
would go on to found STO at the end of 1969, took an interest in this 

15 These events are described in greater detail in Chapter Two.
16 According to economists Peter Jackson and Edward Montgomery, the 

unemployment rate for black men between the ages of eighteen and 
nineteen was 19 percent, more than double the 7.9 percent for white 
men of the same ages. Peter Jackson and Edward Montgomery, “Lay-
offs, Discharges and Youth Unemployment,” in Richard B. Freeman 
and Harry J. Holzer, eds., The Black Youth Employment Crisis (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1986), 116.
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underpublicized movement, especially once groups like DRUM and the 
LRBW used recognizably revolutionary rhetoric to describe struggles 
that might otherwise have seemed reformist in spite of their militancy. 
Upon reflection, the wave of wildcats could be seen as a validation of two 
traditional insights of Marxism. First, the fact that they took place out-
side the union structure was a confirmation of the longstanding radical 
claim that “the emancipation of the working classes must be conquered 
by the working classes themselves,” rather than the work of trade union 
bureaucracies.17 Second, the factory was able to “discipline” workers, 
teaching them solidarity and cooperation even while it imposed compe-
tition and division. Insurgent organizing efforts served as experience that 
helped prepare the working class to run society. While few if any of the 
wildcats of the late sixties and early seventies resulted in factory occupa-
tions, much less the continuation of production under worker control, 
this was a presumptive next step that was much discussed by revolution-
aries both inside and outside the workplace.

* * *
If conflict at the point of production was intensifying as the sixties 

came to a close, conflict around the war in Southeast Asia was even more 
explosive. This was perhaps the only arena in which the momentum of 
the new left did not falter in 1969, despite the confused character of the 
increasingly disparate antiwar movement. Demonstrations continued to 
draw enormous crowds, just as they had in preceding years. Direct ac-
tions against draft boards and military recruitment offices became more 
frequent and more violent. The number of draft resisters continued to 
rise as young men fled to Canada and elsewhere to avoid induction. Per-
haps more important, resistance within the military became more pro-
nounced and more radical. The number of fraggings (violent assaults on 
commanding officers, often using fragmentation grenades with intent 
to kill) skyrocketed in 1969, and the number of desertions increased 
dramatically over the previous year.18 

17 This particular phrasing comes from the “General Rules” of the In-
ternational Workingmen’s Association, adopted in October 1964. 
Available online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/iwma/docu-
ments/1864/rules.htm (accessed January 7, 2012).

18 The classic work on GI resistance in Vietnam remains David Cortright, 
Soldiers in Revolt: GI Resistance During the Vietnam War (Chicago: Hay-
market Books, 2005 [1975]). For a thorough, if pro-military, look at 
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In short, the antiwar movement was becoming more proletarian in its 
orientation, as young working-class enlisted men and their families be-
gan to question the war effort. Just a few years before, opposition to the 
Vietnam War had been confined to the middle class, and especially to 
student radicals at more or less prestigious universities and to religiously 
oriented progressives. There had always been a strong moral component to 
the antiwar movement, partly inherited from the pacifist legacy of previ-
ous movements during Korea and World War Two.19 But as the Vietnam 
War became less and less popular with mainstream Americans, the moral 
basis of the antiwar movement became something of a stumbling block. 
Draft dodging and counter-recruitment, for instance, could be ridiculed as 
middle-class escapism and patronizing missionary work, respectively. 

The increasing radicalism of the student left, coupled with its rapid 
expansion into the realm of second tier state universities and community 
colleges, provided an opening in which connections could be built across 
the class divide. Once again, the black movement was the fulcrum point, 
as civil rights veterans began to turn their attentions to the racism of 
the draft and the parallels between the experience of African Americans 
and that of the Vietnamese. Martin Luther King famously spoke out in 
opposition to the war shortly before his assassination in 1968, and the 
world champion boxer Muhammad Ali refused military service as early 
as 1966, saying “I’m not going 10,000 miles from home to help murder 
and burn another poor nation simply to continue the domination of 
white slave masters of the darker people the world over.”20 Racism inside 
the military may also have helped to radicalize the GI resistance move-
ment: some activists believed that white enlisted men were being forced 
to choose between white supremacy and class solidarity as they decided 
whether to side with largely black deserters or their mostly white com-
manding officers.21 

Unfortunately, the radical potential of a broad-based antiwar move-
ment was undercut at the end of the sixties by several factors, chief among 
them the internalized white supremacy of the white working class and the 

fragging, see George Lepre, Fragging: Why US Soldiers Assaulted Their 
Officers in Vietnam (Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech University Press, 2011).

19 James Tracy, Direct Action: Radical Pacifism from the Union Eight to the 
Chicago Seven (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) describes 
this historical development through the end of 1969.

20 Quoted in Mike Marqusee, Redemption Song: Muhammad Ali and the 
Spirit of the Sixties (New York: Verso, 1999), 214–215. 

21 George Schmidt, interview with the author, March 26, 2006.
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ascension of Richard Nixon to the presidency in 1969 on a supposedly 
antiwar platform. In contrast to the student movement, which was headed 
toward the pro-Vietcong stance best typified by Weathermen marching at 
the Days of Rage in Chicago with Vietnamese National Liberation Front  
(NLF) flags, the mainstream antiwar movement was always couched in the 
language of patriotism.22 On one level this was yet another legacy of the 
civil rights movement, which had, for the most part, considered inclusion 
of blacks as full citizens to be a truly American goal. But a bigger issue 
was the insidious nature of white supremacy and imperialism. Except for 
a small core of revolutionaries, most white people opposed the war out 
of concern for the safety and well-being of young white men in the US 
military. The cost of the war on the people and land of Vietnam, and even 
upon black and latino soldiers, were of only marginal concern at best. This 
racism also influenced mainstream responses to draft dodging and GI re-
sistance. Young men fleeing to Canada (mostly white) received a fair bit of 
positive press coverage, while those participating in army rebellions (often 
black) were either ignored or denounced.23

Richard Nixon was elected president in 1968, and his “southern 
strategy” of appealing to white racial resentment of the civil rights move-
ment only reconfirmed the tight grip of white supremacy on the electoral 
process.24 In the context of the campaign, however, Nixon actually came 
to represent a certain type of antiwar sentiment. Without any specifics, 
he promised a new approach to the war in Vietnam, which was known as 
the “secret plan.” Given the growing distaste among white liberals for the 
war’s rising death toll, Nixon represented a change from five years of es-
calating involvement in Vietnam under Lyndon Johnson. Despite some 
late efforts to distance himself from Johnson’s policy, Hubert Humphrey 
represented, for many people, a Democratic Party committed to staying 
the course. While mainstream opposition to the war was increasing, it 
found an unfortunate outlet in support for Nixon. 

The result was a confused antiwar movement, which in 1969 encom-
passed both white, racist Nixon supporters in the south and black revo-
lutionaries killing their CO’s in Vietnam, white revolutionaries flying 

22 Dan Berger, Outlaws of America: The Weather Underground and the 
Politics of Solidarity (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2006) 99–104, describes 
Weather’s support for the NLF; the cover of the book features a photo 
of Weatherman women marching with NLF flags in 1969.

23 George Schmidt, interview with the author, March 26, 2006.
24 James Boyd, “Nixon’s Southern Strategy: ‘It’s All in the Charts’,” New 

York Times, May 17, 1970.
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Vietcong flags in Chicago and black civil rights leaders across the country 
still tied to a floundering Democratic Party. Great opportunities were 
overlaid with huge internal disagreements, and the radicals who would 
found STO at the end of the year were most likely at a loss for how best 
to proceed.

* * *
One social movement of the late sixties, the women’s movement, cut 

across the grain of the others. Initially an outgrowth of women’s involve-
ment in the civil rights movement and the new left, by 1969 feminists 
had begun to challenge male supremacy not only in mainstream soci-
ety but also within the left as well. The available targets were so many 
and varied that the result was a women’s liberation movement whose 
ideological diversity nearly matched that of the antiwar milieu. It in-
cluded everyone from lesbian separatists to revolutionary communists 
to budding capitalist functionaries. While these internal contradictions 
wouldn’t become unresolvable until the early seventies, they were already 
exerting a complicated effect on the new left as a whole.

There were at least three versions of feminism in the United States 
during the late sixties, which might be termed liberal feminism, radical 
feminism, and feminist radicalism.25 The first of these was to become in 
many ways the defining aspect of the movement, as middle-class, white 
women struggled to gain entry to the male power structure. Corporate 
jobs, professional careers, access to the military, and the right to work full 
time instead of being at home with the children—these were the primary 
goals of liberal feminists. The presumption was that women—at least, 
white, middle-class women—could be integrated successfully into the 
economic sphere without jeopardizing the health of capitalism. It turns 
out that they were right, even though wage disparities persist for women 

25 These distinctions are artificial and a bit arbitrary, but are largely con-
sistent with the taxonomy offered by the philosopher Alison Jaggar in 
her pioneering work Feminist Politics and Human Nature (Totowa, NJ: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1988 [1983]). My usage of “feminist radicals” 
tracks generally with Jaggar’s category of “socialist feminists.” Ellen Wil-
lis, in a fascinating memoir-style reflection on the twists and turns of 
sixties and seventies feminism, uses the title “Radical Feminism and 
Feminist Radicalism.” While she fails to define the latter term, her anal-
ysis is similar to mine. Ellen Willis, “Radical Feminism and Feminist 
Radicalism,” Social Text no. 9/10 (1984), 91–118.
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and men in equivalent jobs. With the possible exception of some Marx-
ists who viewed this integration as a stepping stone toward the creation 
of a fully bourgeois society that would then inevitably be toppled by 
proletarian revolution, almost no one in the new left, men or women, 
had any use for liberal feminism.

The distinction between radical feminism and feminist radicalism, 
as the names suggest, was largely one of emphasis. Both camps rejected 
liberalism and looked toward fundamental social change as a necessity 
for women’s liberation. But where feminist radicals tied the success of 
feminism to the broader project of social revolution, radical feminists 
saw the oppression of women as the root of social ills ranging from war 
to capitalism. This led radical feminists to criticize, and in some cases to 
reject outright, the rest of the left as a bastion of male supremacy and a 
detour from the essential work of freeing women as women.26 This ap-
proach was always double-edged. On the one hand, it produced brilliant 
insights into the nature of oppression and resistance: the claim that “the 
personal is political,” for instance, and the use of consciousness raising 
as a way to organize women in all spheres of life. Similarly, the critique 
of sexism and macho behavior within the new left, typified in essays like 
Marge Piercy’s “Grand Coolie Damn,” was clearly on target. She began 
her essay by noting that

the Movement is supposed to be for human liberation. How 
come the condition of women inside it is no better than 
outside? We have been trying to educate and agitate around 
women’s liberation for several years. How come things are 
getting worse? Women’s liberation has raised the level of 
consciousness around a set of issues and given some women 
a respite from the incessant exploitation, invisibility, and 
being put down. But several forces have been acting on the 
Movement to make the situation of women actually worse 
during the same time that more women are becoming aware 
of their oppression.27 

26 For a key example of this line of thinking, see Robin Morgan, “Good-
bye to All That” (1970), in Rosalyn Baxandall and Linda Gordon, eds., 
Dear Sisters: Dispatches From the Women’s Liberation Movement (New 
York: Basic Books, 2000), 53–57. 

27 Marge Piercy, “The Grand Coolie Damn,” Leviathan Magazine, No-
vember, 1969. Available online at http://www.cwluherstory.com/the-
grand-coolie-damn.html (accessed January 8, 2012). Piercy is one of 
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At the same time, the prioritization of women’s supposedly com-
mon experience as women underplayed the divisions between the lives 
of women of different backgrounds (black and white, poor and rich, 
young and old, lesbian and straight, etc.). This blindspot alienated many 
working-class women who otherwise might well have been open to the 
insights feminism had to offer. As a result, the work of radical feminists 
began to reflect more and more narrowly the lived experience of white, 
middle-class, educated women.28 The trajectory from here to liberalism 
was never foregone, but neither is it hard to divine.

By contrast, feminist radicals emphasized the need to include wom-
en’s issues within the overall analysis of the new left. Without ignoring 
the problems of sexism in broader social movements, they argued that 
women’s problems could not be solved without simultaneously address-
ing racism, the war, and what new leftists called “the system.”29 For a 
number of women, including several founders of STO, this meant first 
and foremost addressing the concerns of working-class women, women 
of color, and the women of Vietnam. In doing so, it became clear that 
many of these issues—poverty and discrimination in the black commu-
nity, for instance, or war crimes in Southeast Asia—were primarily about 
race and class, and only secondarily about sex. From this perspective, the 
limits of the radical feminist worldview seemed increasingly frustrating 
to the feminist radicals. In some cases, this led to a baby and bathwater 
sort of reaction, where even the important lessons of consciousness rais-
ing were dismissed as middle-class diversions.30 The personal might be 

many feminists of the era whose complex views highlight the limits of 
the distinction between the feminist radicals and the radical feminists.

28 The historian Alice Echols frames this problem in terms of the rise of 
cultural feminism during the early seventies. Alice Echols, Daring to Be 
Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967–1975 (Minneapolis: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 1989). Some of the internal struggles around 
questions of class and race within the feminist movement are described 
on pages 204–210 and 291–293.

29 Heather Booth, Evi Goldfield, and Sue Munaker, Toward a Radical 
Movement (Somerville, MA: New England Free Press, 1968) represents 
an early version of this analysis. Goldfield was subsequently a found-
ing member of STO. Available online at http://www.cwluherstory.com/
toward-a-radical-movement.html (accessed January 8, 2012).

30 Carole Travis, a founding and long-time member of STO, attributes 
this view to herself at the end of the sixties. Interview with the author, 
June 6, 2006.
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political, but women doing ten-hour piecework shifts in textile factories 
have more urgent problems than being forced to conform to men’s stan-
dards of beauty. The solution, according to the feminist radicals, was 
social revolution with a feminist twist. 

Another, tangentially related development in 1969 was the birth of 
the modern gay rights movement during the Stonewall rebellion in New 
York City. On the night of June 27, police raided the Stonewall Inn 
in Greenwich Village, continuing a longstanding tradition of harassing 
gay men, lesbians, and drag queens in one of the only places they could 
then congregate.31 For reasons that are still disputed today, the patrons 
resisted the police, and successfully forced them to retreat in fear for 
their own safety. In one of the most heavily queer neighborhoods in the 
United States, this small altercation quickly blossomed into a full scale 
riot during which 2,000 or more angry gays and lesbians fought several 
hundred police officers for control of the streets. At least two more nights 
of fighting followed, and the movement for gay and lesbian liberation 
burst upon the scene, taking obvious inspiration from both the black 
and feminist movements in its combination of consciousness raising and 
militant street tactics. 

In later years, the lesbian and gay liberation movement would frac-
ture under the strain of divisions similar to those encountered by the 
women’s movement of the late sixties. Nonetheless, both gay and lesbian 
liberation and feminism were sources of great enthusiasm and optimism 
(as well as dread and derision) on the left as the decade came to a close. 
The strategic choices implied by the various tendencies within both 
movements ensured that no one could predict what the seventies had in 
store for feminism or for the gay movement.

* * *
A striking number of feminists, if only a limited segment of the gay 

and lesbian movement, cut their teeth on the student movement of the six-
ties, especially within Students for a Democratic Society.32 SDS had grown 
dramatically over the course of the decade, from a small organization of 
progressive students at mostly elite universities to a massive network of 

31 For more on Stonewall, see Martin Duberman, Stonewall (New York: 
Dutton, 1993) and David Carter, Stonewall: The Riots that Sparked the 
Gay Revolution (New York: St. Martins Griffin, 2005).

32 The most comprehensive historical account of SDS remains Kirkpatrick 
Sale, SDS (New York: Random House, 1973).
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radical youth from all walks of life, including many who were not even 
students. But expansion led also to heightened disagreement over politics 
and strategy. Regular meetings of the group in the late sixties were marked 
by ever more bitter argument between two leading factions: the Worker 
Student Alliance and the Revolutionary Youth Movement. At the annual 
SDS convention in Chicago in June of 1969, the conflict split the group, 
effectively destroying what had been the largest formation within the new 
left and leaving the student movement in near total disarray.

The Worker Student Alliance was a front group for the Progressive 
Labor (PL) Party, which was the newest of the old left parties, having 
been founded in 1961 by dissidents leaving the CPUSA.33 From the 
start, PL had prioritized work on campuses, and by the mid-sixties it had 
begun sending members into SDS. Around the same time, the leader-
ship of PL began to advocate a pro-working-class strategy (hence the 
name “Worker Student Alliance”) that criticized nationalism both in the 
black community and in Vietnam. Instead, PL argued for a combination 
of unite-and-fight approaches to labor struggles in the US and Mao-
ist internationalism abroad. Their deference to Mao and to the working 
class brought them a certain amount of credibility within SDS, but their 
version of antiracism led to significant criticism. Among the initial op-
ponents of PL’s strategy was Noel Ignatin, later to become one of the 
founders of STO, whose open letter to PL was published—along with 
a sympathetic response from Ted Allen to Ignatin—under the title “The 
White Blindspot” in 1967.34 Ignatin argued that PL inappropriately sep-
arated the struggle for black liberation from the efforts of the working 
class to overthrow capitalism, as if the former were merely a set of liberal 
reforms needed before the latter could be fully implemented. 

33 In addition to Sale, background on the origins of PL and its subsequent 
involvement in SDS can be found in Dan Berger, Outlaws of America, 
75–91, and Max Elbaum, Revolution in the Air: Sixties Radicals Turn to 
Lenin, Mao and Che (New York: Verso, 2002), 63–64 and 69–72. My 
account of these events is based on these three renderings.

34 Noel Ignatin and Ted Allen, “The White Blindspot,” in Understanding 
and Fighting White Supremacy (Chicago: STO, 1976). This document 
was published repeatedly between 1967 and the mid-seventies. Some-
time after his departure from STO in the mid-eighties, Noel Ignatin 
changed his name to Noel Ignatiev. For the sake of consistency, I will 
use “Ignatin” in reference to any document or activity that he was as-
sociated with during his time in STO, and reserve “Ignatiev” for state-
ments made after his departure from the group.
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“The White Blindspot” was the first written formulation of the analy-
sis of white supremacy that would characterize STO throughout its ex-
istence. In it, Ignatin and Allen argued for the centrality of struggles 
against white supremacy in any working-class context. In particular, em-
phasis was placed on the need to combat white skin privileges, which 
in the view of the authors poisoned the well of working-class solidarity. 
The burden was squarely on the shoulders of white workers to adopt the 
demands of black workers as their own, not simply incorporate some 
antiracist rhetoric into otherwise white-led efforts. 

While certainly controversial in its own right, Ignatin’s view was wel-
comed by the anti-PL forces within SDS. In fact, Ignatin was recruited 
to join SDS partly on the basis of his letter, despite the fact that he was a 
factory worker not enrolled in any school.35 By the time of the fatal con-
ference two years later, one or another version of the white skin privilege 
line had been more or less adopted by a variety of people in SDS, includ-
ing a small but significant faction of the SDS leadership, which coalesced 
primarily around opposition to PL and support for black movements. 
This faction took the name Revolutionary Youth Movement (RYM), 
and managed briefly to paper over its own glaring disagreements, long 
enough to expel the PL members from SDS through a set of procedural 
moves that were awkward at best and antidemocratic at worst.

Once the split in SDS was final, the conflicts within RYM came to 
the surface, with the Weatherman faction (briefly known as RYM I) re-
taining control of the formal apparatus of the group long enough to 
finally run it into the ground on their way to clandestinity. Opposing 
their efforts, if only half-heartedly, was the RYM II faction, which agreed 
on opposition to PL and Weather, and support for an orientation toward 
the working class, but not on much else. The collapse of SDS had soured 
RYM II on student struggles, and attention increasingly turned toward 
workplace and community organizing. But once again, political differ-
ences made RYM II short-lived, as it disintegrated after its only confer-
ence, in Atlanta in November, 1969 (which was attended by several of 
the soon-to-be founders of STO). Putting to one side the continuing 
efforts of PL to maintain what it called the “real” SDS, the organized 
student movement was dead by the end of the year, and even though 
hundreds of campuses would erupt the following spring in anger over 
the bombing of Cambodia, the linkages between STO and the campus 
left had been more or less permanently sundered before the group was 
even founded. 

35 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, January 27, 2006.
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* * *
In many ways, Chicago represented a microcosm of the left at the 

end of the sixties. Each movement described here was on display, and 
in several cases Chicago was something of an advanced laboratory for 
left trajectories that would later become more widespread. The city’s 
large size, economic vitality, and geographic location between the coasts 
helped ensure that it was a place people moved to from elsewhere in the 
country. For the new left, this centrality was augmented by two factors: 
first, the presence of the SDS National Office in Chicago guaranteed 
that participants in the most advanced sectors of the white left visited 
frequently, and in many cases moved there temporarily or permanently.36 
Second, the infamous events surrounding the 1968 Democratic National 
Convention put Chicago on the map as an important center for militant 
social struggles. Not surprisingly, the founding members of STO repre-
sented something of a cross-section of the movements of the sixties, all 
based in the city of big shoulders.

Among the leaders of the RYM II faction of SDS who called Chi-
cago home in 1969 was Noel Ignatin, who, as mentioned previously, 
was responsible for the initial articulation of what became STO’s line 
on white supremacy and white skin privilege. His background included 
time spent in old left cadre organizations, and, as he recalled later, “I 
myself was still a Stalinist, with several important reservations.”37 He 
was heavily influenced by the writings of W.E.B. Du Bois, especially the 
landmark study Black Reconstruction, from which he drew the title for his 
polemic against PL.38 Ignatin’s attachment to Stalinism was challenged 
by C.L.R. James, who was living temporarily in Chicago in 1968. At the 
invitation of his friend Ken Lawrence (who would himself join STO in 
the mid-seventies), Ignatin attended a public speech by James and came 

36 Sale describes the role of Chicago’s SDS head office repeatedly in his 
book, beginning in the “Fall 1965” section and continuing throughout.

37 Noel Ignatin, “The POC: A Personal Memoir,” Theoretical Review #12, 
September/October 1979. Available online at http://www.marxists.org/
history/erol/1956-1960/ignatin01.htm (accessed January 9, 2012) The 
Provisional Organizing Committee to Reconstitute the Marxist Lenin-
ist Communist Party USA (or POC) was a small Stalinist splinter from 
the CPUSA formed in the late fifties.

38 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880 (New 
York: Free Press, 1998 [1935]).
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away impressed.39 James had made the opposition to Stalinism one of the 
two pillars of his political outlook, along with the opposition to white 
supremacy.40 Ignatin agreed with the latter, and as the decade ended he 
found himself more and more in agreement with the former. As late as 
fall 1969, he could still criticize the Weatherman faction of SDS by fa-
vorably referencing the leading role of “Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin, and 
Mao.”41 Nonetheless, given his encounters with PL, his experience inside 
SDS, and the rapidly changing political environment, Ignatin’s move to-
ward anti-Stalinism was swift.

In addition, Ignatin had years of direct experience with factory 
work, which gave him additional prestige as RYM II moved closer 
to a working-class orientation. By 1969, he was working at the In-
ternational Harvester (IH) Plant on the southwest side of Chicago.42 
When IH announced the impending closure of the plant (in a little-
noticed sign of the massive deindustrialization that was to come), Ig-
natin attempted to combine in-plant organizing with the support of 
movement people. On the same weekend in October that the Weath-
erman faction had called for Days of Rage, the RYM II faction held 
a series of nonconfrontational protests designed to showcase their 
commitment to the working class.43 One of these protests was held at 
the gates of the IH plant, which nonetheless closed its doors for good 
some months later and was eventually replaced by an expansion of 
the Cook County Jail.44

Three other founding members of STO, Marilyn Katz and Evie and 
Mike Goldfield, were also veterans of SDS. Katz had been actively in-
volved in planning the protests at the 1968 Democratic Convention, as 
part of the tactical team that coordinated security and demonstration 

39 Noel Ignatin, “Meeting in Chicago,” Urgent Tasks #12, Summer 1981, 
126–127.

40 C.L.R. James, State Capitalism and World Revolution (Chicago: Charles 
H. Kerr Publishing Company, 1986 [1950]), written in collaboration 
with Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee, represents the most compre-
hensive of James’s many attacks on Stalinism.

41 Noel Ignatin, “Without a Science of Navigation We Cannot Sail in 
Stormy Seas, or, Sooner or Later One of Us Must Know,” in The Debate 
Within SDS: RYM II vs. Weatherman (Detroit: Radical Education Proj-
ect, September, 1969).

42 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, January 27, 2006.
43 Sale details this sequence of actions in the section “Fall 1969.”
44 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, January 27, 2006.
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marshals.45 She was specifically identified by prosecution witnesses dur-
ing the Chicago Seven trial, although she was never charged.46 Her 
expertise in the area of movement defense was enhanced by her relation-
ship with another founding member, Bob Duggan, a martial arts trainer 
whose background supposedly included extensive experience in semi-
underground revolutionary formations in Latin America.47 

The Goldfields had lengthy experience with SDS, including work 
with the Radical Education Project (REP) of the mid-sixties, and active 
involvement in the student protests against the firing of feminist radical 
professor Marlene Dixon from the University of Chicago in late 1968.48 
These protests had led to the occupation of an administration building in 
early 1969 and the expulsion of dozens of students. Mike Goldfield was 
also employed at the International Harvester plant with Ignatin, and was 
enthusiastic about organizing at the point of production.49

In addition to her participation in SDS, Evie Goldfield was also ac-
tive in the feminist movement, both within and outside of SDS. She was 
the co-author of a number of pamphlets and essays, including Toward 
a Radical Movement, published in April 1968.50 The perspective of this 
piece is clearly aligned with that of feminist radicalism, as the pamphlet 

45 John Kifner, “28-Year-Old Snapshots Are Still Vivid, and Still Violent,” 
New York Times, August 26, 1996.

46 The testimony of William Frapolly, an undercover investigator and 
prosecution witness during the trial, presents the government’s view of 
Katz’s role in the protests. Available online at http://www.law.umkc.
edu/faculty/projects/FTrials/Chicago7/Chi7_trial.html (accessed Janu-
ary 9, 2012)

47 Duggan subsequently became publicly identified with right-wing poli-
tics and founded a training school for elite bodyguards serving corporate 
executives and government officials, Executive Security International. A 
hagiographic capsule biography can be found online at http://www.esi-
lifeforce.com/about-us/faculty/bob-duggan.html (accessed January 9, 
2012). Duggan’s apparent political shift may have been more extreme 
than that of any other former member of STO. 

48 Sale identifies both Goldfields as participating in the REP in the fall 
of 1966. For more on the struggles around Marlene Dixon, see Arthur 
Hochberg, “U of Chicago Students Seize Building, Protest Woman’s 
Firing,” New Left Notes, February 5, 1969.

49 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, January 27, 2006.
50 Heather Booth, Evi Goldfield, and Sue Munaker, Toward a Radical 

Movement (Somerville, MA: New England Free Press, 1968).



30     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

ties together “women’s liberation and the liberation of all people.” Fur-
ther, the essay highlights the plight of working-class women and women 
of color, while still addressing the concerns of middle-class alienation 
and general issues of women’s oppression by social roles. 

At least one other founding member of STO was involved in the 
women’s movement in Chicago: Hilda Vasquez Ignatin, wife of Noel, 
was a contact person in the late sixties for a Chicago-based newsletter 
called The Voice of the Women’s Liberation Movement.51 Despite being of 
Mexican ancestry, she was also a prominent member of the Young Lords, 
a Puerto Rican revolutionary organization that had been founded as a 
street gang in Chicago in the early sixties.52 By the time Vasquez Ignatin 
was involved, the group had undergone its political transformation and 
had expanded geographically to include radical Puerto Ricans in New 
York City and elsewhere. Her role in leadership was indicated by her se-
lection to speak on behalf of the Young Lords at a rally during the RYM 
II demonstrations that fall.53

On the other hand, at least two female founders of STO, Lynn French 
and Carole Travis, did not have extensive involvement with the women’s 
movement, although they had their own areas of experience on the left. 
French was a member of the Illinois Black Panther Party, headed by Fred 
Hampton until his murder in December, 1969. Under Hampton, the Il-
linois BPP was one of the most vibrant sections of the Party nationwide. 
It developed ongoing (though not always smooth) relations with the SDS 
national office, and with activist groups in other communities that were 
modeled in part on the Panthers, such as the Young Lords Organization 
in the Puerto Rican community, and the Young Patriots, who were active 
in the community of Appalachian whites who had immigrated to Chicago 
over the course of the sixties.54 French recalls that she had been arrested 

51 Ignatin’s name appears on the inside front cover of Beverly Jones and 
Judith Brown, Toward a Female Liberation Movement (Somerville, MA: 
New England Free Press, 1968), in author’s possession.

52 Her role in the Young Lords is confirmed in both Jeffrey Haas, The 
Assassination of Fred Hampton, 47, and Lilia Fernandez, Latina/o Migra-
tion and Community Formation in Postwar Chicago: Mexicans, Puerto 
Ricans, Gender, and Politics, 1945–1975 (PhD Diss., University of 
California, San Diego, 2005), 196. Fernandez’s dissertation represents 
the most detailed account of the origins and early development of the 
Young Lords in Chicago, 

53 Young Lords Organization 1, no. 5 (January, 1970), 3.
54 See Amy Sonnie and James Tracy, Hillbilly Nationalists, Urban Race 
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shortly before Hampton was killed, “so I was in Cook County Jail and 
did not get out until some time after the funeral. I’d been beaten and sus-
tained leg injuries that still cause me problems. I went east to [stay with] 
my parents for a few weeks, and gave a lot of thought to whether or not I 
would return to the BPP.… Although I ultimately returned to the Party, 
I was involved in the founding of [STO] during the interim.”55 She also 
proposed the name “Sojourner Truth Organization,” after the former slave, 
abolitionist, and women’s rights activist of the nineteenth century.56 The 
name stuck with the group long after French departed, and despite the 
almost all-white demographics of the membership throughout its history.

Carole Travis was an antiwar activist whose main frame of reference 
was antiracism and a commitment to the working class. For a time she 
was on staff at the National Mobilization Committee to End the War in 
Vietnam.57 Travis’s father was Bob Travis, an active militant in the Com-
munist Party who had led the Flint Sit-Down Strike of 1937, which was 
pivotal in organizing the auto industry and gave incredible momentum 
to the newly founded CIO.58 “I grew up with my mother,” Travis recalls. 
“She was more of a New Deal Democrat, although she was a genius 
and critical of everything, and she had a good sense of humor and was 
crazy.”59 She embraced her mother’s opposition to racism, but she also 
retained her father’s commitment to the industrial working class. The 
militant struggles at the grassroots that characterized the Flint strike and 
other early CIO efforts were a major influence on the initial workplace 
organizing of STO in the early seventies.

Sometime in the late sixties, Travis met and married Don Hamer-
quist, who was to become the only person involved with STO through-
out the group’s existence. At the time of their meeting, Hamerquist 

Rebels, and Black Power: Community Organizing in Radical Times 
(Brooklyn, NY: Melville House Publishing, 2011), 66–100, for more 
on this process, normally labeled the original Rainbow Coalition.

55 Lynn French, email to the author, November 27, 2006.
56 Lynn French, email to the author, November 28, 2006. For more on 

Sojourner Truth, see Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life, A Sym-
bol (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996).

57 See the capsule biography of Travis used to honor her at an awards cer-
emony in 1994. Available online at http://www.chicagodsa.org/d1994/
index.html (accessed January 9, 2012)

58 Studs Terkel, Hope Dies Last: Keeping the Faith in Difficult Times (New 
York: The New Press, 2003), 102–108.

59 Carole Travis, interview with the author, June 6, 2006.
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was an emerging young star of the CPUSA. He had recently relocated 
from the west coast to Chicago in order to participate in the planning 
of the protests around the 1968 Convention.60 He had been favorably 
profiled in Time magazine, and was rumored to be Gus Hall’s pick to 
replace him as head of the Party.61 But things changed: Hamerquist was 
profoundly influenced by the new left, and was dismayed by the Soviet 
invasion of Czechoslovakia. His biggest political influence was Italian 
Marxist Antonio Gramsci, whose writings were newly translated into 
English in the mid-sixties.62 Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony and con-
sciousness, and his commitment to the workers’ councils as the basis of 
communist power, were to be hallmarks of STO’s analysis throughout 
its existence. 

Hamerquist and others briefly attempted the equivalent of a coup 
in the Party, advancing an alternative political program and convincing 
many younger radicals to join the party in an attempt to elect a new 
leadership slate. Having lost this effort, he quit before the Party could 
expel him, and set his sights on next steps.63 He and Travis remained in 
Chicago, immersed themselves in factory work, and began developing 
the analysis of dual consciousness that would mark STO from the start. 
Their disillusionment with the CPUSA also led them to a critique of 
Stalinism that meshed well with the Jamesian approach that Ignatin was 
developing around the same time. 

One additional person deserves mention here. Ken Lawrence, as 
mentioned above, was not a founding member of STO, partly because 
in 1969 he was still a member of the not-yet-defunct Facing Reality 
Organization, led by James and coordinated by Martin Glaberman in 
Detroit.64 Lawrence had also played a role in the small resurgence of the 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) a few years earlier, and found 
himself profoundly influenced by the legacy of the original Wobblies.65 

60 Don Hamerquist, interview with the author, September 14, 2006.
61 “Oregon: Marxist From Multnomah,” Time, October 13, 1967.
62 Gramsci’s The Modern Prince had been available in English as early as 

1957, but his pivotal essay “Soviets in Italy” appeared in New Left Re-
view no. 51 (September/October, 1968), 28–58. STO would subse-
quently reprint this selection as a pamphlet. 

63 Don Hamerquist, interview with the author, September 14, 2006.
64 Ken Lawrence, interview with the author, August 24, 2006.
65 J. Sakai, interview with the author, November 9, 2006. For more on 

Wobbly resurgence, see Franklin Rosemont and Charles Radcliffe, eds., 
Dancin’ in the Streets!: Anarchists, IWWs, Surrealists, Situationists and 
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This connection no doubt had some responsibility for the development 
of STO’s initial “Call to Organize,” which begins by quoting the famous 
first sentence of the Preamble to the IWW Constitution: “The working 
class and the employing class have nothing in common.”66 Lawrence also 
had extensive experience in the civil rights movement, and through Fac-
ing Reality was familiar with the development of the League of Revolu-
tionary Black Workers. By the late sixties, Lawrence was a familiar face 
to several of those who did participate in the creation of STO, and his 
influence was significant on the early trajectory of the group.

In short, the founding members of STO were in some ways as diverse 
as the movements from which they emerged: men and women, mostly 
white but with black and latino participation as well, largely young and 
inspired by the new left of the sixties, but also with ties to the old left of 
the CPUSA and its various splits and imitators. The result was an eclectic 
mix of experiences and perspectives, which bore some similarity to the 
emergence of other groups in what became known as the New Com-
munist Movement, while retaining a uniqueness that persisted over the 
course of the next two decades.67

* * *
The initial rumblings of what became the Sojourner Truth Organiza-

tion lie in the RYM II conference in Atlanta, over Thanksgiving weekend 
of 1969. In advance of the conference, a small grouping of revolutionar-
ies, including the people described above, had begun meeting in Chicago 
to discuss the future of the movement, broadly speaking.68 As indicated, 
they took inspiration from the Leninist tradition, both in the US and 
around the world. The grouping drafted a paper to distribute at the At-
lanta convention, advocating the creation of a Marxist-Leninist party as 

Provos in the 1960s, as Recorded in the Pages of The Rebel Worker and 
Heatwave (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr Publishing Company, 2005).

66 Don Hamerquist and Noel Ignatin, “A Call to Organize,” in Workplace 
Papers (Chicago: STO, 1980), 2.

67 For background on the New Communist Movement, see Max Elbaum, 
Revolution in the Air.

68 Much of what follows comes from two “Outline History of STO” 
documents, one from 1972, the other from 1981, both written largely 
by Noel Ignatin. The 1972 version is available online at http://www.
marxists.org/history/erol/ncm-1/sto.htm (accessed January 9, 2012). 
The latter document in author’s possession.
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a key task for the coming period. The Atlanta paper identified several key 
attributes that were necessary if the new party was to succeed. It needed 
a theory and a line that could guide a comprehensive revolutionary strat-
egy for the United States; that theory was Marxism-Leninism, and the 
line was the emerging analysis of white skin privilege. The line had to be 
tested in practice, and in particular it was necessary to be sure that suc-
cess was a result of the line, not of the efforts made by individual leaders 
of the party. The party had to succeed in recruiting workers, not simply 
students or middle-class intellectuals, and including these workers in 
the leadership. The membership needed to reflect the demographics of 
the US population, and it had to be a presence in “the most important 
industrial centers of the country.” Finally, it needed a sizeable and sup-
portive periphery, people who wouldn’t join the party but “were happy 
to see it formed.”69

In this, the Chicago grouping was on the same page as most of the 
other RYM II formations. The hosts in Atlanta, for example, were in 
the process of forming the Georgia Communist League, which also 
looked toward the creation of a new party. But the similarities largely 
stopped there, as the Chicago grouping took far greater interest than 
any other RYM II groupings in mass (as opposed to cadre) revolutionary 
formations, in the development of revolutionary consciousness through 
collective action, and in the repudiation of Stalinism.70 Further, STO’s 
understanding of the white skin privilege line differed significantly from 
the analysis adopted by most of the other RYM II groups, some of which 
eventually repudiated the line completely as the seventies progressed.71

The Chicago grouping continued to meet after the Atlanta confer-
ence, despite the fact that RYM II was clearly doomed. By the end of 
the year, the collective decided to act on the paper it had produced and 
constitute itself as a formal organization that would act like a party on a 
small scale.72 Just after Christmas, the Sojourner Truth Communist Or-
ganization was born. (The word “Communist” was “allow[ed] … to fall 

69 “Outline History of STO” (1972).
70 These positions are clearly outlined in Toward a Revolutionary Party (Chi-

cago: STO, 1976 [1971]), one of STO’s earliest political statements.
71 Kingsley Clarke recalls Bob Avakian, then of the Revolutionary Union, 

denouncing the white skin privilege line as “bankrupt, bankrupt, bank-
rupt” at a conference in 1974. Clarke, interview with the author, July 6, 
2005.

72 “Outline History of STO” (1972).
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into disuse” about a year later.)73 A meeting schedule was agreed upon, 
dues were collected, and two areas of work were prioritized: workplace 
organizing focused on producing an underground in-factory newsletter 
as part of the campaign to keep the International Harvester plant open, 
and community organizing efforts were dedicated to winning the release 
of a young black man who had been framed on a murder charge. The 
SDS/RYM/RYM II experience had left a bitter aftertaste in the mouths 
of STO’s founders, and initially the group avoided contact with the rest 
of the self-identified left, preferring direct immersion in working-class 
communities. Although this policy was soon reversed, the insistence on 
mass work as opposed to a simplistic reliance on left coalition-building 
efforts was a continuing theme within the organization.

Over the course of the next fifteen or more years, STO would go 
through innumerable changes in membership; only Hamerquist, Igna-
tin, Travis, and Katz (as well as Lawrence) would play any significant role 
after 1973. The political transformations the group would undergo as 
the years progressed were even more important. The first major period 
of the group’s existence, roughly from 1970 until 1975, saw the develop-
ment of STO’s initial ideas around the centrality of working-class experi-
ence (Chapter Two) and the opposition to white supremacy (Chapter 
Three), as well as the group’s initial efforts to develop an organization 
that could sustain the fight for revolution in changing circumstances. It 
is to the practical and theoretical implications of these concepts, workers 
and whiteness in the context of revolutionary strategy, that we turn next.

73 “Outline History of STO” (1972). “Communist” was still in use as late 
as the publication of Bread and Roses in late 1970 or early 1971, but was 
missing from the first issue of the Insurgent Worker in May 1971.





Chapter Two:
The Petrograd-Detroit 
Proletariat

In the fall of 1973, a six-day long wildcat strike took place at the West-
ern Electric Hawthorne Works in the Chicago suburb of Cicero, Illinois.1 
About 150 men, mainly black and latino, refused to work in the twister 
department of the cable plant, where telephone cables were wound to-
gether by machine. Although the strikers were officially members of the 
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW), they viewed 
the union with total disdain because of its cozy relationship with the 
company. When the company laid off several employees and told the 
remaining workers they would need to pick up the slack, union officials 
counseled the men to accept the changes while their concerns were in-
vestigated. No doubt thinking of the many accidents caused by previous 
management speed-ups, the workers instead decided to shut down the 
department and walk out.

The strikers organized themselves well, and in addition to demand-
ing a reduction in the work load back to its previous level, the removal 
of a racist foreman, the creation of a rest area near their department, 
and access to better medical facilities, they also demanded a permanent 

1 Most of the information in this section, including the two direct quotes, 
is derived from an unsigned article entitled simply “Wildcat at Western 
Electric,” Insurgent Worker, Spring 1974, 14–17, in author’s possession. 
Author interview with Noel Ignatiev, January 28, 2006, provided ad-
ditional context.
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negotiating committee for the department, elected by the workers to 
deal directly with the company when grievances arose (thus bypassing 
the union altogether). The men elected a temporary negotiating com-
mittee made up of one black and one latino worker from each shift, and 
they immediately established a picket line to raise plant-wide awareness 
of their actions. The company was willing to meet with the negotiating 
committee, but no concessions were forthcoming, and the workers were 
told to return to work by the following week or be fired en mass. IBEW 
officials told the workers their strike was illegal and that no aid would 
come from the union if they didn’t end the walkout by the company’s 
stated deadline.

A total of 26,000 workers were employed at the massive facility, 
and in living memory there had never been any sort of organized work 
stoppage at the plant, whether authorized or wildcat. Given the min-
iscule numbers in the twister department, the strike was hardly major 
news to the outside world. For much of Chicago’s left, however, the 
implications were significant. The walkout was seen as more evidence 
of the growing militancy of workers in heavy industry, and as a prime 
opportunity to distribute radical literature and recruit new members. 
But there was a problem: the strikers weren’t interested. As one worker 
explained, “We don’t want any communists, socialists, movies, raps, 
leaflets, newspapers, newspaper interviews, photographs, lectures or 
anything else.”2 Most Marxist organizations viewed this sort of rejec-
tion as a kind of working-class anticommunism and abandoned the 
struggle in frustration.

One of the only left groups that established ongoing communication 
with the strikers was the Sojourner Truth Organization, which had been 
observing the Hawthorne Works since at least May 1971. That month, the 
first issue of the Insurgent Worker focused heavily on problems there and, in 
an editorial provocatively entitled “Western Electric: We Shall Bury You,” 
opined that “if there is any crime against the working people for which 
Western Electric can escape responsibility, we haven’t been able to discov-
er it.”3 Two years later, when the twister department workers asked the 
Labor Committee of the Chicago branch of the National Lawyers Guild 
(NLG) for advice on the legality of the strike, several STO members on 
the Committee were able to establish contact with the strikers.4 The men 

2 “Wildcat at Western Electric,” 16. Noel Ignatiev remembered almost 
exactly the same phrasing during an interview in January, 2006.

3 “Western Electric: We Shall Bury You,” Insurgent Worker, May 1971,  2.
4 At the time, several members of STO were lawyers, and as a result the 
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accepted both legal assistance and an offer to print leaflets on STO’s press. 
According to one STO member, “in this situation, one in which we had 
no direct influence, we felt the best we could do was to ready ourselves 
to help execute any plans the workers would come up with, putting our 
full resources and ideas at their disposal if they desired.”5 Ten thousand 
leaflets, written by the strikers and printed by STO, were distributed to 
other workers at the plant, and having received some key legal advice from 
the NLG Labor Committee, the men found themselves negotiating from 
a position of strength. 

After six days, and with the pressure building, the company manage-
ment agreed to every one of the workers’ demands, but in exchange they 
required that the men stop discussing the situation with other work-
ers. Unfortunately, this “code of silence” proved to be the undoing of 
the strike gains, as the company proceeded to transfer the most militant 
workers—including the original members of the permanent negotiating 
committee—to other departments and otherwise disrupt the momen-
tum gained from the immediate victory. Having deliberately accepted 
the limits the men placed on outside involvement in the strike, STO 
could only stand by and watch this final act play out, despite its assess-
ment that broad solidarity efforts, within the factory and outside it, were 
the only chance for long-term success in the plant.

There are literally hundreds of stories much like this one, describing 
various workplace interventions made by the Sojourner Truth Orga-
nization during the early seventies. In this case, the course of events 
reflects both what STO had in common with other left groups—an 
emphasis on organizing at the point of production—and what made 
the group unique—a commitment to the autonomy of workers in 
struggle. At the same time, the course of the Western Electric wild-
cat strike is representative of both the strengths and the weaknesses of 
STO’s approach to workplace organizing. Before assessing these aspects 
of the group’s work, however, it is essential to understand why STO 
(and other left groups) were drawn to situations like the twister depart-
ment walkout in the first place.

* * *

group exerted significant influence on the local NLG chapter, and the 
Labor Committee in particular. Author interview with Kingsley Clarke, 
July 6, 2005.

5 “Wildcat at Western Electric,” 17.
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The interest of seventies radicals in heavy industry has its roots deep 
in the Marxist tradition, in Karl Marx’s theory of history. Marx believed 
that the development of human history was a dialectical process that 
necessarily went through several distinct stages, including primitive com-
munism, feudalism, capitalism, and finally socialism and communism.6 
Each stage made the next one possible (or inevitable, according to some 
versions of Marxism), so that capitalism grew out of the internal contra-
dictions of feudalism and could not have simply emerged spontaneously 
from early class societies like ancient Rome. At its core, this theory of his-
tory recognizes the interplay between objective conditions like the avail-
able level of technology, and subjective conditions such as social norms 
and modes of organization.

Consistent with this theory, Marx argued that capitalism necessarily pro-
duced the seeds of its own destruction in the form of the working class.7 One 
distinctive element of capitalist economics is industrial production in the 
context of the factory. The creation of a class of workers whose lot in life is to 
staff the factories is a double-edged sword, however. As Marx argued, 

The development of the industrial proletariat is, in general, 
conditioned by the development of the industrial bour-
geoisie. Only under its rule does the proletariat gain that 
extensive national existence which can raise its revolution to 
a national one, and only thus does the proletariat itself cre-
ate the modern means of production, which become just so 
many means of its revolutionary emancipation. Only bour-
geois rule tears up the material roots of feudal society and 
levels the ground on which alone a proletarian revolution is 
possible.8

6 The classic work on Marx’s theory of history is G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s 
Theory of History: A Defence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 
2000 [1978]). A valuable critique from the left of Marx’s theory (writ-
ten prior to Cohen’s book) can be found in Cornelius Castoriadis, 
The Imaginary Institution of Society (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
1987), especially pp. 15–54.

7 For simplicity’s sake, but contrary to some Marxist terminological ap-
proaches, I will use “working class” and “proletariat” interchangeably, 
and will use “industrial” as an adjective attached to either phrase to 
indicate factory workers in particular.

8 Karl Marx, The Class Struggles in France 1848–1850, (1850) “Part I: The 
Defeat of June 1848,” available online at www.marxists.org/archive/
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One key way in which capitalism conditions the development of the 
industrial working class, says Marx, is through the imposition of disci-
pline in the factory. Workers are forced to conform to various schedules, 
and they are also obligated to cooperate in order to complete their tasks. 
As a result, the proletariat is “a class always increasing in numbers, and 
disciplined, united, organized by the very mechanism of the process of 
capitalist production itself.”9 Further, in an era before rapid transit, fac-
tory workers necessarily lived near their workplace, and thus near each 
other. And as Lenin later noted, this “concentration of the industrial 
proletariat” “enhances their class consciousness and sense of human dig-
nity and enables them to wage a successful struggle against the predatory 
tendencies of the capitalist system.”10

As a method, Marxism’s value lies in its ability to predict the future 
course of events by analyzing history. From this perspective, the experi-
ences of the Russian Revolutions of 1905 and 1917 were seen by later 
Marxists as a confirmation of the importance of the industrial work-
ing class.11 The centrality of the Petrograd workers to the inspiring but 
abortive events of 1905, and the correlation between the subsequent ex-
pansion of industrialization in Russia and the success of the revolution 
in 1917, convinced many revolutionaries in all parts of the world that, 
as Antonio Gramsci put it, “the industrial proletariat [is] the only class 
of the people that is essentially and permanently revolutionary.”12 The 

marx/works/1850/class-struggles-france/ch01.htm (accessed Septem-
ber 15, 2011).

9 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy (1867), Volume 
1, Chapter 32. Available online at www.marxists.org/archive/marx/
works/1867-c1/ch32.htm (accessed September 15, 2011). This passage 
can be found on page 929 of the Penguin edition (1990), which trans-
lates “trained” instead of “disciplined.” Nate Holdren originally pointed 
me to this quotation.

10 V.I. Lenin, “On the So-Called Market Question” (1893). Available 
online at www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1893/market/06.htm 
(accessed September 15, 2011).

11 For a thoughtful and idiosyncratic history of the 1905 and 1917 Rus-
sian Revolutions, see Murray Bookchin, The Third Revolution, Volume 3 
(London: Continuum, 2004). 

12 Antonio Gramsci, “Parties and Masses,” unsigned editorial in L’Ordine 
Nuovo, September 25, 1921, in Gramsci, Selections From Political 
Writings, 1921–1926 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1990), 72.
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universality of this claim was later challenged by the experiences of the 
Chinese revolution and the writings of Mao, but the lessons of the Rus-
sian experience were still seen by most Marxists as applicable to advanced 
industrialized countries such as the United States.

* * *
In the late sixties, at a point when many North American revo-

lutionaries had turned their backs on working class, three major ex-
periences brought renewed attention to the idea that the industrial 
proletariat was the revolutionary agent: the French General Strike of 
1968, the Italian “Hot Autumn” of 1969, and the early successes of the 
Revolutionary Union Movements (RUMs) and the League of Revo-
lutionary Black Workers in Detroit. In each case, the militant actions 
of factory workers reverberated across a society in the midst of great 
upheaval, and in the French and Italian cases, the strikes came close to 
fomenting revolution. 

The French events of May and June 1968 began innocuously 
enough as a student strike at an elite university in Paris on May 2, 
not unlike the occupation of Columbia University in New York City 
that took place the same month.13 Unlike at Columbia, however, the 
French strike spread quickly to other universities and other parts of the 
country. Cycles of increasing confrontation between students and po-
lice led to street fighting and the creation of barricades in many parts of 
the city, which quickly brought the conflict national attention. Young 
workers began to fraternize with the student strikers, and as the police 
repression became more outrageous, popular support swung toward 
the students, resulting in a massive demonstration of almost a million 
people in Paris on May 13. The next day, a series of factory occupations 
began, with workers striking initially in solidarity with the students, 
while also adding their own demands. By late May, nearly 10 million 
workers were on strike, at least 100 workplaces were occupied, and 
France seemed on the verge of revolution.

13 For more on the French events, see Daniel Singer, Prelude to Revolution: 
France in May 1968 (Boston: South End Press, 2002 [1970]), as well as 
Andree Hoyles, “The Occupation of Factories in France: May 1968,” in 
Ken Coates, Tony Topham, and Michael Barrett Brown, editors, Trade 
Union Register (London: Merlin Press, 1969). This latter essay was re-
printed by STO in the early seventies as a pamphlet entitled General 
Strike: France 1968 (Chicago: STO, n.d.).
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Sadly, the momentum of the French general strike dissipated quick-
ly in early June. The primary reason for this about-face was the state’s 
carrot-and-stick strategy. On the one hand, the major unions, includ-
ing especially the powerful Communist Party-led General Confedera-
tion of Labor (CGT), continuously badgered the workers into making 
concrete—and “reasonable”—demands that were then partially grant-
ed by the various plant managers. At the same time, French president 
General Charles de Gaulle made it publicly clear that a continuation 
of the strikes would result in a military occupation of the country, with 
deliberate, if unstated, echoes of the bloody repression that crushed 
the Paris Commune of 1871. Fear combined with partial victory to 
undermine the revolutionary potential of the May–June events, and by 
the end of summer there was little evidence to remind visitors of the 
uprising that had just concluded. Nonetheless, among Marxist radicals 
in North America, the broad importance of the general strike was con-
sidered reminiscent of the Petrograd experience of 1905, while the ac-
tions of the trade union bureaucracies reinforced left-wing skepticism 
of the official labor movement.

A little more than a year after the French general strike ended, the 
Italian industrial working class rose up in a widespread rebellion known 
as the Hot Autumn.14 When a number of major union contracts came 
up for renewal simultaneously in the fall of 1969, the collaboration be-
tween the company bosses and the union bureaucrats was plain to see. 
At the same time, the Italian government was in the beginning stages 
of a lengthy campaign to foment fascist paramilitary violence against 
leftists and working-class militants. For instance, the left charged that 
clandestine organizations of the far right with ties to the Italian state 
were responsible for a series of terrorist attacks in and around Milan 
over the course of 1969. But in contrast to the French situation, where 
partial concessions and the fear of repression had helped pacify the work-
ers, major Italian factories like Fiat and Pirelli were in large part staffed 
by internal migrants from southern Italy, whose agrarian backgrounds 
included extensive experience with direct action and sometimes violent 
confrontation, but only limited previous interaction with trade unions. 
As a result, maneuvering by union officials failed to impress the rank and 

14 The single best source on the Hot Autumn remains Robert Lumley, 
States of Emergency: Cultures of Revolt in Italy, 1968–1978 (London: 
Verso, 1990). Much of the text of this book is available online at http://
libcom.org/history/states-emergency-cultures-revolt-italy-1968-1978 
(accessed September 15, 2011).
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file, while incidents of fascist terror to a great extent only reinforced the 
militancy of the working class.

The Hot Autumn featured a number of factory occupations, and ul-
timately resulted in enormous concessions from management, including 
an average wage increase of almost 25 percent. More importantly, how-
ever, the Italian events highlighted the role of a type of permanent orga-
nization of workers outside the trade unions. The two most important 
of these organizations were Potere Operaio (Workers’ Power) and Lotta 
Continua (Continuous Struggle). Both groups attempted to intervene 
as conscious revolutionaries in the wide range of working-class struggles 
typified by the Hot Autumn, but did so neither as representatives of a 
vanguard party nor as partisans of the traditional labor unions. In the 
process they built networks of factory committees on a city-wide and 
even regional basis. This new form of organization was paralleled by the 
development of new theories of revolution based on the experiences of 
Italian workers in struggle. These theories were grouped under the gen-
eral heading of operaismo, or “workerism.”15 The key theoretical innova-
tion to come out of the Italian context was “autonomy,” meaning the 
autonomy of the working class not only from capital, but also from its 
“official” representatives in the unions and from its would-be vanguards 
in the Leninist left. In the North American context, most of the New 
Communist Movement took inspiration from the Hot Autumn’s factory 
occupations, while ignoring or rejecting its organizational and theoreti-
cal innovations.16 For STO, however, these elements were to prove deci-
sive in the creation of a novel approach to workplace organizing.

15 This use of “workerism” must be distinguished from the more common 
English usage as (more or less) a synonym for syndicalism. The latter us-
age was for a time in the early seventies much more common within the 
New Communist Movement, and within STO. I will use “operaismo” 
to describe the former, and “workerism” to describe the latter.

16 On the positive response of US leftists to the Italian Hot Autumn, 
see Max Elbaum, Revolution in the Air: Sixties Radicals Turn to Marx, 
Che and Mao (London: Verso, 2002), 88. For contemporaneous US 
responses to the Hot Autumn and the Italian far left of that era, see two 
issues of Radical America 5, no. 5, September/October, 1971, and 7, 
no. 2, March/April, 1973. For a marvelously comprehensive analysis of 
the theoretical universe within which the Hot Autumn erupted, includ-
ing background on both Lotta Continua and Potere Operaio, see Steve 
Wright, Storming Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian Au-
tonomist Marxism (London: Pluto Press, 2002).
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Closer to home, the trajectory of the various Revolutionary Union 
Movements (RUMs) and later the League of Revolutionary Black Work-
ers in Detroit was perhaps even more inspiring than the Italian and 
French events, even though it was much smaller in its impact and even 
more fragile in its outcomes. The inspiring aspect of the Detroit experi-
ence was precisely in its location: Detroit was a) in the United States 
rather than in Europe, and b) largely black in a country where all recent 
radical movements had either emerged from the black community or else 
in response to movements within the black community. The radicals who 
subsequently formed the League had in fact established direct contact 
with many of the Italian radicals in the winter before the Hot Autumn, 
when John Watson, who was later to serve on the League’s Executive 
Committee, traveled to Rome for a conference on anti-imperialism.17 As 
was noted in Chapter One, Detroit was hardly unique in producing mili-
tant rank and file labor struggles, but the sophistication of the LRBW 
gave the city enough national prominence on the left that, decades later, 
Noel Ignatiev could still speak of the “Petrograd-Detroit industrial prole-
tariat” as the model for STO’s initial forays into workplace organizing.18 

* * *
Having recognized the importance of Detroit, and of the general 

wave of wildcat strikes and other workplace struggle of the late sixties 
and early seventies, the question remained, how to explain them? Why 
was the labor peace of the post-World War II era eroding so quickly? For 
much of the Marxist left, the answer lay in a combination of Leninist 
dogma and romantic admiration for the black liberation movement. For 
the Sojourner Truth Organization, however, the reasons were more com-
plex, and provided the key to a proper revolutionary strategy.

In attempting to understand the seemingly spontaneous militancy of 
industrial workers as the sixties progressed, STO and in particular Don 
Hamerquist turned to the theories of the Italian Communist Antonio 
Gramsci.19 Gramsci was a gifted organizer and thinker who was active 

17 Dan Georgakas and Marvin Surkin, Detroit: I Do Mind Dying (Boston: 
South End Press, 1998 [1975]), 49–51.

18 Telephone interview with Noel Ignatiev, July 16, 2005.
19 Much of the information that follows comes from Quintin Hoare and 

Geoffrey Nowell Smith, “General Introduction,” in Antonio Gramsci, 
Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: International Publish-
ers, 1971).
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in Marxist politics in Italy throughout most of his relatively short life. 
After the Russian Revolution he helped create the Communist Party of 
Italy (PCI), and partly as a result, he was imprisoned by Mussolini in 
1926, where he remained until his death in 1937 at age forty-six. While 
confined, he wrote regularly, and produced a series of works, known col-
lectively as The Prison Notebooks, that went unpublished until long after 
his death. Here, Gramsci developed his signature contribution to revolu-
tionary theory, the idea of “hegemony.” In general terms, hegemony de-
scribes the hold that bourgeois consciousness exerts over the worldview 
of all who live under capitalism. That is, the parameters of a capitalist 
economy—wage labor, exploitation, and so forth—are seen as perma-
nent and unchangeable, impervious to challenge by the working class or 
by anybody else. On one level, this was simply a reformulation of Marx’s 
famous dictum that “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the 
ruling ideas.”20 Nonetheless, Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony represented 
a significant innovation in Marxist theory, because it provided a basis 
for understanding the continued survival of capitalism while simulta-
neously opening a path to its overthrow. If bourgeois hegemony could 
be challenged, then the willingness of workers to accept partial conces-
sions would give way to a generalized revolutionary consciousness and 
struggle. For Hamerquist, hegemony helped describe the contradictory 
experience of working-class life in the United States, which he reformu-
lated as “dual consciousness.”21 According to this framework, “The work-
ing class as it exists under capitalism has two conceptions of the world. 
One is essentially capitalist. It accepts private property as necessary; sees 
competitiveness, acquisitiveness, and selfishness as basic characteristics 
of ‘human nature’; and does not challenge the notions of right, justice, 
and freedom which serve to maintain the dominance of the capitalist 
class.”22 In contrast, proletarian consciousness presaged the potential 
for a new organization of society, communism. According to Toward a 

20 Karl Marx, The German Ideology (1846), Chapter One, Part B. Available 
online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/german-
ideology/ch01b.htm (accessed September 15, 2011).

21 See Sojourner Truth Organization, Toward a Revolutionary Party: Ideas 
on Strategy and Organization (Chicago: STO, 1976 [1971]). Hereaf-
ter, TARP. This pamphlet was officially signed by STO, but was largely 
written by Hamerquist. The full text is available online at http://so-
journertruth.net/tarp.html (accessed September 15, 2011).

22 Hamerquist, “Reflections on Organizing” (1970), in Sojourner Truth 
Organization, Workplace Papers (Chicago: STO, 1980), 11.
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Revolutionary Party, one of STO’s earliest pamphlets, “The second factor 
determining the content of working-class ideology is the potential of 
that class to become a ruling class. This potential is manifested in, and 
demonstrated by, ideas and actions which run counter to the capital-
ist conception of the world. As has been said, these ideas and actions 
become mass phenomena during periods of sharp struggle...often being 
articulated as the explicit basis of the struggle.”23 Hamerquist maintained 
that this process was possible only in and through the collective actions 
of the working class itself: in particular, moments of intense class struggle 
at the point of production can help accelerate the process of replacing 
bourgeois with proletarian consciousness. 

According to STO, bourgeois consciousness in North America was 
manifested in a variety of ways, including the limits placed on radical 
organizing by the commitment to trade unions and to general notions of 
legality. However, the most important example of bourgeois conscious-
ness was white supremacy, and in particular the attachment of white 
workers to the privileges of white skin. This issue will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter Three, but for now it is important to note that 
STO identified white skin privilege as symptomatic and exemplary of 
a broader obstacle to revolution, not simply as an isolated question of 
racist ideas. Similarly, white supremacy was never viewed as primarily 
an issue of attitudes and opinions, because Marxism maintained that 
consciousness was the result of material conditions. The group argued 
strongly for the position that white supremacy had a material basis in the 
development of capitalism in North America, and regularly reprinted the 
writings on this topic by Ted Allen (who was never himself a member of 
STO).24

This conception of consciousness and the revolutionary potential of 
the working class was unusual, to say the least, within the developing 
New Communist Movement of the early seventies. Most other groups 
involved in point-of-production work, whether based in the Trotskyist 
or Maoist traditions, maintained the traditional position associated with 
Lenin’s well-known tract What is to be Done?: workers themselves can only 
obtain the sort of “trade union consciousness” that leads them to accept 
partial concessions from management in a permanently reformist cycle. 

23 TARP, 32. Ellipsis in original.
24 See, for example, Ted Allen, “White Supremacy in US History” (1973), 

in the collection Understanding and Fighting White Supremacy (Chicago: 
STO, 1976). This text is available online at http://www.sojournertruth.
net/whitesupremushist.html (accessed September 15, 2011).
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Thus, the class will remain divided and ineffectual until the intervention 
of organized, conscious revolutionaries transforms the perspective of the 
workers from the outside, creating the “revolutionary consciousness” that 
is necessary for the overthrow of capitalism.25 This line of thinking led 
to the creation of multiple self-appointed vanguard parties throughout 
the seventies, including the Revolutionary Communist Party (previously 
the Revolutionary Union, or RU) and the Communist Party Marxist-
Leninist (initially the October League, or OL). Both of these organiza-
tions at their respective heights were far larger than STO, each including 
hundreds of members spread across the country, and depending upon 
one’s perspective, could be viewed as having been more “successful” in 
their workplace interventions. But their theoretical approach was never 
the only one available.

Hamerquist was a committed Leninist and certainly did not reject 
the importance of organized revolutionaries—or else he would never 
have participated in STO—but he believed that Lenin’s original analy-
sis of consciousness had been transformed by the experiences of 1905 
and 1917.26 In the context of radical agitation within the working class, 
STO’s Toward a Revolutionary Party argues that “The connection be-
tween mass struggle and socialism must be organic and political, not a 
mechanical or literary gimmick like making the last demand on every 
program a demand for socialism. Unless socialist agitation and propa-
ganda can be linked to the learning context of the mass struggle, it will 
amount, at best, to lecturing the workers on issues which their own ex-
periences have not yet made real, and it will not take root.”27 In striking a 
necessary balance between mass struggles and small group revolutionary 
organizing, STO tended to emphasize the former, while its larger com-
petitor organizations prioritized the latter.

One corollary to this contrast was that where other left groups fo-
cused first on the development of theory and political line, which could 
then be implemented in practical ways, STO looked first to the realm of 
practice as the place where provisional theories could be put to the test 
and evaluated. This difference should not be overstated, since all Marxist 

25 V.I. Lenin, What is to be Done? Burning Questions of our Movement 
(1902), available online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/
works/1901/witbd/ (accessed September 15, 2011).

26 This is sometimes portrayed as the contrast between the Lenin of What 
is to be Done? and the Lenin of State and Revolution, which was written 
in 1917, on the eve of the Bolshevik seizure of power in Russia.

27 TARP, 13.
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groups recognized the need to integrate both theory and practice in their 
efforts. Nonetheless, the distinctiveness of the STO approach is reflected 
in an assessment of the group’s incredible breadth of actual organizing 
experiences during the first half of the seventies. 

* * *
The guiding principle of STO’s attempts at workplace organizing was 

the rejection of trade unions as the vehicle for their efforts. Following 
the What is to be Done? strategy, most other left groups of the era (es-
pecially the OL, as well as several Trotskyist organizations) emphasized 
the creation of opposition caucuses that could eventually take over the 
unions and turn them into fighting organizations of the working class. 
But for STO, the very concept of “trade union consciousness,” combined 
with the Italian and Detroit experiences, as well as the overall arc of 
organized labor’s increasingly corrupt history in the twentieth century, 
implied profound limits to the radical potential of the unions.28 In this 
context, the classic experiences of the Industrial Workers of the World, 
from its inception in 1905 to its decline in the mid-twenties, provided 
an example of the alternative to the AFL-CIO. STO referred to this al-
ternative as “independent mass workers’ organizations,” which more or 
less paralleled the Wobbly concept of “one big union.” In its prime, the 
IWW had organized thousands of workplaces, led hundreds of strike 
actions, and throughout had shown complete disregard for bourgeois 
niceties like legality, reasonableness, and respectability.29 The Wobblies 
reflected and crystallized the revolutionary aspirations of a vast cross sec-
tion of semiskilled and unskilled industrial workers all across the United 
States. Beginning with Chicago more than half a century later, STO op-
timistically hoped to accomplish something similar.

In the early months of 1970, the influence of the IWW could be seen 
not only in the text of STO’s first official publication, “A Call to Orga-
nize,” which quoted the preamble to the IWW constitution, but also in 

28 For an analysis of the conservative and corrupt character of the North 
American labor movement at the end of the sixties, see Stanley Aronow-
itz, False Promises: The Shaping of American Working Class Consciousness 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1973). 

29 For more on the IWW, see Joyce Kornbluh, ed., Rebel Voices: An IWW 
Anthology (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1998); and Paul Buhle and Nicole 
Schulman, eds., Wobblies! A Graphic History of the Industrial Workers of 
the World (New York: Verso, 2005).
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two abortive efforts made by STO to intervene in industrial contexts. 
First, Noel Ignatin drafted a constitution he hoped would be adopted by 
a Chicago-wide federation of such independent organizations, “based on 
the expectation that it would shortly have chapters in all the major plants 
in Chicago and be widely recognized as a major force in industry. For-
tunately,” Ignatin noted sardonically in 1980, “that document has been 
lost.”30 Second, Hamerquist wrote a call for a Chicago-wide, all-industry 
general strike to be held on May Day, 1970, taking a page directly from 
the IWW playbook of six decades previous.31 Needless to say, the strike 
did not come off as planned. Beyond demonstrating STO’s initial naïveté 
concerning the immediate prospects for industrial organizing and revo-
lution, these first efforts also clearly outline the group’s refusal to work 
within the established trade unions. While subsequent organizing work 
was less grandiose, it was no less confrontational. 

For the most part, STO’s strategy took one of two approaches: either 
the group provided support to independent organizations as they devel-
oped in workplaces like Western Electric, or members of STO took jobs 
in specifically targeted factories and attempted to organize independent 
organizations directly, with and alongside other militant coworkers. The 
flagship factory for this sort of industrial concentration was the Stewart-
Warner facility on the north side of Chicago, although similar efforts 
were made at Motorola, at the International Harvester Plant in Melrose 
Park (once the Chicago plant had closed), and in the steel mills of South 
Chicago and northwestern Indiana. In the early years, the organization 
was structured into multiple branches, and for a time each branch was 
associated with a major factory concentration, although in no case did 
every member of a branch work in the target plant.32 In each instance, 
however, several STO members obtained work in each factory and set 
about organizing rank and file groups that always included nonmembers 
as well.

30 Noel Ignatin, “Preface,” in Workplace Papers, iii.
31 Author interview with Don Hamerquist, September 14, 2006. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, this document has also been lost. For more on the con-
cept of the general strike within a wobbly context, see The General Strike 
for Industrial Freedom (Chicago: IWW, 1946).

32 See the unsigned Outline History of Sojourner Truth, September 1972, in 
Detroit Revolutionary Movements Collection, Subseries F, box 15, Re-
uther Library, Wayne State University. This document is available on-
line at http://www.marxists.org/history/erol/ncm-1/sto.htm (accessed 
September 15, 2011).
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The first part of building an industrial concentration was obtaining 
employment in the chosen factories. This was not always easy, especially 
for middle-class radicals with years of university experience in their recent 
past. Lies had to be told, job applications had to be fudged, and eyebrow-
raising aspects of personal histories had to be rewritten for the benefit of 
hiring agents. When John Strucker, for example, applied for work at the 
Stewart-Warner factory, he needed to explain away the seven years he had 
spent pursuing his undergraduate and masters degrees full time. He con-
cocted an elaborate tale, wherein he had completed high school but then 
had been obligated to take over the family hardware store in New Jersey 
when his father became ill. Being good with his hands but not much as 
a manager, the store had struggled for several years and eventually went 
under, after which he had headed to Chicago in search of factory jobs. 
This story was good enough to get him work as a lathe operator, a posi-
tion he held for more than a decade. Early on, however, he was identi-
fied as a trouble-maker, and the company eventually researched his back 
story. Once they determined that no such hardware store had ever existed, 
management attempted to fire him. With help from STO’s contingent of 
lawyers, Strucker appealed his case to the National Labor Relations Board 
(NLRB). Upon consideration, the NLRB ruled in his favor, noting that 
although he had in fact lied on his job application, he had lied “down,” 
underplaying his credentials rather than overstating them.33 

In the early seventies, the Stewart-Warner factory employed several 
thousand people, more or less evenly split between black, white, and la-
tino (largely Puerto Rican) workers, of whom perhaps one half were wom-
en.34 The plant manufactured a variety of electrical components for use 
in cars, boats, and other vehicles. It had a range of military contracts that 
were lost in the aftermath of the Vietnam War.35 As many as a dozen STO 

33 Telephone interview with John Strucker, February 5, 2006.
34 Kathy and Lynn, “Organizing in an Electrical Plant in Chicago,” in 

Collective Works 1, no. 1, October 1974, 11–20. This piece pseud-
onymously refers to the “AC” plant, and changes the names of STO 
members and ex-members then working there, in order to protect the 
then-ongoing organizing efforts. However, the description of the plant 
and STO’s efforts there clearly match the descriptions offered in in-
terviews with several former STO members, especially John Strucker, 
February 5, 2006.

35 This information comes largely from my interviews in 2006 with John 
Strucker, Don Hamerquist (who worked there for a time), and Noel 
Ignatiev (who never worked there).
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members had jobs in various departments, and were thus able to slowly 
build a factory-wide presence for the group’s politics. (Many other radical 
groups also sent members to work at the plant, resulting in something 
of a hot-house for testing competing approaches.) The first step was the 
initiation of a shop newsletter called Talk Back, which was published at 
least occasionally for close to a decade, well after the last STO members 
still working at Stewart-Warner left the organization (but not the factory) 
in 1978. Initially, Talk Back was published and distributed anonymously 
to prevent the company from punishing those responsible. As time went 
on, however, the members began to publicly distribute the newsletter as a 
way to build solidarity within the factory. In addition, STO members also 
produced and distributed a range of stickers in and around the factory, 
which were used as propaganda and as morale boosters. 

This initial phase of propaganda and semi-anonymous agitation was 
paralleled in all the plants where STO had a physical presence. Newsletters 
called Workers’ Voice were published and distributed at Melrose Park and 
at Motorola, where the name was later changed to Breakout!, and similar 
efforts were made elsewhere.36 All these publications shared a common 
approach, using to-the-point arguments and avoiding obscure political 
jargon, while stoking controversy whenever possible. Issues specific to 
particular departments were given as much coverage as plant-wide prob-
lems, in an attempt to broaden worker interest and solidarity. Particularly 
corrupt union officials and especially hated foremen and managers were 
routinely criticized, insulted, and mocked by name. Instances of collec-
tive worker action, be they spontaneous or well planned, were reported 
as models to emulate. But STO understood that the goal of publishing 
such shop sheets went beyond simply providing information to workers. 
Hamerquist worked at Stewart-Warner when Talk Back was first initiated, 
and in an early analysis of the group’s workplace efforts, he argued that 
“Since the function of leaflets and newsletters is not just general education 
or agitation, but to help create a base of independent organization, they 
must aim toward mobilizing the workers for certain specific struggles. It 
can easily happen that the literature can make threats, pledges, and calls to 
action that it can’t back up with a base of real strength. This hurts. When 
something is put on paper, the authors are committed to it; and if they 
can’t deliver, the credibility of their organizing work is damaged.”37 

36 See the “shop sheets” appendix at the end of Workplace Papers. Noel 
Ignatiev provided me with photocopies of dozens of additional shop 
sheets.

37 Hamerquist, “Reflections on Organizing,” 10.
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Recognizing this relationship between publications and organizing, 
an outside phone number or address was often included in the shop 
sheets, in an effort to include other interested workers. In most cases 
the newsletters either started out as or eventually became collaborative 
efforts rather than purely STO projects. This interactive aspect also al-
lowed some of the publications to become limited forums for political 
debate, as when Talk Back printed a series of exchanges with a militant 
but racist worker who sent in letters criticizing working conditions in her 
or his department while also castigating Puerto Ricans for supposedly be-
ing lazy.38 This provided the STO members and editors of the newsletter 
an opportunity to challenge the white supremacy that characterized even 
more militant white workers.

Another aspect of STO’s approach to propaganda was the production 
of an agitational newspaper for mass distribution. Beginning in late 1970 
with a single issue of Bread and Roses, a paper aimed specifically at working-
class women, the organization consistently (if irregularly) distributed such 
newspapers to workers across the Chicago area until at least 1974. Bread 
and Roses depicted the struggles of working mothers, reported on labor 
struggles at a variety of hospitals, analyzed the causes of inflation, retold 
the history of the IWW-led textile strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts in 
1912 that popularized the demand for “bread and roses,” and criticized 
mainstream labor unions as unresponsive to the needs of women workers. 
In an editorial statement, the group popularized its views on unions and 
on white supremacy: “If we are ever going to get anywhere, white women 
must support the struggles of black and Latin workers for an end to racism 
and for equality. We cannot rely on the existing unions to fight for us. The 
unions do nothing for women workers. They are content to let us work for 
slave wages. They don’t care if we are excluded from the better jobs. They 
don’t even fight for our job security.”39 The paper also contained a four-
page section in Spanish. Apart from the exclusive emphasis on women 
workers, Bread and Roses set the pattern for most of the agitational publica-
tions put out under STO’s name over the next several years. 

38 Kathy and Lynn, “Organizing in an Electrical Plant in Chicago,” 13.
39 “What We Want,” in Bread and Roses: A Paper by and for Working Wom-

en 1, no. 1 (n.d., but late 1970), 2. Amherst College Archives and Spe-
cial Collections, Bloom Alternative Press Collection. Bread and Roses 
was also apparently the last publication to be put out under the name 
“Sojourner Truth Communist Organization.” The May 1971 edition 
of the Insurgent Worker was attributed simply to the “Sojourner Truth 
Organization.”



54     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

The group’s next agitational paper was the Insurgent Worker, which 
was published regularly as a tabloid-size paper in 1971 and 1972, and 
sporadically in magazine size during the next two years. During 1973, 
STO members in Gary published the smaller and more Indiana-focused 
Calumet Insurgent Worker, which primarily covered news from the steel 
mills as well as other workplaces in Gary and the surrounding area. All 
these papers featured news STO considered to be of interest to working-
class people, including updates on rank-and-file struggles at factories 
across the United States and abroad, advice on dealing with the legal 
aspects of on-the-job conflicts such as National Labor Relations Board 
hearings and unemployment claims, and analysis of major news stories 
like the wage and price controls instituted by Nixon in 1971, the prison 
uprising at Attica, and the course of the war in Vietnam.40 

The distribution of shop sheets and agitational newspapers was a 
common tactic for seventies leftists involved in workplace organizing, 
and there is no evidence that STO was any more successful than, for 
example, the October League, either at integrating workers into their 
papers’ preparation or at tying them to specific struggles. The distinc-
tiveness of STO’s approach to the workplace became more clear when, 
building upon the initial work of producing shop sheets, in-plant efforts 
graduated to supporting and even initiating organizing efforts within the 
factory.41 These campaigns ran the gamut from small-scale attempts to 
remove particularly mean-spirited or racist foremen to plant-wide strug-
gles around improving working conditions and health and safety precau-
tions. Three elements helped clarify the differences between STO’s efforts 
and those of the OL, the RU, and other groups involved in factory work.

First, one common example of left work in factories was missing from 
the STO approach: attempts to change the union leadership. In contrast 
to other left groups that focused their efforts on developing oppositional 
caucuses that could challenge corrupt union bureaucrats, STO argued 
that the institution of the trade union was itself the problem, and that 
changing the names on the leadership slate would, at best, have no ef-
fect, or, at worst, make workers even more complacent than they had 
previously been. At Stewart-Warner, for example, Talk Back mocked the 

40 See Insurgent Worker Nov–Dec. 1971 on the controls and on Attica, and 
Insurgent Worker June/July 1972 on Vietnam and GI resistance.

41 In some cases the progression was in the opposite direction: campaigns 
first, publications second, although in most of the major points of con-
centration, and certainly at Stewart-Warner, the publications came first. 
Kathy and Lynn, “Organizing in an Electrical Plant in Chicago.”
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inner-union caucus efforts by promoting a garbage can, “Filthy Billy” 
Trash, as a “CANdidate” for president of the local.42 

This abstention, which was criticized by skeptics both inside and out-
side STO, extended even to the level of departmental steward, which 
represented to many leftists both a winnable and a meaningful position 
in the union hierarchy. Stewards have responsibility for pursuing worker 
grievances, and the choice between a responsive steward and a corrupt 
one can make the difference between success and failure in any number 
of meaningful on-the-job crises. Nonetheless, STO’s critical perspective 
on trade unions led the group to decide that no STO member could run 
for steward, although members did sometimes support, and shop sheets 
periodically reported on, the candidacies of militant coworkers.43 As we 
shall see, this position did not go unchallenged within the group as the 
seventies progressed.

Of course, not all workplaces were unionized. In nonunion plants, a 
different set of problems presented themselves, but the contrast between 
STO and other left groups attempting to organize workers remained. 
At the Motorola factory on the west side of Chicago, for example, STO 
members were involved in the creation of the Motorola Organizing 
Committee and the publication of the newsletter Breakout! For a group 
like the International Socialists this might have been a prelude to an 
organizing drive to bring in a progressive but mainstream union and 
demand a first contract. But even after several years of activity in the 
plant, the editors of Breakout! could write: “We do not work for any 
union. We are not against unions, but mostly we are for people fighting 
the company.”44 Just as in unionized factories, the STO members at Mo-
torola didn’t think unions were a productive way to fight the company, 
so they never attempted to bring one in. 

42 Talk Back 2, no. 5, February 25, 1974, in author’s possession. Sections 
of this issue, including documents from the “Filthy Billy” union elec-
tion campaign, as well as other leaflets STO distributed on shop floors 
at other factories, are available online at http://sojournertruth.net/sho-
pleaflets.pdf (accessed September 21, 2011). 

43 In one case, an STO member at Stewart-Warner helped initiate a 
campaign to unseat a particularly corrupt steward, only to be forced 
to abandon the effort when no other candidate was forthcoming from 
the department, despite his co-workers attempts to convince him to 
run himself. Kathy and Lynn, “Organizing in an Electrical Plant in 
Chicago.”

44 “Who We Are,” Breakout! 1, no. 4, December 11, 1973, 2.
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Another major difference between STO’s approach and that of other 
left groups committed to industrial concentration related to the kinds of 
demands that were put forward in organizing projects. Many left groups 
pushed campaigns that promised to improve working conditions for all 
workers equally, such as across-the-board pay raises, in a version of the 
argument that a rising tide lifts all boats. STO members, by contrast, 
involved themselves first and foremost in struggles to improve the situ-
ations of the most oppressed workers, typically minorities and women. 
For example, the Talk Back group helped coordinate an eventually suc-
cessful campaign at Stewart-Warner to eliminate a particular pay grade 
that was being used by the management as an excuse to pay black and 
Puerto Rican women significantly less than white women for similar 
work.45 Organizing workers around this demand meant convincing the 
majority of the workers—all men and white women—to back a demand 
that had no immediate effect on their working conditions. The argu-
ments advanced by STO members and their allies in campaigns like this 
were both moral and strategic, and, win or lose, they helped define the 
approach taken by STO to workplace organizing.

The third key difference between STO’s work in factories and that 
of other left groups concerned recruitment. All Leninist organizations 
agreed on the need to create a new and truly revolutionary party that 
could serve as the vanguard of all struggles against capitalism; this in-
cluded STO, which had made party-building a part of its initial self-
conception as far back as 1969. Further, all these groups recognized 
that any such party needed to be demographically representative of 
the working class it claimed to represent. For the OL, the RU, and 
most other New Communist groups, this implied a significant em-
phasis on recruitment of workers, and especially nonwhite workers, 
to their organizations. For STO, however, the defense of workers’ au-
tonomy implied in the critical view of the trade unions meant that the 
involvement of workers in independent organizations in the workplace 
was not normally a first step toward recruitment into the group, but 
first and foremost a way to build the experience and self-confidence of 
workers. Further, the analysis of white supremacy and white skin privi-
lege led STO to be even more leery of attempts to recruit workers of 
color (or “third world workers” as they were commonly known in the 
seventies).46 In the end, few people joined STO directly from the shop-
floor, and of those who did, almost none maintained their membership 

45 Telephone interview with John Strucker, February 5, 2006.
46 Kingsley Clarke, interview with author, July 6, 2005.
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for longer than a year or two.47 On the whole, STO was less interested 
in recruitment than in supporting the autonomy of the working class. 
Thus, the group attempted to intervene in struggles that it believed 
might eventually result in the creation of a revolutionary party in the 
United States, but it did not generally consider itself the organizational 
kernel around which that party would develop.

* * *
This emphasis on autonomy was also reflected clearly in the effort 

the Sojourner Truth Organization put into supporting independent 
rank-and-file struggles in workplaces where the group had no physical 
presence, like the cable plant at the Western Electric factory in Cicero. 
STO intervened, in its unique fashion, in dozens of such workplace cam-
paigns, attempting in every case to aid in the creation of the same in-
dependent mass workers’ organizations that were mentioned previously. 
In addition to the twister department experience, two other examples 
provide substantial insight into the successes and failures of the organiza-
tion’s approach: the Gateway struggle and the nationwide independent 
truckers’ strike of 1974. 

Gateway Industries ran a small factory on the southeast side of Chica-
go that for unknown reasons manufactured the odd pairing of dishwash-
er detergent and seatbelts.48 In many ways, the plant was the opposite 
of a factory like Stewart-Warner: it was small (seven hundred employees 
at most), it had never been unionized, the workers were almost entirely 
immigrant women from Mexico, and STO had no physical presence in 
the plant at any time. STO members who operated a Workers’ Rights 
Center in the neighborhood made initial contact with disgruntled for-
mer workers at the plant. The Center was primarily a legal clinic where 
workers from the surrounding community could get free advice from 
sympathetic lawyers and paralegals, who were members of STO. Among 
other programs, volunteers at the Workers’ Rights Center helped people 
who had recently been laid off apply for unemployment benefits. In this 
process, STO members encountered a number of Mexican women who 

47 Author interviews with Noel Ignatiev, January 22, 2006; Don Hamer-
quist, September 14, 2006; and Carole Travis, June 6, 2006. 

48 Much of the information that follows comes from an unpublished 
memoir by Beth Henson, in author’s possession, as well as the inter-
views with Noel Ignatiev, January 22, 2006; and Kingsley Clarke, July 
6, 2005.
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had been put out of work when the Gateway factory closed its doors 
in preparation for a move to Mexico. Then-member Beth Henson was 
their primary contact at the Center, and she recalls their anger about the 
situation: 

Estela, a formidable woman in her forties, who had worked 
there for over a decade, told me how management had 
brought in new machines a year before shutting down in 
Chicago. “We taught them how to run those machines; 
they didn’t teach us. They sent us their so-called experts but 
their experts didn’t know how to run production, we knew 
how to run production. We were the ones who were there 
every day, not them. They were in the front office, drinking 
coffee. We showed them how to do it and then they took it 
away and went to teach it to someone else. They left us here 
with nothing, after we showed them how.”49

With a little prompting from STO, the women decided to fight 
the plant closure. They called a demonstration and distributed leaflets 
(again, written by the workers and printed by STO), which succeeded 
in getting the attention of Gateway’s management. The personnel officer 
contacted the Workers’ Rights Center and agreed to meet with Kingsley 
Clarke, the main attorney at the Center, to discuss the situation. Clarke 
was also a member of STO, and with his help Henson was able to gather 
the women for a sneak attack: when the Gateway manager arrived for his 
one-on-one, fifty angry, out-of-work women came in through the side 
door and cornered him. Under pressure, he offered the women jobs at 
a new factory Gateway was about to open. The new plant was an hour’s 
drive away, but as Henson remembers, “Kingsley and I thought it was a 
good offer and a kind of victory, but after some heated discussion, in a 
mixture of English and Spanish, the women refused. They even went so 
far as to tear up the contract we had drawn up.”50

Was this refusal a victory or a defeat? This vexing question can be 
asked about almost all the workplace efforts STO undertook. In this 
case, the women remained without work, and even their sense of collec-
tive power was short-lived. But, to quote Henson again, 

49 Henson, Memoir, 3.
50 Ibid., 5. Clarke remembers the same sequence of events. Author inter-

view, April 2, 2006.
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I’d seen a glimpse of a new world in the way they gathered 
themselves together and cohered, with their affectionate 
teasing and the way they made room for one another, the 
way they surmounted their condition as wives and mothers, 
leaving their families to fend for themselves (the table set, 
dinner in the oven). One of them had been so resistant to 
her husband’s demand that she stay at home that the battle 
escalated into a petition for divorce. They became actors in 
the drama, lifted out of the daily routine. The struggle gave 
them a glimpse of power, a crack in a world whose order 
could be overturned. They had recognized again the way 
the company had exploited them, finally replacing them as 
if they were interchangeable units, and they had regained, 
too, their unity, discipline, and organization, brought about 
by the same common experience. I had never seen anything 
like it; it was a living demonstration of the development of 
the proletariat into a class. Our intervention had been inci-
dental; we had provided only the frame and the occasion.51

Another such living demonstration was provided by a very differ-
ent set of workers, the independent, owner-operator long-distance truck 
drivers, who went out on a several-day-long wildcat strike at the end 
of January and beginning of February 1974. The truckers were almost 
entirely white men, and in contrast to the women of Gateway, they each, 
theoretically, owned their own small businesses in the form of their cabs. 
Nonetheless, STO saw in the truckers’ strike a kernel of working-class 
autonomy and power that was not so dissimilar to that glimpsed by Hen-
son in the context of the Gateway struggle.

By early 1974, inflation in the US was rapidly driving up the prices 
of a range of basic necessities, including food, utilities, and fuel.52 The 
last of these, the price of gas, was forced even higher by the Middle East 
conflict and the energy crisis of 1973. For owner-operator long-distance 
truckers, a small change in the price per gallon of diesel fuel made the 
difference between a comfortable profit and the threat of bankruptcy. In 
this context, a number of independent truckers’ organizations sprang up 
and demanded an immediate reduction in fuel prices. It may seem odd 

51 Henson, Memoir, 5–6.
52 For a useful analysis of inflation as a capitalist tactic during the seven-

ties, see Harry Cleaver, Reading Capital Politically (San Francisco: AK 
Press, 2000 [1979]), especially 157–158.
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now that a price reduction could even be a negotiable demand, but in 
1974 Nixon’s wage and price controls were a recent memory, so it did not 
seem impossible that the federal government would comply, if enough 
pressure was brought to bear. Pressure arrived on January 31, in the form 
of a nationwide shut down in long-distance trucking; across the country, 
truck stops filled up and didn’t empty out as drivers stopped their rigs 
wherever they happened to be on the chosen day.

Gary, Indiana was home to a major truck stop, and STO took full ad-
vantage of this proximity. In addition to the members of the organization 
who already lived in Gary, at least two Chicago-based STO members tem-
porarily moved to the truck stop itself to work directly with the strikers. 
Predictably, one of the group’s first actions was to help the truckers design a 
poster, which was then printed on STO’s press. The poster showed a photo 
of an actual striker’s truck in the Gary truck stop, with a sign in the driver’s 
side window that read “Shut down or shut up! Jan. 31st until …”53 Around 
the photo were printed the words “Simon says … ‘Get ’em rolling!’ Truck-
ers say … Hell NO!!” At the time, William Simon was the Federal Energy 
Czar and Deputy Secretary of the Treasury, and he designed the govern-
ment’s response to the strike, which was to order the truckers back on the 
road, but allow them to charge their customers more in order to offset the 
high diesel prices.54 Many of the strikers opposed this because it would 
contribute to inflation and hurt working people across the board, whereas 
a reduction in the price of diesel would only inconvenience the oil compa-
nies. The “Simon Says” poster was distributed not only at the truck stop, 
but also to workers across Chicago, wherever STO had contacts. Talk Back 
also published a piece in late February entitled “TB Supports Truckers,” as 
a way of continuing the discussion among Stewart-Warner workers even 
after the strike had ended.55 

In addition to printing the poster, STO members offered the truck-
ers technical assistance on organizing meetings, and helped them make 
contact with women living in Gary whose husbands, brothers, or sons 
were truckers who had shut down in other parts of the country. As Car-
ole Travis remembers, “We were trying to extend their own sense of their 
own power, and give them tools to extend it. That’s why we helped them 
come up with the idea of going to the community and using the radio to 
get women to come out who were from the area … even though maybe 

53 An image of this poster is reproduced in the Spring 1974 edition of the 
Insurgent Worker, 19.

54 See “Payoff for Terror on the Road,” Time, February 18, 1974.
55 Talk Back 2, no. 5, Feb. 25, 1974.
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their husbands were in Missouri.”56 As the strike continued, pressure 
built on the truckers, both from the government—who had called out 
the National Guard in some states after strikers were accused of assault-
ing scab truckers who were still on the highways—and from families who 
were under greater economic strain the longer their husbands and fathers 
were away from home. In this context, STO members attempted to paint 
a bigger picture for the strikers, so that they could see the broader im-
plications of their action. “So we would talk with them,” recalls Travis, 
“‘What are you doing? What do you hope for?’” These conversations had 
at least as much impact on STO as they did on the truckers themselves. 
Three decades later, according to Travis, “It’s hard to really even remem-
ber in some ways, but we felt like we were connected—and we were con-
nected—to some workers who were spontaneously taking on the power 
structure, and acting … It was wonderful.” 

STO was quite possibly the only left group in the United States to 
take the truckers’ strike seriously. For most other Marxists, the truck-
ers weren’t of interest, largely because in traditional Marxist terms they 
weren’t part of the working class. Further, even if they were included 
in the proletariat, as white men they reflected a highly privileged stra-
tum of the working class. None of this kept STO from recognizing the 
incredible potential of independent organization in the transportation 
industry. The strike dramatically impeded the normal operation of cap-
italism, with both factories and stores feeling the shortage of goods that 
were sitting idle in truck stops across the country. Several major auto 
plants shut down temporarily, as did a number of coal mines. In addi-
tion, the truckers’ status as owner-operators meant that they couldn’t 
establish a trade union, even if they wanted to, while STO’s alternative 
model of independent mass workers’ organizations was spontaneously 
being implemented. The need for the National Guard highlighted the 
fact that the truckers made direct action a central part of the strike, 
even going so far as to dynamite a bridge in Pennsylvania.57 In the end, 
however, the strike was lost, as one-by-one the truck stops emptied and 
rigs returned to the road. A handful of strike attempts were made in 
the ensuing years, but none was anywhere near as successful in shutting 
down interstate transit.

* * *
56 This and subsequent quotes are from the interview with Carole Travis, 

June 6, 2006. Ellipses mine.
57 See “Payoff for Terror on the Road,” Time, February 18, 1974.
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It was no accident that STO was well-positioned to support strik-
ing truckers camped out in Gary, Indiana. From the beginning, STO’s 
geographic base of operations was deliberately limited to the Chicago 
metropolitan area. Nonetheless, from early on the group placed a pri-
ority on expanding its mass work to other regions whenever this was 
feasible. An early effort in this direction was the decision to send mem-
bers to Gary, where they were to seek work in the steel industry. This 
was initially conceived as part of an attempt to build a working rela-
tionship with the Black Workers’ Congress (BWC), one of the succes-
sor organizations to the League of Revolutionary Black Workers from 
Detroit. The League split in 1971, drawn apart by a combination of 
personal conflicts and political differences over the proper direction for 
the group. The Black Workers’ Congress faction was interested in using 
the workplace organizing model pioneered by DRUM as a basis for 
radical activity across the country.58 The first venue for this effort was 
the steel industry in Gary, Indiana, which resembled Detroit insofar as 
it was heavily industrialized and heavily black. Sensing an opportunity 
to build meaningful connections based on a shared interest in point-
of-production organizing and an opposition to white supremacy, Noel 
Ignatin and several other members of STO moved to Gary.59 While the 
BWC project barely got off the ground before the group changed direc-
tion yet again—this time toward party-building efforts at the expense 
of mass work—STO maintained a modest presence in the steel mills 
for the next several years. 

Once the steel connection had been established, STO looked to ex-
pand its horizons further by publishing a special edition of the Insurgent 
Worker that focused entirely on the steel industry. This one-off project 
was a collaboration between STO and like-minded comrades in the steel 
mills of Detroit and Buffalo.60 In a parallel vein, the group published a 
series of pamphlets over the course of 1972 that were intended for na-
tional distribution. Some of them, like the criticism of the Revolution-
ary Union’s attempts (along with the now party-oriented Black Workers’ 
Congress) to build a “United Front Against Imperialism,” were aimed at 

58 See Georgakas and Surkin, Detroit: I Do Mind Dying, esp. Chapter 7. 
The Insurgent Worker, May 1971, contains an optimistic description of 
the founding of the Black Workers’ Congress.

59 Interview with Noel Ignatiev, January 22, 2006.
60 I have been unable to locate a copy of this paper, which is described in 

the “Outline History of Sojourner Truth Organization” (1972). 
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a narrow left audience.61 Others, however, were pitched as how-to manu-
als on a variety of topics, and were somewhat more broadly applicable. 
One of these was a pamphlet entitled Organizing Working Class Women, 
which argued that women occupied key roles in the struggle against capi-
talism, even while it recognized that most women did not work in heavy 
industry.62 This pamphlet was part of a continuing emphasis STO placed 
on women’s issues, although it clearly positioned itself within the frame-
work established by the feminist radicals. One of the pamphlet’s major 
contentions is that “working women’s power lies with their class, with the 
growth of working-class consciousness, and the development of concrete 
challenges to bourgeois society and bourgeois ideas. Through the devel-
opment of dual power organizations of workers, proletarian women can 
identify where their power lies as a class, even though they may not be 
directly involved in production.”63

Although the immediate effects of such efforts to project STO poli-
tics on a national scale were limited, the idea of intervening in a small 
way in mass struggles outside the Chicago area remained central to the 
group’s strategy for the rest of its existence, even after workplace organiz-
ing had ceased to be a priority. A much more complicated attempt to 
implement STO’s approach to point-of-production work arose in the 
form of the Farah Strike in El Paso, Texas. Four thousand garment work-
ers at the Farah Manufacturing Company were on strike for almost two 
years, from May of 1972 until March of 1974, initially because several 
workers had been fired for attending a pro-union rally.64 What began 
as a local labor dispute quickly became a nationwide fixation for labor 
and left movements, partly because Farah-brand blue jeans were sold 
across the country, but also because the workforce was overwhelmingly 
Mexican-American, and overwhelmingly female.

Like most other New Communist Movement organizations, not to 
mention the mainstream labor movement, STO took an immediate in-
terest in the strike. The group organized fundraising events as a way to 
educate and involve factory workers in Chicago, and many of the shop 
sheets reported sympathetically on the women’s struggles. In addition, 

61 STO, The United Front Against Imperialism? (Chicago: STO, 1972).
62 STO, Organizing Working Class Women (Chicago: STO, n.d., but prob-

ably 1972).
63 Organizing Working Class Women, 4–5.
64 For more on the Farah strike, see Laurie Coyle, Gail Hershatter, and 

Emily Honig, Women at Farah: An Unfinished Story (El Paso: Reforma, 
1979).
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however, STO took the extra step of sending people to El Paso, first on 
an investigative trip and later on a long-term assignment to work directly 
with the strikers.65 At the time, STO included a number of native Span-
ish speakers, and at least two of them spent much of 1973 living in El 
Paso, providing direct assistance to the strikers.66 While other left groups 
may have sent similar delegations, STO’s unique politics around trade 
unions ensured that its approach was distinctive. From early on, the gar-
ment workers had been officially members of the Amalgamated Clothing 
Workers of America (ACWA), but as usual STO encouraged the women 
not to place their trust in the union. For a brief period the prospects 
for collaboration seemed good, but internal problems in Chicago con-
tributed to a sluggish response. A small number of members, including 
those who traveled to El Paso, were inspired by the possibilities of the 
struggle, but the majority of the membership was unfamiliar with the is-
sues and apparently unwilling to be distracted from their own immediate 
organizing responsibilities in order to focus on a campaign taking place a 
thousand miles away.67 As a result, the Farah strike remained on the back 
burner for the organization as a whole, and in the end the women put 
their faith in the ACWA rather than in STO. 

* * *
Another problem area for the Sojourner Truth Organization during 

its workplace period was the cultural realm. Certainly, the group under-
stood on a basic level the importance of popular culture as a motivating 
force in people’s lives, but STO was for the most part unable to har-
ness its power. Several former members recall a certain woodenness to 
the group’s cultural work. Events planned for after-work hours tended 
to be educationals or fundraisers (on Farah, for example, or other im-
portant struggles from across the country), rather than simply arenas 
for the building of affinity and solidarity among workers. Former mem-
ber Guillermo Brzotowski remembers a handful of dance parties that 

65 Kathy W., “A Lesson in What Democratic Centralism Is Not, or How 
a Representative-Democratic Exec Did Not Work in a Revolutionary 
Organization,” unpublished paper in author’s possession, n.d, but ap-
proximately November, 1973.

66 This is described in the unsigned “Letter From El Paso,” in the Insurgent 
Worker, July 1973, 10–13. Additional information came from author 
interview with Guillermo Brzotowski, October 10, 2008.

67 Kathy W., “A Lesson.”
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brought together workers from several of the factories where STO had 
a presence, but this was clearly the exception rather than the rule.68 The 
fact that most early STO members did not themselves have children may 
have contributed to a blind spot in the organization around the con-
cept of the working-class family.69 Partly as a result, the group’s members 
shared with many other New Communist groups a single-mindedness 
as organizers and political militants that partially alienated them from 
their target audience of coworkers, who were often impressed with their 
dedication but in most circumstances were unwilling to replicate it.

The root of much of this disconnection was probably the class di-
vision between STO members, who were generally university-educated 
and in many cases from bourgeois backgrounds, and their coworkers 
at factories like Stewart-Warner. One former member describes himself 
and his then-comrades as having no sense of “the richness of working-
class life.”70 In reaction, many members of the group attempted to adopt 
certain cultural forms that they identified as appropriate to the working 
class, such as musical interests. Long-time member John Strucker main-
tains that “most of the time I was in STO, we were way into whatever 
music the working-class people we were with, liked. And, basically, Chi-
cago being Chicago, that meant soul and blues on the one hand, and 
country and western on the other.”71 Similarly, Kingsley Clarke remem-
bers “a certain shit-kicking Johnny Cash-like culture,” that he encoun-
tered early on: “my first exposure to STO was in Gary, and on the second 
day they invited me to eat breakfast, and they were drinking whiskey for 
breakfast. And I think that was a bit of a posture.”72

For some members, the posture transformed into a more developed 
political stance. One tendency within STO was labeled “workerist” be-
cause of the emphasis placed on integrating as fully as possible with the 
working class. In many cases, this manifested itself in the adoption of 
common working-class attitudes, including eventually a willingness to 
work with the trade unions. Noel Ignatiev recalls “the people who really 

68 Author interview, Guillermo Brzotowski, October 10, 2008.
69 This problem was emphasized in author interview with Mel and Mar-

sha Rothenberg, October 12, 2006, as well as in correspondence from 
George Schmidt, May, 2006.

70 Mel Rothenberg, Interview, October 12, 2006. It is worth noting that 
Rothenberg himself was a university professor and never worked in a 
factory during his time as a member of STO.

71 Interview with John Strucker, March 26, 2006.
72 Author interview with Kingsley Clarke, July 6, 2005.
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dug in, got a house and wife and kids in Gary … some are probably re-
tired by now, if they didn’t destroy their lungs.”73 From the perspective of 
those who remained in STO for the long-haul, these people were inevi-
tably lost to the struggle, as they made their peace with the unions, and 
with the day-to-day realities of working-class life. On the other hand, 
the workerist attitude was an important corrective to the woodenness 
or posturing that characterized much of STO’s early work. In the end, a 
split in the organization over these issues would mark the conclusion of 
STO’s initial workplace period.

* * *
Internal disagreements over workerism were just one example of the 

dynamic evolution of STO’s perspective on workplace organizing: it was 
never static, and was in fact subject to regular evaluation, challenge, and 
reformulation within the group. STO’s first formal publication was “A 
Call to Organize,” which was drafted by Ignatin and Hamerquist in early 
1970. This leaflet summarizes the initial approach taken by STO, as well 
as the optimism that characterized its earliest work. The text was subse-
quently revised and expanded as a pamphlet called Mass Organization 
in the Workplace, which was reprinted multiple times. As early as the 
beginning of 1972, however, it included a prefatory note to the effect 
that it was “not a full and accurate picture of the production organizing 
perspective of the Sojourner Truth Organization.”74 This cautionary note 
exemplified the group’s constant attempts to improve on its prior theory 
in the light of accumulated experience.

By the same token, STO’s internal discussions of the appropriate trajec-
tory for workplace interventions were quite sophisticated, and often quite 
heated. In the fall of 1970, STO held its first evaluation-of-work meeting. 
Don Hamerquist presented a paper entitled “Reflections on Organizing,” 
which articulated some necessary corrections to the group’s initial con-
ception.75 In Hamerquist’s view, STO’s first efforts had been character-
ized by a simplistic understanding of the class forces involved in workplace 

73 Author interview with Noel Ignatiev, January 22, 2006.
74 Note on page 0 of the January 1972 edition of STO, Mass Organization 

in the Workplace (Chicago: STO, 1972).
75 Don Hamerquist, “Reflections on Organizing” (1970), in STO, Work-

place Papers (Chicago: STO, 1980). This piece was also published in 
edited form, and signed by ”Members of Sojourner Truth,” in Radical 
America 6, no.2, March/April, 1972.
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organizing, as well as a naïve understanding of the risks and benefits of 
direct action at the job site. For instance, he challenges the notion that 
younger workers, black and latino workers, and established rank-and-file 
militants shared a common openness to revolutionary ideas. Instead, 

The initial cadre of workers [within an independent orga-
nization] must have a number of different characteristics 
which show up among different social groups in the fac-
tory. It must be open to a general revolutionary critique of 
capitalism; it must be aware of the importance of organiza-
tion; it must be able to provide leadership for the struggles 
that develop on the job. Workers radicalized outside of the 
job [e.g. black and latino workers and younger, counter-
cultural whites] are more likely to accept a radical critique 
than they are to see the possibility and necessity of building 
mass struggle and organization. The trade union opposition 
might want to get organized and even accept a few revolu-
tionary propositions, but they won’t see why this should go 
beyond a struggle for control of the union. The leader of job 
actions is likely to be great whenever a spontaneous struggle 
arises, but to have no idea of what to do in other situations 
or how to relate job issues to general political issues. Each 
of these limitations in areas of possible support for our 
perspective help spell out the sort of political problems that 
are involved in implementing it.76

Similarly, just as different sorts of workers exhibited different poten-
tials, so too did different sorts of job actions. In this case, however, a 
single type of action, such as a strike, could take on completely differ-
ent meanings depending upon its character. Thus, “some strikes involve 
mass participation in struggle, but most clearly do not. No alternative 
conception of the world is manifested in those strikes where the union 
and management cooperate in the orderly closure of operations; where 
picketing is only a dull and tiring public-relations chore; and where the 
bulk of workers just disappear till a new contract is signed. And this is 
the character of most present-day strikes.”77 The alternative to this dis-
mal outlook was direct action at the job site. But one universal difficulty 
of implementing STO’s perspective was the tension between the need 

76 Hamerquist, “Reflections on Organizing,” 9.
77 Ibid., 12.
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for direct action, and the risk of job loss or even criminal prosecution. 
This tension was paralleled by a similar conflict between the requirement 
that independent organizations be mass in character and the necessity 
that they be politically cohesive. The terrain on which these contradic-
tions played themselves out was the question of openness and secrecy. In 
Hamerquist’s view, “though the difficulties in functioning openly are cer-
tainly real, there is no alternative to using whatever possibilities exist and 
working to expand these possibilities as rapidly as possible. This follows 
from the absolutely essential role of direct action.… There is no way that 
direct action can be developed if a conspiratorial cadre grouping becomes 
a substitute for, rather than a means to, a mass organization.”78 Building 
on these reflections, and on the concrete experiences of members, the 
group progressively shifted its emphasis toward greater openness on the 
shop floor. In 1973, in particular, the organization prioritized mass work 
to the exclusion of most other concerns, including the internal function-
ing of the group as a whole, which suffered as a result.

* * *
Once this transition was underway, conflicts arose within STO 

around the implications of mass organizing. While the majority of mem-
bers, including both the formal and informal leadership, stood firm in 
opposition to participating in intra-union reform efforts, a growing mi-
nority began to question the logic of this position. The disagreement 
manifested itself in the form of a debate over the right of members to run 
for shop steward. As indicated above, stewards were the lowest rung of 
the union bureaucracy, and in many cases replacing a bad steward with a 
good one led directly to improvements in working conditions as well as 
organizing prospects. In fact, more than a few STO members in multiple 
factories were asked by their rank-and-file workmates to run for steward, 
most often against particularly hated union hacks. In most cases, these 
members refused, citing an organizational policy that was often difficult 
for their coworkers to fathom. This process could be frustrating for all 
involved, although in many situations compromises could be arrived at, 
where non-STO militants ran for steward instead.

The frustration was perhaps most intense in the Westside STO 
branch, which was concentrated around the International Harvester 
plant in Melrose Park. In contrast to the undeniably corrupt IBEW local 
that controlled Stewart-Warner, a somewhat more progressive faction of 

78 Ibid., 14–15.
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the United Auto Workers was in charge at Melrose. Further, the radi-
cal origins of the UAW and its liberal reputation throughout the sixties 
and early seventies encouraged the STO members employed by Interna-
tional Harvester to pursue some tentative engagement with the union.79 
The branch established a Workers’ Voice Committee, which straddled 
the line between being an independent organization and functioning as 
a dissident union caucus.80 Michael Goldfield, who had helped found 
STO and was one of its most experienced workplace organizers, was 
drawn to the possibility of becoming a departmental steward; both his 
coworkers and his branch mates supported him, while other STO mem-
bers were harshly critical. As early as the fall of 1972, such criticisms led 
Goldfield and his supporters to feel as if they were being marginalized 
within the organization.81

By late 1973, conflict came to a head at the meeting where mem-
bers reviewed the previous year’s work, which was held over Thanksgiv-
ing weekend at a retreat center in Michigan. In advance of the meeting, 
Goldfield and another STO member named Mel Rothenberg drafted a 
paper entitled “The Crisis in STO,” which was subsequently signed by 
seven additional members of the group, including the entire Westside 
branch. In many ways, this document skirts the trade union issue, pre-
ferring instead to argue its points on the plane of STO’s party-building 
efforts and the question of correct interpretations of Leninism (these is-
sues will be dealt with in more detail in Chapter Four). However, the 
early sections of the piece contain an assessment of the organization’s 
mass work, including thinly veiled criticisms of the extra-union orienta-
tion that guided STO’s approach to workplace struggles. “The Crisis” 
begins by asking a number of critical questions about difficulties that 
the Westside branch had encountered in organizing at the International 
Harvester plant: “Why has so much direct action at Melrose not con-
tributed towards the development of a growing, stable, independent 

79 Author interview with Marsha and Mel Rothenberg, October, 2006. 
Similar perspectives are put forward in Al, Evi, Gary, Hilda, Jim C., 
Marsha, Mel, Mike and Pauline, “The Crisis in STO” (n.d., but fall 
1973), unpublished paper in author’s possession.

80 George S., “Critique of the Paper Entitled ‘The Crisis in STO’,” unpub-
lished paper in author’s possession (n.d., but fall 1973).

81 Author interview with Marsha and Mel Rothenberg, October, 2006. 
Nonetheless, Goldfield’s proposals to prioritize mass work were ac-
cepted by STO in its annual review at the end of 1972. George S., “A 
Critique.”
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organization?… Why have we been unable to build a sustained, coher-
ent, credible alternative to trade unionist forms of struggle?”82 

In answering these questions, the paper identifies two factions of the 
organization that, while superficially opposed to each other, formed a 
unified obstacle to STO’s success in the workplace. The authors label 
these factions the “workerist tendency” and the “bureaucratic tendency.” 
The former is consistent with the earlier description of total immersion 
in mass work and an attempt at complete integration with the working 
class. The latter represents an approach that prioritized organizational 
growth and structure above mass work. According to “The Crisis,” “these 
two antagonistic tendencies can co-exist and complement each other, not 
only in the organization, but at various times in the minds of the same 
individuals.”83 In contrast, the signers of “The Crisis” position themselves 
as a faction advancing the Maoist position of “politics in command,” 
within which the theoretical line would determine everything. This they 
opposed to the “technique in command” stance supposedly shared by the 
workerists and the bureaucrats, all of whom, according to “The Crisis,” 
emphasized a mechanistic devotion to tactics instead of theory.84

According to the paper, the roots of STO’s crisis were to be found in 
the theoretical incoherence of the group’s line on class consciousness, as 
expressed primarily in Toward a Revolutionary Party. The idea of “leading 
workers into an organizational form where they can ‘experience’ social-
ism in action,” as implied by Hamerquist’s dual consciousness theory, 
“shows a contempt for workers’ immediate interests, refuses to rely on 
workers’ ability to think and develop politically, and poses a behavioristic 
shortcut to class consciousness.”85 The question of a “shortcut” is key: 
dual consciousness theory ignores the necessary developmental process 
by which workers internalize the transformative vision put forward by 
conscious revolutionaries. By contrast, “The Crisis” advocates a return to 
the more traditionally Leninist theory of trade-union and revolutionary 
consciousness, which not coincidentally offered greater latitude to those 

82 “The Crisis in STO” p. 2. Ellipsis mine.
83 Ibid., 4.
84 Ibid., 8. The phrases “politics in command” and “technique in com-

mand” were popularized in English by William Hinton, a North 
American farmer sympathetic to the Chinese Communist Party and 
the Cultural Revolution. See William Hinton, The Turning Point: An 
Essay on the Cultural Revolution (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1972).

85 “The Crisis in STO,” 10.
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interested in union reform efforts. In a follow-up paper with the telling 
title “The Role of a Proletarian Party in the Development of Mass Social-
ist Consciousness,” this contrast is clarified:

The difference between Lenin’s conception of the develop-
ment of socialist consciousness and the view put forth by 
the pamphlet [Toward a Revolutionary Party] is profound. 
While Lenin insists upon the difference between sponta-
neous consciousness, growing out of labor struggles, and 
socialist consciousness, and in fact makes the contradiction 
between the two forms of consciousness the raison de etre 
of the party, the STO pamphlet sees in the first the unclear 
and fragmentary articulation of the second.”86

Two different sets of practical implications resulted from this disagree-
ment. One concerned the internal character of STO as a revolutionary 
organization, which we’ll deal with in Chapter Four. The other centered 
on the question of mass work and the trade unions. From the perspective 
of the signers of “The Crisis,” STO’s understanding of dual consciousness 
led to the view that “there are some features of the everyday struggle of la-
bor against capital that are intrinsically revolutionary,” presumably those 
that take place outside the trade union structure.87 The documents asso-
ciated with “The Crisis” never explicitly advocate union reform efforts, or 
any other concrete alternative to the independent organization approach 
they criticize. In interviews, however, many former STO members, from 
both sides of the conflict, remember the stewardship question as having 
been central to the dispute over the “Crisis” document.88 A two-part shift 
was thus suggested, which challenged both the optimism that had char-
acterized STO’s approach to production work, and the perceived purity 
of the group’s methods. Ironically, in down-grading the revolutionary 
potential of workplace struggles, “The Crisis” simultaneously restored 
union reform efforts to the central role in the struggle for working-class 
revolution that they played for the rest of the left.

86 Al, Evie, Gary, Hilda, Jim C., Marcia, Mel, Mike and Pauline, “The Role 
of a Proletarian Party in the Development of Mass Socialist Conscious-
ness” (n.d, but fall 1973), unpublished paper in author’s possession, 3.

87 “The Role…,” 9. Emphasis in original.
88 Author interviews with Noel Ignatiev, John Strucker, Kingsley Clarke, 

Carole Travis, Don Hamerquist, and Marsha & Mel Rothenberg all 
confirm this perception.
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The “Crisis” paper was hardly the only document drafted in advance of 
the end-of-year review. Some others were designed specifically to refute the 
charges leveled therein. One of these, with the less-than-scintillating title 
“A Critique of the Paper Entitled ‘The Crisis in STO,’” challenged nearly 
every assumption made and conclusion offered in “The Crisis.”89 Main-
taining throughout that the organization was going through a predictable 
series of ups and downs characteristic of any revolutionary organization, 
the “Critique” identifies the authors of “The Crisis” as the source of any 
pending crisis in STO. In particular, it argues that the “demagogy” of the 
“Crisis” document undermines the potential for resolving what the au-
thor concedes are “serious problems which are the result of positive aspects 
of our political line, our work and our growth.”90 The “Critique” hews 
closely to the official organizational policy on abstaining from intra-union 
struggles, while acknowledging that the previous year’s intense emphasis 
on workplace organizing had hampered the group’s ability to resolve inter-
nal problems in the short term. On the topic of trade unions, it argues that 
“The Crisis” was “posing a caucus strategy in practice and now in theory in 
opposition to the line of the organization [STO] on building independent 
organizations at the workplace,” and that “there is a fundamental differ-
ence between this line and the line of Sojourner Truth.”91 The issue is posed 
in stark terms: “Either our theory has to change, or the people who insist 
on practicing a trade union position have to leave the organization.”92

In the end, the latter is precisely what happened. By the time the 
review-of-work conference was over, more than a quarter of the mem-
bership had left the organization, never to return. Among the departed 
were some of the group’s most seasoned workplace organizers, including 
the only person of color then active as a member, Hilda Vasquez. After 
nearly four years of existence, complete with organizing victories and 
defeats, slow but steady growth in membership, and carefully targeted 
geographic expansion, STO had suffered its first real split. It would not 
be the last one.

* * *
Goldfield and Rothenberg were not the only people to identify prob-

lems in STO’s approach to workplace organizing as 1973 came to a close. 

89 George S., “A Critique.” 
90 Ibid.
91 Ibid., 14.
92 Ibid.
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That fall, the group hosted a visitor from across the Atlantic Ocean, a 
member of the British group Big Flame.93 Big Flame had been found-
ed in Liverpool in 1970, though by 1973 they had a presence in many 
parts of England. Like STO, Big Flame took inspiration from the Italian 
movements highlighted by the Hot Autumn, and, again like STO, Big 
Flame focused its work in factories. Thus it was understandable that the 
two groups would establish contact despite the distance between them. 
For Big Flame, STO as a group was important because it was “the biggest 
of its kind (our kind) in the States.”94 

Nonetheless, the visitor was not overly impressed with STO’s theory 
or its practice. In a sometimes harshly critical report to Big Flame, the 
author excoriates STO for “being dominated by an informal hierarchy” 
and for lacking an educational program for new members. “The internal 
life of the group,” according to the report, “is consequently full of prob-
lems—administratively, politically and personally.” One such problem 
concerned the limitations of STO’s heavy emphasis on workplace orga-
nizing. As the author notes, “The group also has problems understanding 
any political practice not tied to the workplace. They have no perspective 
(apart from a possible verbal acknowledgement) on community struggle. 
There is no understanding of the totality of capitalist oppression—sex 
roles, the family, personal relations—and therefore the need for social-
ists to have a total theory and practice, taking in all aspects of capitalist 
society.” Although STO would eventually develop some theoretical and 
practical insights into this nexus, the issue would recur over the years, as 
described in Chapter Six.

The biggest concern expressed in the Big Flame report had to do with 
STO’s problems in understanding its own role in workplace struggles. 
Despite STO’s interest in questions of autonomy, the report argues that 
“although they’ve heard of the concept of autonomy, they haven’t yet 
learned how to use it.” Focusing on the early influence of C.L.R. James 
within the group, the report echoes some of the criticisms offered by “The 
Crisis”: “there is no process or dynamic involved” in STO’s conception of 

93 The single best source for information on Big Flame is a website that 
contains both archival documents and contemporary reflections on 
the group’s activities and legacy. http://bigflameuk.wordpress.com (ac-
cessed September 27, 2011).

94 This and subsequent quotations in the next four paragraphs come from 
the “Report on the Sojourner Truth Group in Chicago,” unpublished 
paper in author’s possession, n.d., but probably early 1974. Thanks to 
Kevin McDonnell for providing me with a copy of this document.
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workers, “no dialectic which pushes the working class forward,” leaving 
only the prospect of spontaneous revolutionary upsurge. On one level, 
this critique seems inattentive to the complexities of the dual conscious-
ness theory that was then jostling for position within STO with the 
Jamesian “seeds of socialism” analysis, since dual consciousness as articu-
lated by Hamerquist did at least imply a dialectical interplay between the 
bourgeois and proletarian aspects of workers’ self-understanding. 

Nonetheless, in practical terms, the report to Big Flame was not far 
off the mark. In the absence of any developed conception of autonomy, 
claims the report, “they fall back on the Leninist model of the party 
leading and educating the class, which adds further to their confusion, 
because it then becomes impossible to understand the dialectic between 
organization and spontaneity.” Of course, to the extent that “The Crisis” 
advocated an unambiguous embrace of traditional Leninist strategy, Big 
Flame was even less sympathetic to this alternative. At the level of activ-
ity, the report points out that “any strategy is really based on exemplary 
action, that is [STO] trying to establish these [independent workplace] 
groups, and then in some kind of confused way handing them over to 
the workers.” From the perspective of “The Crisis,” the solution to this 
was intra-union reform efforts, but Big Flame shared with STO an extra-
union perspective. Instead, the report seems to identify the source of 
the problem in the more general difficulty of attracting non-politicized 
workers to any sort of permanent left workplace structure. The only 
solution implied is the development and application of working-class 
autonomy, although it is not clear exactly how the author believed this 
would help resolve STO’s difficulties. 

* * *
Meanwhile, back in Chicago, Don Hamerquist also drafted a paper 

for the Thanksgiving conference, and while his contribution was not able 
to prevent the “Crisis” split, it did challenge some prevailing attitudes 
within the group while attempting to address some of the issues later 
noted in the report to Big Flame. “Trade Unions/Independent Organiza-
tions” directly acknowledges the sorts of difficulties the Westside branch 
had experienced in challenging the former and establishing the latter. In 
attempting to explain these problems, Hamerquist turns not to a criti-
cism of his own theory of dual consciousness, but to an assessment of 
two underexamined factors: the flexibility of the trade unions and the in-
stability of the independent, revolutionary, mass workplace organizations 
that STO championed. The unions, for their part, are not irreparably 
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corrupt, as the group had previously tended to assume. According to 
Hamerquist, the organization’s earlier writings on production work sug-
gest “that the US trade unions cannot absorb a major insurgency because 
they are so corrupt that they cannot and will not even handle the routine 
defense of their members’ interests. The evidence does not support this 
assumption.”95 As examples, he points to the AFL’s recuperation of the 
CIO upsurge of the thirties, the British trade unions’ cooptation of the 
militant shop stewards’ movement of the middle twentieth century, and 
most intriguingly, the success of the Italian trade unions in absorbing 
the factory assemblies popularized during the Hot Autumn of 1969. The 
source of this flexibility has to do with the nature of the trade unions 
themselves. Whereas STO had previously argued that “unions are basi-
cally just a police arm of the employer that is given some legitimacy by 
workers’ illusions,” Hamerquist maintains that “The general function of 
trade unions is not the suppression of class struggle, it is the containment 
of it within the framework of capital. The conservative role of unions is 
not typically manifested through their becoming an immediate barrier to 
the initiation of struggle, but through their mediation of the struggle to 
prevent it from developing in revolutionary directions.”96 In other words, 
the problems of the Westside branch, for instance, resulted at least in 
part from the somewhat responsive character of the UAW at Melrose, 
when STO had been expecting a more obviously regressive union like the 
IBEW locals at the Hawthorne Works or Stewart-Warner.

As for the independent organization model, the solution to chal-
lenges like those faced by the Westside entailed an acknowledgement of 
the limitations of these organizations, which the document refers to as 
“workers’ councils” despite their obvious differences from the traditional 
meaning of this term. Specifically, it was important to view them as in-
herently unstable, especially when confronting the hegemonic position 
of the established trade unions. Because consciousness is developed in 
the course of struggle, the independent organizations were expected to 
be small and primarily focused on reflection and communication among 
militant workers. “But even at the abnormal moments,” claims Hamer-
quist, “so long as the struggles are isolated and sporadic, the council will 
be narrower than the total constituency of the struggle. We will have 
to go further along the road to revolution before councils will or can 
become the legitimate and organic mode of self-organization of the class 

95 Don Hamerquist, “Trade Unions/Independent Organizations” (1973) 
in Workplace Papers (Chicago: STO,1980), 38.

96 Ibid.
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even in the most developed instances.”97 Short of a broadly revolutionary 
situation, independent organizations could have only the most limited 
success in drawing in masses of workers, in part because, in an isolated 
workplace conflict, they would, at best, function as less corrupt and more 
militant unions. 

In many ways, “Trade Unions/Independent Organizations” can be 
seen as an attempted compromise with the faction that produced the 
“Crisis” document. In particular, Hamerquist specifically acknowledg-
es the immediate value to workers of responsive unions: “Since there 
is a valid role for trade unions short of a revolutionary situation, and 
since the potential for revitalizing US unions cannot be written off, it 
would be absolutely wrong for communists to regard the trade union-
ist sentiment within the independent organization as reactionary.”98 At 
the same time, however, the intra-union approach advocated in “The 
Crisis” is still rejected, albeit in a more cautious way than before: “In 
no way should we put ourselves in a position of opposition to union 
reform. What we can do is try to explain why that is not our priority.”99 
In the event, Hamerquist’s concessions to those who wanted to par-
ticipate in intra-union struggles were insufficient, and the “Crisis” split 
went forward regardless. 

At the same time, Hamerquist’s reflections indicated a growing aware-
ness, common throughout the radical left as the seventies advanced, 
that a revolution was no longer on the immediate horizon. STO was 
hardly the only organization during this period to suffer acrimonious 
splits and frustrating organizing setbacks. The sixties were over, the mass 
movements of that decade had dissipated instead of intensifying, and in 
every corner revolutionaries were struggling to grapple with the proper 
strategy for changing times. Similar considerations may have motivated 
the departure of the “Crisis” faction as well. Kingsley Clarke was a new 
member of STO at the time, and he recalls Goldfield and others argu-
ing “that STO had no influence either in the communist movement or 
in the workers’ movement by virtue of its ultra-left position on inde-
pendent organizations in the workplace, and that we had better get on 
board with October League, the New Communist Movement, because 
they were gaining greatly and we should be moving in that direction.”100 
Hamerquist’s strategy for dealing with the organization’s difficulties was 

97 Ibid., 45.
98 Ibid., 52.
99 Ibid.
100 Author interview with Kingsley Clarke, April 2, 2006.
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fundamentally different, but he too defended the need for a revolution-
ary organization that could help catalyze workers’ struggles in a nonrevo-
lutionary situation.

But just when the organization believed it had moved beyond the 
real crisis precipitated by the “Crisis” document, another dissenting 
faction emerged. These were the “workerists” who had been criticized 
in “The Crisis”: advocates of complete integration with the working 
class, they challenged the need for a separate organization of commu-
nist militants constructed on the Leninist model. Led by two experi-
enced labor organizers of Polish descent and Argentine upbringing, 
Guillermo Brzotowski and Elias Zwierzynski, this faction argued that 
STO’s proper role was to be a service organization to workers, not a 
leading body of any kind. In line with this analysis, they proposed 
renaming the Insurgent Worker the Workers’ Toolbox.101 From their per-
spective, Hamerquist’s reflections in “Trade Unions/Independent Or-
ganizations” conceded too much to the worst aspects of the “Crisis” 
document. This didn’t necessarily mean the “workerists” were opposed 
to trade union work, however. Since their whole approach involved di-
rect immersion in working-class struggles, and because these struggles 
often took place within the unions, many of the people in this faction 
took a position on stewardship and the trade unions that was strikingly 
similar to that outlined by “The Crisis.” 

In the summer of 1974, less than one year after the departure of the 
“Crisis” faction, the “workerists” produced their own lengthy critique of 
STO, a paper known as “The Head is a Balloon.” The title was a reference 
to the overly inflated sense of self-importance that the signers attributed 
to the leadership of the organization, and to its pretensions to leader-
ship of the workers’ movement.102 This problem was only exacerbated 
by the “Crisis” split, since it led to a situation where, as the report to Big 
Flame puts it, STO “is now dominated by one or two heavies,” especially 

101 Author interview with Don Hamerquist, September 14, 2006. Tele-
phone interviews with Elias Zwierzinski, January 1, 2007, and Guill-
ermo Brzotowski, October 10, 2008, corroborate the basic outline 
though neither of them recalled the specific debate over the title of the 
publication. 

102 Telephone interviews with Elias Zwierzinski, January 1, 2007, and 
Guillermo Brzotowski, October 10, 2008, provided context and in-
sight into the paper, which I have been unable to obtain. While most 
former members attribute authorship to Zwierzinski and Brzotowski, 
Brzotowski himself denies having been central to drafting it.
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Hamerquist and Ignatin.103 “The Head is a Balloon” accused STO of 
“being dogmatically Leninist, and called for the dissolution of the group 
into a federation of autonomous work groups.”104 This restructuring was 
intended to serve both an ideological purpose, opening the group to 
the independent political perspectives of the workers themselves, and an 
organizational purpose, sidelining the power of the informal hierarchy. 
Once again, the organization was plunged into conflict, and again the 
outcome was a split. The cumulative result was a devastating reduction 
in size and influence for a group that one year before had been one of 
the leading left organizations in the Chicago area, at least in the arena of 
workplace organizing. The acrimony of these two consecutive rifts also 
drove away a number of individuals who were frustrated with both the 
slow pace of movement building and the infighting that had come to 
characterize STO. 

In the end, perhaps a half-dozen members remained in an organiza-
tion that had not long before numbered close to fifty. In a particularly 
poignant scene, Noel Ignatiev recalls a walk along the Indiana dunes 
in the summer of 1974 with Don Hamerquist and Carole Travis, the 
remaining founders of the organization.105 They reminisced about the ex-
periences they had shared over the previous five years, and contemplated 
an uncertain future. While things had not gone as they had planned, 
none of them wanted to throw in the towel. They dedicated themselves 
to the rebuilding the Sojourner Truth Organization from the ground up, 
a task that they managed to accomplish in a little more than a year, as de-
scribed in Chapter Four. One basis for this regroupment was a stronger 
emphasis on theoretical development and ideological agreement. This 
agreement was based on a number of principles, but one of the most 
important was the opposition to white supremacy as viewed through 
the theory of white skin privileges. An examination of the origins and 
development of this concept comprises the next chapter.

103 “Report on the Sojourner Truth Group in Chicago.”
104 Noel Ignatin, “Outline History of STO,” unpublished manuscript in 

author’s possession.
105 Author interview with Noel Ignatiev, January 22, 2006.



Chapter Three:
“A Science of Navigation”

The November/December 1971 issue of the Insurgent Worker fea-
tured a fairly typical lead article about a recent job action at the Melrose 
Park International Harvester plant. IH Melrose was a massive factory 
that produced, among other things, bulldozers and other tractors. En-
titled “Harvester Workers Walk Off Over Discrimination,” the piece 
told an inspiring story of worker solidarity in an antiracist context.1 The 
incident began when a “notorious racist” foreman in the small tractor 
department reassigned an older black worker—referred to throughout 
only as “Tiny”—into a job where he was responsible for work that had 
previously been handled by two white workers. Having set the worker 
up for failure, the foreman twisted the knife: Tiny would not receive the 
same bonus as his coworkers because he had not kept up with the work 
load. This sort of petty power-play was a daily occurrence at any large 
factory, and the racial aspect was hardly unusual. The official response 
from the union, United Auto Workers Local 6, was decent enough, if 
unexceptional: the departmental steward accompanied Tiny to the fore-
man’s office to initiate a grievance for racial discrimination.

“What happened next,” in the words of the article, “was beautiful,” 
but it was not exactly predictable. Tiny’s coworkers shut down their as-
sembly line, and then proceeded to inform other nearby departments 
and lines about the incident. In solidarity with Tiny’s grievance, workers 
in at least four other departments walked off their lines, and hundreds 
of them gathered spontaneously outside the office of the racist foreman. 

1 The information for this vignette, including all direct quotes, comes 
directly from the Insurgent Worker, Nov/Dec 1971, 1, 12. 
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This action clearly violated the standard procedure for handling griev-
ances, and management representatives threatened the workers with sus-
pension if they didn’t return to their stations. No one complied. At this 
point the UAW representatives stepped in to broker a compromise: if the 
workers went back immediately, only the steward on Tiny’s line would 
be suspended. This too was unacceptable to the assembled workers, and 
they stood their ground until the company agreed to settle Tiny’s griev-
ance on the spot and pay him his bonus. Having won their demand, the 
workers returned to their jobs.

The Insurgent Worker does not indicate whether or not any STO 
members were involved in this action, but it certainly reflects the 
group’s approach to fighting white supremacy within the framework of 
the workplace organizing described in the previous chapter. By strug-
gling, and winning a victory (however modest), around the demands 
of a black employee, the workers had enhanced their collective sense 
of power while taking a stand against racism. As the article noted: “A 
significant thing about this walkout was that it was initiated and led 
by black workers over the issue of white supremacist discrimination, 
and the majority of white workers supported the action and joined the 
walkout. All the workers regarded Tiny’s problem as their problem. This 
is the meaning of class solidarity.” In this sort of situation, STO’s pri-
mary objective was to draw white workers into such struggles, despite 
the hesitation of many whites to view discrimination as an issue that af-
fected them. These efforts were not driven exclusively, or even primarily, 
by moral considerations. Instead, the organization’s opposition to white 
supremacy was rooted in a detailed theory of US history, a sophisticated 
analysis of world affairs, and a precise strategy for revolution, each of 
which deserves careful examination.

* * *
Just as Don Hamerquist had taken the lead in articulating the theo-

ries that grounded STO’s approach to workplace organizing, so in turn 
did Noel Ignatin pioneer the group’s understanding of white supremacy. 
Where Hamerquist took his cues from Antonio Gramsci, Ignatin rooted 
his analysis in the work of W.E.B. Du Bois. Du Bois was a black intel-
lectual and historian from Massachusetts, long-time editor of The Cri-
sis, the magazine of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People, and a proudly unorthodox Marxist throughout most of 
his life. His 1935 masterwork, Black Reconstruction in America: 1860–
1880, challenged the traditional white historiography that viewed the 
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post-Civil War era as an unfortunate blot on the otherwise glorious his-
tory of the United States. Instead, said Du Bois, Reconstruction rep-
resented the most radically democratic period in US history, and the 
closest the country had yet come to working-class rule. Just as the Prison 
Notebooks served as the ur-text of STO’s theory of consciousness and 
thus of its workplace campaigns, so did Black Reconstruction function as 
the pivot of the group’s theory of US history, which in turn was the first 
building block of its analysis of white supremacy. 

Almost alone among historians of his era, Du Bois placed the expe-
riences of black people at the very center of the history of the United 
States. The contradiction between the rhetoric of democracy and the 
reality of slavery “was the great and primary question which was in the 
minds of the men who wrote the Constitution of the United States.”2 
Slavery was the central experience of black workers, who constituted “the 
ultimate exploited.”3 It was also an indispensable component of the de-
veloping economic power of the US after the Revolution. This combina-
tion of misery and success was explosive: “It was thus the black worker, as 
the founding stone of a new economic system in the nineteenth century 
and for the modern world, who brought civil war in America. He was 
its underlying cause, in spite of every effort to base the strife upon union 
and national power.”4 These efforts included not only those of the lead-
ing political and military figures during the war, but also those of histori-
ans—whether of the right or of the left—who in later years recorded and 
interpreted the causes, course, and consequences of the war.

If the black experience had been the essential trigger of the Civil 
War, it naturally followed that the actions of black people during the 
war were pivotal in determining its outcome. Here, Du Bois highlight-
ed the importance of the mass escapes that steadily depleted the slave 
population of the South over the course of the Civil War, as blacks 
fled toward the Union lines. This was “the quiet but unswerving de-
termination of increasing numbers no longer to work on Confederate 
plantations, and to seek the freedom of the northern armies.”5 Even 
before the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, the geographic move-
ment of black people damaged the Confederacy’s ability to function 
while simultaneously offering the Union army additional, and often 

2 W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America: 1860–1880 (New 
York: The Free Press, 1998 [1935]), 13.

3 Ibid., 15
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid., 65.
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enthusiastic, laborers (and in some cases soldiers). In describing these 
events, Du Bois gave a novel twist to a traditional concept of working-
class radicalism by naming the process a “general strike” of slave la-
borers. Such an interpretation, equally unacceptable to right-wing and 
left-wing historians of his era, represented a bold re-interpretation of 
the Civil War as an economic conflict in which the conscious decisions 
of masses of slaves were decisive factors. 

Similarly, Du Bois sketched a vision of the post-Civil War Recon-
struction era far different from that offered in standard histories. While 
acknowledging the ineptness and even corruption of some black lead-
ers of the era, he argued strenuously that Reconstruction represented 
the most democratic and progressive era in United States history. Partly 
this was a question of the new freedoms, including the vote, granted 
to black men, and of the deliberate attempt to eliminate racial distinc-
tions in public matters. But this was not all: state and local governments 
of the Reconstruction period also instituted free public education and 
took steps toward providing health care to the poor. Once again, Du 
Bois borrowed from the lexicon of the radical left, initially describing 
the black-led government of one state as “the dictatorship of the black 
proletariat in South Carolina.”6 In providing a detailed account of the 
accomplishments of the various Reconstruction governments, Du Bois 
extended even further his argument that black activity was the key ele-
ment determining the course of US history.

But racism did not die with slavery, and Reconstruction was replaced 
with the brutal, white regime later known as Jim Crow.7 How to explain 
the persistence of white supremacy in the post-Reconstruction era? To 
answer this question, Du Bois examined the interaction between black 
workers and white workers, and his conclusions were again contentious. 
Building upon his unorthodox usage of terms like “general strike” and 
“dictatorship of the proletariat,” he directly challenged the white left’s 
tendency to separate the struggles of working people—who were as-
sumed to be white—from the black movement, before, during and after 
the Civil War. In particular, Black Reconstruction identified the source of 

6 Ibid., 381. Upon consideration, Du Bois dropped the word “dictator-
ship,” largely because the government of South Carolina was never 
sufficiently anticapitalist to merit the term Marx used to describe the 
transitional stage between capitalism and socialism.

7 The classic work on the history of Jim Crow is C. Vann Woodward, The 
Strange Career of Jim Crow (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002 
[1955]).
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this false distinction in the different treatment given to white workers 
and black workers after the end of Reconstruction:

It must be remembered that the white group of labor-
ers, while they received a low wage, were compensated in 
part by a sort of public and psychological wage. They were 
given public deference and titles of courtesy because they 
were white. They were admitted freely with all classes of 
white people to public functions, public parks, and the best 
schools. The police were drawn from their ranks, and the 
courts, dependent upon their votes, treated them with such 
leniency as to encourage lawlessness. Their vote selected 
public officials, and while this had small effect upon the 
economic situation, it had great effect upon their personal 
treatment and the deference shown them.”8

These same opportunities were all systematically denied to black 
people on the basis of their race. Thus a sharp difference in social status 
existed even when black and white workers shared roughly equivalent 
economic circumstances. The continued existence of white supremacy 
was the result of the willingness of white workers, especially but not 
exclusively in the South, to side with their class enemies (the capitalists) 
and accept continued economic exploitation in exchange for the “public 
and psychological wage” of being able to look down upon black people. 

Du Bois also detailed the way in which the “wage” prevented the 
white-led labor movement from living up to its full potential in spite of 
militant campaigns like the struggle for the eight-hour day. Speaking of 
attempts to unionize in the aftermath of Reconstruction, he wrote: “One 
can see for these reasons why labor organizers and labor agitators made 
such small headway in the South. They were, for the most part, appealing 
to laborers who would rather have low wages upon which they could eke 
out an existence than see colored labor with a decent wage. White labor 
saw in every advance of Negroes a threat to their racial prerogatives …”9 
This psychological wage was sufficient to divide the working class when 
it most needed unity, and the revolutionary opportunity presented by 
Reconstruction was lost. 

* * *
8 Du Bois, Black Reconstruction, 700–701.
9 Ibid., 701. Ellipsis mine.
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The grand narrative offered by Du Bois, of slavery, Civil War, Re-
construction, and Jim Crow, served as the fulcrum of STO’s theory of 
US history, but it left two key topics unaddressed: the origins of white 
supremacy and racial slavery, and the post-New Deal rise of the black 
freedom movement. To address the former, STO looked to the pioneer-
ing research being done by Ignatin’s long-time comrade Ted Allen. Allen, 
a white communist militant from New York, had been a member, along 
with Ignatin, of the CP splinter known as the Provisional Organizing 
Committee, and the two had long shared a common interest in Du Bois 
and his theory of US history. In between day jobs as diverse as coal min-
ing, mail delivery, and teaching high school, Allen managed to conduct 
impressive original research on the historical origins of racial slavery in 
North America.10

Allen’s work reflected the influence of Du Bois both in his stark chal-
lenge to mainstream historiography and in his deliberately unorthodox 
twists on left analysis. Arguing first that “the capitalist system of pro-
duction was in force from the beginning” in the slave-holding colonies, 
he followed Black Reconstruction in rejecting popular Marxist notions of 
slavery as a semifeudal economic system displaced only in 1865 with the 
victory of the industrial North in the Civil War.11 But Allen went further, 
declaring provocatively that slavery had not always been racially based, 
and that white supremacy as we know it was the result of strikingly con-
scious decisions made by colonial slave-holding capitalists almost two 
centuries before the Civil War. In assessing the colonial history of Vir-
ginia in particular, Allen focused on the second half of the seventeenth 
century as the period when a previously multiracial population of bond 
servants was divided into a pool of white workers indentured for a lim-
ited term of several years and a pool of black workers who were converted 
into permanent and hereditary chattel slaves.12 This division was, accord-

10 For biographical background on Allen, see Jeffrey B. Perry, “In Me-
moriam: Theodore W. Allen” (2005), available online at http://clogic.
eserver.org/2005/Perry.html (accessed September 29, 2011).

11 Allen, “White Supremacy in US History” (1973), in Understanding and 
Fighting White Supremacy: A Collection (Chicago: STO, 1976), 1.

12 See Theodore William Allen, Class Struggle and the Origin of Racial Slav-
ery: The Invention of the White Race (Somerville, MA: New England 
Free Press, 1976). A slightly different version of this text is presented 
under the title “…They Would Have Destroyed Me,” available online 
at http://sojournertruth.net/destroyedme.html (accessed September 29, 
2011).
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ing to Allen, the result of uprisings like Bacon’s Rebellion, in which black 
and white bond servants sacked Virginia’s colonial capital of Jamestown 
in 1676.13 Allen’s research produced significant evidence, from primary 
documents such as the colonial records, demonstrating that, fearing the 
power of such a unified group, the colonial elite intentionally granted 
specific privileges to white servants—especially the eventual prospect of 
freedom—that were denied to blacks. The unstated quid pro quo was 
that white workers were expected to help police the black population, 
rather than unite with them in subsequent rebellions. This often took 
the form of white bond servant participation in armed slave patrols and 
militias that repressed any spark of resistance. Here, said Allen, was the 
origin of white supremacy as an ideology, and of the “public and psycho-
logical wage” identified by Du Bois. Colonial Virginia was the birthplace 
of the white skin privilege.

As for the other end of the arc of US history, both its publication 
date of 1935 and its stated topic prevented Black Reconstruction from 
addressing the inspiring trajectory of the black freedom movement in 
the period extending from the New Deal through the post-war era. The 
bridge between Du Bois’s psychological wage and the white skin privi-
lege analysis of the late sixties was precisely the civil rights movement, 
and in particular the evolution of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee. The origins of the civil rights movement lay in the cross-
pollination between long-standing black demands for freedom and the 
strategic orientation toward direct action that had come to prominence 
through the CIO organizing drives of the thirties and forties. The exi-
gencies of World War Two had made it clear that the ruling class com-
mitment to white supremacy could at least be modified if sufficient 
pressure was brought to bear. For instance, A. Phillip Randolph’s March 
on Washington Movement used the threat of a major demonstration by 
African Americans and organized labor to force the US government to 
prohibit racial discrimination in both military and civilian spheres of the 
defense industry.14 Beginning in the mid-fifties, the civil rights move-
ment attempted to replace the external pressures of war with the internal 

13 Ibid. Bacon’s Rebellion has been the subject of much dispute within 
the far left. For a strident criticism of the anti-indigenous basis of the 
Rebellion, see J. Sakai, Settlers: The Mythology of the White Proletariat 
(Chicago: Morningstar Press, 1989 [1983?]), 12–16.

14 For more on Randolph and the March on Washington Movement, see 
Andrew E. Kersten, A. Phillip Randolph: A Life in the Vanguard (Lan-
ham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007).
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one of direct action. From the beginning, the movement was black-led, 
but the commitment to the goal of ending racial segregation ensured an 
integrated movement. Cofounder Ella Baker brought Du Bois’s influ-
ence into SNCC, which developed as a multiracial organization of young 
radicals so devoted to direct action that an arrest record quickly became 
a badge of honor.15 As the sixties progressed, however, the interaction 
between predominantly southern blacks and largely northern whites led 
to a growing awareness of the relative privileges experienced by the white 
students: those from the North could leave the struggle whenever they 
chose simply by returning home, but even those from the South received 
less harsh treatment from the white power structure. None of this made 
white activists necessarily less committed to the cause, but eventually 
the black leadership of SNCC came to a realization: if freedom for black 
people was ever to be achieved, two parallel struggles were needed, one in 
which blacks fought for their liberation, and another in which progres-
sive whites struggled with other white people in order to convince them 
to support black liberation.16 

Large numbers of white radicals, especially those centered around 
SDS, took this perspective seriously, and began to act on it with little, 
if any, conscious awareness of Du Bois’s concept of the psychological 
wage or Allen’s notion of white skin privilege. At the same time, the an-
tiwar movement provided another resonant theme for radicals of the late 
sixties, who watched anti-imperialist movements develop throughout 
the third world, most famously in Vietnam and Cuba. For many, white 

15 Author interview with Ken Lawrence, August, 2006. Lawrence de-
scribes attending the first SNCC convention in 1960: “I think it was 
Ella Baker who had helped everybody organize, but basically nobody 
knew how to organize a convention in those days, so they had organized 
it like a national Democratic or Republican convention. It was in a cha-
pel, but everybody was arranged by the places they were from. So they 
were trying to figure out how to take the vote, and they decided to call 
the roll by states. And some young man stood up and shouted, ‘No! You 
can’t do that. If you haven’t been to jail, you can’t vote. Everybody has 
the right to speak, but in this organization if you haven’t been to jail you 
can’t vote.’” For more on Ella Baker and SNCC, see Barbara Ransby, 
Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vi-
sion (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003).

16 On the departure of white activists from SNCC, see Clayborne Carson, 
In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1995 [1981]), 204–206. 
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supremacy could be viewed as the domestic manifestation of imperial-
ist capitalism. In this context, white skin privileges were one aspect of a 
broader oppression of the global majority of humanity. Further, the de-
velopment of youth culture (both pop- and counter-) over the course of 
the fifties and sixties provided another pillar for the antiracist sentiments 
of the white new left. As the historian Paul Buhle notes, 

Subjectively, the role of Black culture in the teenage lives of 
the future New Left prepared the way. Only Communist or 
very racist parents, it is safe to say, perceived the breadth of 
this influence from sports to music to sexual fantasy.… To 
affirm solidarity with Blacks in any political sense was a mi-
nority act; but the sympathy towards Black culture reached 
further among millions of ordinary teenagers than any 
previously Left-orchestrated effort could have envisioned.17 

The convergence of specifically North American experiences—both 
cultural and political—and a global assessment of revolutionary momen-
tum contributed to the openness shown by many white radicals to some 
form of the white skin privilege analysis as the sixties progressed. 

* * *
His connection to Allen, his reading of Du Bois, and his experiences 

within SDS provided a lens through which Ignatin could view this broad 
arc of US history, from Bacon’s Rebellion through the Civil War all the 
way up to the black power movement that emerged in the late sixties. 
This historical sketch was not simply an academic exercise; it held precise 
theoretical and strategic implications, embedded in the phrase “white 
skin privilege.” The term itself was first used in print by Ted Allen, in 
a 1965 commemoration of John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry.18 Al-
len and Ignatin reconceptualized the psychological wage described by 
Du Bois as a set of privileges granted to people who were perceived as 
having white skin. These privileges covered a wide terrain, including the 
opportunity to be first hired and last fired in an employment context, 

17 Paul Buhle, Marxism in the United States: Remapping the History of the 
American Left (New York: Verso, 1991 [1987]), 224. Ellipsis mine.

18 See Ignatin’s introduction to “The White Blindspot,” in New Marxist 
Forum: A Journal of Debate and Theory for Marxist-Leninists, Issue #1, 
January 1973, 8.
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access to preferential treatment at the hands of police and government 
bureaucrats, and the same general sort of deference and courtesy that had 
been described in Black Reconstruction. The privileges were relative rather 
than absolute: first hired and last fired, for instance, meant that whites 
could expect that they would always get jobs more easily than blacks, not 
that there were always jobs available for any whites that wanted them. 

In proper Marxist fashion, the white skin privilege represented a ma-
terial basis for the ideology of white supremacy. While rejecting the no-
tion that racist ideas and attitudes were hardwired into white people, 
Ignatin and Allen refused to accept the liberal position that racism could 
be eliminated simply by changing people’s minds. Further, despite the 
use of the word “skin” in white skin privilege, Allen, Ignatin, and others 
argued strenuously that “whiteness” itself was a political rather than a 
fixed biological category.19 Since political identities were subject to re-
peated contestation and change, whiteness could be understood to have a 
certain fluidity that allowed groups of people, such as various immigrant 
communities, eventual access to “whiteness” and its privileges, contin-
gent upon their willingness to reject any solidarity with black people.20 
This was a dynamic historical process, not some abstract permanent 
feature of genetics. Thus, according to Ignatin and Allen, what could 
be done could also be undone. White skin privileges could be repudi-
ated in struggle, and this created the possibility of a reunified proletariat 
capable of overthrowing capitalism. Herein lay the basis for the strate-
gic approach to fighting white supremacy that was to characterize STO 
throughout its existence. This understanding, when combined with the 
workplace organizing discussed in Chapter Two, was another key ele-
ment of the comprehensive strategy of revolution that guided the group 
during its first several years of activity.

* * *
On one level, white supremacy and white skin privileges represent-

ed just one example among many of the false divisions imposed on the 
proletariat by the hegemonic power of the ruling class in the perpetual 
struggle to prevent revolution, alongside trade unions, elections, and 

19 For a more detailed examination of this now somewhat commonplace 
understanding, see Theodore W. Allen, The Invention of the White Race 
(New York: Verso, 1994, two volumes).

20 One of the classic case studies of this process is Ignatiev’s How the Irish 
Became White (New York: Routledge, 1995).
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other obstacles. At the same time, however, Ignatin argued powerfully 
that white supremacy was the main roadblock to working-class unity in 
the United States. And since unity of the working class was an essen-
tial precondition to any revolutionary upsurge, the repudiation of white 
skin privileges by white workers was a necessary first step on the road 
to revolution. This reasoning was already clearly articulated three years 
before STO was founded. As indicated previously, the development of 
the group’s version of the white skin privilege line began with the publi-
cation of Ignatin and Allen’s “The White Blindspot” in early 1967. Here, 
Ignatin updated the analysis offered by Du Bois in assessing the failure of 
the labor movement after Reconstruction: 

As long as white supremacy is permitted to divide the 
working class, so long will the struggle of the working class 
remain on two separate planes, one concerned with their 
“own” class demands and the other, on a more elementary 
plane (but with a much higher degree of class conscious-
ness) fighting first for the ordinary bourgeois rights which 
were won long ago for the rest of the workers. As soon as 
white supremacy is eliminated as a force within the working 
class, the decks will be cleared for action by the entire class 
against its enemy.21 

Ignatin’s strategy reflected the theory of history that had been pieced 
together from the work of Du Bois, Allen, and others; not surprisingly, 
“The White Blindspot” opened with two quotes from Black Reconstruc-
tion, one of which described the “blindspot in the eyes of America” that 
inspired the piece’s title.22 

Ever the Marxist, Ignatin grounded his analysis not only in the work 
of Du Bois and Allen, but also specifically laid claim to the position held 
by Karl Marx himself, going so far as to quote a famous passage from the 
first volume of Capital: “In the United States of North America, every 
independent movement of the workers was paralysed so long as slavery 
disfigured a part of the Republic. Labour cannot emancipate itself in 

21 Ignatin, “White Blindspot,” in Understanding and Fighting White Su-
premacy, 29.

22 Ignatin, “White Blindspot,” 26. The quote from Du Bois reads in full: 
“It is only the blindspot in the eyes of America, and its historians, that 
can overlook and misread so clean and encouraging a chapter of human 
struggle and human uplift.” Black Reconstruction, 577.
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the white skin where in the black it is branded.”23 In this way, Ignatin 
attempted (in vain, as it happened) to pre-empt the inevitable criticism 
of his position as anti-Marxist. Despite its critical tone, however, “The 
White Blindspot” was also clearly informed by the immediately subse-
quent passage from Capital, even though Ignatin didn’t quote it: “But 
out of the death of slavery a new life at once arose. The first fruit of 
the Civil War was the eight hours’ agitation, that ran with the seven-
leagued boots of the locomotive from the Atlantic to the Pacific, from 
New England to California.”24 This optimistic view of the relationship 
between antiracist struggles and the prospects for working-class radical-
ism ensured that, contrary to the charges of utopianism leveled by his 
opponents within the white left, Ignatin was thinking strategically and 
not just offering criticism without alternatives.

“The White Blindspot” offered not only a general strategy for work-
ing-class unification, but also precise instructions to revolutionaries, es-
pecially white revolutionaries, on how to help facilitate this unification: 

Communists (individually this is the task primarily of white 
communists, although collectively it is the responsibility 
of the whole party) must go to the white workers and say 
frankly: you must renounce the privileges you now hold, 
must join the Negro, Puerto Rican and other colored 
workers in fighting white supremacy, must make this the 
first, immediate and most urgent task of the entire work-
ing class, in exchange for which you, together with the rest 
of the workers will receive all the benefits which are sure 
to come from one working class (of several colors) fighting 
together.25

This understanding of the work required of revolutionaries informed 
the decision of the Insurgent Worker to highlight the actions of the IH 
Melrose workers who backed Tiny’s struggle against his racist foreman. 
It also confused, alienated, and angered a range of radical groups and ac-
tivists during the years after its initial publication. First the Progressive 
Labor Party, then the Guardian newspaper and a variety of smaller Marxist 

23 Karl Marx, Capital Volume 1, Chapter 10 (“The Working Day”), 414 
in the Penguin edition; quoted in Ignatin, “White Blindspot,” in Un-
derstanding and Fighting White Supremacy, 26. 

24 Ibid.
25 Ignatin, “White Blindspot,” 29. Emphasis in original.
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groupings of the seventies, criticized Ignatin’s approach to revolutionary 
strategy as moralistic, petty-bourgeois, antiworker, and otherwise undesir-
able.26 As we shall see below, these objections surfaced within STO as well. 

* * *
During the three years between the initial publication of “The 

White Blindspot” and the founding of STO, Ignatin advanced his theo-
ries through a variety of articles and essays. In 1968, Ignatin produced 
“Learn the Lessons of US History,” which addressed the historical ques-
tions in more detail, identifying multiple situations—including Recon-
struction, the Populist era at the turn of the century, and the capitulation 
of the CIO to New Deal liberalism at the end of the thirties—where the 
white-led labor movement had chosen white supremacy over class soli-
darity. The piece was originally published in New Left Notes, the weekly 
magazine of SDS, and Ignatin, perhaps acknowledging the growing an-
tiwar and anti-imperialist turn of the student movement, expanded his 
horizons. Instead of conceiving of white skin privilege as primarily a do-
mestic issue of whites and blacks, he now spoke of the division between 
white workers and “the nonwhite majority of the earth’s population.”27 
Nonetheless, the strategy was unchanged, since Ignatin’s target remained 
the hearts and minds of white workers in the United States, who needed 
to be won to the renunciation of their privileges; otherwise, “I will point 
to 1877, 1904, and 1940, and say that if this task is not tackled and 
achieved, we will see the same thing over again.”28 The piece concluded 
with a plea that the student movement not take the same road.

The quick collapse of SDS the following year arguably kept it from 
making this particular error, although this hardly exempted the various 
factions from charges of racism. In the chaotic period following the fi-
nal SDS convention in June of 1969, Ignatin continued to highlight 
the centrality of the fight against white supremacy. But circumstances 

26 For a summary of criticisms leveled by other left groups at “The White 
Blindspot” and subsequent statements of the argument, see Don 
Hamerquist, White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Question 
(Chicago: STO, 1978 [1976]), 25–34.

27 Ignatin, “Learn the Lessons of US History,” in New Left Notes, March 
25, 1968, 4–5. Quoted in David Barber, “‘A Fucking White Revolu-
tionary Mass Movement’ and Other Fables of Whiteness,” in Race Trai-
tor, #12, Spring 2001, 38.

28 Ibid., 39.
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had changed dramatically since the original publication of “The White 
Blindspot” two and a half years earlier. Suddenly, the main problem was 
no longer PL’s outright rejection, but the attempted embrace of the white 
skin privilege analysis by the Weatherman faction of SDS. This group’s 
founding document, “You Don’t Need a Weatherman to Know Which 
Way the Wind Blows”— named for a line in the Bob Dylan song “Sub-
terranean Homesick Blues”—articulated a version of the white skin priv-
ilege line that superficially resembled the position advanced by Ignatin 
and Allen. It argued that white support of black demands was essential, 
and it made mention of the need for working-class revolution. None-
theless, the piece was quickly denounced by both men for a variety of 
reasons. Without naming Weatherman in particular, Allen criticized the 
way in which some white radicals wrote off the white working class and 
put their faith exclusively with the global national liberation movements, 
calling this approach “wrong, dishonest, and cowardly.”29

Ignatin, meanwhile, wrote a scathing critique under the ponder-
ous title “Without a Science of Navigation we Cannot Sail in Stormy 
Seas, or, Sooner or Later One of Us Must Know,” which challenged the 
“Weatherman” document on a variety of levels.30 This essay may have 
been the last piece published by Ignatin before founding STO, and it 
still bears the marks of his original Stalinism, not least in his glowing 
reference to “the teachings of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao.”31 It 
is perhaps the most dated of Ignatin’s sixties writings, and the first part 
of the title also betrays the scientistic version of Marxism that would oc-
casionally crop up within STO even as it pursued its anti-Stalinist trajec-
tory. At the same time, the subtitle, taken from a Dylan song of the same 
name (found on the album Blonde on Blonde), reads today as a clumsy 
and unsuccessful attempt to compete with the pop-cultural hipness of 
the “Weatherman” title. The piece reflects Ignatin’s commitment to at 
least one specific position—one associated directly with Stalin—that he 
(along with the entirety of STO) later rejected: the idea that only “in the 

29 Ted Allen, “Can White Workers Radicals Be Radicalized?” in New 
Marxist Forum: A Journal of Debate and Theory for Marxist-Leninists, 
Issue #1, January 1973, 23.

30 Noel Ignatin, “Without a Science of Navigation we Cannot Sail in 
Stormy Seas, or, Sooner or Later One of Us Must Know,” in The Debate 
Within SDS: RYM II vs. Weatherman (Detroit: Radical Education Proj-
ect, September, 1969), 31–44. Thanks to both Dan Berger and Geoff 
in Portland for bringing this Ignatin essay to my attention.

31 Ibid, 42.
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deep South, where Black people constitute a majority” do “the conditions 
for Black nationhood exist.”32 In contrast, the “Weatherman” document 
drew on the analysis of the Republic of New Afrika (RNA) in arguing 
that black people constituted a nation throughout the United States, a 
position that would later come to be associated with STO, which for 
many years in the middle seventies prioritized solidarity work with the 
RNA. (This question will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five.)

Regardless, Ignatin’s piece reiterated his longstanding position on 
white supremacy and refocused his approach in order to address the 
changed circumstances and salvage his version of the white skin privilege 
analysis from those who would use it to write off the white working class 
entirely. He criticized a certain conception of imperialism, under which, 
according to the “Weatherman” document, “virtually all of the white 
working class also has short-range privileges from imperialism, which 
are not false privileges but very real ones which give them an edge of 
vested interest and tie them to a certain extent to the imperialists.”33 In 
response, Ignatin drew on three contemporary examples from the la-
bor movement—auto, mining, and textiles—to demonstrate that even 
the short-term interests of white workers are harmed by the embrace of 
white skin privilege. “The greater and more firmly established the privilege, 
the greater the misery.”34 “If the acceptance of white-skin privilege is in 
their interests,” Ignatin asks sarcastically, “what would the white workers 
have to do to run counter to their interests?!”35 

Lest his position be misunderstood as simply defending the honor of 
white workers, Ignatin argued that the real problem with the “Weather-
man” analysis was that it let white workers off the hook: “‘Weatherman’ 
is in fact telling white workers that they do not have to fight white su-
premacy now, since they benefit from it, but at some point in the fu-
ture they will have to.”36 Indeed, according to Ignatin, the Weatherman 
faction was engaged in “the practical abandonment of the fight against 
white supremacy. All their documents and speeches show a clear tenden-
cy to substitute calls for ‘support of national liberation’ for the struggle 
against white supremacy which is the basic and indispensable expression 

32 Ibid., 38.
33 “You Don’t Need a Weatherman to Know Which Way the Wind 

Blows,” in Harold Jacobs, ed., Weatherman (San Francisco: Ramparts 
Press, 1970), 65. Quoted in Ignatin, ibid., 32–33. 

34 Ignatin, ibid., 34. Emphasis in original.
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
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of such support on the part of whites.”37 Further, “the line of denying 
the identity of interests of white and Black workers is anti-working class. 
In being anti-working class, it is, of necessity, anti-Black!”38 And, finally, 
“‘Weatherman’ does not believe in the class struggle.”39 For a group like 
Weatherman, which openly stated its commitment to black liberation 
and world revolution, these sorts of criticisms must have been hard to 
bear. Nonetheless, they accurately reflected the perspective that Ignatin 
brought into STO from the beginning, that the class struggle depended 
first and foremost on the fight against white supremacy, and that, absent 
this combination, revolution was impossible.

* * *
When STO came into existence at the end of 1969, Ignatin’s ideas 

were certainly prominent within the organization, and from the start 
his public profile helped distinguish the group from other post-SDS 
organizations that differed on the proper understanding of the white 
skin privilege line. Nonetheless, a diversity of approaches to the ques-
tion of white supremacy characterized STO throughout its first several 
years of existence. This was in keeping with the group’s early commit-
ment to a general policy of “refusing to impose discipline on matters 
of theory and fighting for discipline on matters of practice.”40 Lynn 
French, for example, brought to the group her lifetime of experiences 
as a black woman, and in particular the lessons she learned during 
her time with the Black Panther Party. Despite the fact that all but 
two founding members were white, she wanted STO’s membership to 
reflect “the multiracial success of the Underground Railroad” in which 
Sojourner Truth, the group’s namesake, had participated.41 Other 
members of the group were drawn to the concept of separate organiza-
tions for white and nonwhite revolutionaries, and conceived of STO 
as primarily oriented toward the white working class. Partly as a result 
of these disagreements, French left the group after only a few months. 
The issue of STO’s existence as a multiracial organization, which would 
recur multiple times over the ensuing years, was a source of debate 
from the very start.

37 Ibid., 36. Emphasis in original.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
40 “Outline History of Sojourner Truth Organization,” September 1972, 1.
41 Lynn French, email to author, November 28, 2006.
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A related question concerned the group’s decision to place a priority 
on the kind of militant community organizing that the Panthers and SDS 
had both emphasized in the late sixties. STO’s initial choice of campaigns 
reflected this: alongside the doomed effort to keep the International Har-
vester McCormick Reaper Works from closing, the group also committed 
itself to a more successful community campaign: “the fight to win freedom 
for Joe Green, a black youth framed up on a murder charge.”42 Although 
this campaign, unlike the workplace struggle, was successful, the group 
still decided, “around the summer of 1970,” to “dissolve the community 
branch. This did not mean that we considered community work unimport-
ant, but that for us, given our resources and the problems and possibilities 
at this time, it should not be a major concentration on an equal footing 
with production work.”43 It is unclear whether this decision was related 
to French’s decision to leave the group, but given her experience with the 
Panthers and her disinterest in factory organizing, some connection seems 
likely. Regardless, the move did reflect one of the first practical changes in 
the organization’s strategy. Rather than emphasize direct organizing work 
within the black community, STO shifted its sights to the racially diverse 
arena of heavy industry, where blacks and whites were in close contact on 
a daily basis. In this context, the group could attempt to implement its 
theoretical understanding of the fight against white supremacy in direct 
engagement with white workers.

* * *
Once inside the factories, STO had little difficulty organizing across 

racial lines, developing independent organizations open to all while still 
respecting the frequent desires of nonwhite workers to build independent 
structures such as black caucuses. In some cases, both sorts of groupings 
existed in the same factory, with overlapping participation. Elsewhere, 
a single independent organization existed, but maintained a member-
ship that was overwhelmingly black or latino; in these situations, STO 
members and a handful of other radicals, often members of competing 
revolutionary groups like the October League, frequently constituted the 
only white participants. Similar things could be said for factories where 
STO had no presence but provided assistance to workers on an ad hoc 
basis. For example, the twister department wildcat at the Western Elec-
tric Hawthorne Works, mentioned in Chapter Two, was led by black 

42 “Outline History of Sojourner Truth Organization,” September 1972, 2.
43 Ibid.
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and latino militants, with little apparent participation from their white 
coworkers, while the brief walkout in the small tractor department at IH 
Melrose was also led by blacks, but was supported by a large number of 
white workers. 

A fundamental ambiguity characterized STO’s workplace efforts: 
as a revolutionary organization committed to workers’ autonomy and 
proletarian revolution, their interventions tended to focus on the most 
militant workers, who were often black, while the group’s largely white 
make-up led its membership to prioritize engagement with white work-
ers. This tension reflects the issue raised earlier regarding STO’s demo-
graphic makeup. For an organization with a highly developed theoretical 
position on white supremacy and white skin privilege, it is perhaps sur-
prising that STO was never able to formally resolve the practical question 
of whether it was multiracial or all-white.44 At times, the issue threatened 
to alienate both black and white workers, but in some ways the tension 
was actually productive, insofar as it challenged the framework of white 
skin privilege while emphasizing the need for unified action by workers. 
This was reflected in the various shop sheets and agitational newspapers 
produced by STO, which highlighted the central role of black work-
ers in struggle without targeting primarily white or black audiences. Of 
course, difficulties arose in workplaces where competing black factions 
demanded support for opposed strategic outlooks, although in no case 
does it appear STO found itself forced to pick sides in a sectarian strug-
gle between black organizations. Again, this was partly the result of the 
multiracial composition of the industrial working class, which imposed 
limits on the sort of narrow factionalism that too often characterized the 
white left, and partly a result of decisions—whether deliberate or uncon-
scious—made by STO itself.

The major problem associated with this dynamic was the confusion 
it caused, both within the organization and outside it. In particular, this 
ambivalence plagued the group’s interaction with black revolutionaries 
throughout the early seventies. The decision to send STO members to 
Gary in 1971, for instance, was initially the result of the group’s desire 
to work more closely with the Black Workers’ Congress.45 The nature of 
this hoped-for collaboration was never explored, as the BWC’s political 
trajectory quickly proved different than that of STO. The following year, 

44 Kingsley Clarke, in multiple interviews and discussions, initially fo-
cused my attention on this paradox.

45 See the article “International Congress of Black Workers,” in the Insur-
gent Worker, May 1971, 4, which lauds the creation of the BWC.
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the group made contact with another group of black communists, this 
time in Chicago. Known as the League of Revolutionary Black Work-
ers, it is unclear whether the group was directly related to the Detroit 
group of the same name (which was in any event largely defunct, with 
its remaining members well on their way toward joining the Commu-
nist League), or merely inspired by them. In Chicago, the League had 
a significant presence at the Hotpoint factory, where ovens and other 
household appliances were manufactured. STO had no presence at the 
plant, so direct ties were largely the result of personal interactions be-
tween members of the two groups.46 One of the leading members of 
the League in Chicago was Macee Halk, an experienced black militant 
who maintained close ties with STO until its demise. When contact was 
initially made, the question of STO’s demographic makeup was pivotal; 
according to one assessment: “It became fairly clear that there was a ne-
cessity to formalize relationships with [Halk]. The question was raised 
in the context of recruiting him.”47 In the event, the group decided to 
develop fraternal ties with the League rather than recruit one or more 
of its members into STO. Unfortunately, this effort never really got off 
the ground before the “Crisis” and “Balloon” splits decimated the group, 
and the relationship remained ambiguous in a way that may have limited 
STO’s organizing opportunities. Nonetheless, looking back on it later, 
Halk remembered frequent interactions with STO over the years, and 
maintained that what he liked best about the group was that “they never 
tried to recruit me.”48

Similar ambiguities characterized much of STO’s early workplace 
organizing, partly because membership in STO was not always seen to 
be as important as membership in the various independent organiza-
tions set up at different factories. As former member Kingsley Clarke 
recalls: “Were we a ‘white’ organization?… This is where you get into 
subtleties. What does it mean when Macee’s coming to every meeting 
and speaking—not every meeting, to many significant meetings. Or 
you’re down there in Gary and you’ve got [black] workers coming to 

46 Kathy W., “A Lesson in What Democratic Centralism Is Not: Why 
a Representative-Democratic Exec Did Not Work in a Revolutionary 
Organization,” unpublished document in author’s possession, n.d., but 
c. fall 1973, esp. 5. Also, author interview with Macee Halk, March 8, 
2006. The Kathy W. document refers to Halk simply as “M.”

47 Kathy W., “A Lesson…,” 5.
48 Author interview, Macee Halk, March 8, 2006.
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meetings.”49 Other former members of STO recall early participation 
by Native American and Puerto Rican factory workers.50 At the same 
time, the group’s emphasis on workers’ autonomy was paralleled by 
a defense of racial (or national, in later formulations) autonomy that 
necessarily impeded any move toward actual recruitment of nonwhites 
into STO. In the end, despite an incredibly sophisticated and nuanced 
analysis of the nature of white supremacy and the need to struggle 
against it, the Sojourner Truth Organization of the early seventies was 
unable to implement a coherent internal practice regarding the issue of 
multiracial membership.

* * *
It is important to note that, rhetoric aside, STO never saw North 

American race relations as a simple question of black and white; from the 
very start the group clearly understood that latinos, specifically Mexicans 
and Puerto Ricans, suffered under white supremacy, albeit in ways dif-
ferent than African Americans. The membership of Hilda Vasquez Ig-
natin no doubt contributed to this early awareness, but so too did the 
demographic reality of Chicago, which featured established and growing 
Mexican and Puerto Rican communities from the fifties onward. The 
largely working-class makeup of these communities, and the presence 
of significant numbers of Puerto Ricans and Mexicans at many of the 
factories where STO members worked, made it imperative that STO 
develop an analysis of white supremacy that acknowledged the unique 
experiences of latinos. 

One manifestation of the group’s commitment in this direction was 
the regular appearance of Spanish-language sections in STO’s agita-
tional newspapers. Beginning with the single issue of Bread and Roses 
(Pan y Rosas) and continuing through several issues of the Insurgent 
Worker (El Obrero Insurgente), Spanish readers of STO’s publications 
were treated to both translations of the English language articles and 
the occasional Spanish-language exclusive, such as “Chicanos en Huel-
ga contra Farah Pants” in the October/November 1972 issue.51 The 
group’s pamphlets were produced entirely in English, but many of the 
shop sheets and agitational leaflets prepared for distribution at job sites 

49 Author interview, Kingsley Clarke, April 2, 2006.
50 Author interview, Don Hamerquist, September 12, 2006.
51 “Chicanos en Huelga contra Farah Pants, N.M., Texas,” in El Obrero 

Insurgente October/November 1972, 2.
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were at least partially bilingual, including the leaflet prepared by the 
twister department strikers at the Hawthorne Works, mentioned in 
Chapter Two.52 

STO’s interest in the struggles of Spanish-speaking workers went 
beyond mere propaganda. John Strucker remembers working at the 
Stewart-Warner factory on a day when the Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service (INS) raided the plant looking for undocumented Mexican 
workers.53 Most of the latinos at Stewart-Warner were Puerto Rican, and 
thus US citizens from birth, but a small number were Mexicans actually 
subject to deportation for being in the US without papers. In the face of 
this raid, STO members and others in the Talk Back grouping proceeded 
to hide these workers within the plant, in dumpsters and other unlikely 
spots, thus helping them avoid arrest and deportation. This sort of ac-
tion resonated on several levels, not only with the group’s opposition 
to white supremacy but also with its enthusiasm for direct action and 
the challenge to bourgeois legality. Similarly, the successful evasion of 
arrest was a classic example of the real knowledge and power of workers 
acting collectively: they secured their coworkers in hiding places that 
neither the management nor the police were able to locate, all within a 
closed campus only one block square. In fact, the failure of other, more 
conservative workers to aid the INS in their efforts demonstrated that 
white supremacy and anti-immigrant sentiment, no matter how deeply 
entrenched in white workers (and, in the case of anti-immigrant senti-
ment, even in black and Puerto Rican workers), were countervailed by 
a nascent tendency toward solidarity with coworkers and the common 
working-class prohibition on snitching.

The INS raid at Stewart-Warner, and similar raids at other factories, 
eventually induced STO to produce literature specifically dealing with 
the special problems faced by Mexican workers in the US. The most 
developed example was the unsigned pamphlet “Since When Has Work-
ing Been a Crime?” The Deportation of Mexicans Without Papers, written 
largely by Noel Ignatin.54 The pamphlet compares the treatment of un-

52 A reproduction of the Spanish version of the leaflet appears in Breakout! 
by and for Motorola Workers 1, no. 4, December 11, 1973, 2.

53 Author interview with John Strucker, February 8, 2006.
54 “Since When Has Working Been a Crime?” The Deportation of Mexicans 

Without Papers (Chicago: South Chicago Workers Center [STO], n.d., 
but c. 1977). While this pamphlet was published after STO had be-
gun to de-emphasize factory organizing, its themes emerged directly 
from that earlier period. For more on the intended distribution of the 
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documented immigrants—who, then as now, were largely but not exclu-
sively from Mexico—to the experience of escaped slaves in the northern 
United States after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. But 
this is no academic treatment of historical parallels. The pamphlet begins 
with a scenario clearly reminiscent of the Stewart-Warner raid: two non-
immigrant factory workers discuss a recent raid of their workplace by the 
INS and wonder about the fates of two latino coworkers who were taken 
away for deportation. Later, one of the workers discusses the issue with 
his wife, who suggests that the raid, arrests, and deportations are unjust.

As this introduction makes clear, the target audience for the pam-
phlet was factory workers, both black and white, who were unsure of 
how to feel about their latino coworkers and the problems they faced. Af-
ter sketching out the basics of immigration policy and the economic situ-
ations that led to northward migration by Mexicans looking for jobs, the 
pamphlet, in an unusual turn, takes “a page from history.”55 Examining 
the history of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, under which escaped slaves 
living in northern free states could be arrested and returned to their pre-
vious owners in the South, the pamphlet draws direct parallels between 
white supremacy in the pre-Civil War period and white supremacy in 
the seventies. This connection was especially important in attempting to 
convince black workers to support their Mexican comrades, despite the 
common accusation that undocumented workers were “stealing” jobs. 
A key aspect of this parallel concerned resistance to the Fugitive Slave 
Act, which necessarily took the form of direct and mass illegal action, 
because slaves had no legal rights. One particularly successful response is 
described as follows:

On February 15, 1851, waiter Fred Wilkins, or Shadrach, 
as he was known, was seized from his job and rushed to 
the Boston courthouse. While Shadrach was still in court, 
a group of 50 black people from the neighborhood pushed 
into the courtroom, lifted him in the air, and spirited him 
to a carriage. Shadrach and his rescuers moved away “like a 
black squall.” The rescue was so fast, nobody even pursued 
Shadrach. His rescuers were all eventually found not guilty 
by a sympathetic jury.56

pamphlet, see Chapter Five.
55 “Since When Has Working Been a Crime?,” 11.
56 Ibid., 15.
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An inspiring connection is made between these sorts of organized ef-
forts and actions like those at the Stewart-Warner factory.

Although the pamphlet was produced by STO, it was officially pub-
lished by the South Chicago Workers Rights Center, which also worked 
with the women fired by Gateway Industries, discussed in Chapter Two. 
South Chicago was (and remains, to a certain extent, today) one of the 
few areas of the city of Chicago where sizeable populations of work-
ing-class blacks, whites, Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans all reside in close 
quarters, often working in the same factories—although the steel mill 
that employed some forty thousand people has long since shut its doors, 
leaving behind nothing but a mile-long stretch of concrete, garbage, and 
weeds along Lake Michigan. At one point, plans were discussed within 
STO to go door-to-door distributing the pamphlet and talking with resi-
dents about the issues of immigration and workers’ rights.57 This never 
happened, largely because of a quickly developing crisis in the Puerto 
Rican community that will be further discussed in Chapter Five. None-
theless, the mere existence of the pamphlet reflects the seriousness with 
which STO took the problems of Mexican workers. This seriousness was 
also manifested in the group’s efforts to support the striking Farah work-
ers in El Paso. The Farah strikers were all Mexican women, and their 
experience of white supremacy obviously differed from that of black 
workers at Stewart-Warner or in the steel mills of Chicago and Gary. 
Regardless, STO was able to incorporate these various lived realities into 
the analysis of white supremacy and white skin privilege that continued 
to characterize the group’s politics. 

* * *
By 1972, STO’s line on white supremacy and white skin privilege 

was fully developed, to the point that it could be used to differentiate the 
group’s strategic approach to working-class organizing from that advo-
cated by other left groups. One of the largest of these competing groups 
was the Revolutionary Union (RU), which had a nationwide presence 
and had made deliberate attempts to organize in heavy industry. In the 
early seventies, the RU, along with a number of other groups (including 
the Black Workers Congress) put forward a strategic orientation built 
around the creation of a “united front against imperialism.” STO was 
one of many organizations invited to participate in the formation of the 
united front, and it used the opportunity to decline the invitation as a 

57 Author interview, Kingsley Clark, April 2, 2006.
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means to differentiate itself from the politics of the RU. The unsigned 
pamphlet The United Front Against Imperialism? offered the most com-
prehensive programmatic view of the STO position on white supremacy 
yet published under the group’s name. Along with a host of other criti-
cisms of the RU, it maintains that 

Since the influence of white supremacy is at present the 
greatest barrier to proletarian unity and class conscious-
ness, and since the black movement today represents the 
most effective challenge to the selfish, racist, opportunis-
tic tendencies of white workers, the most urgent task of 
the revolutionary movement as a whole is to remove the 
obstacles that stand in the way of the black movement. 
For white revolutionaries in particular, this means a special 
responsibility to win the support of the white workers for 
the aspirations of the black masses, to help the white work-
ers actively and militantly reject their partial, selfish and 
counterfeit interests as part of a group which is favored in 
relation to blacks, on behalf of their total, broad and true 
interests as part of a class which is coming alive. For us, the 
central point of reference on any issue is the need to tear 
down the walls of white supremacy and achieve equality for 
black people.58

While the general line of argument was not much changed from Ig-
natin’s sixties writings, his analysis had now become a central element of 
the political program of a revolutionary organization, rather than simply 
an abstract theory. Indeed, the black struggle had become a strict litmus 
test for STO.

If, in regard to education, equality for blacks requires that 
children be bused, then we support busing; if it requires 
that they not be bused, then we are against busing. If 
equality in housing requires open-occupancy laws, then we 
are for open-occupancy laws. If it requires black control 
of black communities, we are for that. If it requires both 
open-occupancy laws and black control of black communi-
ties, then we are for both. If equality in employment means 
that the seniority system must be destroyed, then we are for 

58 The United Front Against Imperialism? (Chicago: STO, 1972), 24–25.
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scuttling it. If it requires the preservation of the seniority 
system, then we defend it. Organizations, whatever their 
defects, that fight for equality for black people are worthy 
of support, in our eyes. Organizations that reinforce white 
supremacy, whatever their virtues, we regard as reactionary. 
And so forth. The reader will note that we have advanced a 
somewhat different criterion for determining friends from 
enemies from the one put forward by the RU. Our stand 
on this matter flows directly from our strategic perspective, 
which places top priority on efforts to unify the workers as 
a class.59

With this publication, the lines had been clearly drawn, and STO 
was publicly identified with support for black struggles for liberation and 
against white supremacy, as well as with the ongoing effort to convince 
white workers to support black demands in much the same fashion as 
STO did.

If The United Front Against Imperialism? represented STO’s official 
program in regards to white supremacy, another document attempted 
to flesh out the subjective aspects of this program in the context of the 
working-class life. This document was a speech given by Ignatin in 1972 
to a group of student radicals in Portland, Oregon. Originally untitled 
and subsequently known as “Black Worker, White Worker,” the talk 
is peppered with real-life examples of race relations in the steel mills 
and in other heavy industrial settings.60 It takes these seemingly isolated 
vignettes and weaves them into a thoughtful examination of the com-
plexities and contradictions of white supremacy and resistance to it in a 
working-class context. Thus, for example, Ignatin describes “a large farm 
equipment manufacturing plant in Chicago,” where 

a Black worker was being tried out for a repair job on an 
assembly line. The foreman had been harassing the man, 
trying to disqualify him during his three-day trial period. 
After two days of this, the majority of the workers on the 
line, Black and white, walked off their jobs demanding 
that the man be accepted for the job. The company backed 

59 Ibid., 25–26.
60 The title “Black Worker, White Worker” is an additional homage to Du 

Bois’ Black Reconstruction, which begins with two chapters, one entitled 
“The Black Worker,” the other “The White Worker.”
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down and work resumed. Later on, some of the same white 
workers took part in racist demonstrations at a Chicago 
high school. The demonstrations were called against “over-
crowding” in an attempt to keep out several hundred Black 
students who had been transferred to the school as a result 
of redistricting.61

While the term itself remains unused, this scenario clearly depicts a 
common manifestation of dual consciousness, as described in Chapter 
Two. Fully aware of the historical resonance, Ignatin reformulates this 
internal conflict as “a civil war in the mind of the white worker.”62 The 
two sides in this conflict are, on the one hand, the “drive to reorga-
nize society so that they [workers] become the masters of production 
instead of the servants of production—the essential meaning of social-
ism,” and, on the other hand, the selfish pragmatism of “the white-skin 
privilege system.”63 The task for (white) revolutionaries is to demon-
strate to white workers the contradiction between these two world-
views, and encourage the embrace of the former and the rejection of 
the latter. In this context, the “the daily activities of the Black people, 
especially the Black workers, are the best existing model for the aspira-
tions of the workers generally as a distinct class of people.”64 Thus, there 
is a direct correlation between resistance to white supremacy and the 
push toward working-class self-emancipation, because “the activities of 
the Black workers are the most advanced outpost of the new society we 
seek to establish.”65 Indeed, “white revolutionaries must understand, 
and help the masses of white workers to understand, that the interests 
of the entire working class can only be served by standing firmly with 
the Black workers.”66 

Ignatin’s speech deliberately focuses on real-world examples where 
the perceived interests of “workers” (read, white workers) conflict with 
the efforts of black people to improve their position in society. Only in 

61 Noel Ignatin, “Black Workers, White Workers,” in Understanding and 
Fighting White Supremacy: A Collection (Chicago: STO, n.d., but c. 
1976), 5. The same piece was later republished under the name “Black 
Worker, White Worker,” in Workplace Papers (1980).

62 Ibid.
63 Ibid., 6.
64 Ibid., 7.
65 Ibid.
66 Ibid., 8.
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situations like these can white workers be forced to make a decision be-
tween stark alternatives: fighting to defend the small gains that separate 
them from even more exploited black workers, or abandoning their own 
privileges in order to make common cause with black workers fighting 
for equality on the shop floor. Revolutionaries who accept this approach 
clearly have their work cut out for them. Ignatin readily agrees that this 
is not the most optimistic scenario: “The course I advocate offers great 
difficulties—no doubt about it. It is likely that the repression direct-
ed against a radical group that relentlessly fought racial discrimination 
would be greater than against a more moderate group.… I freely concede 
all the difficulties. But then,” he concludes, reasonably enough, “who 
ever said that making a revolution was easy?”67 

In addition to continuing the development of STO’s strategic outlook 
on white skin privilege, the Portland speech also reflected the growing 
influence of C.L.R. James on Ignatin’s thought, not only in its approach 
to working-class self-activity and the struggle against white supremacy, 
but also in its methodology. James was a black revolutionary from Trini-
dad, who spent almost seventy years immersed in working-class radical 
movements in the West Indies, Great Britain, and the United States. 
While living in the US from 1938 until his forced departure in 1953, he 
was profoundly affected by the developing struggle for black liberation 
in North America.68 He wrote extensively on the topic, and his 1949 
classic essay “The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro Problem in the 
USA” articulated a relationship between black militancy and working-
class emancipation that foreshadowed the development of Ignatin’s own 
position two decades later. 

* * *
In the end, Ignatin’s Portland speech represented a high point in 

STO’s efforts to grapple with the contradictions and opportunities of 
life within a capitalist and white supremacist society. Today, the speech 

67 Ibid., 10.
68 Since the demise of STO a veritable James industry has emerged, with 

possibly dozens of books focused on assessing his life and political 
legacy. Among these, two stand out: Kent Worchester, C.L.R. James: 
A Political Biography (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 
1996), and Matthew Quest, In the Shadow of State Power: C.L.R. 
James, Direct Democracy, & National Liberation Struggles (unpublished 
manuscript).



106     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

is one of the best known publications associated with STO, having been 
reprinted and widely distributed over the years by radical groups such 
as Anti-Racist Action. Nonetheless, its initial circulation inside STO 
prompted a contentious debate within the group around the version of 
white skin privilege analysis it contained. Not long after the talk was 
given, the text was proposed to STO’s Literature Committee for distri-
bution as “a mass pamphlet that formalized our strategy for the struggle 
against white supremacy.”69 The Committee unanimously rejected this 
proposal, in a two-page document entitled “Critique of Noel’s Portland 
Speech.” The Committee argued both that “the paper projects a moralis-
tic and unprogrammatic approach to the fight against white supremacy,” 
and that “its conceptualization of socialism and how to win it is unten-
able in a document of a Leninist organization committed to a Leninist 
strategy for socialist revolution.”70 This latter argument dovetails with 
the critique of STO’s theory of dual consciousness advanced by the “Cri-
sis” grouping, and indeed the representative of the Literature Committee 
who penned the official response was Pauline, subsequently a signer of 
the “Crisis” documents. 

The first argument, that the Portland speech was “moralistic and un-
programmatic,” was hardly a novel criticism. Pauline herself noted that 
much of the rest of the left characterized the STO position on white 
supremacy in exactly these terms. But for these claims to be made within 
the group itself represented a fundamental challenge. The “Critique” ar-
gues that “Noel fails to demonstrate the immediate interests whites have 
in fighting against the system of white-skin privileges.”71 In particular, 
Ignatin “ignores the contradiction in these privileges. Not only do they 
divide the workers in struggle over immediate class issues, but they are 
often disadvantages disguised as privileges.”72 Further, “the line he puts 
forward is unprogrammatic. It requires white workers to make a com-
mitment to socialism in order to repudiate their white-skin privileges.… 
Noel presents no program based on repudiation of concrete privileges 
that the white worker can be won to in the daily battles of the class 
struggle.”73 Thus, the “Critique” was not strictly speaking a repudiation 
of the white skin privilege analysis, but rather an attempt to reformulate 

69 Pauline, “Critique of Noel’s Portland Speech,” unpublished manuscript 
in author’s possession, n.d., but c. 1973.

70 Ibid., 1.
71 Ibid.
72 Ibid.
73 Ibid. Ellipsis mine.
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it so that it appealed to the perceived self-interests of white workers. On 
one level, this was not entirely dissimilar from Ignatin’s own critique of 
the Weatherman version of white skin privilege a few years previous. At 
the same time, however, the “Critique” could be perceived as an attempt 
to evade the real difficulties encountered in attempting to win white 
workers to STO’s politics and strategy. The very real examples of contra-
dictory behavior by white workers offered in the Portland speech could 
not be resolved simply by showing these workers the contradictions; as 
Ignatin maintained, “White working people aren’t stupid. They don’t act 
in a racist fashion simply out of blind prejudice. There are much more 
substantial causes—the system of white-skin privileges—which lead 
them to behave in a selfish, exclusionary manner.”74 Facing this problem 
squarely did not make Ignatin’s position moralistic, but it did demand 
that revolutionaries avoid easy answers.

The second argument advanced in the “Critique,” that Ignatin’s vision 
of socialism and the strategy for achieving it were unworkable, represent-
ed a more fundamental challenge to STO’s political outlook. The line 
of reasoning here was more or less identical to the criticisms discussed 
previously in regards to the “Crisis” faction. Thus, Ignatin “rejects Lenin’s 
argument in What Is to Be Done that by itself the experience of work-
ers cannot produce socialist consciousness.… To Lenin’s approach Noel 
counterposes the ‘gardener approach.’ Discover the seeds of socialism in 
workers’ self-activity, identify them, nurture them.… This approach is 
spontaneist and syndicalist.”75 In particular, the “Critique” argues that 
Ignatin’s Portland speech romanticized the revolutionary potential of the 
black community: “he presents black culture as a model for the new 
society. He idealizes black consciousness and the social relations among 
black people. His ‘program’ for fighting white supremacy is for whites to 
recognize black culture and the black movement as the best expression of 
socialism.”76 The obvious alternative, from the perspective of the Litera-
ture Committee, was the embrace of the traditional What is to be Done 
approach prioritizing the ideological intervention of revolutionary cadre, 
such that “the development of this revolutionary class consciousness is 
the job of conscious communists armed with Marxist-Leninist theory.”77 

This criticism represented a direct attack on the Jamesian element in 
the Portland speech. The Portland speech (and, before it, the pamphlet 

74 Ignatin, “Black Workers, White Workers,” 5.
75 Pauline, “Critique,” 2. Ellipses mine.
76 Ibid.
77 Ibid.



108     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

The United Front Against Imperialism?) was certainly open to criticism for 
romanticizing black struggles, but this aspect, as well as the concept of 
the seeds of socialism implicit in working-class life, both show the influ-
ence of James, whose political trajectory was almost defiantly unortho-
dox in terms of his approach to Leninism. One striking characteristic of 
James’s analysis was his attentiveness to the daily life of workers and black 
people. Thus, years before the emergence of the modern Civil Rights 
Movement in the US South, he admonished, 

Let us not forget that in the Negro people, there sleep 
and are now awakening passions of a violence exceeding, 
perhaps, as far as these things can be compared, anything 
among the tremendous forces that capitalism has created. 
Anyone who knows them, who knows their history, is 
able to talk to them intimately, watches them at their own 
theatres, watches them at their dances, watches them in 
their churches, reads their press with a discerning eye, must 
recognise that although their social force may not be able to 
compare with the social force of a corresponding number of 
organised workers, the hatred of bourgeois society and the 
readiness to destroy it when the opportunity should present 
itself, rests among them to a degree greater than in any 
other section of the population in the United States.78 

This attentiveness to cultural forms and daily life as potential sites of 
mass resistance to oppression was clearly echoed in Ignatin’s analysis of 
the workplace and of black struggles against white supremacy. 

Despite their common Jamesian roots, these two criticisms—the 
romanticization of black culture and the rejection of the seeds of so-
cialism analysis—must be distinguished if for no other reason than that 
the former was insightful, while the latter was an unthinking regurgita-
tion of Stalinist methodology. The projection of revolutionary potential 

78 C.L.R. James, “The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro Problem in 
the USA” (1948), in Scott McLemee, ed., C.L.R. James on the “Ne-
gro Question” (Jackson, MS: The University Press of Mississippi, 1996), 
146. Available online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/james-clr/
works/1948/revolutionary-answer.htm (accessed October 10, 2011). 
Like many pieces published by James during his time in the United 
States, this document was originally published under a pseudonym, in 
this case “J. Meyer.”
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onto the black community was indeed a problem that characterized STO 
throughout most of its existence, although it was by no means the only 
radical group of its era to make this mistake. Even Ignatiev himself now 
considers this to have been one of STO’s main shortcomings, lamenting 
the fact that the group couldn’t see the difference between black revolu-
tion and proletarian revolution. He draws a parallel to the early IWW’s 
failure to see the difference between industrial unionism and revolution.79 
At the same time, James himself cannot take all the blame here, since he 
argued only that black struggles had greater potential to be revolutionary 
than other movements, not that they were necessarily revolutionary. The 
biggest culprit was the context of the early seventies, following upon two 
full decades during which every progressive movement in the United 
States had either emerged from or taken direct inspiration from the black 
community. In this context, it is easy to see how such romanticization 
could have developed, although the “Critique” was certainly correct in 
challenging it.

On the second question, however, concerning the seeds of socialism 
idea, Ignatin’s Portland speech holds up four decades later. A significant 
part of what made STO unique politically within its milieu was pre-
cisely the rejection of traditional understandings of the What Is to Be 
Done strategy, as has been described in greater detail in Chapter Two. 
Nonetheless, a tension always existed within STO regarding the relative 
importance of Leninist party-building measures and what the “Critique” 
describes as the “gardener approach.” The latter element had clear roots 
in political experiences of STO’s founding members, especially those 
who, like Ignatin and Hamerquist, had been disillusioned with the tradi-
tional methods of the Communist Party and its imitators. In the case of 
Hamerquist, this approach was largely influenced by Gramsci’s analysis 
of the Italian soviets after World War One, while Ignatin was more close-
ly drawn to James and his analysis. In this context, the obvious precursor 
to “Black Worker, White Worker” was the 1947 pamphlet The American 
Worker, by Paul Romano and Ria Stone, originally published by a group 
of Trotskyist militants centered around James. Romano was himself a 
politicized auto worker, and his analysis of the day-to-day reality of work 
in heavy industry reflected many of the same insights Ignatin brought to 
the Portland speech. For instance, Romano maintained that

The worker expresses his hatred of the incentive system by 
saying he should write the union contract. This is no less 

79 Author interview, Noel Ignatiev, January 27, 2006.
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than saying that the existing production relations must be 
overthrown. It is also much more. It means that he wants 
to arrange his life in the factory in such a way that it satis-
fies his instincts for doing a good job, knowing that it is 
worthwhile, and living in harmony with his fellow men. It 
is deeply rooted in the worker that work is the foundation 
of his life. To make his work a meaningful part of life, an 
expression of his overall individuality, is what he would at-
tempt to put into reality.80

Ignatin’s experiences two decades later in farm implement factories 
and steel mills confirmed this understanding, and led him to similar 
conclusions. At the same time, however, Pauline and the other mem-
bers of the “Crisis” faction were hardly alone in wanting STO to de-
velop into a Marxist-Leninist party. This objective, as has been noted 
previously, marked STO from its founding in late 1969. Indeed, by the 
mid-seventies, STO would begin to place primary emphasis on this de-
velopment, although as a group it was always convinced that any such 
party would necessarily be led primarily by revolutionaries of color. In 
this context, James himself was largely overshadowed, not just within 
STO but within the entire North American left, by the prominence of 
Maoism and Stalinism within the black movement. From the League 
of Revolutionary Black Workers (many of whom had direct or indirect 
exposure to James and his ideas in Detroit) to the Black Panther Party, 
and from the Republic of New Afrika to the African People’s Socialist 
Party, black radical organizations of the early seventies almost invariably 
aligned themselves with the Maoist tradition within Marxism.81 Thus, 

80 Paul Romano and Ria Stone, The American Worker (Detroit: Bewick 
Editions, 1972 [1947]). Available online at http://libcom.org/history/
american-worker-paul-romano-ria-stone (accessed October 10, 2011). 
Ria Stone was a pseudonym for Raya Dunayevskaya, co-leader with 
C.L.R. James of the “Johnson-Forest Tendency” that emerged within 
the Workers Party and the Socialist Workers Party in the forties. “F. For-
est” was another of Dunayevskaya’s pseudonyms, while “J.R. Johnson” 
was one of several pen names for James. For more on Johnson-Forest, 
see Loren Goldner, “Introduction to the Johnson-Forest Tendency and 
Background to “Facing Reality” (2002), available online at http://home.
earthlink.net/~lrgoldner/johnson.html (accessed October 10, 2011).

81 Thanks to Ethan Young for framing the question in these terms. Corre-
spondence, September 14, 2006. See also Robin D.G. Kelley and Betsy 
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Ignatin’s conceptual interest in the Jamesian “gardener approach” was 
more than counterbalanced by the practical requirements of STO’s ef-
forts to combat white supremacy within the context of the New Com-
munist Movement. The result, in terms of the Portland speech, was a 
contradictory view of organization, one that placed a high value on both 
mass self-determination and Leninist cadre structures. STO’s evolving 
perspective on this subject would oscillate over the next decade between 
party building and autonomy, as will be explored further in Chapters 
Four and Eight. The tension between these two poles was not to be easily 
resolved within STO. 

* * *
Such debates could have continued indefinitely within STO, due to 

the group’s previously noted policy of “refusing to impose discipline on 
matters of theory and fighting for discipline on matters of practice.”82 
However, the “Crisis” split of late 1973 included the departure of Pau-
line, and presumably other members of the Literature Committee, who 
had declined to publish the Portland speech. At the same time, however, 
STO’s analysis of white skin privilege faced a challenge, of an entirely dif-
ferent sort, from the people aligned with the “workerist” faction that was 
shortly to split under the banner of the “Head Is a Balloon” statement. In 
this case, the disagreement was not over proper interpretations of the line 
on white supremacy, or even about strategic questions emerging from the 
line. Rather, the leadership of the “Balloon” faction, in particular Zwier-
zynski and Brzostowski, for the most part did not believe the white skin 
privilege analysis was relevant within the context of extra-union organiz-
ing.83 Key members of the “Balloon” faction were centrally involved in 
the independent truckers’ strike, which mobilized an almost entirely white 
and male workforce, and in the Farah strike, which centered around the 
efforts of Mexican women. But apart from questions of language (English 

Esch, “Black Like Mao: Red China and Black Revolution,” in Souls: 
A Critical Journal of Black Politics, Culture and Society 1, no.4 (1999), 
6–41. A PDF of this article is available online at http://www.columbia.
edu/cu/ccbh/souls/vol1no4/vol1num4art1.pdf (accessed October 10, 
2011).

82 “Outline History” (1972), 1.
83 Veterans of three different factions from the 1973–1974 era, Kingsley 

Clarke, Mel and Marcia Rothenberg, and Guillermo Brzostowski, all 
agreed on this point in interviews with the author.



112     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

in Gary, Spanish in El Paso), the “workerists” saw no important differences 
in terms of organizing. Confronting the truckers on questions of white 
skin privilege seemed counterproductive from this perspective, while in 
the Farah context it was entirely unnecessary. No doubt Ignatin and others 
would have disagreed with these assessments, but this debate was also trun-
cated by the departure of the “Balloon” faction in mid-1974. In the end, 
Ignatin’s view of white skin privilege became universal within STO, not 
so much via a protracted ideological struggle among the membership but 
through a process of attrition. By the time the dust had settled, the only 
people remaining in STO were people who agreed with the perspectives 
advanced in the Portland speech.

Strangely, however, the speech itself had not yet been published, al-
most two years after Ignatin had first given it in 1972. In fact, it was 
first published for a mass audience not by STO, but in the magazine 
Radical America, in the summer of 1974, under the title “Black Work-
ers, White Workers.”84 This reflected not only the political disagreements 
within STO, but also its decreasing logistical capabilities as the group 
shrank dramatically. Nonetheless, once initial publication had finally 
been achieved, Ignatin’s speech was widely republished and broadly dis-
tributed on the left, appearing both in collections relating to workplace 
organizing and in those focused on questions of white supremacy and 
resistance to it. As STO grew again in the mid-seventies, its approach to 
these questions would shift somewhat into a national liberation frame-
work, but never again would any member fundamentally challenge the 
white skin privilege analysis contained in “Black Worker, White Worker.”

84 Noel Ignatin, “Black Workers, White Workers,” in Radical America 8, 
no. 4, July/August 1974, 41–60.



Part Two:  
Dreams Found and Lost
Lives on the line where dreams are found and lost 
I’ll be there on time and I’ll pay the cost

Bruce Springsteen, “Darkness on the Edge of Town”





Chapter Four:
Reorganization in Difficult 
Times

The way Noel Ignatiev tells the story, one of the key turning points in 
his political life took place during a conversation with Don Hamerquist 
in the fall of 1969, not long before the founding of STO.1 At the time, 
Ignatin was still within the orbit of Stalinism, although he was already 
well on his way to the unorthodox Leninism that would characterize his 
future path. Hamerquist had only recently left the CPUSA, but his own 
political shift had begun a few years previous. Both men were well versed 
in the endless debates that dominated the new left as the decade came to 
a close, including the question of the Sino-Soviet split.2 

The Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China were the largest 
and the third largest countries in the world, respectively, and they both 
claimed leading roles in the world communist movement. Tensions be-
tween their Communist Parties had reached a boiling point in the early 
sixties, several years after Nikita Khrushchev succeeded Joseph Stalin as 

1 Noel Ignatiev, author interview, January 2006. As indicated previously, 
Ignatin changed his name to Ignatiev after his departure from STO. I 
use Ignatiev when describing his current positions (including relaying 
this story) and Ignatin when describing his activities and the positions 
he held before and during his time in STO.

2 A comprehensive scholarly treatment of the Sino-Soviet conflict can be 
found in Lorenz M. Luthi, The Sino-Soviet Split: Cold War in the Com-
munist World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008).
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head of the Soviet Union. Khrushchev had initiated a significant shift 
in Soviet foreign policy that included substantial accommodation with 
the United States and other western powers, while Mao Tse-Tung was 
propelling the Chinese government into a series of confrontations with 
the US and its allies. One side effect of this conflict was China’s posthu-
mous embrace of Stalin as a great revolutionary who had defeated Hitler 
and dramatically expanded the reach of the international communist 
movement while challenging post-war US global hegemony. From this 
perspective, Stalin’s legacy had been repudiated by Khrushchev’s efforts 
at “peaceful co-existence.”3 As was the case in any number of contexts, 
much of the North American new left took its cues from Mao and China, 
leading to a hagiographic treatment of Stalin that continued throughout 
the seventies and into the eighties.

In this context, Hamerquist dropped a bombshell: according to Ig-
natiev, he argued that Khrushchev was not a repudiation of Stalin, but 
a continuation of his politics.4 The implication was clear: Stalin had 
not been a revolutionary icon worthy of the admiration of the new left. 
Rather, he—like Khrushchev—had been an opportunist, a bureaucrat, 
a dictator above and against the proletariat, a brake on the engine of 
revolution. This view of Stalin was not without precedent, of course, 
but within non-Trotskyist versions of Leninism it was highly unusual.5 

3 A number of writers have indicated that the public embrace of Stalin’s 
legacy by the Chinese Communists was not entirely genuine, and that 
Mao and other leaders of the CPC had a number of private reserva-
tions about Stalin’s role. See Ignatin, “…no condescending saviors,” as 
well as Russell Jacoby, “Stalinism and China,” in Radical America 10, 
no.3 (May/June 1976), 7–24.

4 Interview with Noel, January 2006. Hamerquist does not remember 
this precise conversation, but has indicated that Ignatiev’s narrative does 
accurately portray his (Hamerquist’s) views at the time.

5 Trotskyists, of course, built an entire analysis around opposition to 
Stalin and his legacy, while anarchists and assorted ultraleft sectors of 
the left rejected not only Stalin and Khrushchev but the entire trajec-
tory of Leninism. The literature here is enormous, but the basic out-
line of the Trotskyist critique of Stalin can be gleaned from A. Belden 
Fields, Trotskyism and Maoism: Theory and Practice in France and the 
United States (New York: Autonomedia, 1988), 14–16. Various ultra-
left criticisms of Leninism are detailed in Richard Gombin, The Radi-
cal Tradition: A Study in Revolutionary Thought (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1979), while the general anarchist response to Bolshevism is 
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Hamerquist had come to this perspective after intense personal experi-
ence inside the CPUSA, extensive study of the Communist history and 
theory, and much exposure to social movements outside the Party’s direct 
control. In essence, he had determined that in order to advance the cause 
of revolution, it was necessary to leave behind the organizational forms 
and strategies he grouped under the heading “the Stalin model.”6 

Ignatin was convinced, and he was not alone. The initial work of the 
Sojourner Truth Organization was devoted above all else to the develop-
ment and implementation of revolutionary strategies that could over-
come the obstacles presented not only by capital and the state, but also 
by the dominant revolutionary traditions of the era, including especially 
Stalinism. But in its early years, STO devoted relatively little attention to 
the organizational questions implied by its rejection of Stalinism. As pre-
viously noted, the group initially adopted a policy of “refusing to impose 
discipline on matters of theory and fighting for discipline on matters of 
practice.” One practical result of this approach was a lack of theoretical 
coherence and, as we have seen, a series of debilitating splits. Only after 
its near collapse in 1974 did STO begin to seriously address issues of 
revolutionary organization. Nonetheless, to understand the resurrection 
of STO in the mid-seventies, it is necessary to back up slightly and assess 
the state of the US left in the early part of the decade.

* * *
By 1972, the New Communist Movement (NCM) had become one 

of the most vibrant tendencies to emerge from the ashes of the sixties 
new left, and within the NCM, the Revolutionary Union (RU) and the 
October League (OL) were recognized as the largest and most influential 
organizations. STO, among others, had already attacked the politics of 
both the RU and the OL, but these political criticisms did not auto-
matically result in the growth of an organizational alternative. Move-
ment toward developing such a tendency took the form of a conference 
outside of Cincinnati, Ohio in October 1972.7 Known subsequently 
as the Grailville Conference (for the suburb where the conference took 

summarized in Michael Schmidt and Lucien van der Walt, Black Flame: 
The Revolutionary Class Politics of Anarchism and Syndicalism (Oakland, 
CA: AK Press, 2009), 100–105.

6 This formulation recurs in Hamerquist’s writings, but one of the earliest 
occurrences is found in TARP, 43.

7 For more on Grailville, see Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 106.
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place), it brought together a few hundred “independent” Leninists, some 
individuals and some in smaller collectives, who for one reason or an-
other had not joined one of the larger organizations. STO was heavily 
involved in planning the conference, which it initially viewed as a likely 
framework for unifying the participants. In the event, however, the po-
litical differences among the attendees proved overwhelming. STO re-
treated back to its ongoing work in Chicago, and left the post-conference 
networking to others.

Over the next two years, while STO suffered through the “Crisis” 
and “Balloon” splits, a number of other Grailville veterans developed 
a loose network of like-minded groups, largely but not exclusively lo-
cated in Midwestern cities: St. Louis, Kansas City, Louisville, Danville, 
IL, New York, and Boston, as well as Chicago. The looseness was even 
reflected in the name(s) given to the grouping, which was sometimes 
referred to as the “Coalition,” sometimes the “Confederation,” and 
sometimes the “Midwest Federation” (despite the participation from 
two east coast cities); similarly, the member groups were sometimes 
“Independent Marxist Collectives,” and at other points “Independent 
Marxist-Leninist Organizations.” Regardless of the name, however, 
the participants were united largely by their rejection of the politics 
advanced by the RU and OL (as well as Trotskyist groups like the In-
ternational Socialists (IS) and other left organizations outside the New 
Communist Movement), by their embrace of the white skin privilege 
analysis, and by their emphasis on mass work in factories, hospitals, the 
military, and other venues. 

In the aftermath of the “Balloon” split, STO was reduced to a hand-
ful of members, and for a brief time even lost its franchise on the name 
“Sojourner Truth” to a coalition of splitters who technically constituted 
a majority.8 Both versions of STO participated in the Federation. Until 
the new grouping disintegrated in 1975, the once-and-future STO was 
known within the Federation as “STO(X),” or simply “the (X).” The (X) 
was more active, partly because its small numbers made its previous forms 
of mass work impossible to maintain. As a matter of survival, STO(X) 
focused its efforts on rebuilding its membership, and building links with 
like-minded revolutionaries outside Chicago was an important part of 
this process. By 1975, STO(X) was heavily involved in the Federation’s 
discussions around the creation of a coherent revolutionary organiza-
tion. The debate over whether and how to accomplish this task provides 
substantial insight into the strategic approach taken by STO—the (X), 

8 Noel Ignatiev, email to the author, May 3, 2006.
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to be precise—in its middle period, from the mid-seventies through the 
end of the decade.

* * *
The question of organizational unification among the various groups 

within the Federation was quite contentious from the start. One pole, 
led largely by the then-unnamed “Boston Group,” argued that “it is only 
around theoretical positions, organizational principles, strategic and tac-
tical line that communist unity can be achieved.”9 In other words, theo-
retical unity necessarily preceded organizational unity. In support for this 
view, the Boston Group marshaled a famous quote from Mao himself: 
“The correctness or otherwise of the ideological and political line decides 
everything.”10 This position was counterposed to the argument that “a 
more centralized organizational structure will more readily permit strug-
gle over programmatic and theoretical differences.”11 In this scenario, the 
practical work of building a democratic centralist organization would 
precipitate further theoretical unification. This was STO(X)’s position. 
What appeared at first glance to be a chicken-and-egg question around 

9 Boston Group, “A Perspective on Organizational Structure,” in Collective 
Works #2, March 1975, 5. The “Boston Group” later became the Pro-
letarian Unity League (PUL), and eventually helped form the Freedom 
Road Socialist Organization. In this context, there is a certain irony to 
PUL’s later (1981) autobiographical description: “When it first formed, 
the group had not settled all the major questions, or even all the most 
important ones.” PUL, “Proletarian Unity League: Where We Came 
From, What We Look Like, What We Do” (1981). Available online at 
http://www.freedomroad.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=
article&id=237:family-tree-proletarian-unity-league&catid=171:our-
history&Itemid=264&lang=en, accessed October 18, 2011.

10 Collective Works #2, 4. Originally from Mao Zedong, “Summary of 
Chairman Mao’s talks with Responsible Comrades at Various Places 
during his Provincial Tour from the Middle of August to 12 Septem-
ber 1971,” in Stuart Schram, editor, Chairman Mao Talks to the People: 
Talks and Letters: 1956–1971 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1974), 290. 
Hamerquist’s tart response to the Mao quote was to opine that “Luckily 
Mao will not be judged on the basis of this one statement because it is 
wrong on its face.” Hamerquist, “Further Criticisms of Boston Posi-
tion,” in Collective Works #2, 18.

11 Ibid., 3.
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theory and practice revealed, on a deeper level, the divisions between the 
highly unorthodox Leninism of the (X) and the more traditional posi-
tions put forward by the Boston Group. At the root, the dispute revolved 
around differing understandings of the classic Leninist organizational 
principle known as “democratic centralism.”12

While most of the participating groups in the Federation embraced 
some version of democratic centralism, they disagreed profoundly about 
the proper definition of this important term. Once again, the stron-
gest advocates of the opposing positions were the Boston Group and 
STO(X). Boston argued that “democratic centralism is precisely the or-
ganizational form recognizing the necessity for a single direction of the 
proletariat and disciplined democratic discussion of its strategic and tac-
tical options.”13 In counterposing this to what it called “federalism,” the 
Boston Group further defined democratic centralism by clarifying what 
it was not: “federalism also implies the equality and inviolable integrity 
of different political lines … but liberalism of this kind is incompatible 
with an organization seeking to serve the interests of the oppressed and 
the exploited.”14 Although the Boston Group did not believe that there 
was sufficient unity within the Federation to establish democratic cen-
tralism as its internal operating system, it made clear its political disdain 
for the alternatives.

In response to Boston, STO(X) unleashed its two biggest intellec-
tual guns, Ignatin and Hamerquist, to present a very different vision 
of democratic centralism. Ignatin characterized the (X)’s critique of the 
Boston position as two-fold: “1. Differences [within a democratic cen-
tralist organization] cannot be anticipated and eliminated solely through 
a process of pure reason. 2. The party will always contain differences, 
even important ones, within it. This is not a ‘weakness’ to be ‘eliminated 
through struggle.’”15 Hamerquist went even further, arguing that

when Boston treats democratic centralism as a desirable, but 
remote, goal for the [Federation], they are applying a very 
mechanical, almost arbitrary, notion of what democratic 

12 A straightforward explanation of democratic centralism and its histori-
cal development as a concept can be found in the online “Marxist En-
cyclopedia” project, available here: http://www.marxists.org/glossary/
terms/d/e.htm#democratic-centralism accessed October 18, 2011.

13 Boston Group, “A Perspective on Organizational Structure,” 6.
14 Ibid.
15 Ignatin, “Critical Notes on Boston Paper,” in Collective Works #2, 11.
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centralism must be. It must be that internal regimen known 
popularly as “Stalinism”: assumption of leadership infal-
libility; assumption that Marxism has already answered 
all important questions; the banning of “factions”; strict 
limits on internal debate; and the prohibition of any public 
manifestations of internal division.… [A]ll these points … 
have little or nothing to do with democratic centralism, in 
my opinion.16 

This critique, especially the negative view of Stalinism, represented a 
continuation of STO’s longtime opposition to the orthodox Leninism of 
groups like the RU and the OL, now focused on a member group of the 
Federation itself.

Rather than reject democratic centralism, STO(X) put forward a 
competing definition that focused heavily on the importance of practi-
cal work in determining political line. Again, Hamerquist took the lead:

For the [Federation], democratic centralism means a deci-
sion to carry out joint activity … without such a deci-
sion, and such activities, it is quite possible to continue to 
function as if every position and tendency had equal status. 
Second, it means implementation of divisions into clear 
majorities and minorities on all disputed questions with 
the understanding that the majority “rules.” Third, it means 
that a minimum concern with developing our political posi-
tion into a coherent perspective entails the organizational 
purging of elements which consistently adopt minority po-
sitions which are closer to that of other political tendencies 
than to the [Federation]. Fourth, it means a very careful and 
reasoned concern with not mechanically imposing a major-
ity decision on the minority, for the simple reason that 
no minority that is serious will accept such treatment in a 
grouping so new and so weak. Fifth, it means definite pro-
tections of the right of minorities to argue their position.17

This exhaustive detailing of democratic centralism served multiple 
purposes: it not only articulated a coherent alternative to the more 

16 Hamerquist, “Further Criticisms of Boston Position,” in Collective 
Works #2, 22.

17 Ibid. Ellipsis in original.
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traditional understanding of democratic centralism that was no doubt 
widespread within the Federation, it also served as a shot across Boston’s 
bow in the form of the “organizational purging” clause, and it set forth 
the basic short-term organizational goals of the (X)’s participation in the 
Federation. 

As these political disputes continued over the course of 1975, it be-
came increasingly clear that the Boston Group was losing the battle of 
opinion within the Federation. Most of the Midwestern groups, despite 
a variety of other disagreements, sided with STO(X) on the definition 
of democratic centralism and its immediate applicability to the Federa-
tion. By the summer, the Boston Group withdrew from the Federation, 
along with the collective based in New York, but not before Hamerquist 
launched one more salvo against Stalinism as a general proposition. In 
advancing a set of “Discussion Points on the Party and Revolutionary 
Strategy,” he offered the most direct rejection of Stalinism STO had yet 
put forward:

The Leninist conception of the party must be recaptured 
from Stalinist distortion. We take this to involve the fol-
lowing points (at least): (A) Party life must emphasize clear, 
sharp and critical debate over points of principle. Fur-
thermore, the maximum effort must be extended to make 
this debate accessible to the working class. Fear of public 
differences and of “factions” is no part of Leninist theory 
or practice on the question of the party. (B) The ability of 
a party to play a vanguard role (and thus to truly be able to 
exercise discipline) is not given a priori. It is gained through 
a process of demonstrating to the masses of people that it is 
able to define and attack the burning questions of the day, 
that it is able to articulate and organize popular aspira-
tions in a framework of class struggle, that it can recognize 
and correct mistakes before they lead it to catastrophe or 
irrelevance. (C) The notion that the party leads by virtue of 
being the guardian of the “science of Marxism-Leninism” 
inevitably leads to distortion of the scientific character of 
Marxist theory, and a misunderstanding of the potential of 
the party to operate “scientifically.” (D) The so-called “party 
principle” must be cleared of any implication that runs 
contrary to the central Marxist thesis that the emancipation 
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of the working class is the task of the working class itself.18 

In a way, this analysis, offered at the midpoint of the decade, can be 
seen as a pivot in the theoretical development of STO’s approach to orga-
nization. From 1970 to 1975, the group had moved closer and closer to 
a traditional party-building model, progressively abandoning the more 
spontanist aspects of its early embrace of mass work in the factories as 
the labor upsurge declined. The winnowing process within the Federa-
tion represented the closest STO ever came to creating “the Party.” As 
much as Hamerquist’s indictment of Stalinism assumed the validity of 
the party-building idea, it also contained the kernels of STO’s eventual 
rejection of that model, especially in its final assertion regarding the class 
and the party. As the decade came to a close, STO would edge ever closer 
to a version of autonomist Marxism heavily influenced by C.L.R. James, 
which tended to view the class and the party as antagonists rather than 
partners. But the process that led to this conclusion was complicated, 
and began with the death of the Federation and the rebirth of a new, 
expanded Sojourner Truth Organization.

* * *
Once the Boston group departed from the Federation, the remaining 

collectives were largely united in their strategic approach to revolution. 
After shedding the St. Louis and Danville groups in a series of conflicts 
over relations with the growing anti-imperialist trend within the North 
American left, the three remaining member organizations—STO in Chi-
cago, Workforce in Kansas City, and the Haymarket Organization in 
Davenport, Iowa—agreed in early 1976 to merge into a single organi-
zation, adopting Hamerquist’s version of democratic centralism along 
the way. Chicago was identified as the “center” of the organization, and 
STO’s name was retained for the group as a whole, which was possible 
because the other version of STO had ceased to exist.19 

18 Hamerquist, “Discussion Points on the Party and Revolutionary Strat-
egy,” in Collective Works #3 (June, 1975), 8–9.

19 There is some disagreement about the basis for this decision. The pre-
eminence of Ignatin and Hamerquist as both experienced organizers 
and as major theoreticians, and their location in the Chicago area, may 
have played the decisive role. However, Alan Rausch, then a member of 
the Haymarket Organization, recalls that the naming decision was not 
a result of deference to the Chicago comrades, and more the outcome 
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At a conference in Iowa early that summer, a series of position papers 
were adopted, known later as the “Coe Resolutions,” after the college 
campus that hosted the meeting. These resolutions addressed everything 
from the organizational principles of the newly restructured group (for 
example, the clause that allowed the expulsion of “consistent minorities” 
was formally approved) to an analysis of the short-term prospects for 
revolutionary movements. On this subject, the group made a significant 
departure from its previous approach, in essence decentering the work-
place as a site of social struggle, while acknowledging the rising momen-
tum of a range of anti-imperialist movements within the United States, 
especially those for Puerto Rican independence, New Afrikan liberation, 
and revolution in Iran (see Chapter Five for more on this). The theoreti-
cal justification for this strategic shift was an analysis that the industrial 
working class in the United States was entering a period STO called 
“the lull,” which the group expected to last for several years before a re-
surgent working-class radicalism would re-invigorate shop-floor efforts. 
In the mean time, the group decided its efforts were better focused on 
internal education (especially around the theoretical topics we’ll discuss 
in Chapter Six) and on direct support for third world revolutionaries. 
While many members of STO still worked in factories, there was no 
longer any organizational encouragement to concentrate in particular 
worksites or industries.

Structurally, the new version of STO was based around a regular 
“General Membership Meeting” (GMM) which debated political issues, 
set policy, and determined strategic priorities, normally via a majority 
vote of members on a series of resolutions. Between GMMs, the leader-
ship body was the National Committee (NC), which was elected by the 
membership at each GMM and was supposed to meet face-to-face on a 
quarterly basis. The NC was responsible for guiding internal discussions 
on political and strategic questions, and for ensuring the implementa-
tion of decisions made at each GMM. To deal with travel and communi-
cation difficulties, members of the National Committee who resided in 
Chicago constituted a Central Committee (CC), which was tasked with 
making certain tactical decisions between NC meetings. This arrange-
ment reinforced the traditional leading role of several Chicago members 
of the group, especially Hamerquist and Ignatin, although they were not 
consistently members of the National or Central Committees. In general, 

of a general satisfaction with the historical and political resonance of 
the name “Sojourner Truth.” Conversation with the author, August 1, 
2009.
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the organizational structure adopted at the Coe Conference was designed 
to reflect the version of democratic centralism advocated with the Fed-
eration by Hamerquist and others. In practice, it resulted in a somewhat 
flawed hybrid of democratic control and informal hierarchy. Even when 
certain leading members of STO were not in formally elected positions on 
the NC or CC, their base of power within the group was still substantial. 

In an attempt to behave more like a party-building organization, STO 
began to use the National Committee as a framework for addressing the 
political implications of personal decisions facing individual members. 
This approach had long been common within the group for questions of 
employment, but as the organization expanded geographically, it came 
to be applied more broadly to life decisions. For instance, if a member in 
one city was considering leaving that city for any of a variety of personal 
reasons (personal conflicts, lack of work, etc.), the NC would weigh in 
with a recommendation on where that person should move. While these 
decisions were not normally binding on the members in question, they 
were almost always agreed to. As a result, in the mid- to late seventies, 
STO members were “sent to” cities as diverse as Denver, Portland, Phila-
delphia, and New York, as well as more traditional “placements” in Chi-
cago and Kansas City. 

Another aspect of the Coe Resolutions that was to become significant 
in the coming period concerned the racial composition of STO’s mem-
bership. While the group had always been open to members regardless 
of race, it had also traditionally been overwhelmingly white, partly as a 
result of its commitment to autonomy for radical movements of people 
of color. The Coe Resolutions for the first time approved an organiza-
tional position on the recruitment of members of color (or “third world 
members,” in the terminology of the resolutions). Given STO’s strong 
commitment to autonomy and national liberation, it was unsurprising 
that the Coe Resolution focused on “Third World Revolutionary Orga-
nizations and the Party Building Process.”20 Beginning with the prem-
ise that “a multinational communist party in this country will develop 
mainly through the gradual merging of Third World communist groups 
with organizations that are largely white,” the resolution advocated for 
nonwhite members of STO to shift toward membership in revolutionary 
groups of their specific race or nationality whenever appropriate. Thus, 

20 The Coe Resolution of this name is attached as “Appendix I” to the un-
published document “The Reasons for the Split in STO: White Chau-
vinism in Practice,” in author’s possession. Subsequent quotes are from 
the resolution as presented in this appendix.
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“it is the policy of STO to encourage Third World cadre to join and take 
discipline from Third World revolutionary organizations if they perceive 
that joining such organizations will enhance the development of these 
organizations.” With this substantial caveat, STO was formally open to 
accepting members of color, and within a year of the Coe Conference 
the group had indeed added four members of color (two black women, 
a latino man, and a latina woman), a small but substantial number for a 
group that still numbered fewer than fifty people. 

This new policy inevitably exacerbated a long-standing tension within 
STO, between the belief in the necessity of a multiracial revolutionary 
movement and the support for autonomous organizing within communi-
ties of color. In contrast to other largely white revolutionary groups that 
deliberately recruited members of color at least partly in order to diver-
sify their demographic composition, STO was always gun-shy about this 
approach, with several ex-members recalling a shared disdain for the to-
kenism they saw in the recruitment efforts of groups like the RU/RCP.21 
Indeed, STO’s practice during the period after the Coe conference was to 
avoid “recruiting TW [third world] members without [first] consulting 
with national liberation organizations to which they might belong and 
with which STO had working relationships.”22 In formalizing the view that 
the coming revolutionary party would develop from the merger of several 
revolutionary groups with different demographics and largely under the 
leadership of radicals of color, the newly restructured STO gained a jus-
tification for remaining overwhelmingly white. But at the same time, the 
support for “third world” autonomy necessarily resulted in an openness to 
admitting members of color who directly expressed an interest in STO’s 
political direction and practical work. This Coe Resolution attempted to 
bridge the gap by suggesting that membership in STO should be a transi-
tional phase for black or latina/o revolutionaries on their way to eventual 
membership in their “appropriate” national liberation movements, but this 
perspective discounted the possibility that such revolutionaries might feel 
more at home politically within STO than in other organizational struc-
tures. The seeds of eventual conflict were more or less built into the self-
conception that emerged from the Coe Conference.

21 Author interviews with Kingsley Clarke, Don Hamerquist, David 
Ranney.

22 “The Reasons for the Split in STO: White Chauvinism in Practice,” 
unpublished document dated January 28, 1978 and signed by twelve 
ex-members of STO, 1. In author’s possession.
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* * *
Regardless of any subtle tensions, STO emerged from Coe stronger 

and more vital than it had been in some time. With established branches 
in a variety of locations, and with a refocused set of strategic priorities, 
the group was able to engage in many different areas of work. In addi-
tion to solidarity work with national liberation movements, the group 
undertook the substantial task of developing a theoretical pole within the 
North American left. Now straddling the New Communist Movement 
and the anti-imperialist white left, STO resumed an aggressive publish-
ing schedule, issuing a series of pamphlets on key topics and using its 
network of contacts to distribute them nationally and even overseas.23 
This included re-issuing the classic piece Toward a Revolutionary Par-
ty, producing a collection of pieces themed around Understanding and 
Fighting White Supremacy, and introducing important new pamphlets on 
topics like White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Question and 
Rape, Racism, and the White Women’s Movement. STO produced so many 
publications during this period that, shortly after the Coe Conference, it 
distributed a trifold leaflet advertising fourteen different pamphlets un-
der the heading “Literature from Sojourner Truth Organization.” Includ-
ing sections on “General Strategy,” “White Supremacy and the National 
Question,” and “Production Organizing,” the leaflet was representative 
of the group’s ongoing political transformation. “Despite some changes 
in our strategic conceptions,” according to the leaflet, “we continue to re-
print all of our literature that we feel is relevant to current revolutionary 
concerns so that our development is open for examination.”24 The trifold 
even contained an order form for interested readers, and an offer to waive 
shipping costs if “payment accompanies your order.” 

This flurry of publications was a direct result of STO’s declaration of 
the “lull,” which meant that limited energies were better spent organiz-
ing the left itself rather than attempting to organize the class. It was also 
made possible by STO’s earlier investment in a printing press, which by 
the mid-seventies had been incorporated into a full-scale printshop that 

23 British radical Kevin McDonnell indicates that STO pamphlets were 
available for sale in a variety of radical bookshops in London during the 
mid-seventies. Email to author, May 8, 2009.

24 Untitled leaflet (n.d., but c. 1976). The Tamiment Library and Rob-
ert F. Wagner Labor Archives, New American Movement Records 
(TAM051), Box 1. Thank you to Evan Matthew Daniel for providing 
me with a copy of this document.
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provided continuous employment to one or more STO members until 
the group’s final demise in the mid-eighties.25 This in-house press allowed 
STO to produce substantial print runs of a large number of pamphlets 
with an increasingly professional design. Where early STO publications 
were routinely based on text produced on typewriters, by the mid-seven-
ties the printshop had incorporated typesetting equipment that looked 
quite sharp by the pre-computer standards of the era.

In contrast to many other left groups that engaged in regular publica-
tion, STO’s efforts in this arena were not normally focused on proclaim-
ing official organizational position papers. Instead, a number of the main 
documents published in 1976 were openly billed as “discussion papers,” 
meaning that they were intended to argue for claims that were not just con-
troversial within the left but were contentious inside STO as well. Hamer-
quist’s White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Question fell into 
this category, as did Ignatin’s long essay published under the title “…no 
condescending saviors”, which amounted to an extended argument for the 
position that the then-existing “socialist” governments of the world—es-
pecially the Soviet Union, China, and Cuba—were actually implementing 
a version of “state capitalism.” Drawing heavily on the analysis of C.L.R. 
James in his classic work State Capitalism and World Revolution, but built 
largely around Ignatin’s review of the relevant literature, the pamphlet was 
not only not a formal position paper, it probably never reflected a major-
ity position within STO.26 This reflected both the group’s commitment to 
airing internal political disputes in public, as well as the high level of influ-
ence wielded by Ignatin personally within STO. 

The crux of Ignatin’s argument, at least in terms of the Soviet Union, 
amounts to a restatement of Hamerquist’s revelatory reframing of the 
issue in 1969, as described early in this chapter. Ignatin argues that the 
classic Maoist line on Russia—that capitalism was “restored” there by 
Khrushchev in 1957—is illogical and inconsistent with the known facts. 
Instead, he proposes, “There are only two opinions on this matter that 
meet minimum standards of reasonableness: either socialism exists in 
the Soviet Union, in spite of any backward steps that may have been 
taken by the revisionists; or socialism was never attained there, and the 

25 The printshop continued to operate as a commercial enterprise until ap-
proximately 2002, largely under the direction of two former members 
of STO, printing a variety of materials for various left, community-
based, commercial, and music-oriented projects.

26 See C.L.R. James (with Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee), State Capi-
talism and World Revolution (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1986 [1950]). 



Reorganization in Difficult Times     129

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

Khrushchev-Brezhnev policies represent, in the most fundamental sense, 
not a reversal but a continuation of previous policies.”27 Ignatin makes it 
clear that he endorses the latter scenario, and much of his pamphlet fo-
cuses on documenting this line of argument with extensive use of Lenin’s 
own writings, as well as references to the historiography of the Russian 
Revolution. 

According to Ignatin, Lenin himself advocated for the necessity of 
state capitalism as a response to the economic crises facing the Soviet 
Union in the years immediately following the revolution. Under this 
analysis, the New Economic Policy (NEP), introduced in 1921, “was 
an alliance between the Soviet state and large-scale capitalism, against 
the petty capitalism which then prevailed.”28 The real question, however, 
concerns not economic policy but political issues around the structure 
of the Soviet state. Lenin believed that the danger of state capitalism 
could be contained by the increasingly powerful and revolutionary state 
apparatus. But instead of “broaden[ing] the base of participation in state 
affairs,” the Bolsheviks “chose another course, to rely increasingly on the 
Party to perform the administrative tasks of the new state.”29 Stalin’s in-
novation was not the single-party state as such, but the attending “theory 
of the party as the repository of all knowledge, whose task was to mobi-
lize the population to carry out its directives.”30

His critique of Soviet state capitalism notwithstanding, Ignatin de-
fends Lenin’s political integrity to a great extent, arguing that the Bol-
sheviks were “forced” to follow such a course, and further claiming that 
in Lenin’s last year of life he saw the error of the NEP and attempted to 
combat the new scourge of state capitalism with a “damning criticism 
of the Soviet regime.”31 But it was too late; Lenin died in 1924 and was 
replaced by Stalin, who dramatically expanded the reach and depth of 
Soviet state capitalism and its attendant bureaucracies. In Ignatin’s analy-
sis, Lenin’s theory of the party bears no responsibility for the “subsequent 
degeneration of the Soviet Union.”32 This maneuver to absolve Lenin 
of the sins of Stalin was by now familiar to those who followed STO’s 
political development, and it was certainly of a piece with Hamerquist’s 
earlier defense of democratic centralism.

27 Ignatin, “…no condescending saviors” (Chicago: STO, 1976), 9.
28 Ibid., 13.
29 Ibid., 18.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid., 14.
32 Ibid., 18.
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Ignatin also pays considerable attention to the twists and turns of 
both Soviet and Chinese foreign policies, but within a framework where 
“a country’s foreign policy is an extension of its domestic one.”33 Thus, 
neither Soviet efforts to constrain the revolutionary efforts of subordinate 
Communist parties in the third world (what the Maoists called “social-
imperialism”), nor the notorious support of the Chinese Communists 
for reactionary forces in Africa and Latin America, were in themselves 
the central problem. They were instead symptomatic of the continued 
power of capitalism in the two largest so-called Communist countries in 
the world. Ignatin issues a direct challenge to other US revolutionaries, 
such as the October League, who had an unfortunate tendency to pursue 
to the extreme the logic of “my enemy’s enemy is my friend,” defending 
China and excoriating the Soviet Union, even when such a position was 
functionally identical to that of the United States government itself. In 
contrast, argues Ignatin, “we remain firmly committed to the traditional 
stance of communists in an imperialist country—for American workers, 
the enemy is at home!”34 Despite substantial differences over the nature 
of the Soviet and Chinese regimes, this strategic conclusion was one that 
all members of STO would have strongly embraced.

* * *
Pamphlets weren’t the only publishing method STO used to height-

en its political profile. Less than a year after the Coe Conference, the 
first issue of Urgent Tasks appeared, heralding one of STO’s lasting 
contributions to the US left. UT, as it was often known, was a well-
produced, well-written, and well-distributed magazine that promoted 
STO’s political stance in a consistent fashion in fourteen issues over the 
course of the next five years. The title was drawn, unsurprisingly, from 
Lenin, specifically from the title of the editorial in the first issue of the 
pre-Bolshevik newspaper Iskra, published in 1900, “The Urgent Tasks 
of Our Movement.” Every issue contained the same brief quotation 
from its namesake document: “… not to serve the working class at each 
of its stages, but to represent the interests of the movement as a whole, 
to point out to this movement its ultimate aim and its political tasks, 
and to safeguard its political and ideological independence.”35 From 

33 Ibid., 2.
34 Ibid.
35 Quoted from Urgent Tasks #1, May, 1977, inside front cover. The origi-

nal can be found (with a slightly different translation) in V.I. Lenin, 
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the fifth issue onward, the subtitle “Journal of the Revolutionary Left” 
was appended. The editorial board was elected by STO’s membership 
on a regular basis, and Ignatin served as editor for almost every issue 
after the fifth. Each issue of the magazine was designed, typeset, and 
printed at STO’s printshop.

Early issues of UT contained a series of strident polemics by STO 
members against erstwhile allies and opponents like the Prairie Fire Or-
ganizing Committee and the Philadelphia Workers’ Organizing Com-
mittee.36 But the range of topics and authors began to broaden, and the 
quality of design and layout improved substantially, allowing UT to de-
velop into a solid and nondogmatic publication that was taken seriously 
by a significant section of the left by the end of the decade. The journal 
regularly featured new translations of important documents from revolu-
tionaries in places like Iran, Italy, Poland, and Puerto Rico. When STO 
approved organizational position papers on various topics, normally un-
der the rubric of “theses,” these were published in UT for maximum 
distribution. Thus the “Theses on White Supremacy and the National 
Question,” approved by the GMM in May 1977, were published in 
Number Two (October 1977), while the “Theses on Fascism,” approved 
by the GMM in April 1981, were published in the penultimate issue, 
Number Thirteen (Spring 1982). 

Beginning with Number Three (Spring 1978), a clarification was 
printed alongside the listing of the editorial board: “Signed articles do 
not necessarily express the views of Sojourner Truth Organization.”37 
Only rarely were author biographies provided, so it was impossible for 
most outsiders to know whether a signed piece had been penned by an 
STO member or not. As time went on, a significant number of items in 
almost every issue were written by nonmembers, although behind the 

“The Urgent Tasks of Our Movement” (1900), in Collected Works, Vol-
ume 4, 366–371.

36 The Prairie Fire Organizing Committee (PFOC) was one of the leading 
groups in the white, anti-imperialist solidarity movement of the seven-
ties, while the Philadelphia Workers’ Organizing Committee (PWOC) 
was a relatively late arrival in the New Communist Movement. By 
1977, when the first issue of UT was published, both groups were quite 
prominent in the US left. For more on PFOC, see Chapter Five of this 
book, as well as Dan Berger, Outlaws of America: The Weather Under-
ground and the Politics of Solidarity (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2006). For 
more on PWOC, see Elbaum, Revolution in the Air.

37 Quoted from Urgent Tasks #3, Spring 1978, inside front cover. 
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scenes, members were being strongly encouraged to contribute.38 Some 
pieces in UT addressed theoretical issues such as Marx’s law of value, 
some were concerned with historical topics like the nature of slavery be-
fore the Civil War, and some focused on strategic questions that spoke 
directly to the ongoing work of STO. This last category, over the dura-
tion of UT’s lifespan, included articles on factory organizing, antinuclear 
work, fascism and antifascism, and the nature of the movement for gay 
liberation, among other topics. Most of these articles were written by 
STO members, as were the periodically published study guides on topics 
like Reconstruction and dialectics. 

The twelfth issue of UT was almost certainly the most well-received by 
the left outside of STO, even though it lacked any articles with immediate 
implications for strategy. This issue, guest edited by the founding and long-
time editor of Radical America, Paul Buhle, was a celebration of “C.L.R. 
James: His Life and Work.”39 James had been an ever-growing influence 
on the politics of Ignatin and other members of STO as the seventies pro-
gressed. The 132-page tome dwarfed all other issues of the magazine, and 
may have earned Ignatin as much scorn inside STO as it garnered praise in 
the outside world. Dozens of well-known radicals from several continents 
contributed reminiscences, reflections, and assessments of various aspects 
of James’s written output, his organizing work, and his personal life. Of the 
authors, however, only two—Ignatin and Ken Lawrence—were members 
of STO; though the organization was clearly influenced by James and his 
politics, most of the membership was not engaged with the project. This 
unusual and decidedly unrepresentative publication went on to become 
one of the most widely known items ever produced by STO; its contents 
were even subsequently republished as a book in Great Britain. Ironically, 
while Ignatin and STO were drawn to James largely because of his major 
contributions to revolutionary theory and his unorthodox approach to or-
ganizational and cultural questions, the publication of the special issue of 
UT coincided almost perfectly with the rise of James as an acceptable and 
safe topic for academic study.

* * *
While considerations of general revolutionary theory and strategy were 

certainly important to STO during this period, the organization remained 

38 See, for example, Noel Ignatin, “Even More Urgently on UT,” in Inter-
nal Discussion Bulletin #7, Jan/Feb 1979, 39–40.

39 See Urgent Tasks #12, Summer 1981.
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concerned about a number of issues that might be seen as more immediate. 
Foremost among these, of course, were white supremacy and patriarchy, 
which together helped worsen the misery of capitalism for the vast major-
ity of the world’s population. The same flurry of publication that led to “…
no condescending saviors” also produced one of STO’s most widely distrib-
uted, and most controversial, pamphlets, Allison Edwards’s Rape, Racism, 
and the White Women’s Movement: An Answer to Susan Brownmiller. Brown-
miller was a well-known white feminist writer and activist who, in 1975, 
published a best-selling book entitled Against Our Will: Men, Women and 
Rape. Widely regarded as a key text in the mainstream acceptance of the 
feminist movement, Against Our Will positions rape as a central weapon 
in the continued oppression of women by men. “From prehistoric times 
to the present,” argues Brownmiller, “rape has played a critical function. It 
is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by which 
all men keep all women in a state of fear.”40 In terms of race, the book 
maintains that “interracial rape remains a huge political embarrassment to 
liberals.”41 It examines in some detail the ways in which the US left, espe-
cially the CPUSA, chose to highlight the plight of black men wrongfully 
charged with raping white women—such as the defendants in the 1931 
Alabama trial known popularly as the Scottsboro case—instead of focusing 
on the experience of white women who were victims of interracial rape.42

Edwards’s pamphlet launches a frontal attack on Brownmiller’s book, 
accusing it of capitulation to a racist, law-and-order mentality that did 
nothing to advance the legitimate cause of feminism. After painting a 
picture of rising crime amidst the general economic crisis of the mid-
seventies, Edwards argues that “to focus on the increase in rape, par-
ticularly black on white rape, in isolation from the entire pattern and 
its causes, can only contribute to the repression and terror against black 
people.”43 Describing Brownmiller’s position as “racist, reactionary, and 

40 Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1975), 15. Italics in original.

41 Ibid., 254.
42 On Scottsboro, see Hayward Patterson and Earl Conrad, Scottsboro Boy 

(New York: Collier Books, 1969 [1950]), as well as James Goodman, 
Stories of Scottsboro (New York: Pantheon, 1994). Edwards says of Pat-
terson’s memoir, “it should be required reading for everyone who has 
read Against Our Will.” Allison Edwards, Rape, Racism and the White 
Women’s Movement: An Answer to Susan Brownmiller (Chicago: STO, 
1976), 10. All quotes are from the first edition.

43 Edwards, 8.
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terribly dangerous,” Edwards goes on to criticize “her inevitable law-and-
order conclusions on how to stop rape.”44 Thus, maintains Edwards, “A 
solution to rape that calls for more prosecutions is a solution that is de-
signed to put more black men in jail, whether or not they have commit-
ted any crimes.”45 Against Our Will suggests that female parity in police 
employment would be the “ultimate testing ground” for “full equality 
for women,” leading Edwards to sarcastically question whether women 
should also demand the right “to plot 50% of the assassinations of leaders 
of third world countries engaged in struggles for national liberation.”46 
From a revolutionary perspective, Brownmiller’s analysis was anathema. 

For Edwards, the critique of Brownmiller becomes a launching pad 
for criticizing the rightward (and whiteward) trajectory of the women’s 
movement during the seventies. Combining STO’s traditional emphasis 
on the struggle against white supremacy with an immanent critique of 
feminism’s prospects, Edwards argues that “a women’s movement without 
black women will not free itself of bourgeois domination and become a 
revolutionary movement. In fact, a white women’s movement that does 
not align itself with black women’s struggle for liberation cannot be con-
sidered a women’s movement at all.”47 Drawing on the historical parallel 
of how the women’s movement of the nineteenth century responded to 
black leadership in the movement for the abolition of slavery before the 
Civil War, Edwards suggests a framework that would allow white femi-
nists to link their efforts to those of black communities for freedom and 
self-determination. She summarizes the importance and potential of a 
truly radical feminist movement:

A proletarian revolution is an absolute necessity for the 
liberation of women. Conversely, an autonomous women’s 
movement is an absolute necessity as part of a strategy for 
proletarian revolution. Without an independent women’s 
movement, there is no guarantee that the male supremacy 
now rampant in bourgeois society or, for that matter, within 
the proletarian movement or in any party, will be chal-
lenged. Thus, without a women’s movement there is no 
assurance that even under socialism the ideological super-
structure of male dominance and male superiority will be 

44 Ibid., 21.
45 Ibid., 24.
46 Brownmiller, 388; Edwards, 25.
47 Edwards, 30.
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undercut. Furthermore, without a revolutionary struggle 
against male supremacy, the fight against capitalist domina-
tion will not succeed.48

With this emphatic statement, Edwards pre-empted any charge that 
she was marginalizing or rejecting the role of feminism. The point was 
reinforced by the back cover of the pamphlet, which featured a portrait 
of STO’s namesake, Sojourner Truth, alongside the long version of what 
is probably her most famous quote, ending in the rhetorical question 
“And ain’t I a woman?”49 In the context of Edwards’s polemic, this ques-
tion took on a second meaning in direct challenge to the “white women’s 
movement” of the pamphlet’s title.

* * *
Edwards was for a long period STO’s leading theorist on women’s 

issues, and she remembers being groomed within the group as a female 
intellectual. When Brownmiller’s book was published, Ken Lawrence 
suggested to Edwards that she write a critique of it.50 Having completed 
this task, she later wrote a lengthy two-part essay published in Urgent 
Tasks, entitled “Women and Modern Capitalism” that methodically laid 
out her analysis of patriarchy, and throughout this period she was in-
volved in a range of political activities as part of STO and as a lawyer.51 
But Edwards was hardly the only member of STO to address women’s 
issues during this time, either in writing or in practice. Carole Travis, 
Linda Phelps, Beth Henson, Elaine Zeskind, and Cathy Adolphson all 
published pieces about women’s oppression and liberation in the pages 
of Urgent Tasks. Members of STO took on significant roles in campaigns 
against forced sterilization (especially in the Puerto Rican context), in 
defense of reproductive rights more broadly, and in support of Dessie 

48 Ibid., 35.
49 More recent historical scholarship has disputed whether Truth actually 

uttered the words “ain’t I a woman.” See Carleton Mabee with Susan 
Mabee Newhouse, Sojourner Truth: Slave, Prophet, Legend (New York: 
New York University Press, 1993), 75–78. 

50 Allison Edwards, interview with the author, December 13, 2008.
51 See “Women and Modern Capitalism Part One: Erosion of Material 

Base for Oppression,” in Urgent Tasks #5, Summer 1979, 6–19, and 
“Women and Modern Capitalism Part Two: Alienation and Objectifi-
cation,” in Urgent Tasks #6, Fall 1979, 13–34.
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Woods, a black woman sentenced to death for killing a white man who 
tried to rape her.52 Women were in leadership positions within STO from 
its inception until its eventual demise. During the second half of the sev-
enties a series of intra-organizational bodies, with names like “Women’s 
Commission” and “Women’s Wing” played an active role within the 
group’s internal culture. 

Over the course of several years, an extensive internal debate focused 
STO’s attention on the question of women’s autonomy, both within the 
organization and outside it. An article by Elaine Zeskind on “The Party 
and Autonomy for Women” was featured prominently in the first issue 
of Urgent Tasks, prefaced by a note indicating that “STO intends to break 
with [the] traditional model” used by most New Communist groups, 
which rejected substantial autonomy for women because it was suppos-
edly “an anti-Leninist capitulation to ‘petty bourgeois women’s caucus 
ideas.’”53 The extent to which the group did in fact distinguish itself from 
the “traditional model” is unclear, and no published documents ever fol-
lowed up on the promise that prefaced Zeskind’s article. Similarly, there 
was little unanimity within STO on the questions related to the nature 
of male supremacy, the relationship of patriarchy to capitalism, or the 
role of women in revolutionary struggles. No theses were ever adopted 
by the organization providing an official stance on any of these topics, 
nor did any of the unsigned editorials in UT address such issues. Partly as 
a result, outsiders were left to piece together an understanding of STO’s 
perspective based either on their reading of STO’s published materials 
(all signed by individuals rather than organizationally) or on individual 
conversations with members of the group. 

Ted Allen, who had helped pioneer the analysis of white skin privi-
lege that had always defined STO, was one such outsider, and he pro-
duced a strikingly perceptive critique of what appeared to be STO’s 
overall position on women and revolution. In the summer of 1978, Allen 
sent a lengthy and often humorous letter to Noel Ignatin, his long-time 
comrade and friend, which, among other topics, addressed women’s op-
pression. “I understand you to say,” writes Allen, “that the oppression of 
women by men is not a revolutionary question because the women lack 

52 Information on these activities comes from author interviews with Al-
lison Edwards, Carole Travis, Carol Hayse, and Marcia LaRose, as well 
as various Internal Discussion Bulletins throughout the late seventies.

53 Elaine Zeskind, “The Party and Autonomy for Women,” in Urgent Tasks 
#1, May 1977, 3.
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the power to make a successful revolution to get rid of male supremacy.”54 
“To give your argument its full justice,” he continues, “you would, I 
presume, say that women of the oppressed classes and nations can free 
themselves as members of social classes and nations, but not as women; 
that women cannot by their own independent strength throw off male 
domination.”55 Further speculating on the logic of the presumed Igna-
tin/STO position, Allen posits that such a stance required a belief that 
women’s liberation would come, not through an autonomous feminist 
struggle, but instead as an “incidental function” of successful anticapital-
ist and anti-imperialist revolutions.56 

Rejecting the “invidious comparison” between women and the 
working class as potential agents of revolution, Allen argues in favor 
of the proposition that women’s oppression was indeed an essential, 
if not necessarily “independent” revolutionary question.57 Question-
ing the value of “independence” as an evaluative benchmark for rev-
olutionary struggle, he suggests that both proletarian and feminist 
struggles are likely to become “dependent” on each other in impor-
tant ways as they develop. “I have never been in a revolution,” Allen 
concedes, “but from what I have heard, there comes a time when the 
people on both sides are less worried about ‘independently winning’ 
than they are about rounding up all the help they can round up to 
keep from getting their ass whipped.”58 Allen even invoked the key 
point of unity he shared with Ignatin and all of STO, suggesting that 
the group’s emphasis on “independently winning” had the effect of 
“hindering the struggle against white supremacy.”59 This must have 
hit close to home for a group so strongly and publicly tied to the 
white skin privilege analysis.

54 Letter from Ted Allen to Noel Ignatin, 11 July 1978, 19. Reproduced in 
Internal Discussion Bulletin #4, September 1978. In author’s possession. 
It appears that “you” here refers to STO organizationally, not merely to 
Ignatin alone. On page 23, Allen offers the following formulation for 
the contrasting positions: “I am not so ready as STO seems to be to talk 
about the proletariat being able to fulfill its its [sic] revolutionary task 
independently, while the women’s struggle is helpless to make a revolu-
tion on its own.” 

55 Ibid., 20.
56 The line about “incidental function” comes from Ibid., 21.
57 Ibid., 23.
58 Ibid. Emphasis in original.
59 Ibid.
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Allen also addresses the “incidental function” argument, offering a 
tentative assessment of the link between women’s liberation and the re-
ality of socialist revolution in the twentieth century. Since Ignatin was 
clearly aligned with the state capitalist position on the Soviet Union and 
other so-called socialist countries, Allen assumed STO would argue that 
the lack of full women’s liberation in these countries was a result of the 
failure of their revolutions, and “that when the proletariat succeeds in its 
revolution, the progress of women to full equality with men will follow 
in consequence.”60 He counters with a probing question: “But have you 
ever thought of considering whether or not, and if so to what extent, the 
failure of the revolutionary parties to carry forward with the complete 
equalizing of women may have been, not just a result, but a cause of the 
failure of socialist revolutions?”61 

Finally, Allen deals at length with a position that he ascribes to “some 
members of STO:” “that the oppression of women is not a revolutionary 
question because it can be solved under capitalism.” Challenging this 
analysis as incompatible with Marxist economic analysis, he argues that 
strict limits existed on the ability of women to be fully incorporated into 
capitalist production on an equal basis with men. “Far short of the point 
at which women’s liberation through employment as wage laborers could 
produce a social parity of the sexes, the trend is overtaken and reversed 
by the economics of the increasing cost of their general employment.”62 
At the same time, Allen points to the problem of “male ego and its ideol-
ogy” as “a major barrier to the development of revolutionary conscious-
ness among men everywhere.”63 In this regard, he suggests the need for a 
study of male supremacy that would parallel the research done by W.E.B. 
Du Bois on “the relationship between white supremacy and bourgeois 
rule in this country.”64 Once again, Allen’s deliberate reference to the 
shared commitment to struggling against white supremacy served to 
highlight the potential he ascribed to the fight against male supremacy.

The response from STO was muted. No official reply was forthcoming, 
either from the organization as a whole or from its Women’s Commission. 

60 Ibid., 22.
61 Ibid. Allen followed with amusing self-deprication—“Well, neither 

have I”—and allowed that “probably work along that line is already 
well advanced by women researchers and theorists of whose thinking I 
am in typical male ignorance.” Ibid., 23.

62 Ibid., 27.
63 Ibid., 28.
64 Ibid.
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In a subsequent discussion in the Chicago Branch, Ignatin clarified that 
the position he expressed to Allen prior to Allen’s letter was “that women, 
as women by themselves, are incapable of making a social revolution, and 
thus are not ‘independently revolutionary,’ but certainly are capable of 
throwing off male domination.”65 But this begged the question of whether 
the “throwing off” could happen within capitalism or only as part of a 
broader revolution. If the former, then Allen’s critique of the position held 
by “some members” of STO would still apply to the extent that limits ex-
isted on the ability of capitalism to accommodate women’s liberation; if the 
latter, then Allen’s rejection of the need for “independence” remained valid. 
Regardless, it is not clear that STO was particularly concerned to critically 
evaluate its own positions in light of Allen’s critique. Perhaps the clearest 
attempt at some sort of response came in the form of Edwards’ long, two-
part article on “Women and Modern Capitalism.”

Edwards never mentions Allen directly, but she seems to have his cri-
tique in mind when she tackles the question of capitalism’s relationship 
to male supremacy. Drawing on the classic Marxist distinction between 
base and superstructure, which Allen himself had also highlighted in his 
letter to Ignatin, Edwards argues that the “material base” of women’s 
oppression had been “eroded” by the development of capitalism in the 
twentieth century. In other words, previously important factors like the 
unwaged labor of women in the home and the accessibility of women as 
what Marx called a “reserve army of labor” that keeps all wages depressed, 
have increasingly been undermined by dramatic technological and socio-
political transformations in capitalism. However, while the economic 
base could be reconciled to a situation in which women have substantial 
equality with men, there still remains the problem of the superstructure, 
where “male supremacy has taken on a life of its own and continues to 
exist as an ideology with substantial privileges and benefits (both ma-
terial and nonmaterial) to men, in spite of its diminishing benefit to 
capitalism.”66 In a new twist on the question of being “independently 
revolutionary,” Edwards argues that “only in a period of major social 
upheaval” could “entrenched ideas” like the ideology of male supremacy 

65 This quote is from the “Chicago Branch Report: November, 1978 Dis-
cussion on Women Question,” prepared by Ed Voci in April 1979, and 
based in part on “the recollection of” Ignatin and several others. IDB 
#10, May 1979, 11.

66 Unsigned “Introduction” attached to “Women and Modern Capital-
ism: Erosion of Material Base for Oppression,” in UT #5, Fall 1979, 6. 
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be “open to significant challenge and change.”67 But Edwards repudiates 
Allen’s charge of women’s liberation being an “incidental function” of 
socialist revolution. Without speculating on the proper forms of women’s 
autonomy within revolutionary organizations, she states flatly that “an 
autonomous women’s movement is essential for that decisive challenge 
to male supremacy.”68 The end result of Edwards’ piece is a coherent, if 
unacknowledged, response to Ted Allen. 

* * *
Parallel to the question of women’s autonomy, of course, was the 

question of the autonomy of people, organizations, and movements of 
color. Internally, the role of third world revolutionaries as members of 
STO came to a head a year and a half after the Coe Conference created 
the framework for their participation. In the intervening time, a hand-
ful of STO publications had addressed the issue. Hamerquist’s lengthy 
pamphlet, White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Question, 
directly addressed the question of membership of color in groups like 
STO, acknowledging that the group’s chosen approach, in prioritizing 
the health of third world movements and organizations, “creates many 
problems and runs counter to a normal concern for organizational 
viability.”69 “Who’s Being Dogmatic? A Response to the Philadelphia 
Workers’ Organizing Committee on the National Question” by Jasper 
Collins, published in the second issue of Urgent Tasks, highlighted the 
need for autonomy within multinational revolutionary groups via a close 
reading of Lenin’s response to the Jewish Bund. Collins went so far as to 
suggest that “it is necessary for the revolutionary party to provide a great 
deal more autonomy for Third World members than Lenin proposed for 
the national parties in 1906.” 70 While these initial attempts to theorize 

67 Ibid., 7.
68 Ibid.
69 Don Hamerquist, White Supremacy and the Afro-American National 

Question (Chicago: STO, 1978 [1976]), 24.
70 Jasper Collins, “Who’s Being Dogmatic? A Response to the Philadel-

phia Workers’ Organizing Committee on the National Question,” in 
Urgent Tasks #2, October 1977, 54. As described in Chapter Six, Col-
lins was a pseudonym for Ken Lawrence. STO’s unique interpretation 
of the Bund is assessed in more detail in Chapter Eight. For more back-
ground on the Bund, from a variety of perspectives, see the anthology 
The Emergence of Modern Jewish Politics: Bundism and Zionism in Eastern 
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the issue were important, they could not prepare STO for the actually 
impending challenge to its own “organizational viability.”

In the fall of 1977, discussions emerged within STO around the 
proper framework for “third world” autonomy inside the group. Primar-
ily, the question concerned the ability of members of color to determine 
or direct organizational activities that related to “their” communities and 
movements. The members of color and a core of supportive white mem-
bers proposed that “the Third World Caucus would have autonomy after 
sufficient debate. This does not entail a bridling of the work of white 
cadre, but rather an overseeing of their work.”71 The response from the 
elected (and all white) leadership of STO was that this proposal would 
undermine the democratic principle of majority rule, to the extent that 
an unelected group (the Third World Caucus) could potentially overrule 
official decisions made either by the elected National Committee or even 
those made by the assembled majority of the membership at a General 
Membership Meeting. As a result, Ken Lawrence advocated for “moral 
rather than formal” authority for the Caucus in such situations: “My po-
sition at the present time is that in most instances, after a full discussion 
and debate, the organization ought to defer to the wishes of the Third 
World members—but I would not like to make this automatic.”72 

An intense debate on this question at the December 1977 GMM 
was variously characterized as “legitimately sharp,” as “hard-hitting,” 
or as having been “dominated by white chauvinism.” The Third World 
Caucus and its supporters argued that “in its style, its tone and some 
of its implications,” the debate showed a level of disrespect toward the 
members of color. The contradiction on the question of membership in 
STO implicit in the Coe Resolution had finally become concrete: in the 
eyes of the Caucus and its supporters, the leadership of STO believed 
in following the leadership of revolutionaries of color only when they 
functioned in separate organizations, not when they shared the same or-
ganizational space inside STO. The leadership responded that the real 
problem was a form of white liberalism, such that a certain percent-
age of STO’s white membership uncritically accepted the unreasonable 

Europe, edited by Zvi Gitelman (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2003).

71 “The Reasons for the Split in STO,” 3. The phrase is a quote from 
“point B.” of “a brief set of proposals” put forward by the Third World 
Caucus in advance of the General Membership Meeting in December 
1977. I have not located a copy of the original set of proposals.

72 Quoted in Ibid., 5.
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positions of the Third World Caucus when a more objective assessment 
of the situation would place priority on the health of the revolutionary 
movements within the oppressed nations. Formal proceedings were initi-
ated to censure much of the elected leadership of STO for racist conduct 
during the debate, and after more intense discussion the votes on the 
motions were a mixed bag: one person was censured (though it is unclear 
what penalty, if any, resulted), the vote on another person ended in a tie, 
and two more individuals were not censured.73 

Despite this tension, the GMM was able to unanimously approve a 
provisional formulation of how autonomy for members of color should 
function internally: “Any time the TW caucus feels that the work of 
the organization is mistaken it has the responsibility to call a halt to 
that work and for an emergency meeting of the appropriate body which 
could resolve the differences. Prior to that meeting the decisions of the 
TW caucus would prevail. After debate within the body the TW caucus 
would decide tactics; the organization, strategy.”74 A decision was also 
made to “add members of the TW caucus, selected by the caucus, to 
all leading bodies of the organization.”75 It is possible that this compro-
mise solution would have merely shifted the conflict to a question of 
definitions—what is the dividing line between strategy and tactics, and 
which “appropriate body” gets to decide?—but the policy itself was never 
implemented. Relations between the two factions continued to sour: the 
Third World Caucus and its supporters felt attacked and disrespected, 
while the leadership continued to reject any accusations of racist behav-
ior on its part. Given the importance STO placed on anti-imperialist 
solidarity work, it was inevitable that the dispute would spill over to 
the various national liberation movements with which STO worked, 
and from whom the leadership sought advice. A key part of the Coe 
Resolution had insisted that “every care must be exercised to insure that 
multinational communist groups do not function in a way that raises 
barriers between Third World revolutionaries and their organizations and 
Third World cadre in multinational organizations.”76 But since the Third 
World Caucus members had made deliberate decisions to join STO and 
not to join any of the nationalist groups in their own communities, the 
Caucus and its supporters resented efforts by STO’s leadership to bring 

73 For more on STO’s approach to internal discipline, see Chapter Six.
74 Quoted in “The Reasons for the Split in STO,” 7.
75 Ibid., 8.
76 “Third World Revolutionary Organizations and the Party Building Pro-

cess.” In author’s possession.
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in these very organizations as mediating forces. The Caucus accused the 
leadership of trying to poison the well with groups like the Afrikan Peo-
ple’s Party and the Republic of New Afrika by explaining to them only 
one side of the dispute. 

The approved resolution on autonomy also did little to address ongo-
ing concerns within STO regarding informal hierarchy. When the lead-
ership opposed the original autonomy proposal because the members of 
the Third World Caucus were not democratically elected, the Caucus 
and its supporters retorted that several people universally regarded as 
leading members of STO were not then serving in elected offices them-
selves. Four prominent members—Hamerquist, Ignatin, Lawrence, and 
Travis—had been members of (or in Lawrence’s case, affiliated with) 
STO since its inception almost a decade earlier, and all had extensive 
background in the “old left” going back either to childhood or adoles-
cence. As David Ranney argued at the time, in the eyes of some younger 
members, “the major basis for leadership and power in STO is tradition 
and experience in the old left (CP, POC) along with the presumption 
that this tradition and experience makes those who have it superior in 
matters of estimate. Those who occupy both formal and informal lead-
ership positions on this basis believe themselves to be inherently and 
forever superior to others and, therefore, can never really give up the 
prerogatives of power to others.”77 This amounted to a critique of STO’s 
organizational practice and its failure to live up to the unorthodox vi-
sion of democratic centralism formally embraced at the Coe Conference. 
One aspect of this critique was especially important to the Caucus: these 
prominent people inside STO had over the years developed personal re-
lationships with leading members of various national liberation organi-
zations, which gave them a specific base of power that was unrelated to 
any elective offices they might have held. 

Nearly three decades later, Ranney could still maintain that among 
the leading members of STO “there was a profound impact of the CP on 
the organization that wasn’t completely recognized, even by the people 
themselves. They had definitely made a break from Stalinism in a very 
profound way, but they were all kind of raised in a political culture, 

77 Dave Ranney, “Some Notes on Faction and Factional Activity,” 2. Un-
published document dated December 27, 1977. In author’s possession. 
For more on the Provisional Organizing Committee, see Noel Igna-
tin, “The POC: A Personal Memoir,” in Theoretical Review #12, 1979, 
21–26. Available online at http://www.marxists.org/history.erol/1956-
1960/ignatin01.htm (accessed October 31, 2011).
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however, where certain things were very controlled, and they never com-
pletely let go of it.… There was a tendency of the informal leadership to 
circle the wagons and direct things.”78 This interpretation appears to have 
been a minority position within STO at the time, since in the aftermath 
of the conflict over autonomy, Hamerquist, Ignatin, Lawrence, and Tra-
vis were all elected to the National Committee.79 Regardless, it was one 
of several sources of frustration for the Caucus and its supporters.

Another issue in the dispute was even less obvious, because it had 
nothing to do with questions of autonomy. Several of the most vocal 
supporters of the Caucus (and at least one member of the Caucus itself ) 
were still working and organizing in factories, despite STO’s decision a 
year and a half earlier to de-emphasize political work at the point of pro-
duction. Many of the other supporters, and all members of the Caucus, 
were heavily involved in mass organizing work of various sorts. In this 
context, STO’s decision at Coe to focus on “party-building” efforts, and 
its subsequent emphasis on developing formal relationships with other 
revolutionary organizations as part of those efforts, effectively alienated 
the members of the Caucus and many of its supporters. At the time, 
Ranney was working and organizing in a small factory on the south side 
of Chicago that produced lard. In advocating a formal split from STO, 
he decried the group’s emphasis on maneuvering within the left in lieu 
of mass work, and suggested that “with our [STO’s] priority on party-
building we tend in practice to evaluate our work in terms of what puts 
STO in a better position to strengthen our tendency within the white 
left.”80 The organizing work many members were pursuing in industrial 
settings did not fit well in this new framework, especially since STO 
had begun to define itself in relation to other anti-imperialist groups 
like Prairie Fire Organizing Committee, as opposed to New Communist 
groups, like the October League, that continued to focus on point-of-
production work. The organizational estimate regarding the “lull” fur-
ther marginalized the position of factory workers and in-plant organizers 
like Ranney. These issues were raised in only the most oblique fashion in 
the surviving documents related to the split, and yet several of the people 
who left STO in 1978 recall their commitment to factory organizing as 
having been a subtext in the process.81

78 David Ranney, interview with the author, December 20, 2005.
79 “The Reasons for the Split in STO,” 11.
80 David Ranney, “Position on Splitting STO” (January 9, 1978), 5. In 

author’s possession.
81 Author interviews with Dave Ranney, John Strucker, and Jim Carrillo, 
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The final result was perhaps predictable: thirteen members of STO, 
including all four members of color, left the organization early in 1978. 
In the aftermath, some half-hearted efforts were made at reconciliation 
and at re-merging the organization, but the frustrations on both sides 
were too severe to be overcome immediately. Most of those who left 
formed a short-lived organization called the Midwest Action League 
(MAL), which for a year or so was involved in largely the same set 
of anti-imperialist solidarity efforts as STO, even as its membership 
remained committed to factory organizing. As late as January, 1979, 
both groups were credited, alongside Prairie Fire and others, with hav-
ing helped publish a collection of communiqués from the Puerto Ri-
can independence movement.82 Several members of MAL were also 
involved in a range of workplace struggles, often coordinated through 
the Workers’ Rights Center that their faction had inherited in the split 
from STO. This work led to the publication of the unsigned pamphlet 
‘There Ain’t No Justice … Just Us’: An Account of a Wildcat Strike. Writ-
ten by Ranney, it was a passionate first-person narrative of a struggle 
against management and the corrupt union at the small factory where 
he worked, as well as a reflection on long-standing topics of concern 
for the former member of STO, such as white supremacy, revolution-
ary organization, and industrial legality.83 The wildcat strike was largely 
unsuccessful, and many of the strikers lost their jobs, but the unity 
inspired by the struggle was still powerful. 

In many ways, this represented a return to the sorts of work that had 
characterized the earlier era of STO’s existence, before the Coe Confer-
ence declaration of the “lull.” But the return was short-lived: deindus-
trialization and harassment by plant management meant that Ranney 
himself had a hard time finding factory work after being fired; he even-
tually returned to his previous career as an economics professor. MAL 

all of whom left in the split, support this assessment. Don Hamerquist 
agreed with this broad outline, while noting that several people still 
working in factories did not leave in the split.

82 See Toward People’s War For Independence and Socialism in Puerto Rico: 
In Defense of Armed Struggle: Documents and Communiqués from the 
Revolutionary Public Independence Movement and the Armed Clandestine 
Movement (Chicago: STO, et. al., 1979).

83 ‘There Ain’t No Justice … Just Us’: An Account of a Wildcat Strike (Chica-
go: South Chicago Workers’ Rights Center, 1978). Photographs taken 
by Ranney and others during the strike, some of which were featured in 
the pamphlet, are included on the front cover of this book.
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didn’t fare any better; the group was defunct perhaps a year after its 
founding, and the former members scattered both politically and geo-
graphically. STO continued on and even grew substantially, as will be 
seen, but in its remaining decade of existence it included very few if any 
members of color. 



Chapter Five:
Iran and Cleveland:  
Anti-Imperialism in Theory 
and Practice

One day in the mid-seventies, without putting too much advance 
thought into it, John Strucker dramatically altered the strategic out-
look of the Sojourner Truth Organization. Strucker lived in the West 
Town community of Chicago, as did several other members of STO. 
Located on the northwest side of the city, the neighborhood was afford-
able, centrally located, and not too far from the Stewart-Warner plant, 
where several STO members worked. West Town was also, together 
with the adjacent neighborhoods of Logan Square and Humboldt Park, 
home to the largest Puerto Rican community west of New York City. 
As the seventies progressed, the struggle for Puerto Rican indepen-
dence became a popular cause within the US left, in large part through 
the efforts of the Puerto Rican Socialist Party (PSP), which organized 
both on the island and in diaspora communities scattered throughout 
the northeast and midwest of the United States. But while STO had 
regular contact with Puerto Rican workers at Stewart-Warner and other 
factories, the group had never had much direct relationship with the 
independence movement.1

1 Noel Ignatin and Hilda Vasquez were politically engaged with the Puer-
to Rican community in Chicago in the late 1960s, partly through her 
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On this particular day, probably not long after the “Crisis” and “Bal-
loon” splits had reduced STO to a shell of its former self, Strucker walked 
into the PSP office in West Town to see if there was anything he could 
do to help the group.2 He spoke a little Spanish, although he didn’t end 
up needing it because the organizer he met that day was Jose Lopez, 
who, like many of the most active people in the PSP’s milieu, was young 
enough to have been raised largely in Chicago and was thus bilingual. 
Lopez was a teacher and a rising star in the local independence move-
ment, although he was not a member of the PSP. Together with his older 
brother Oscar he had cut his teeth organizing against racism in schools, 
housing, and the police force. Along with several students who had been 
expelled from a local public high school, the brothers had helped found 
a community-based alternative school. Although no specific plans were 
made, Strucker and Lopez agreed that there was serious potential for col-
laboration between STO and the Puerto Rican independence movement. 

Strucker later presented a synopsis of his meeting with Lopez to the 
other members of STO, and the eventual result was a fundamental shift 
in the group’s approach to revolutionary strategy. The “lull” seemed 
to apply to the industrial workforce, but it clearly didn’t reflect the 
prospects for revolutionary organizing in the Puerto Rican community. 
Here was an arena where communist politics could get a full hearing, 
where militant tactics were broadly accepted, and where a true mass 
base was at least moderately sympathetic to the arguments being put 
forward by the PSP and other revolutionaries. Even more encouraging 
was the strong connection between local organizing and resistance to 
the colonial plight of Puerto Rico. As an overwhelmingly white group, 
STO did not see itself directly participating in this struggle, but it 
could certainly offer significant material support during the project-
ed downswing known as the “lull”; by this point the group had both 
a functioning print shop and a growing stable of lawyers within the 
organization, among other valuable resources. Further, it was hoped, 
STO could learn political and organizational lessons that might prove 
important once the temporary hibernation of the domestic proletariat 
came to an end. Thus was forged a long and fruitful, but also frequently 

participation in the Young Lords, as discussed in Chapter One. By the 
mid-seventies, however, Vasquez had left STO, while Ignatin had been 
living and working in Gary for several years.

2 This account is based on an interview with Strucker, February 5, 2006, 
and was corroborated by Don Hamerquist and Jose Lopez in conversa-
tion with the author.



Iran and Cleveland: Anti-Imperialism in Theory and Practice      149

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

frustrating, relationship between STO and the Puerto Rican indepen-
dence movement.

The frustrations emerged from multiple sources, including funda-
mental political differences between STO’s unorthodox Leninism and 
the mixed bag of nationalism and sometimes Stalinist Marxism that 
characterized the independence movement. Another was the palpable 
tension between the group’s previous priority on workplace organiz-
ing and its new emphasis on solidarity work, whether with the Puerto 
Rican movement or with the Republic of New Afrika and other black 
nationalist groupings in the US, or even further afield with the Iranian 
student movement (in exile) against the Shah. Years later, Noel Ignatiev 
remembered dragging his heels on the move toward solidarity work, 
while feeling unable to offer a compelling and workable alternative strat-
egy, although in the moment he argued just as strongly as any other 
member for the centrality of various anti-imperialist solidarity efforts. 
For a cofounder of a group that had built its reputation on engagement 
with the domestic class struggle, the emphasis on national liberation, 
especially in distant locales, was almost embarrassing. “We were experts 
on Iran,” Ignatiev recalled ruefully, “but we didn’t know a damn thing 
about Cleveland.”3

This contradiction was in many ways exemplary of the theory and 
practice of the Sojourner Truth Organization during the second half of 
the 1970s, especially in Chicago but elsewhere as well. The group’s analy-
sis of white supremacy and white skin privilege shifted into a framework 
dominated by the highly contentious “national question.” The focus on 
factory work having been decentered by the declaration of the “lull,” 
concrete solidarity with national liberation movements was one impor-
tant way to maintain an active membership without getting sucked into 
a purely scholastic focus on theoretical development. As Don Hamer-
quist wrote in 1978, “our current approach to political work has two 
distinct, though related, elements. First, we put a priority on political 
debate on the left.… Second, we put priority on direct support to Third 
World revolutionary groups—particularly those functioning within the 
U.S.”4 In this context, the ties the group built with the Puerto Rican 
movement were the most substantial, so this example will be examined 
in some depth here.

3 Noel Ignatiev, author interview, January 27, 2006. 
4 Don Hamerquist, “Direction,” in IDB #1, n.d., but probably March, 

1978. In author’s possession.
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* * *
Puerto Rico has been a colony of the United States since 1898, when 

it became the first territory conquered by the US military during the 
Spanish-American war. The independence and labor movements were 
already strong on the island during the last period of Spanish rule, al-
though they frequently did not see eye to eye on the proper direction for 
Puerto Rican society.5 Over the next several decades, US control resulted 
in a wide range of negative consequences for the Puerto Rican people: 
the military occupation and environmental devastation of the island of 
Puerto Rico; the extreme economic exploitation and racist discrimina-
tion faced by the working class, both on the island and in the diaspora; 
the mass sterilization of huge numbers of Puerto Rican women; and so 
forth. Resistance to colonialism was a constant feature of Puerto Rican 
life, although the political content of (and the strategic approach to) 
the demand for independence was always subject to debate within the 
movement.

Beginning in the 1930s, a section of the independence movement, 
under the leadership of Pedro Albizu Campos and the Nationalist Party, 
became more militant in its approach, leading to increased state repres-
sion as well as deliberate attempts to co-opt pro-independence sentiment. 
Just when Puerto Rican politicians were taking the reins of government 
in San Juan in the late forties, the Nationalist Party attempted an armed 
uprising against US domination. In the aftermath, a series of Puerto Ri-
can revolutionaries were convicted of various crimes, and many of them 
were sentenced to lengthy prison terms. Foremost among these prisoners 
was the group that eventually came to be known as “the Five”—Oscar 
Collazo, Irving Flores, Lolita Lebron, Rafael Cancel Miranda, and An-
dres Figueroa Cordero—who were singled out for extended prison terms 
in part because they took armed action against the US government in 
Washington DC, rather than on the island.6 This repression, along with 

5 For a comprehensive overview of Puerto Rican history in the period 
immediately prior to 1898, see Cesar Ayala and Rafael Bernabe, Puerto 
Rico in the American Century: A History Since 1898 (Chapel Hill: Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press, 2007), 52–94. This book is the best 
overall source in English for the history of the Puerto Rican indepen-
dence movement in the twentieth century.

6 Collazo had participated in the 1950 uprising for Puerto Rican inde-
pendence known as the Grito de Jayuya, attacking the temporary home 
of President Truman in Washington DC. The other four prisoners had 
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the success of the Cuban revolution in 1959, eventually led a significant 
section of the Puerto Rican independence movement to embrace social-
ism, and in many cases Marxist-Leninism. The PSP’s predecessor organi-
zation, the Movement for Independence (MPI), was the largest grouping 
to take this path.7 

Meanwhile, extreme poverty and the lack of economic opportunities 
on the island led an increasing number of Puerto Ricans to seek work 
inside the United States, especially after World War Two.8 This process 
had begun even before the turn of the century, when migration between 
Puerto Rico and both New York and Florida was not uncommon. New 
York became the primary point of arrival for most Puerto Ricans, but 
during the middle part of the twentieth century the Puerto Rican dias-
pora expanded to include industrial cities throughout the northeast and 
midwestern part of the country, in what would later be known as the 
rust belt. Sizeable Puerto Rican communities developed in Philadelphia, 
Hartford, Buffalo, and eventually Chicago as well. By the early seventies, 
the PSP was able to organize local chapters anywhere that Puerto Rican 
workers had established themselves.9

In Chicago, the local chapter of the PSP was well integrated into a 
large and vibrant Puerto Rican community that was both tight-knit and 
active in defense of its autonomy. As early as 1966, Puerto Ricans in West 
Town rioted against police brutality and discrimination in housing and 
employment.10 The aftermath of the 1966 uprising helped radicalize the 
local Young Lords street gang, which subsequently became the Young 
Lords Organization and eventually the Young Lords Party, with members 

entered the Capitol building in 1954 and fired weapons into the cham-
ber as a demonstration against the persecution of the independence 
movement after Jayuya. See Ronald Fernandez, Prisoners of Colonialism: 
The Struggle for Justice in Puerto Rico (Monroe, ME: Common Courage 
Press, 1994), 81–94.

7 See Ayala and Bernabe, 226–227, as well as Elbaum, 74–76.
8 See Ayala and Bernabe, 194–196.
9 Andres Torres and Jose Velazquez, eds., The Puerto Rican Movement: 

Voices From the Diaspora (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998), 
contains a number of essays focusing on the influence of the PSP and 
other radical organizations in various parts of the continental United 
States during the seventies.

10 Surprisingly little has been written about the 1966 riot. The classic de-
scription is found in Felix Padilla, Puerto Rican Chicago (Notre Dame, 
IN: Notre Dame University Press, 1987), 144–152.
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in New York City and on the island itself. The influence of the Black Pan-
ther Party on the Young Lords was clear, and innovative forms of com-
munity organizing became the primary mode of political engagement for 
a whole generation of Puerto Rican radicals in Chicago. Protests against 
police brutality continued, but they were joined with actions against 
slumlords and demonstrations against racism in the public schools. After 
the decline of the Young Lords in the early seventies, many of the core 
organizers in Chicago were members of, or worked in the same circles as, 
the PSP. The milieu featured student and youth organizers, Vietnam vet-
erans, religious activists from a variety of denominations, radical teachers 
and social workers, and a range of others. One context for some of this 
work was the National Commission on Hispanic Affairs of the Episcopal 
Church, which brought together progressive and radical organizers from 
across the country, and included people from both Puerto Rican and 
Chicano/Mexicano communities. As a result of these various, partially 
overlapping circles, many of the young Puerto Rican radicals in Chicago 
developed ties with like-minded activists in New York, Puerto Rico, the 
southwestern United States, and elsewhere.

The Puerto Rican militants in Chicago also focused special attention 
on the situation of the five political prisoners, who by that time had 
been behind bars for two decades. Around the same time, a clandestine 
group of Puerto Rican revolutionaries, the Armed Forces of National 
Liberation (FALN), began a violent campaign within the United States 
on behalf of Puerto Rican independence. From its very first communi-
qué onward, the FALN made a point of highlighting the plight of the 
Five and demanding their immediate release. From 1974 until 1984, 
the FALN carried out more than one hundred bombings against US 
control of Puerto Rico, primarily in New York and Chicago.11 This newly 
emerging clandestine activity caused a certain amount of tension within 
the radical independence movement. Some sections of the Puerto Rican 
left in Chicago and elsewhere distanced themselves either explicitly or 
implicitly from the idea of armed struggle as an appropriate tactic for the 
time, while others proudly and publicly supported it. Quite apart from 
these conflicts, however, the Puerto Rican movement had, in the United 
States, one of the strongest communities of adherents and supporters 
of any national liberation struggle. Indeed, by the mid-seventies the in-
dependence movement was one of the largest and most vibrant radical 
movements in the western hemisphere.

11 For more on the FALN’s bombing campaign, see Fernandez, Prisoners of 
Colonialism, 205–218.
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* * *
When STO began to emphasize anti-imperialist work in solidarity 

with the independence movement, it not only had to navigate the com-
plicated terrain of competing trends and strategies, it also was forced to 
weigh in on the knotty topic known as “the national question.” Debates 
among Marxists over national identity and national liberation already 
had a long history when STO encountered the Puerto Rican community 
in West Town. These disputes had their origin in the efforts made by 
the Bolsheviks to organize for socialist revolution throughout the Rus-
sian empire, which included dozens of distinct ethnic groups spread over 
thousands of miles.12 Joseph Stalin, who was of Georgian (not Russian) 
descent, provided the classic Marxist definition of the nation in 1913: “A 
nation is a historically constituted, stable community of people, formed 
on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and psy-
chological makeup manifested in a common culture.” This conception, 
which gained prominence when Stalin came to power, was exceptionally 
rigid: “it is sufficient for a single one of these characteristics to be lacking 
and the nation ceases to be a nation.”13 In the decades to come, the “ter-
ritory” clause in particular would be the source of endless debates among 
Leninists as to whether a particular “people” constituted a “nation” or a 
“national minority” under Stalin’s definition. While nations were entitled 
to full self-determination including political independence, Stalin main-
tained that national minorities were likely to assimilate into the larger 
population and thus were supposed to engage in struggles for equality 
and democratic rights rather than independence.

In the United States, the national question first surfaced during the 
late 1920s in relation to the Communist Party’s approach to black strug-
gles against racism, especially in the southern states. At the time, against 
the objections of much of the white leadership of the CPUSA, Stalin’s 
definition (and the territory clause in particular) was used by the Soviet-
led Third International as a basis for concluding that black people in the 

12 For a basic analysis of the national question from a perspective that 
influenced STO’s own views, see James M. Blaut, The National Question 
(London: Zed Books, 1987). 

13 Josef Stalin, Marxism and the National Question (1913). Quoted in Jas-
per Collins, “Who’s Being Dogmatic?,” in Urgent Tasks #2 (October, 
1977), 4. Stalin’s text is available online at http://www.marxists.org/
reference/archive/stalin/works/1913/03.htm (accessed December 23, 
2011).
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United States constituted a nation within the area known as the “black 
belt,” running roughly from southern Virginia to Louisiana.14 Black 
people living in the northeast, midwest or western US (in small but rap-
idly growing numbers in the late twenties) were excluded from this na-
tion, and constituted instead a national minority. While the CPUSA had 
largely abandoned its emphasis on supporting black struggles by the time 
World War Two began, the precedent among Leninists had been set: 
black people constituted a nation, at least in some places. This allowed 
for increasing interplay between the black nationalist tradition (which up 
through the Marcus Garvey era had largely resisted the draw of socialism 
as Eurocentric) and the Leninist tradition that had been white led and 
dominated in the US from its creation.15 

By the seventies, this mixture of Marxism and nationalism had pro-
duced a plethora of black revolutionary groups, including the Republic 
of New Afrika (RNA), the African Peoples’ Socialist Party (APSP), and 
many others. Within the white left, debates over the national question 
resurged, this time with the added demographic twist that a substantial 
portion of the black population had left the deep south during what 
was known as the Great Migration, even as black communities in New 
York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and other urban centers were growing rap-
idly. Some groups, such as the October League, maintained the original 
CPUSA position. In OL’s case this was partly due to continuity of per-
sonnel: Harry Haywood, who had been a leading CPUSA theoretician of 
the black belt nation, was a member of OL by the mid-seventies. Other 
groups, such as the so-called “anti-dogmatist, anti-revisionist” trend 
centered around the Guardian newspaper and the Philadelphia Work-
ers’ Organizing Committee (PWOC), argued that demographic shifts 
had ended the period of black nationhood in the US, and that the only 
remaining goal was to achieve full equality for black people within US 
society.16 Although these debates only engaged a tiny fraction of the left 

14 See Collins, 6, as well as Don Hamerquist, White Supremacy and the 
Afro-American National Question (Chicago: STO, 1978 [1976]), 12.

15 For an idiosyncratic but detailed take on the question of race in the 
early development of the CPUSA, see Harold Cruse, Crisis of the Negro 
Intellectual: A Historical Analysis of the Failure of Black Leadership (New 
York: New York Review Books, 2005 [1967]).

16 See Collins, “Who’s Being Dogmatic?,” 7. “PWOC argues that Black 
people do not constitute a nation anywhere within the present bound-
aries of the US, because the Black nation that once existed—based on 
‘a large Black peasantry’ with the plantation economy as ‘the central 
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(and an even smaller segment of the black population), the historical 
importance of black struggles led to the belief that the national question 
was a burning topic in need of immediate resolution.

One unifying factor among almost all the largely white groups par-
ticipating in these debates was the continued and generally unthinking 
reliance upon Stalin’s definition of the nation. STO began its analysis 
of the national question, in typically anti-Stalinist fashion, by rejecting 
his framework altogether. In its place, the group substituted an analysis 
developed by Lenin during the period immediately prior to the revolu-
tion of 1917. In a classic example of the almost Talmudic nature of 
Leninist theoretical disputation, STO engaged in a seemingly endless 
series of written exchanges with its debate opponents, each of which 
featured numerous lengthy quotations from obscure sections of Lenin’s 
Collected Works. 

The opening salvo in this theoretical struggle was Don Hamerquist’s 
long pamphlet, White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Ques-
tion, which was published as a discussion paper in 1976 and republished 
with a new introduction two years later. In it, Hamerquist methodically 
makes three main points: first, “the institution of white supremacy has 
played a central role in US history, specifically in the formation of the US 
working class.” Second, it characterizes “Black people as a nation, based 
on the national-colonial theory of Lenin.” Finally, Hamerquist attempts 
to “draw some implications for the strategic role and for the structure of 
communist organizations.”17 The first task was fairly simple: Hamerquist 
merely restated the by-now familiar STO narrative of US history (as de-
scribed earlier in Chapter Three), emphasizing a handful of elements: 
slavery was capitalist; white supremacy entailed both cultural genocide 
and the denial of equality through the imposition of white skin privilege; 
Reconstruction was the pivot-point of US history; the white-led labor 
movement had historically abandoned black workers to the detriment of 
the entire working class; and, finally, the efforts of the CPUSA to support 

unifying force in the national development of the Afro-American peo-
ple’—has undergone an irreversible transformation due to geographic 
dispersal and a striking change in class composition. Because of these 
developments, says PWOC, Black people are not entitled to self-de-
termination; the most they may legitimately strive for is ‘equality’ as a 
permanent minority within the US; movements for independence are 
reactionary, and must be opposed.”

17 Hamerquist, White Supremacy and the Afro-American National Ques-
tion, 2.
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black liberation during the twenties and thirties, while far from perfect, 
did represent an important break from the otherwise racist history of the 
white left. This much was nothing new for anyone who had followed 
STO’s political trajectory over the course of the seventies. 

What was new, however, was the explicit statement that black people 
in the United States constitute a nation. Hamerquist argues that part of 
the significance of Reconstruction was that “in this span of little more 
than a decade, Black people developed from an oppressed color caste 
into an oppressed people—a nation.”18 In addition, he maintains that 
the demographic shifts of the previous half-century had not in any way 
dismantled the national identity of black people in the US. Thus, “our 
position is that Black people are a people—a nation—everywhere in the 
United States, not just in the Black Belt South.”19 Acknowledging that 
“most of the current Marxist-Leninist left would regard our position as 
heresy,” he proceeds to outline the theoretical framework that STO used 
to justify its stance. According to Hamerquist, Stalin’s 1913 definition 
had emerged from within “a distinct political and theoretical context,” a 
context that ended with the outbreak of World War One in 1914, when 
the true character of imperialism became plain to see. As a result, “the 
elaboration of Lenin’s conception of imperialism, and specifically of the 
imperialist oppression of colonial peoples, supersedes and overrides the 
earlier theory of the national question.”

In this new analysis of the “national-colonial question,” Lenin priori-
tized the distinction between oppressor nations and oppressed nations, 
and a related contrast between revolutionary and reactionary national-
ism. Hamerquist argues that in this later period, Lenin never made any 
reference to the criteria elaborated earlier by Stalin. “To put it simply, 
Lenin recognized that the impact of imperialism on oppressed peoples 
was such that it would be a purely academic exercise to use such cat-
egories as a basis for determining anything at all. Instead, imperialist 
oppression and a ‘national liberation movement’ against it was the de-
terminant of nationhood.”20 While this explanatory focus on oppression 
and resistance seems to beg the question, it is as close as Hamerquist 
comes to a comprehensive definition of what constitutes a nation. His 
bigger concern is the application of the general question to the specific 
case of black people in the United States. Quoting from an unfinished 
manuscript from 1917, Hamerquist highlights Lenin’s conclusion that 

18 Ibid., 7.
19 All further quotes in this paragraph are from ibid., 15.
20 Ibid., 17.



Iran and Cleveland: Anti-Imperialism in Theory and Practice      157

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

blacks “should be classified as an oppressed nation,” and suggests that his 
basis for doing so had nothing to do with Stalin’s criteria, but was instead 
based on the oppression and resistance that followed the Civil War.21 

Having bolstered his position on nationhood for blacks, Hamerquist 
proceeds to attack the main alternative theory then current within the 
Leninist left, the idea that blacks constituted a national minority (either 
outside the Black Belt, or everywhere in the US, depending upon which 
group of Leninists was being considered) due to their failure to meet 
Stalin’s criteria. Accordingly,

the distinction between nation and national minority which 
looms so large in current debates on the various national 
questions in the U.S. had almost no importance to Lenin, 
which is exactly the status it should have for us. In the cur-
rent period, this distinction has only one function. It is a 
mechanism to determine “scientifically” which peoples may 
“legitimately” struggle for self determination, and which 
must confine themselves to the struggle for equality. To 
Lenin, it would have been ludicrous to suggest that some 
oppressed peoples had no right to self determination.22

In other words, white leftists who used Stalin’s analysis to determine 
which groups were nations and which ones were merely national minori-
ties were not only arrogant and racist, they were anti-Leninist as well. 

Hamerquist concluded his analysis with a set of strategic conclusions, 
mostly focusing on the need to win “a substantial section of white work-
ers to solidarity with the struggles of oppressed peoples,” since “at least a 
healthy minority of white workers must be involved” for revolution to be 
a real possibility.23 Further, “the Black national liberation struggle is actu-
ally, not just potentially, a struggle in the interests of the entire US work-
ing class.”24 In essence, this amounted to a justification for STO’s shift 
toward solidarity work, although it was to a certain extent in conflict with 
the group’s move away from direct organizing work with white work-
ers (a contradiction that Ted Allen, among others, would subsequently 

21 V.I. Lenin, “Statistics and Sociology,” (1917), quoted in Hamerquist, 
14. Lenin’s text is available online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/
lenin/works/1917/jan/00d.htm (accessed December 23, 2011).

22 Hamerquist, 17–18.
23 Ibid., 20.
24 Ibid., 22.
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challenge). If STO’s solidarity work represented a microcosm of what 
was needed in terms of whites supporting national liberation struggles, 
it was never very clear how the macrocosm would come into existence.

It is worth pointing out that Hamerquist’s emphasis on the black na-
tional question did not reflect an avoidance of the Puerto Rican national 
question. In fact, much of the theoretical framework for his analysis was 
credited to the pioneering work of James Blaut, himself a member of 
the PSP, whose essay “Are Puerto Ricans a National Minority?” was es-
pecially important. Hamerquist was clear to indicate that “the conclu-
sions we draw about its applicability to the Black National Question are 
our responsibility,” but it was nonetheless clear that the practical work 
STO was beginning to take on around the Puerto Rican situation was 
a powerful impetus for the theoretical analysis. In addressing the strate-
gic implications of the theory, Hamerquist returned to the Puerto Rican 
case: “Specifically, class conscious socialist Puerto Ricans living in this 
country are not in conflict with Leninism, but in accord with it when 
they organize separately or as a branch of an organization centered on 
the island. We would extend the same argument to Black revolutionaries 
outside of the South.”25 Since most white leftists of whatever stripe had 
to acknowledge the hegemony of the island-based PSP within the Puerto 
Rican left in the US, this was really another way to reinforce STO’s sup-
port for nationalist organizations as a legitimate alternative to the various 
“multinational” Leninist groups with which STO had regular contact.

* * *
Less than a year after Hamerquist’s pamphlet was published, STO 

made its first official pronouncement on the topic, adopting fifteen 
“Theses on White Supremacy and the National Question” at the GMM 
in May of 1977. In thesis number eight, STO reiterated the view that 
“Black people in the US, wherever they live and work, constitute part 
of an oppressed nation. The fact that they do not fulfill Stalin’s familiar 
criteria of nationhood demonstrates only that the criteria are inadequate. 
Nationhood evolved out of centuries of common oppression and strug-
gle, struggle that was systematically resisted by the US ruling class and 
ignored (at best) by the bulk of the white working people.”26 The group 

25 Ibid., 24.
26 “Theses on White Supremacy and the National Question,” in Urgent 

Tasks #2, 3. According to the editors of UT, the theses “were adopted by 
the STO General Membership Meeting, May 15, 1977.” It is also worth 
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maintained that the common-territory criterion should be replaced by 
an analysis of the ways in which the historical concentration of black 
population in the deep south provided the potential for a struggle for 
land and sovereignty, even though significant sections of the black nation 
did not live there.

A recurring dispute, both within STO and outside it, concerned 
the question of whether the newfound embrace of national liberation, 
and of the theoretical framework of the national question, represented 
a continuation or a repudiation of the group’s initial emphasis on white 
skin privilege. Clearly, the majority of STO’s membership considered the 
transition to be an advance in keeping with the organization’s previous 
analysis: the fifth thesis is a restatement of the group’s original position 
and the sixth and seventh theses tie this position to the newfound prior-
ity on national liberation.27 In his discussion paper in 1976, Hamerquist 
had argued that STO should simply accept what had been implied all 
along in their theory of white supremacy. Thus,

For a number of years, STO has argued that white revo-
lutionaries in the US should devote their attention to the 
fight against white supremacy as a basis for building a 
principled unity between white workers and Black people. 
The question of whether or not Black people constituted a 
nation was, we argued, essentially an issue which the Black 
movement would resolve in struggle.… However, support-
ers and critics alike, have pointed out to us that our position 
clearly implies a definite stand on the national question. 
Our conception of white supremacy and the way to struggle 
against it rests on an understanding of the Black movement 
as having an intrinsically revolutionary character. Such a 
character could only follow from that movement being 
essentially a movement for national liberation, and conse-
quently, from Black people constituting a nation. While 
we have never disagreed with this observation, we also have 
never spelled out in detail a theoretical basis for agreeing 
with it.28

noting that this position is exactly the opposite of the stance taken eight 
years earlier by Ignatin in “Without a Science…” (see Chapter Three).

27 “Theses,” 1–2.
28 Hamerquist, White Supremacy, 14.
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In other words, there was no fundamental shift in STO’s politics or 
strategy, but only a new public attentiveness to a set of questions that had 
previously been answered but only internally. Certainly the romanticiza-
tion of black struggles—“having an intrinsically revolutionary charac-
ter”—was consistent with previous STO analysis going back at least to 
The United Front Against Imperialism?, but the terminology was strikingly 
different in 1976 than it had been just four years earlier. Combined with 
the lull, an assessment of antiracist struggle as a struggle for national lib-
eration provided an almost post facto theoretical rationalization for shift-
ing the group’s practical work away from large (and mostly multiracial) 
factory organizing and toward solidarity work in support of black and 
Puerto Rican nationalist movements.

This sudden change made certain observers skeptical of STO’s claim 
to continuity. Some people who had been largely supportive of STO 
previously were highly critical of the group’s shift on this issue: For long-
time activist Ethan Young, STO’s move toward solidarity with the most 
militant wing of the Puerto Rican independence movement appeared to 
be motivated by “cynicism—since they were unable to effectively con-
front reformism in unions, they shifted their attention to confronting 
reformism in a small, marginal left coalition,” the Puerto Rican Solidar-
ity Committee.29 Certainly, STO would have rejected this characteriza-
tion, and in any event it did not invalidate the theoretical and strategic 
questions around the national question and armed struggle that STO 
was attempting to address. Nonetheless, there is a ring of truth to the 
ambulance-chasing aspect of Young’s criticism, since STO was undeni-
ably engaged in a process (whether cynical or merely realistic) of recali-
brating its strategic outlook toward more favorable vistas in the wake of 
previous failures.

In a more general vein, Ignatin’s long-time comrade Ted Allen wrote 
a lengthy letter in 1978 challenging the group’s assessment of the pe-
riod and of the work it had begun to prioritize. In his words, “for white 
radicals to limit their main efforts to support of national liberation or-
ganizations rather than also directly attacking white supremacy among 
white workers, is to neglect the most important support that can be given 
by whites to the national liberation struggles.”30 In essence, Allen was 
arguing that STO’s declaration of the “lull” did not excuse the group’s 
withdrawal from direct organizing in a multiracial context, whether in 

29 Ethan Young, email to the author, October 30, 2007.
30 Letter from Ted Allen to Noel Ignatin, July 11, 1978. Reprinted in 

Internal Discussion Bulletin #4, September, 1978, 13.
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factories or elsewhere. Allen’s position was at the very least consistent: 
his criticism of STO was almost identical to the objections he leveled 
at the emerging anti-imperialist movement in 1969, as discussed in 
Chapter Three. Fittingly, STO’s shift on this question coincided with 
its newfound willingness to collaborate with groups like the Prairie Fire 
Organizing Committee, which was a direct outgrowth of the movement 
Allen had criticized so many years earlier. Moreover, Allen’s concerns 
were apparently shared by many within STO, although few members 
were willing to push the issue at the time. The Kansas City branch of 
STO continued to emphasize workplace organizing, although it did so 
in a framework of advancing anti-imperialist politics rather than priori-
tizing workers’ autonomy. The split in STO in 1978 was partly due to 
disagreement with the prioritization of anti-imperialist work over work-
place efforts, though even those who left the group and formed the Mid-
west Action League continued to participate actively in solidarity work, 
alongside STO and other groups. 

* * *
STO’s practical work in this new solidarity framework took many 

forms. Most importantly, the group participated for several years in an 
ever-shifting coalition of solidarity groups operating in support of inde-
pendence, alongside other anti-imperialist groups like the Prairie Fire 
Organizing Committee (PFOC) and the May 19th Communist Organi-
zation.31 Over the course of several years, these and other groups cycled 
through a variety of organizational forms, some of which focused on a 
specific issue, such as grand jury resistance, while others operated as gen-
eral solidarity committees. Initially, all these groups had been involved 
in the broad-based Puerto Rican Solidarity Committee (PRSC), which 
included a range of left organizations and operated largely under the di-
rection of the PSP. But in 1977 a Puerto Rican-led faction known as the 
March 1 Bloc criticized the lack of support for armed struggle within the 
PRSC. Jose Lopez was one of the leaders of the March 1 Bloc, and the 

31 Both Prairie Fire and May 19th emerged from the above-ground efforts 
supporting the Weather Underground during the mid-seventies. May 
19th resulted from a split within Prairie Fire, and Chicago was possibly 
the only city in the United States to house active branches of both or-
ganizations. See Berger, Outlaws of America, 225–243, for an overview 
of the activities and perspectives of PFOC and May 19th during this 
period.
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organization he had recently helped found, the Movement for National 
Liberation (MLN), led the criticism of the PRSC.32 STO, PFOC, and 
other groups identified with the MLN-led Bloc, and began functioning 
as a separate solidarity coalition, which took on several different names 
over the course of the next few years. 

The participating groups represented a fairly narrow section of the 
US left, one that, despite many political disagreements, was united in its 
support for armed struggle as a legitimate strategy for the independence 
movement. In this they were opposed by most of the New Communist 
Movement, as well as some sections of the Puerto Rican left itself, which 
supported independence for Puerto Rico, but considered armed struggle 
to be adventurist and premature.33 Even some radicals who had previous-
ly been drawn to STO’s politics shared this concern. Ethan Young recalls 
the MLN as “just one of several groups to emerge to the left of PSP, but 
it arrived after most of the others ran out of gas, and MLN had momen-
tum that PSP was losing, [especially] in the US. They had a youth base 
that had not been burned out by the faction fights that consumed Puerto 
Rican [revolutionaries] on the east coast. And they identified with an 
underground that seemed to be a portent of renewed struggle.”34 

The surge in armed activity resulted, predictably, in heightened state 
repression. The MLN, which began as a dual-national organization with 
Puerto Rican and Chicano/Mexicano membership, included many vet-
erans of the Episcopal Church’s Hispanic Commission, and it was im-
mediately hammered with a series of subpoenas issued to its leadership 
by grand juries investigating the FALN. Puerto Ricans based in New 
York and Chicago, as well as Chicanos active in Colorado, New Mexico, 
and elsewhere, were granted limited immunity from prosecution in an 
attempt to compel them to testify regarding armed clandestine activities. 
Jose Lopez was among those subpoenaed, and like the others, he refused 
to testify. Under US law this refusal subjected those subpoenaed to a lim-
ited term of imprisonment without trial for contempt of court. Almost 

32 It is unclear exactly when in 1977 the MLN was founded; it may not 
yet have formally existed at the time of the March 1 Bloc’s emergence, 
but it was at the very least in formation at that point. 

33 Urgent Tasks #1 (May, 1977), in author’s possession, contains a “pull-
out” section focused on the battles within the Puerto Rican solidarity 
movement, which included much of the New Communist Movement 
as well as the anti-imperialist left, over the legitimacy of armed struggle 
in the Puerto Rican context. 

34 Ethan Young, email to the author, October 30, 2007.
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a dozen people went to jail in 1977 and 1978 for refusing to testify in 
front of the grand juries.35 

In New York, Chicago, and elsewhere, the independence movement 
and its supporters established Committees Against Grand Jury Repres-
sion. STO was heavily involved in the Committees, alongside PFOC and 
the other coalition groups. This work took several forms. One aspect was 
the production and distribution of literature on the issue. STO’s print 
shop produced a large amount of agitational material supporting Puerto 
Rican independence generally and grand jury resistance in particular. 
Leaflets were produced to target specific audiences, including civil liber-
tarians, radical trade unionists, and religious progressives. The shop also 
printed more sophisticated publications intended for distribution within 
the Puerto Rican movement itself. Most of these items were written and 
designed by Puerto Rican groups, especially the MLN, with STO per-
forming typesetting and printing duties, sometimes on a volunteer basis, 
other times at regular rates. The print shop, by now known as C&D 
Printing (for Carole (Travis) and Don (Hamerquist), who formally 
owned and managed the presses) helped distinguish STO from the other 
organizations involved in solidarity work, which mostly lacked their 
own presses.36 The combined allocation of material resources among the 
groups participating in solidarity work directly with the MLN was sub-
stantial, and greatly enhanced the latter’s ability to function on a large 
scale in the face of government harassment.

The work around the grand jury question was largely defensive in 
nature, and focused heavily on legal questions within a broadly liberal 
framework. Since the grand juries necessarily cast a wide net in order to 
increase the chances that someone called to testify would actually comply 
rather than refuse, they routinely called as witnesses people who had little 
or no direct connection to any illegal activity. This made it easy for the 
Committees to mobilize a range of progressive and liberal organizations 
and individuals that did not support armed struggle but were nonethe-
less opposed to government harassment of seemingly benign religious 
and community groups. The Committees also deliberately linked the 
grand juries to other, more extreme forms of government repression. In 

35 New York Committee Against Grand Jury Repression, The Political 
Grand Jury: An Instrument of Repression (n.d., but probably 1978), and 
“Grand Jury Chronology” (n.d., but probably 1977) leaflet in author’s 
possession.

36 Jose Lopez, author interview, October 18, 2008, discussed the impor-
tance of STO’s printshop from the perspective of the MLN.
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the words of a pamphlet put out by the New York Committee, “The 
U.S. government, under the guise of controlling and eradicating these 
aggressive [militant or armed] acts, then launches a broad campaign of 
harassment, intimidation, grand jury imprisonment, and assassinations 
against ALL SECTORS of these movements.”37 STO did not perceive 
this work to be particularly conducive to radicalizing people around the 
overall issues of independence and armed struggle, but remained heavily 
involved in the work because of the obvious importance of winning the 
freedom of those jailed for contempt.38

* * *
A more proactive area of work concerned sterilization. In the seventies 

it became apparent that Puerto Rican women were being sterilized at an 
alarming rate of more than 30%, a process that had begun as far back as 
the thirties. STO and the other groups involved in the solidarity coali-
tion saw the importance of the issue, as well as the obvious overlap with 
feminist concerns, and focused significant attention on it. One leaflet on 
the issue produced by the “Interim Committee to Build a New Solidarity 
Movement” (of which STO, PFOC, and other groups were members after 
they departed from the PRSC) described the sterilizations in Puerto Rico 
as part of “a program of genocide against its people.”39 In a colonial con-
text, the high rate of sterilizations was characterized as forced or abusive, an 
attack on women, on the working class, and on Puerto Rican culture and 
identity. While the issue was distant geographically, it resonated with the 
large Puerto Rican community in the US, and with radical forms of femi-
nism emerging within both black and Native American communities that 
had also been subject to troubling and racist attempts at “family planning.”

37 New York Committee Against Grand Jury Repression, The Political 
Grand Jury. Present-day use of politically motivated grand juries include 
the “Green Scare,” which targets radical environmental activists. It is 
worth noting that the unified resistance of the Puerto Rican and Chi-
cano movements in the face of grand jury subpoenas contrasts sharply 
with the frequent willingness to testify that has marked the Green Scare. 
For more on the Green Scare, see Will Potter, “The Green Scare,” in 
Vermont Law Review 33, no. 4 (2009), 671–687. 

38 “Political Differences with the MLN” (1978), unpublished document 
in author’s possession.

39 “Sterilization of Puerto Rican Women,” n.d., but probably 1977 or 
1978. In author’s possession.
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Practical work around the sterilization issue brought STO members 
into direct contact with the largely white feminist and reproductive 
rights movements, and provided an opportunity to challenge what the 
group perceived as the bourgeois and sometimes racist politics of these 
movements. In contrast to the mainstream feminist emphasis on access 
to abortion and other forms of freedom from reproduction, STO and 
others argued for an emphasis on matters of concern to women of color, 
including the supposedly genocidal attacks on the freedom of poor wom-
en of color to have children.40 This was one aspect of STO’s approach to 
linking struggles against white supremacy in an anti-imperialist context 
with the range of other social struggles that preoccupied the left as the 
seventies progressed. Additionally, STO’s analysis of feminism was partly 
the result of an attempt to triangulate its perspective versus both the New 
Communist movement within which it had developed in the early seven-
ties and the emerging white, anti-imperialist solidarity movement.41 

An article by Carole Travis in the second issue of Urgent Tasks—
“White Women and Revolutionary Strategy: STO Answers Prairie Fire: 
Male Supremacy is not Equivalent to White Supremacy”—focused its 
criticism on the most prominent organization within the latter milieu, 
the Prairie Fire Organizing Committee. PFOC’s origins lay in the grass-
roots effort to distribute the clandestinely produced, book-length political 
statement produced of the Weather Underground Organization (WUO) 
in 1974: Prairie Fire: The Politics of Revolutionary Anti-Imperialism. The 
WUO encouraged the creation of “Prairie Fire Distribution Commit-
tees” (PFDCs) that would take on the task of publicizing the book, pro-
moting discussion of the book’s analysis within the various movements of 
the seventies, and generally raising the profile of anti-imperialist politics, 

40 The most comprehensive scholarly study of the debates around steriliza-
tion of Puerto Rican women is Laura Briggs, Reproducing Empire: Race, 
Sex, Science, and Imperialism in Puerto Rico (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 2002). Briggs documents the disconnect between 
freedom-from and freedom-to narratives of reproduction that separated 
nationalist from feminist responses to sterilization, but her critique of 
the nationalist position is needlessly onesided and her class analysis of 
this tension leaves much to be desired.

41 STO’s engagement with feminism and reproductive rights, in this sense, 
was roughly a parallel with its responses to the emerging antinuclear 
movement, for instance, or with the developing subculture built around 
punk rock and youth rebellion. See Chapter Six for more on punk rock, 
and Chapter Seven for more on the antinuclear movement.
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all tasks that were impossible for the clandestine cadre of the WUO to 
undertake themselves.42 In short order, the distribution committees had 
transformed themselves into “organizing committees” and unified into a 
fairly large, coast-to-coast group with substantial prominence within left 
circles. From the very start, Prairie Fire featured women in a large num-
ber of key leadership positions, and did a more thorough job than al-
most any other organization on the left in the seventies of incorporating 
feminist analysis into its overall political stance. To the extent that STO 
had begun to emphasize anti-imperialism and was simultaneously strug-
gling to develop an innovative practice around women’s autonomy, it was 
predictable that the group would feel obliged to respond to PFOC’s posi-
tion. This task fell to Travis, and she made the most of the opportunity.

Built around a close reading of an article entitled “Women’s Oppres-
sion and Liberation” from the first issue of Breakthrough, PFOC’s politi-
cal journal, Travis’s critique was thorough, and thoroughly harsh. Flatly 
stating that STO “disagree[s] with both their analysis and their strategy,” 
the response challenges the historical accuracy of several PFOC claims 
and accuses the piece of being “loaded with confusion, imprecision and 
sleight of hand.”43 Travis focuses first on PFOC’s analysis of women’s op-
pression, challenging the assertion that imperialism was worsening the 
oppression of women qua women. “In fact,” she argues, “capitalism tends 
to free women; certainly in the US today, particularly white women, are 
among the freest in the history of class society.”44 The crux of Travis’s 
argument, reflected in the title of her critique, is that PFOC was wrong 
to “equate the questions of white and male supremacy.”45 Unfortunately 
it is unclear where PFOC ever argued for such an equivalence, and in 
retrospect the criticism comes across as something of a straw man.46 

Travis is more compelling when she counters PFOC’s strate-
gic orientation. Quoting the Breakthrough article at length, she then 

42 For more on the PFDCs and the distribution of the book, see Dan 
Berger, Outlaws of America, 207.

43 Carole Travis, “White Women and Revolutionary Strategy: STO An-
swers Prairie Fire: Male Supremacy is not Equivalent to White Suprem-
acy,” in Urgent Tasks #2, October 1977, 13.

44 Ibid, 15.
45 Ibid.
46 Doubts were raised about Travis’s argument within STO at the time as 

well. Elaine Zeskind, “Open Letter to STO Women,” in IDB #5, Sep-
tember 1978, questions “whether PFOC in fact equates white and male 
supremacy as clearly as Carole argued,” 1.
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challenges each of four key sentences regarding the essential role white 
women can play in revolutionary anti-imperialist struggles. She ob-
jects to the idea that “white working-class women benefit least from 
the privileges of white supremacy,” arguing instead that the seventies 
have seen the creation of “a large women’s movement, overwhelmingly 
white, with much of its work implicitly aimed at getting more of the 
privileges imperialism has to offer for women.”47 Similarly, Travis repu-
diates the idea that there is a “natural basis of solidarity between white 
and Third World women,” and instead maintains that “oppressed na-
tion women have more in common with oppressed nation men than 
[they do] with white women.”48 In support of this claim, Travis assesses 
PFOC’s own version of the history of white women’s organizing, con-
tending that “the women’s movement [of the sixties and seventies] was 
not anti-imperialist and has never been anti-imperialist.”49 Concluding 
with a parallel to the common left analysis of the previous decade that 
“youth” were the leading force for white solidarity with anti-imperial-
ist struggles (which, tellingly, was the original position of the people 
who founded the Weather Underground), Travis argued convincingly 
against the idea that white women were specially equipped to be a 
“leading force” in this effort. 

In the context of the struggle against mass sterilization—sometimes 
described as “forced sterilization” or “sterilization abuse”—STO’s 
practical approach reflected the analysis put forward by Travis. The 
campaign itself necessarily foregrounded the experience of Puerto Ri-
can women rather than white women, and the work was largely built 
around support for a nationalist framework for resolving the prob-
lem of sterilization via the independence of Puerto Rico, rather than 
through a grand alliance of feminists on the island with those in the 
United States. The organizational conflict implied in Travis’s article did 
have its limits, as Prairie Fire was also actively involved in the struggle 
around sterilization as well. Nonetheless, the divergent attitudes re-
garding white feminism did reflect distinct approaches to organizing 
around women’s issues, with STO more inclined to view Puerto Rican 
women as Puerto Ricans first and foremost, while PFOC, while rec-
ognizing the importance of national identity, emphasized to a greater 
extent their status and oppression as women.

47 Ibid, 17. The quote from the Breakthrough is on 16, and comes from p. 
29 of the original article.

48 Ibid.
49 Ibid., 18.
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* * *
Like many activist campaigns, the struggle against mass sterilization 

featured a seemingly endless series of public events, speaking tours, and 
rallies. The rhythm of activism around policy issues, especially those re-
lating to a place as far away as Puerto Rico, was fundamentally different 
than the daily experience of the factory organizing efforts that had pre-
viously characterized STO’s practice. While both forms of work high-
lighted the production and distribution of propaganda and agitational 
material, often through wheatpasting flyers or handing out newsletters, 
this was where the similarities ended. Point-of-production work empha-
sized mass organizing of—and direct action by—workers, often taking 
months or years to percolate before erupting into open conflict with em-
ployers or union bureaucrats. The face-to-face contact and shared experi-
ence of the job itself created an organic tie that generated a high level of 
camaraderie and a sense of connection between the organizer and her or 
his coworkers. In addition, the cycle of conflict was largely determined 
by the mass of workers themselves: while a handful of revolutionaries in a 
factory could agitate for a wildcat strike, for example, the strike of neces-
sity required not just the support but the active participation of dozens 
or hundreds of coworkers. 

Solidarity work could hardly have felt more different. It was some-
thing done outside of work hours, unless one happened to work for a 
nonprofit advocacy group, which a small number of STO members did 
during the second half of the seventies. It also necessarily involved de-
veloping a plan of action that could force the hand of a power struc-
ture much more distant than a foreman or a union hack—in this case 
the governments of Puerto Rico and the United States. This normally 
included one-off events, like demonstrations and rallies that were not 
only planned and led by small numbers of revolutionaries, but in many 
cases were attended largely by these same revolutionaries and their clos-
est comrades. Since STO still had a modest presence in a number of 
factories (in Chicago, Kansas City, and elsewhere) during this period, at-
tempts were regularly made to draw workers into the solidarity struggles, 
but these efforts only occasionally met with real success. As a result, while 
direct action, up to and including armed activity, was often a part of 
the Puerto Rican independence struggle itself, it was rarely if ever part 
of the daily experience of solidarity work. STO recognized these limita-
tions, and chafed at them repeatedly during this period, but nonetheless 
accepted them as the price of being involved in revolutionary politics 
during the period of the lull.
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The tensions between these two organizing models were highlight-
ed in 1977, after STO had produced the pamphlet “Since When Has 
Working Been a Crime?,” discussed earlier in Chapter Three. The ini-
tial response to the pamphlet from workers had been positive, and STO 
began discussing the prospect of distributing it door-to-door in certain 
neighborhoods on the far south-east side of Chicago, where the multira-
cial workforce of the US Steel South Works lived in the close quarters of 
one of the city’s most diverse communities.50 This would have marked a 
strategic departure from the group’s earlier reliance on in-plant organiz-
ing, focusing instead on the neighborhood as a locale for struggle. Still, 
it maintained the direct approach of STO’s earlier point-of-production 
efforts, and was not tied to any specific policy outcomes: instead of agi-
tating for legal reforms around immigration, the pamphlet argued for 
active solidarity among workers and their families, across lines of color 
and citizenship. Any real-world effect from the distribution of the pam-
phlet would have been the result of actions by the people who received, 
read, and internalized the politics of the pamphlet, rather than the direct 
outcome of the distribution itself. And again, such results might have 
taken weeks, months, or even years to simmer before coming to a head in 
small- or large-scale conflicts with bosses, the police, or the INS. 

But the door-to-door distribution was never attempted, largely be-
cause of a sudden turn of events in the Puerto Rican solidarity efforts 
underway over a dozen miles north and west of the South Works. Every 
June, the Puerto Rican community in Chicago celebrated their cultural 
heritage with a parade and a festival. Tensions with the police remained 
a constant theme for Puerto Ricans in Chicago, just as they had been 
before and after the 1966 rebellion.51 On the evening of June 4, 1977, 
after the parade was completed and after the FALN had bombed City 
Hall in downtown Chicago, the festivities in Humboldt Park took a grim 
turn: two teenage boys, Rafael Cruz and Julio Osorio, were killed by 
Chicago police officers who claimed they were gang members. Almost 
immediately, the neighborhood erupted in violence as the community 
reacted against the murders. Street battles with the police raged through 

50 Kingsley Clarke discussed the plan to distribute the pamphlet door-to-
door, in several interviews. For more background on the community in 
South Chicago, see David Bensman’s entry in the online Encyclopedia 
of Chicago http://encyclopedia.chicagohistory.org/pages/1170.html 
(accessed January 2, 2012). 

51 Tensions with the police are highlighted in Felix Padilla, Puerto Rican 
Chicago.
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the night, as cop cars were torched, buildings gutted, and long-buried 
anger burst into the open.52 

The MLN took the riots as solid evidence of the revolutionary sub-
jectivity of the Puerto Rican community, and focused its efforts on 
politicizing and (re)focusing the popular anger that had surfaced in 
the riots. This activity took many forms, from direct engagement with 
street gangs to face-to-face organizing and leafleting the neighborhood. 
Everyone agreed that these sorts of direct organizing efforts within the 
Puerto Rican community were off-limits to the white solidarity coali-
tion. Nonetheless, the MLN called for an emergency mobilization of 
the solidarity forces, and STO’s leadership decided that the work in 
South Chicago should be put on hold in order to devote the group’s full 
energies to what was presumed to be an emerging crisis in Humboldt 
Park.53 As a result, STO members and other white radicals spent much 
of the next several months helping plan a series of public demonstra-
tions and speaking events designed to galvanize public opinion in the 
Puerto Rican community around a revolutionary response to police 
brutality. As part of taking on logistical responsibilities for these events, 
the solidarity movement was also expected to mobilize non-Puerto Ri-
can attendees. STO’s nascent organizing efforts in South Chicago once 
again came into play, and Kingsley Clarke remembers bringing a young 
Mexican-American couple from the neighborhood up to a rally in 
Humboldt Park during the summer of 1977. In Clarke’s recollection, 
the cultural differences between the two distinct Latino communities 
were dwarfed by the political gap experienced by the two visitors, who 
found themselves surrounded largely by dedicated, long-time revolu-
tionary activists, some Puerto Rican, some Mexican-American, some 
white. The struggle against police brutality certainly resonated with 
the couple, but the broader demands for independence and socialism 
in Puerto Rico most likely seemed quite alien. The contrast between 
workplace organizing and solidarity work was reflected in the bemused 
faces of the young couple and, in turn, by the mild embarrassment 
Clarke felt for bringing them.54

52 Frederick Lowe and Derrick Blakley, “2nd Day of Humboldt Riots,” 
Chicago Tribune, June 6, 1977, A1.

53 Kingsley Clarke, author interviews. Without verifying these specifics, 
Don Hamerquist agreed that the emergency response approach rou-
tinely characterized STO’s tactical decisions during this period. Author 
interview, September 14, 2006.

54 Kingsley Clarke, author interview, March 19, 2010.
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* * *
Puerto Rican independence was hardly the most geographically 

distant struggle to be echoed in the streets of Chicago during the lat-
ter part of the decade. Halfway around the world in Iran, resistance to 
the dictatorship of the Shah was heating up substantially after decades 
of quiet percolation, and the large Iranian student community in the 
United States did its best to promote and defend the putative revolu-
tion. Organized largely under the rubric of several competing groups 
commonly known as the Iranian Students Association (ISA), the student 
movement in exile was sizeable and quite militant, with a presence in 
cities across the US, including Chicago.55 STO developed ties with the 
so-called “Left-ISA,” and for several years emphasized support for the 
Iranian revolution on a level just slightly below the priority it placed on 
solidarity with the Puerto Rican independence movement.56 

Iran, then as now, was a major oil producing country in the geopoliti-
cally sensitive Middle East, which naturally made it of particular foreign 
policy concern to the United States government. In 1953, a CIA sup-
ported coup had toppled the elected government of Mohammed Mosad-
deq and installed the Shah (Mohammed Reza Shah Pahlavi) as absolute 
ruler of the country, a position he would hold until 1979. For a quarter of 
a century, all dissent was suppressed, often violently, by the Shah’s secret 

55 See Afshin Matin-Asgari, Iranian Student Opposition to the Shah (Costa 
Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2002) for an overview of the movement 
in Europe and the United States during the sixties and seventies.

56 The term “Left-ISA” comes from Ed Voci, “Iran Solidarity Work in 
Chicago,” in IDB #7, Nov/Dec 1978, 22, which suggested sardoni-
cally that “radical Iranians have arrived in the United States without any 
natural immunity to frequent and sharp political splits similar to those 
which have plagued the US left.” Voci also claimed that “no one knows 
for sure how many ISA’s exist in the United States, or in the world for 
that matter,” but suggested that “there appear to be three principal orga-
nizations.” Decades later, Noel Ignatiev would recall that STO worked 
with “the smartest and the smallest” of the Iranian groups during this 
period. Interview with author, January 27, 2006. David Ranney ques-
tions the validity of the term “Left-ISA,” and suggests that there were at 
least four major groupings in Chicago, including two that might plau-
sibly have been described as “left” of the majority. Email to the author, 
June 2, 2010. 
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police, known by its Farsi acronym SAVAK.57 At the same time, Iran’s 
government undertook a massive modernization project, partly inspired 
by the ever-growing global demand for petroleum, which was lauded 
by the United States but also served as a cover for the disruption of tra-
ditional focal points of social struggle, especially the politicized forms 
of Shiite Islam. The Leninist left viewed Islam as a regressive force, and 
focused its efforts on toppling the regime through an array of competing 
parties and guerrilla organizations. STO was especially attentive to the 
actions and writings associated with the Organization of Iranian People’s 
Fedayee Guerrillas (OIPFG), which was known for its Marxism and for 
a commitment to armed struggle as “both a strategy and a tactic.”58 The 
OIPFG and various other left groups operating clandestinely in Iran 
drew support from the range of Iranian progressives and radicals who 
went abroad either as political exiles or for educational purposes, or both. 

Given the active support the US offered to the Shah throughout his 
reign, it is unsurprising that the repressive apparatus of the SAVAK was 
often allowed to operate freely within the United States. Similar privi-
leges were granted to the military dictatorships of the southern cone (Ar-
gentina, Uruguay, Chile, etc.) during the same period. The most extreme 
example was a joint program of assassination known as “Operation Con-
dor,” which led to the murder of Orlando Letelier, a Chilean dissident 
killed by a car bomb in Washington, DC in 1976.59 In the case of the 
Iranian student movement, the repression was less spectacular but still 
quite violent. Members of the ISA were regularly assaulted by groups 
of Iranian thugs they believed to be SAVAK agents, and the assailants 
were often protected by the FBI or local police when complaints were 
made by student radicals. In Chicago, many of the physical attacks on 
ISA activists took place at Central YMCA Community College, where a 

57 For a chronology of the Shah’s reign, with an emphasis on left resistance 
movements and their repression by the SAVAK, see Mazier Behrooz, 
Rebels with a Cause: The Failure of the Left in Iran (London and New 
York: I B Taurus, 2000).

58 This phrase is the subtitle of the key theoretical document produced 
by the OIPFG prior to the revolution, Massoud Ahmadzadeh, Armed 
Struggle: Both a Strategy and a Tactic. This book is available online at 
http://www.siahkal.com/english/Massoud.htm (accessed January 2, 
2012).

59 For more on Operation Condor, see Jon Dinges, The Condor Years: How 
Pinochet and His Allies Brought Terrorism to Three Continents (New York: 
New Press, 2004).
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number of them were students.60 Central YMCA was located in the West 
Town neighborhood and many radical Puerto Ricans, including Carmen 
Valentin, later imprisoned as a member of the FALN in 1980, worked 
or studied there. Indeed, over the course of the seventies, the Iranian 
student movement and the Puerto Rican independence movement peri-
odically engaged in various forms of mutual support.

In this context, it is worth noting that STO’s connection with the 
Left-ISA began not in Chicago, but in Texas. In 1976, STO members Ed 
Voci and Lowell May went on an organizing tour through the middle of 
the United States in support of the five Puerto Rican nationalist prison-
ers. In Texas, Voci and May met members of the Left-ISA who attended 
a presentation about the Five, and through them gained contacts in the 
Iranian student movement in Chicago.61 Over the next several years, 
Voci would become one of STO’s key points of contact with the Iranian 
movement. The work he and other members of STO undertook in at-
tempting to build a broad-based left movement in solidarity with the 
growing revolutionary struggle in Iran in many ways paralleled STO’s 
work around Puerto Rican independence. The efforts of revolutionary 
anti-imperialists to support the Iranians were small and often isolated 
from the broader US left because of sectarian approaches to political 
differences. Much of the work involved providing legal help in the face 
of repression by SAVAK and the Chicago Police Department red squad. 
Voci was an attorney, and he often worked alongside other radical lawyers 
to defend ISA activists falsely accused of petty crimes. Such false accusa-
tions were a routine consequence of complaining to the police about the 
ongoing harassment. Nonetheless, legal avenues were vigorously pursued 
in an attempt to halt or diminish the attacks by those presumed to be 
SAVAK agents: complaints were filed with the Police Board alleging col-
lusion with SAVAK, and criminal charges were sometimes filed against 
the most prominent thugs.62

On a less reactive level, STO worked with other radicals in Chicago 
to plan a series of public rallies against the Shah and in defense of the 
ISA and the revolution in Iran. As with the Puerto Rican work, this took 
the organizational form of a solidarity committee, officially known as 

60 A chronology of attacks in Chicago is contained in the “Appendix” to 
a letter of complaint to the Police Board of the City of Chicago, dated 
March 1, 1978, included in IDB #7, Nov/Dec 1978.

61 Ed Voci, interview with the author, January 27, 2007.
62 Several incidents along these lines are described in “Appendix” to the 

letter of complaint in IDB #7, Nov/Dec 1978.



174     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

the Committee in Solidarity with the Revolutionary Movement in Iran, 
which featured a similar mixture of PFOC, May 19th, and other inde-
pendent leftists. An internal report prepared by Voci for STO reflected 
frustration at the ways in which petty sectarianism within the solidarity 
coalition dramatically slowed its progress: “Thus, meetings (held weekly) 
were reduced to line by line reviews of propaganda and speeches to be 
delivered by committee members.”63 In other words, the organization’s 
sincere desire to support the Iranian revolution was hampered not just by 
the SAVAK or by objective conditions, but also by the demands for ideo-
logical purity imposed by the Left-ISA. Leaflets were often picked apart 
word-by-word to ensure that all participants in the solidarity work could 
agree on every detail of their content. The same problem limited the op-
tions for planning rallies or for more detailed propaganda, although over 
the course of 1978 the Committee did manage to publish one issue of 
a tabloid called simply Iran Solidarity, as well as pamphlet entitled Iran: 
Another Vietnam; ISA: Another “COINTELPRO” Target.64

Partly in response to frustrations with the Committee, STO began 
to use Urgent Tasks as a forum for direct interaction with the Leninists 
in Iran, thus bypassing to some extent the sectarianism of the ISA mi-
lieu. The magazine repeatedly served as something of a mouthpiece for a 
variety of guerrilla groups, publishing their communiqués and speeches 
in English translation, in some cases for the first time.65 But the en-
gagement was not entirely uncritical: an article by Beth Henson in issue 
number 5 of Urgent Tasks presented a critical assessment of the theories 
of urban armed struggle then emerging from Iran and South America. 
Henson criticized in particular the “emphasis on practice and denigra-
tion of theory” that appeared to characterize even the more theoretical 
writings of the OIPFG.66 She also expressed doubt concerning the Ira-
nian revolutionaries’ ability to prevent “the vanguard from forging too 

63 Ed Voci, “Iran Solidarity Work in Chicago,” in IDB #7, Nov/Dec 1978.
64 Copies of both of these documents in author’s possession, courtesy of 

Ed Voci.
65 See, for example the speech by Ashraf Dehghani, “Armed Struggle is 

the Only Way,” published in UT #8, Spring 1980, available online at 
http://www.sojournertruth.net/irandocs8.html (accessed January 2, 
2012). The introduction to this speech notes that “it was translated for 
Urgent Tasks by comrades at Mississippi State University, Starkville, who 
support Ashraf Dehghani and the People’s Fedayee Guerrillas.”

66 Beth Henson, “Review: Armed Struggle Theories,” in UT #5, Summer 
1979, 28. 
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far ahead and substituting its own will for the will of the masses, forming 
the nucleus of a bureaucratic rather than a proletarian party.”67

While Henson was willing to express some skepticism about the via-
bility of the OIPFG’s approach, STO as a whole was consistently unwill-
ing to doubt the overall trajectory of the Iranian revolution, in spite of 
mounting evidence that it was tending toward religious fundamentalism. 
When the Shah fled in January 1979, a patchwork of competing groups, 
including the OIPFG, claimed to have played the decisive role in the vic-
tory, but over the course of the next year power was rapidly consolidated 
in the hands of the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Khomeini presided 
over an increasingly authoritarian state structure known as the Islamic 
Republic, which sanctioned direct physical attacks on the OIPFG and 
other left groups, implemented oppressive policies against national mi-
norities like the Kurds, and led efforts to eliminate basic civil rights for 
women. A number of prominent leftists were beaten and arrested, and 
several left organizations and newspapers were banned.68

Nonetheless, STO developed an analysis of the Iranian situation that 
compared it to the transitional period in Russia under Kerensky between 
the February and October revolutions of 1917. An unsigned editorial in 
issue number 7 of UT (Winter 1980) used this parallel as a pretext for 
defending the Khomeini regime and especially the hostage crisis then 
underway at the US embassy in Tehran. STO argued that the political 
key was “maintaining full tactical flexibility,” and that “revolutionaries 
must rally to the defense of Khomeini’s government,” as the only bul-
wark against the risk of US intervention to restore the Shah.69 The jus-
tification for this position was complicated, and STO maintained that 
“our general stance does not mean supporting Khomeini’s government 
uncritically or unconditionally; STO supports the armed revolutionary 
left.” The editorial did contain a fairly nuanced appreciation of the role 
of Islam in the Iranian revolution:

Despite these right-wing currents there is a progressive 
side to the Islamic revival that is sweeping the Middle East 
which much of the U.S. left has failed to understand and 

67 Ibid.
68 For more on the struggles of the Iranian left under the Islamic Republic, 

see Behrooz, Rebels With A Cause.
69 These and all other quotes in this paragraph come from “In Defense of 

Iran: An Editorial,” in UT #7, Winter 1980. The editorial is dated Janu-
ary 5, 1980.
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appreciate—largely due to its knee-jerk anticlericalism. 
Islam represents a third force in the region, one which is 
opposed to the interests of both the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. 
It would not have been able to make the gains which it 
has made if it were wholly reactionary and anachronistic. 
Obviously it is inadequate to the broader revolutionary 
current and obviously it imposes fetters on those very forces 
which it releases—the clearest examples are the repression 
of women and homosexuals and sexuality in general. But 
the left brings no credit on itself for its failure to understand 
what is positive in this Islamic movement and what is the 
basis of its appeal.

Unfortunately, this analysis was fatally imprecise, to the extent that 
it treated Islam as a “force” in general terms, rather than assessing the 
specific forms of Shiite fundamentalism advocated by Khomeini. As a 
result, the predictable support among Iranian muslims for the repres-
sion of the very groups that STO supported in Iran was, temporarily at 
least, beyond the organization’s grasp.

STO was hardly alone in mistakenly defending Khomeini, although 
given the group’s overall political stance it did not readily embrace its 
new bedfellows. According to the scholar David Greason, a number of 
Trotskyist organizations in the US and Europe presented similar argu-
ments to those put forward by STO, maintaining that a careful read-
ing of Lenin’s 1920 “Draft Theses on National and Colonial Questions” 
required “socialists to defend Iran against imperialist attacks, while 
maintaining the independence of working-class or revolutionary social-
ist organization.”70 Greason argues convincingly that “such a reading … 
placed a higher value on a regime’s stance towards ‘imperialism’ (whatev-
er that stance’s ultimate motivation—socialist, fascist or religious obscu-
rantist) than its stance toward its own proletariat.”71 In this sense, STO’s 

70 David Greason, “Embracing Death: the Western Left and the Irani-
an Revolution, 1978–83,” in Economy and Society 34, no.1, February 
2005, 112. Lenin’s Theses are available online at http://marxists.anu.
edu.au/archive/lenin/works/1920/jun/05.htm (accessed January 2, 
2012). Thanks to Danny Postel for first bringing the Greason article to 
my attention.

71 Ibid., 112–113. Contemporary radicals have attempted to address this 
problem in multiple ways, one of which is the “three way fight” anal-
ysis developed over the last decade with significant input from Don 
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defense of Khomeini stood in direct contradiction to its own longstand-
ing critical approach to revolutions, even those claiming the mantle of 
socialism, most famously embodied in Noel Ignatin’s 1976 pamphlet 
“…no condescending saviors”. At that point, Ignatin openly criticized the 
Castro regime in Cuba, despite the ongoing threat of US imperialism a 
mere ninety miles to the north, using the argument that “the only posi-
tive way to determine which class is wielding power in a country is to 
examine the decision-making process there, especially as it affects the 
relations of production.”72 Using this criterion, it should have been clear 
by the end of 1979 that the decision-making process in Iran was rapidly 
being placed into the hands of Khomeini and his chosen administrators, 
who were in no way representative of the working class. That STO chose 
instead to focus on the dangers of US intervention was exemplary of the 
one-sidedness of the group’s emphasis on anti-imperialism and solidarity 
work during the second half of the seventies.

STO did subsequently issue an “explanatory note” to clarify its posi-
tion on Iran in a way that half-heartedly criticized its previous optimism 
regarding the coming socialist phase of the revolution, but the group 
continued to maintain the overall correctness of its earlier critical defense 
of Khomeini.73 Thus, “we still maintain that for the moment when it 
was published—and especially for US revolutionaries—our stance was 
correct.” Nonetheless, “it is becoming increasingly evident that right-
wing forces in Iran are using the confrontation with the US as a cover 
for attacks on the left.” In the meantime, many of STO’s key contacts 
from the Left-ISA had chosen to return to Iran, part of a mass exodus of 
younger radicals inspired by the 1979 revolution. By the early eighties, 
the Left-ISA had effectively disintegrated, and the space for real-world 
solidarity work was limited to the occasional rally. Unfortunately, the 
eventual fate of most of the returning exiles was imprisonment, death, 
or imposed political withdrawal and silence. Halfway across the globe, 

Hamerquist. See the website http://threewayfight.blogspot.com/ (ac-
cessed January 2, 2012). 

72 Noel Ignatin, “…no condescending saviors” (Chicago: STO, 1976). Igna-
tin did conclude that Cuba was led by “great revolutionaries, who have 
carried out the sharpest and most progressive struggles against imperial-
ism anywhere in the world,” so even here the precursor to the group’s 
defense of Khomeini could be identified. 

73 This term, and all other quotes in this paragraph, are from the un-
signed “Explanatory Note and Introduction,” in Urgent Tasks #9, 
Summer 1980, 1.
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STO was largely helpless to assist its comrades and, despite many lessons 
learned, the group’s experience with Iranian solidarity work was marked 
by failure on almost every level.

* * *
A much more successful venue for STO’s anti-imperialist work dur-

ing the late seventies was the struggle to free the five Puerto Rican na-
tionalist prisoners who had been held since the fifties. Like the solidarity 
work with the Iranian left, it involved a range of groups from across the 
left, including New Communist groups and anti-imperialist radicals. It 
also enjoyed the active solidarity of revolutionary black nationalist orga-
nizations and other groups made up primarily or exclusively of people of 
color. As a national and international campaign, however, it did not au-
tomatically speak to the average Puerto Rican on the streets of Chicago. 
Thus, one primary objective of the work was to raise the consciousness 
of Puerto Ricans regarding the injustice of the continued imprisonment 
of the Five. This was accomplished largely through regular distribution 
of leaflets, newsletters, and stickers, as well as the predictable range of 
events, both public and private. 

The latter category included the charla, a small invitation-only gath-
ering in a home that featured both a solid meal and a presentation on 
the work of the campaign; there was also frequently a small-scale fun-
draising aspect to such an event. STO members hosted charlas in their 
homes, and the group also sponsored speaking and fundraising tours for 
Puerto Rican radicals, from the island or from Chicago, through places 
like Kansas City, Denver, or Portland, which had no Puerto Rican com-
munities to speak of, but did have STO branches. The charlas and es-
pecially the tours helped raise STO’s profile in the cities where it had 
recently expanded its presence, and they also brought the group into di-
rect contact with revolutionary organizations based in Puerto Rico itself, 
especially the Liga Socialista Puertorriquena (LSP), led by Juan Antonio 
Corretjer. STO members and supporters were mobilized to help plan 
(and to attend) rallies in support of the prisoners in Chicago, New York, 
and elsewhere. Additionally, in a complicated, sometimes three- or four-
cornered dance of mutual aid, STO made sure to lend support—often 
in the form of attendance at demonstrations—to struggles led by black, 
chicano, Asian American and Native American groups that in turn lent 
assistance or support to the Puerto Rican independence movement. 

The campaign to “Free the Five” was eventually successful. In 1978, 
President Jimmy Carter ordered the release of Andres Figueroa Cordero, 
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who was dying of cancer. A year later, the remaining four prisoners were 
granted clemency by Carter, whose administration—in the face of grow-
ing Puerto Rican and international anger over their continuing incarcer-
ation—calculated that they were “less a cause célèbre outside [of prison] 
than inside.”74 The importance of the MLN and of the Chicago branch 
of the solidarity movement to the overall campaign was reflected in the 
decision of the four former prisoners to travel to Chicago immediately 
upon their release, even before returning to their homes in Puerto Rico 
after twenty-five years in prison.75 From an anti-imperialist perspective, 
this victory, along with the expanding armed struggle being waged by 
the FALN and other groups, was another sign of the rising power of the 
Puerto Rican independence movement. For some time, the MLN had 
maintained that the struggle was on the verge of creating a revolutionary 
situation that would mark the “last period of struggle against colonialism 
and for independence.”76

STO did not share this assessment, and disagreed with the strategic 
conclusions that the MLN drew from its analysis. In a 1978 internal doc-
ument outlining its “Political Differences with the MLN,” STO wrote 
that “our fear is that exaggerated estimates of the situation in Puerto 
Rico will unnecessarily delay and divert essential popular education on 
armed struggle.”77 But of course one corollary of the belief in an immi-
nently revolutionary scenario was the necessity of responding as urgently 
as possible to any emerging crisis, whether it be grand jury subpoenas 
or the capture of Guillermo Morales, a leading member of the FALN, 
in 1978.78 In STO’s view, this led to work being done “in an arbitrary 

74 Unnamed Carter administration official quoted in “We Have Nothing 
to Repent,” Time, September 24, 1979. Online here: http://www.time.
com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,947395,00.html (accessed January 
2, 2012).

75 Nathaniel Sheppard Jr., “Four Freed Puerto Rican Nationalists Vow to 
Continue Fight; Sentenced for Terrorist Acts,” New York Times, Septem-
ber 11, 1979, A16.

76 “Editorial,” De Pie y En Guerra 1, no. 1, 1978, 2. De Pie y En Guerra was 
the MLN’s political journal. Copy in author’s possession. 

77 “Political Differences with the MLN” (1978), 2. Unpublished docu-
ment in author’s possession. The dating at the front of the document 
notes, “1978, reprinted in 1980 because essentially the same differences 
remain.” The document is unsigned, and appears to be an official posi-
tion of STO that was presented directly to the MLN.

78 Morales subsequently escaped, lived for a time in Mexico, and eventually 
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and erratic fashion.” And each crisis resulted in a specific organizational 
form, usually a committee made up of representatives of the same groups 
that were already involved in overarching solidarity movement. As a re-
sult, argued STO, “there is a chaotic overlapping of areas of work and 
responsibility between various committees, organizations, and individu-
als. Everything is equally urgent and imperative.”79 Several former mem-
bers of STO recall the frustration that resulted from this perpetual crisis: 
long-term projects, such as the proposed distribution of the immigration 
pamphlet in South Chicago, were regularly put on hold, not because 
they were deemed less important, but simply because everything related 
to Puerto Rican solidarity had to be done right then, while everything else 
could always wait.80

For most of the late seventies, STO kept these concerns and criticisms 
to itself, or shared them only in the context of closed-door meetings with 
the MLN or the various solidarity groupings. The risks of state repres-
sion were seen as far too high to allow for any public criticism of the 
MLN, PFOC, or others. Here it is important to remember the context 
of the times. An active armed Puerto Rican underground was detonating 
bombs in Chicago and New York, as well as on the island, on a semi-
regular basis. Above-ground activists were routinely targeted for visits by 
the FBI or grand jury subpoenas. The black liberation movement had 
been decimated over the previous decade by dozens of assassinations and 
hundreds of criminal prosecutions. The release of thousands of pages of 
COINTELPRO documents verified long-held suspicions that the US 
government manipulated political differences within the left in order 
to disrupt the functioning of numerous radical groups. And STO was 
publicly and vocally supportive of the most militant tendencies within 
a range of openly revolutionary movements active in the United States. 
By the late seventies, STO itself counted as members a number of people 
who had served time in prison or jail, some for petty drug charges but 
others for acts of political violence.

In short, there was an intense awareness within the group of the 
likely repercussions of any public disagreements. Indeed, not only con-
flicts were kept private: so too were many of the activities undertaken 
by STO and its members.81 This secrecy was designed to protect the 

moved to Cuba, where he currently resides.
79 “Political Differences,” 8.
80 Author interviews with Janeen Porter, Don Hamerquist, Kingsley 

Clarke, and others support this assessment.
81 On one level, the problem persists to this day. Many former members 
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independence movement and the solidarity movement from government 
repression, but it also had the effect of limiting the ability of the MLN, 
STO, and the other groups to broaden the struggle by incorporating 
political newcomers. Former member David Ranney suggests that “there 
was an internal contradiction between internal organizational transpar-
ency and democracy on the one hand, and the demands of security on 
the other.”82 In turn, the solidarity work that was visible to the rest of 
the left, not to mention to the public, was limited to the sort of iso-
lated rallies and speaking tours that could be planned and carried out 
openly. The fear of government agents becoming involved in the work 
was hardly an unfounded paranoia, but it did reinforce the marginaliza-
tion of militant anti-imperialism in an era where much of the left was 
looking to become involved in just this sort of activism. The occasional 
false accusation leveled at people who were not in fact informers only ex-
acerbated the problem. Just as the unified exterior shown by STO and its 
allies papered over significant disagreements without resolving them, so 
too did it provide more the appearance than the reality of security from 
government repression.

* * *
But even while STO kept strategy and tactics, and disagreements over 

them, shielded from public view, the group was deliberately quite open 
about the politics of its solidarity work. STO was loathe to directly criti-
cize the politics of the MLN in public, but the underlying disagreements 
are clear in a number of published documents aimed more directly at 
STO’s coalition partners. In 1979, for example, the group criticized

the confusion of unconditional support for national libera-
tion with an uncritical identification with positions taken 
by the national liberation leadership or elements of it. 
Unconditional support involves a conscious subordination 
of political differences for definite political reasons. The 
political leadership of national liberation movements must 
be followed on questions concerning the form and content 
of the movements they head, not because this leadership is 
always right, but because it is the social force whose correct 

of STO who were actively involved in the solidarity work are hesitant to 
discuss it in any detail.

82 David Ranney, email to the author, June 2, 2010.
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and incorrect positions “matter.” This has nothing to do 
with any attribution of infallibility and omniscience. We 
do liberation movements no favor by disguising disagree-
ments, or, still worse, by evading questions which must be 
of concern to all revolutionaries.83

This represented a not-so-subtle attack on the solidarity politics of 
Prairie Fire and May 19th, which STO considered overly subservient to 
the dictates of the MLN and other revolutionary nationalist organiza-
tions. In practice, however, STO’s refusal to openly challenge liberation 
movements meant that the group’s public stance was for the most part 
functionally identical to the one they criticized.

Internally, STO had already begun to examine this contradiction in 
its engagement with anti-imperialist struggles. In 1978, Don Hamer-
quist identified an “obvious problem with direct support to Third World 
groups. Given our view of Third World autonomy, such support entails 
acceptance of strategic and tactical decisions on which STO rightly 
has little voice and no vote. This cannot help but stimulate an a-criti-
cal and a-political attitude on the part of at least a section of the STO 
membership.”84 Further, STO’s efforts to stimulate political debate on 
the left were not always well received by groups like the MLN, which, 
argued Hamerquist, “regard such work as a disruption and a diversion—
as an unnecessary narrowing of the base of potential unified action, and 
as a factor introducing peripheral questions into their organizations and 
constituencies.”85 The subordination of the group’s own longer-term 
plans to the immediate needs of the Puerto Rican struggle was exemplary 
of the problems that resulted from this combination of elements. 

In other words, STO was divided against itself, and risked either liq-
uidating itself into the solidarity work or alienating its erstwhile allies by 
pushing forward with debates that would diminish the group’s capacity 
for practical work. The latter scenario played on fears within STO of 
being reduced to what former member Bill Lamme would later mock 
as “the best debating society on the left.”86 The alternative was perhaps 
even worse for a group that had always attempted to intervene directly 

83 “‘Unconditional Support’ and ‘Follow Third World Leadership’: An 
Editorial,” in Urgent Tasks #6 (Fall 1979), available online at http://
www.sojournertruth.net/ut6editorial.html (accessed January 2, 2012).

84 Don Hamerquist, “Direction,” in IDB #1, n.d., but spring 1978, 3.
85 Ibid.
86 Bill Lamme, interview with author, July 20, 2005.
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in the working class. From this angle, the specter of the Prairie Fire Or-
ganizing Committee was (fairly or not) something of an archetype for 
what STO wanted to avoid. In former member Ira Churgin’s recollec-
tion, PFOC and May 19th “totally unmoored themselves from the class, 
and we hadn’t. That was what distinguished us from them.”87 But by the 
late seventies, STO’s connection to the working class was more tenu-
ous than ever. The belief in the lull and the progressive disengagement 
from factory work had created a situation where the group retained its 
groundbreaking analysis of the working class—dual consciousness, white 
skin privilege, and so on—but had less and less practical work to show 
for it. This of course reinforced concerns that STO was reducing itself to 
theoretical navel-gazing.

To break the vicious cycle, STO decided to re-examine its analy-
sis of the lull as well as the focus it placed on solidarity work. At the 
General Membership Meeting in May 1979, the group overwhelmingly 
re-affirmed its belief that “the internal national liberation movements 
are the leading forces for revolution in this country at this time,” and 
that “we are in the anti-imperialist current,” but there were rumblings 
of a different direction.88 The women’s movement, factory organizing 
(“point-of-production work”), and the antinuclear movement were also 
highlighted as arenas of work for STO, with the latter being declared 
after some debate “the main area where large numbers of white people 
are being activated and radicalized.” Intervention in all these struggles 
was still based on “our general plan of developing an anti-imperialist 
current,” but with certain caveats. For example, the women’s movement 
was not to be “organizationally subordinated” to the national liberation 
movement. More controversially, a majority of STO rejected the idea 
that the “main criteria for judging the success of our work” in point-of-
production organizing should be the extent to which it contributed to 
building the anti-imperialist current. 

This appeared to be a significant departure from the strategic outlook 
that characterized the “lull,” and the decision was highly controversial 
within STO. Hamerquist argued bluntly that “the GMM took an incon-
sistent and mistaken position in exempting production work from the 

87 Ira Churgin, interview with the author, December 7, 2005.
88 The quoted phrase about the “internal national liberation movements” 

was the first resolution voted on at the GMM, while the “anti-imperial-
ist current” line comes from the second resolution. See “Questions and 
Votes from GMM,” in IDB #11, June 1979, 3, in author’s possession. 
All other quotes in this paragraph also come from this document.
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political framework in which the rest of our work is to be developed.”89 
While he advanced a series of arguments to support his claim, his main 
concern revolved around the practical implications of the decision. In 
particular, “we will regularly be faced with the necessity of choosing 
between the politics of production work and that of the other work,” 
with the latter category including all the efforts broadly considered un-
der the category “anti-imperialist.” This problem, argued Hamerquist, 
would surface immediately, once STO began to determine “how much 
more resources—and which resources—will be put into this [produc-
tion] work.” What was needed, in his view, was a reversal of the GMM 
decision, so that the group’s workplace organizing efforts would in fact 
be subordinated under the broad heading of anti-imperialist work.

Hamerquist lost in repeated procedural efforts, both at the GMM 
and after it, to reverse the resolution. But the dispute in the organization 
remained. In reality, by 1979 everyone in STO understood the prob-
lem—perpetual deference to the national liberation movements (and es-
pecially to the MLN) was retarding the organization’s development, and 
the horizons for the group’s work needed to be broadened. The question 
really boiled down to two competing solutions. A significant segment of 
STO wanted to experiment with organizing efforts that it believed would 
be free of the problems inherent in the anti-imperialist framework, while 
Hamerquist and some others believed that it was possible to redefine 
the meaning of “anti-imperialism” to go beyond the frustrating forms of 
solidarity work that had characterized STO’s efforts so far. Indeed, the 
1979 GMM had resolved almost unanimously that “our work in build-
ing the anti-imperialist current should not be reduced to direct support 
for national liberation,” and that “this current must contain a variety of 
activities and organizational forms.”90 These areas of agreement helped 
paper over the substantive disagreements within STO, and in practical 
terms something of a compromise was reached. Thus, at the beginning 
of 1980 STO formally left the New Movement in Solidarity with Puerto 
Rican Independence, which was the then-current name for the overarch-
ing solidarity coalition.91 Meanwhile, the workplace efforts were allowed 

89 This and the other quotes in this paragraph come from Don Hamer-
quist, “Position on GMM Vote,” in IDB #11, June, 1979, 5–6.

90 The “not reduced” quote is from resolution #4, while the “must con-
tain” quote was the third resolution, the only one approved unanimous-
ly. IDB #11, June 1979, 3.

91 “Puerto Rican Fraction Report,” prepared by Lee (Holstein), Decem-
ber 10, 1980, in author’s possession, identifies the time of departure as 
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to develop largely unburdened by the still continuing solidarity work. 
This was especially true in Kansas City, where STO had always main-
tained a significant industrial concentration and where the Puerto Rican 
independence movement had no presence due to the lack of a Puerto 
Rican community. Over the next few years, the “production fraction” in 
Kansas City became actively involved in a range of efforts, including an 
engagement with Teamsters for a Democratic Union, a reform caucus 
inside the highly corrupt International Brotherhood of Teamsters.

* * *
Back in Chicago, STO’s formal departure from the New Movement 

did not insulate it from the continuing demands of the Puerto Rican 
solidarity work, which intensified when another major crisis hit the inde-
pendence movement. On the afternoon of April 4, 1980, eleven Puerto 
Rican radicals were arrested in a suburb of Chicago and charged with be-
ing members of the FALN.92 They were captured (allegedly while casing 
an armored car for robbery near Northwestern University in Evanston, 
Illinois) after a woman called the police to report the “suspicious” pres-
ence of several young latinos in an overwhelmingly white neighborhood. 
Although they were heavily armed, the eleven did not resist their capture 
once the police arrived. When brought to the police station for process-
ing, however, they claimed they were prisoners of war and demanded 
treatment according to the Geneva Conventions. None of the prisoners 
identified themselves as members of the FALN, and a number of them 
gave false names, although they were fairly quickly identified once fed-
eral authorities became involved in the investigation. The eleven prison-
ers were treated as a major security threat based on the previous armed 
activities of the FALN, and they appeared in court under armed guard. 
From the start, however, they refused to participate in their trials, and 
regularly disrupted the proceedings.

The arrests immediately reverberated throughout the militant sec-
tors of the independence movement and the solidarity milieu. The very 
next day, the New Movement, of which STO was no longer a member, 
produced a two-sided single-sheet leaflet aimed directly at white people 
who could be swayed to support the armed struggle for independence. 
Headlined “Support and Defend the Armed Clandestine Movement!!,” 

“sometime early in 1980.”
92 This account is largely based on the narrative in Fernandez, Prisoners of 

Colonialism, 8.
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the leaflet identified the eleven as “prisoners of the war for Puerto Ri-
can independence,” claimed that “the resistance to US colonial rule has 
grown to the beginning stages of people’s war,” and maintained that “the 
Puerto Rican nation is mobilizing to stop imperialist genocide.”93 The 
text-heavy mixture of sloganeering and analysis concluded that “we, the 
people of the nation that holds Puerto Rico under military domination, 
have a responsibility to support the combatants in the war for Puerto 
Rican independence and these new Puerto Rican Prisoners of War.”94 
Not surprisingly, none of STO’s ongoing concerns about the problems of 
the independence and solidarity movements were reflected in the leaflet.

Regardless, STO’s immediate response to the Evanston arrests was 
once again to dive into the emergency response mode that had continu-
ally frustrated the group since the grand jury period two years before. 
Without re-joining the New Movement, STO resumed participation in 
“virtually the same committee structure [it] had recently left.”95 Members 
attended court hearings to support the prisoners, mobilized for emer-
gency rallies, and provided direct material aid to the MLN in its efforts 
to build support for the prisoners. Printing services were again provided 
by C&D Printshop, and at least one STO member served as a legal advi-
sor to the prisoners (although in declaring themselves to be prisoners of 
war they rejected all offers of formal legal counsel, and the lawyers did 
not impose their services). A sticker was produced for mass distribution, 
though most copies were provided to the MLN for distribution within 
the Puerto Rican community. 

The frustration among STO members was palpable: according to 
an internal note prepared in May, 1980, by Ed Voci, the group was al-
ready “falling into the same pattern of passive, subsumed grunt work and 
behaving like there is nothing we can do about it.”96 By late summer, 
STO had again withdrawn from the formal committee structure of the 
solidarity work, although it continued to organize on its own around 
the defense of the prisoners. The reasons for the departure were both 
pragmatic and political. In addition to the diversion of time and energy 
from other efforts—such as the renewed workplace organizing initia-

93 The leaflet is reproduced on pages 41–42 of IDB #16, May 1980. The 
reference in the first sentence to “yesterday” indicates that the leaflet was 
produced on April 5.

94 Ibid, 42.
95 “Puerto Rican Fraction Report,” December 10, 1980.
96 “May 20, 1980—Note to P.R. Fraction,” unpublished two-page memo 

in author’s possession.
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tives—there were strategic disagreements as well. STO quietly began de-
veloping reservations about the approach to the new situation taken by 
the prisoners and the MLN. The internal document originally prepared 
in 1978, “Political Differences with the MLN,” was redistributed to the 
membership with the explanatory note, “reprinted in 1980 because es-
sentially the same differences remain.” The assumption of broad support 
for armed struggle and “people’s war” within the Puerto Rican commu-
nity, both on the island and in the diaspora, struck STO as naïve and 
unsupported by the evidence.97 

In the midst of the group’s growing frustration, ten of the eleven pris-
oners were convicted in Illinois state court of a series of crimes, mostly 
conspiracy to commit armed robbery and possession of unlicensed fire-
arms.98 The government’s strategy appeared to be to depoliticize the case 
by portraying the prisoners as common criminals, but when the prison 
sentences returned at the state level were deemed too short (only eight 
years for most of the prisoners, which would have potentially resulted in 
eligibility for parole in half that time), the federal government stepped in 
to try them again, this time on weightier charges, most centrally “sedi-
tious conspiracy.” Sedition is the crime of organizing to overthrow the 
US government by force, and seditious conspiracy had long been a favor-
ite of federal prosecutors in dealing with Puerto Rican revolutionaries, 
going back at least to Albizu Campos in the mid-thirties. But to bring 
this charge against the ten prisoners in 1980 meant implicitly acknowl-
edging the political nature of the FALN. While not exactly a desperate 
move on the part of the US government, it did mark a departure from 
the previous efforts to cast the prisoners as simply violent thugs; now 
they were being portrayed as terrorists with a dangerous revolutionary 

97 Prolonged, or “protracted” people’s war is a phrase originating with Mao 
Tse-Tung’s political military strategy in China during the thirties, and 
it has subsequently been adopted by a wide range of Maoist and non-
Maoist revolutionary groups in places as diverse as Nicaragua, Peru, 
the Philippines, India, and Nepal. For more on Mao’s original concep-
tion, see his long essay, “On Protracted War” (1938). Available online 
at http://www.marx2mao.com/Mao/PW38.html (accessed January 2, 
2012).

98 The trials are described in Fernandez, Prisoners of Colonialism. One of 
the original eleven, Haydee Beltran was separated from the other pris-
oners almost immediately after her arrest and extradited to New York, 
where she was convicted separately of involvement in a specific bomb-
ing and sentenced to life imprisonment.
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agenda.99 However, the shift in government strategy did not prompt any 
change in the prisoners’ strategy, and they continued their stance of non-
collaboration with the “illegal” court of what they argued was an occupy-
ing military force. The ten continued to disrupt the court proceedings 
to the point where they were removed permanently from the courtroom, 
and replaced with large photographs visible to the jury in their absence. 
After a two-week trial, the jury swiftly convicted them, and they were 
subsequently sentenced to prison terms of up to ninety years.

In the eyes of STO, the continued refusal to mount any sort of court-
room defense, even a political one, was problematic. While accepting 
the basic framework of the prisoner-of-war status, and while clearly 
acknowledging the right of the prisoners and the Puerto Rican inde-
pendence organizations to determine their own strategy, STO began to 
push the issue. In a sharp departure from its previous refusal to publicly 
criticize the independence movement over questions of strategy, the un-
signed editorial in issue number 11 of Urgent Tasks directly addressed the 
disagreement. “We are not convinced that the decision not to present a 
political defense is correct,” began the key paragraph. “It seems unlikely 
to us that any political defense the Eleven presented would be taken 
by anyone to imply recognition of the legitimacy or jurisdiction of the 
US court structure.”100 For STO, the key issue was that “the strategy of 
prolonged people’s war has not yet been accepted by a decisive section of 
the Puerto Rican people, either on the island or on the mainland.” This 
was really a reworking of the group’s longstanding concern that the key 
task of popular education, both among Puerto Ricans and among North 
Americans, was being overlooked in favor of rose-tinted proclamations 
of impending revolution. Thus, the problem with the prisoners’ stance 
was that it made the mistake of “assuming the validity of the strategy and 

99 It is worth noting that a similar quandary was raised when the sedi-
tious conspiracy charge was leveled against Albizu Campos in 1935. 
A Washington bureaucrat at the time criticized the government’s legal 
strategy as one that “glorifies Albizu Campos and raises an issue that can 
be disguised in terms of patriotism.” Quoted in Fernandez, Prisoners of 
Colonialism, 43. The original citation is to “National Archives, Wash-
ington DC. Record Group 126,” and Fernandez notes that “this letter 
to Governor Blanton Winship is dated March 9, 1936.”

100 These and all subsequent quotes in this paragraph are from “Editorial: 
The FALN Sedition Trials,” in Urgent Tasks #11, Spring 1981, 17–19. 
Note that even though the editorial repeatedly refers to the “FALN 11,” 
there were only ten defendants at the federal trial. 
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tactics of armed struggle rather than deepening the argument for them.” 
And, of course, if the strategy of prolonged people’s war had not been 
accepted by Puerto Ricans, then it went without saying that pronounce-
ments regarding the impending or actual reality of people’s war, as in 
the New Movement leaflet of April 5, were premature at best and self-
defeating at worst. “In our view,” concluded the editorial, “the evidence 
does not show that war in this sense is imminent in Puerto Rico, and it 
is certainly not occurring there already.” 

In the aftermath of this public critique, STO’s approach to anti-im-
perialist and especially solidarity work was changed forever. The group 
continued to support the Puerto Rican independence movement, and 
collaborated occasionally over the next several years with the MLN in 
particular. STO could also take some small satisfaction that its critique of 
the prisoners’ nonparticipation was incorporated after a fashion in sub-
sequent trials. In 1983, when several more Puerto Ricans were arrested 
and charged with membership in the FALN, those captured identified 
themselves as “political prisoners” rather than “prisoners of war,” and 
did in fact put forward a political defense quite similar to the one advo-
cated two years earlier by STO. Nonetheless, as the eighties progressed, 
STO placed far greater attention on the antinuclear movement, antifas-
cist struggles, the spontaneous potential of youth in rebellion, and other 
areas of work that reflected the group’s growing interest in autonomous 
social movements. Another era in STO’s existence had ended.





Chapter Six:
The Politics of Culture 
and the Culture of Politics 
in a Revolutionary 
Organization 

On February 5, 1981, Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band performed 
at the Kemper Arena in Kansas City, Missouri, as part of the group’s long tour 
in support of their magnificent 1980 double album, The River.1 Outside the 
venue, several members of STO, along with friends and comrades organized 
as the Committee Against War and Imperialism (CAWI), distributed thou-
sands of copies of a leaflet to fans headed into the arena. The CAWI leaflet 
featured a classic photo of the young Springsteen, sporting a black suit and a 
partially buttoned white shirt with the collar out, leaning against a brick wall. 
Designed as an 8½ by 11 inch fold-over in booklet style with a headline in 
the ransom-note cut-out letters so popular in the punk-rock milieu of the 

1 The date and venue of the Kansas City concert comes from the “Killing 
Floor Database of Bruce Springsteen Setlists,” online at http://www.
brucespringsteen.it/Showdx.htm (accessed December 19, 2011). The 
description of this leafleting activity comes from recollections provided 
by Janeen Porter, Alan Rausch, and Randy Gould, all of whom were in 
the Kansas City branch of STO at the time.
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time, it quoted extensively from Springsteen songs like “Badlands,” “Born to 
Run,” “Racing in the Street,” and of course “The River” itself: in the midst 
of a recession, the lyrics “I got a job working construction for the Johnstown 
Company/But lately there ain’t been much work on account of the economy” 
spoke directly to the problems of working class life, and STO knew it.2 

The CAWI leaflet took the dynamic tension in Springsteen’s songs and 
linked it to a broader social reality. Speaking directly of contemporary prob-
lems like unemployment, police brutality, cuts in welfare, limits on abortion, 
Klan and neo-Nazi violence, and the threat of nuclear war, the leaflet argued 
that reality “contradicts the ‘american dream,’” leaving people “confused, dis-
heartened, crushed, broken and ANGRY as they chase after the illusion of 
having a good life.”3 Ronald Reagan, newly inaugurated as the fortieth Presi-
dent of the United States, represented a racist and imperialist politics that 
promised to make things even worse. Unfortunately, the leaflet continued, 
“people generally see their rotten life as a personal problem and try to solve it 
individually or put the blame on the wrong people. The rich and powerful in 
the u.s. are our real enemies, the ones making our lives miserable. This makes 
us angry, and we need to be more angry. We are the ones who can change all 
this.” But this was not just a standard leftist denunciation of the laundry list 
of capitalist evils with an exhortation to mass resistance; it was truly aimed 
at fans of Springsteen and his music. “For the most part,” the leaflet argued, 
“Springsteen is telling it like it is.” Reflecting a fundamental conviction with-
in STO that popular culture was a reflection of social struggle, it maintained 
that “Bruce will write and sing the songs that reflect our collective anger 
and our movement to make human dignity a reality for our lives. We have 
to FIGHT, together, for this.” The leaflet ended with a brief description of 
CAWI, which opposed nuclear power and weapons, racist violence by fas-
cists and the police, and “u.s. intervention in El Salvador, the Middle East, 
or anywhere else the u.s. wants to impose its rule.” “We want,” it concluded, 
“to help people organize themselves to REBEL against all this shit coming 
down. No more imperialist war! No more racist attacks!”

2 These lyrics, which appear in the CAWI leaflet, are from the song “The 
River,” on the album of the same title, by Bruce Springsteen and the E 
Street Band (Columbia Records, 1980). The full lyrics to the song are 
available online at http://www.brucespringsteen.net/songs/TheRiver.
html (accessed December 19, 2011). 

3 All quotations in this paragraph come from the partially illegible copy 
of the CAWI leaflet in my possession. Capitalization is reproduced pre-
cisely for the sake of accuracy. Thanks to Vic Speedwell for providing 
me with this document.
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While the CAWI leaflet clearly put an unorthodox and radical spin 
on Springsteen’s music, it was not primarily opportunistic. Like much of 
STO’s membership, a number of people in the Kansas City branch loved 
music—rock and roll, R&B, and punk rock in particular. For them, the 
chance to publicly combine the love of Springsteen’s music with their pas-
sion for politics was exciting. Former Kansas City STO member Randy 
Gould remembers it as “one of my favorite all time leaflets.”4 Of course, 
this enthusiasm also reflected how rare such interventions were for the 
group. As an organization, STO was only intermittently attentive to cul-
tural questions in its political work, but internally the group was hardly as-
cetic. Discussions on music, art, movies and television, and other cultural 
forms were frequent, and frequently intense. Similarly, the political aspects 
of the personal lives of individual STO members sometimes became the 
subject of organizational discussion, with both positive and negative con-
sequences. And certainly one of the defining characteristics of the group by 
the late seventies was its dedication to internal political education, study, 
and debate. These aspects of STO’s existence could be glimpsed on oc-
casion in the group’s external political work and publications, as in the 
example of the CAWI leaflet or the organization’s well-known dialectics 
courses. But beyond the group’s public face, an assessment of the orga-
nization’s internal life is highly instructive and indeed necessary for a full 
picture of STO’s history and legacy.

* * *
Springsteen was hardly the only musical artist to draw STO’s at-

tention. In the mid- to late seventies, the group also turned a criti-
cal and political eye to the then newly emerging genre of punk rock. 
Punk music had an extensive but largely submerged (pre-) history in the 
United States by the time it was blasted into popular consciousness with 
the sudden emergence of the Sex Pistols, the Clash and other British 
groups in 1976.5 Punk’s embrace by young people, combined with its 
aesthetic of rejection and extremism, guaranteed that it became fertile 
ground for a range of radical political perspectives, from both the right 
(quasi-fascist) and the left (especially Marxist and anarchist). Still, the 
organized left in particular had an ambivalent relationship with punk. 

4 Randy Gould, email to the author, September 29, 2006.
5 The initial rise of punk on both sides of the Atlantic is skillfully chroni-

cled and contextualized in Jon Savage, England’s Dreaming: Anarchy, Sex 
Pistols, Punk Rock and Beyond (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992).
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While by no means devoid of people of color, the punk milieu in the 
US was heavily white, which turned off a significant segment of the 
US left, even—or especially—those segments that were themselves also 
lacking in diversity. Similarly, punk’s aggressive attitude and sometimes 
antisocial lyrics did not mix well with the organized left’s frequently pu-
ritanical approach to the cultural realm. This often led to a dismissal of 
punk rock as “a social disease” that deserved to be tossed “in the garbage 
heap.”6 By contrast, other left organizations, including several Trotskyist 
groups in the US and Great Britain, attached themselves to punk as a 
possible venue for recruitment among disaffected young people. Thus, 
for example, the Socialist Workers Party in Britain promoted “Rock 
Against Racism” as a way of encouraging participation in its antifascist 
organizing efforts.7

For STO, however, punk rock was more complex than either of these 
two extreme viewpoints could accommodate, and, in a group that prized 
sophisticated critical analysis, this complexity demanded research and 
debate. Thus, at the beginning of 1978, the group sent two members, 
Lee Holstein and Elaine Zeskind, on a three week tour of California and 
the southwest “to investigate the punk scene.”8 This trip immediately 
resulted in an article by Zeskind, which after more than a year of “infor-
mal debates about punk among Sojourner Truth Organization members” 
was finally published in Urgent Tasks in 1979, along with an interview 
she conducted with Tony Kinman, himself a political radical as well as 
the bass player and lead singer for the San Francisco punk band the Dils. 
Zeskind’s article, entitled “Punk Rock: Music in Search of a Movement,” 
is as much an examination of Marxist theories of art and aesthetics under 
capitalism as it is an analysis of punk rock in particular. The article was 
clearly aimed at people on the left with little to no experience of punk 
music or culture, as evidenced by the detailed (and humorous) explana-
tion of pogo dancing: “an asexual ‘dance’ consisting of shoving or pulling 
the person next to you while simultaneously jumping up and down on 

6 This view is attributed to Tim Patterson, a cultural critic for The Guard-
ian newspaper, by Elaine Zeskind, “Punk Rock: Music in Search of a 
Movement,” in Urgent Tasks #5, Summer 1979, 1. For more on social-
ist realism, see C. Vaughn James, Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and 
Theory (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1973).

7 For more on Rock Against Racism, see Paul Gilroy, ‘There Ain’t No Black 
in the Union Jack’: The Cultural Politics of Race and Nation (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991 [1987]), 114–152.

8 Lee Churgin (Holstein), interview with the author, December 7, 2005.
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every beat, and, preferably, having something handy to throw towards 
the stage.”9 

Zeskind’s article repudiates the left tendency to judge punk, prefer-
ring instead to contextualize and understand it. She begins with a series of 
questions about the politics of punk—“Is punk decadent and fascist, or 
revolutionary? Is it a Madison Avenue hype-job, or a revolt against the re-
cord and radio industries? Is it art or is it noise?” Committed to complex-
ity, she rejects the binaries and instead maintains, “It is all those things.”10 
The defining characteristics of early punk, according to Zeskind, were 
its lack of commercial appeal as music and its refusal to lyrically glorify 
love and dancing. The fact that punk lyrics sometimes tended toward 
political topics, as with the Clash for example, made it possible to con-
sider the punk milieu something like a movement in embryo. Zeskind’s 
article adopts a view of the complicated relationship between movement 
and culture derived largely from the work of C.L.R. James, who was a 
significant and growing influence within STO at the time. James repeat-
edly suggested that the specific forms of cultural production that most 
thoroughly capture the popular imagination, whether in literature, film, 
music, or sports, are reflective of the level of consciousness and struggle 
in the society in question. In the cultural context of 1950, James argued 
“it is in the serious study of, above all, Charles Chaplin, Dick Tracy, 
Gasoline Alley, James Cagney, Edward G. Robinson, Rita Hayworth, 
Humphrey Bogart … that you find the clearest ideological expression of 
the sentiments and deepest feelings of the American people and a great 
window into the future of America and the modern world.”11 STO took 

9 Zeskind, “Punk Rock,” 1.
10 Ibid.
11 C.L.R. James, American Civilization, edited and introduced by Anna 

Grimshaw and Keith Hart (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993), 119. 
While American Civilization reflects the clearest statement by James 
of his approach to popular culture, it was not published until 1993, 
meaning that it could not have been the direct source of STO’s inter-
pretation. Ken Lawrence suggests that for STO the key text was actu-
ally Modern Politics, which was published in the US in 1973 and does 
contain an assessment of early popular filmmaking, including Charlie 
Chaplin and D.W. Griffith. C.L.R. James, Modern Politics (Detroit: Be-
wick Editions, 1973) 134–137. Also, according to Lawrence, the idea 
of culture as reflective of the level of consciousness and struggle “was 
also a key aspect of nearly every lecture that [James] and George Rawick 
gave in the US.” Lawrence, email to the author, December 19, 2011.
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this analysis to heart, applying it both to punk rock and (in the CAWI 
leaflet) to Springsteen.12 Thus, in Zeskind’s formulation of the theme, 
“the level of class struggle has been in a period of lull. Therefore the pros-
pects for progressive developments in the realm of culture catching hold 
and polarizing masses of people becomes necessarily limited.”13 This was 
especially true compared to the sixties, when the relative strength of mass 
movements meant that “culture was often an effective weapon in revo-
lutionaries’ arsenals.”14 As the CAWI leaflet would argue three years later 
about Springsteen, Zeskind suggests that the potential inherent in punk 
rock could only fully emerge from within an upsurge of social struggle.

Still, there were some immediate possibilities. In Zeskind’s view, the 
vibrant intensity of early punk culture was reflective of age-old sponta-
neous tendencies toward popular resistance. In discussing fans’ anger at 
security guards and bouncers at a Ramones concert, she notes paren-
thetically that “sometimes people stand up before they know precisely 
why or for what. If they didn’t, revolutionaries would have gone out of 
business long ago.”15 Zeskind also criticizes a common left approach to 
culture that was indebted (whether consciously or not) to Soviet-style 
socialist realism. She mocks “the idea that we [the organized left] are go-
ing to produce the working-class culture singlehandedly, and preferably 
in the folk or blues modes.”16 Indeed, the US left in the seventies, often 
under the leadership of a generation of radicals who had come of age 
in the civil rights era of the late fifties and early sixties, featured a com-
bination of rising cultural puritanism and fetishized romanticization of 
what was perceived to be true or authentic working-class culture.17 In 
terms of music, this often meant a rehashing of Pete Seeger stylings or 
an opportunistic devotion to whatever was popular in a given organiz-
ing context. This last attitude had characterized some of STO’s initial 

12 Contemporary musical analysis along strikingly similar lines can be 
found on the website known as the “Democracy and Hip-Hop Project,” 
which explicitly identifies both James and STO as influences. http://
democracyandhiphop.blogspot.com (accessed December 27, 2011).

13 Zeskind, “Punk Rock,” 2.
14 Ibid. Zeskind does note the dual character of cultural efforts in the six-

ties, pointing out that they “were partly responsible for diverting the 
movement into the dead ends of the counterculture.”

15 Ibid., 5. 
16 Ibid., 4.
17 For more on this problematic combination, see Max Elbaum, Revolution 

in the Air, 170–171.
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interventions in workplace settings, as discussed earlier in Chapter Two, 
but by the mid-seventies the group had begun to appreciate the au-
tonomous complexity of the cultural realm, even as much of the rest 
of the left took increasingly rigid positions on cultural questions. As 
Tony Kinman put it in his interview, “they [the organized left] don’t 
want to hear about it [punk]. All they want is their folk song records, or 
like the Berkeley Women’s [Music] Collective singing songs of feminist 
struggle in this country. They just seem really closed-minded to what 
we’re doing.”18

In this context, it was easy for many STO members to relate to Kin-
man’s confusion in the face of the organized left’s willingness to believe 
mainstream stereotypes of punk as “irresponsible, violent, [and] sexist.” 
In his words, “the left in this country has been victims of that same sort 
of thinking. And they turn around and do it to us. And I can’t see why, 
why they want to.”19 Zeskind’s piece suggests that this dismissive attitude 
on the part of the left was a small part of what she believed was the 
coming suppression of punk music. While punk was in fact eventually 
recuperated by the musical mainstream, her view was at the time sup-
ported by considerable evidence, including police raids on many punk 
clubs and the refusal of major record labels to sign additional punk bands 
after Warner Brothers’ debacle with the Sex Pistols (who broke up shortly 
after signing with the label). Regardless, Zeskind points out, “it is a bit 
ludicrous to debate … whether [punk bands] should be allowed (!) to 
play at left events which do not attract the masses anyway.”20 The ar-
ticle ends with a call to “criticize the immediate and blanket condemna-
tion of punk by most of the left,” which Zeskind identifies as “another 
example of the knee-jerk, self-righteous responses [the left] brings not 
only to cultural questions but political questions generally.”21 Without 
demanding that all her comrades start listening to punk rock, Zeskind’s 

18 “Interview: The Dills” [sic], in Urgent Tasks #5, Summer 1979, 39. The 
text of the interview and Zeskind’s article consistently spelled the band’s 
name—the Dils—correctly, but the headline of the interview added 
an extra “l”. For more on the general category of “women’s music,” of 
which the Berkeley Women’s Music Collective was exemplary, see Cyn-
thia M. Lont, “Between Rock and a Hard Place: A Model of Subcul-
tural Persistence and Women’s Music” (PhD diss., University of Iowa, 
1984). 

19 Ibid.
20 Zeskind, “Punk Rock,” 37.
21 Ibid.
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article encouraged them to take it seriously as a cultural—and thus 
political—phenomenon. 

* * *
One reason STO took such questions seriously had little to do with 

politics as it was traditionally construed: the members of the group had 
real and full human lives beyond their political work. It is too easy to 
think of the revolutionary cadre of the seventies as what one STO sym-
pathizer called “the 100% political person” who ate, breathed, and slept 
revolution.22 In reality, every leftist of this or any other era necessarily 
participated in the culture of the times, from when they were children all 
the way through adulthood. Like the rest of the world, people in STO 
listened to music, on record or in concert, not primarily to assess its 
organizing potential but because they enjoyed it. As former member Lee 
Churgin remembers it, culture and “especially music was really impor-
tant for a lot of people [in STO].… We did a lot of dancing too. Dancing 
and going to listen to music.”23 The group was diverse enough that there 
was no narrow subcultural unity, however. Instead, according to former 
member and sometime musician Bill Lamme, culture broadly and music 
in particular “was the uniting element between certain subgroups. You 
know, there would be the rocking group, the dance partying-oriented, or 
whatever. To me it never degenerated to the level of cliques or competing 
groups. But I think that the group was not strongly culturally united, 
you know around sex, drugs, and rock’n’roll, or around Beethoven, Bach, 
and Brahms. It was too diverse, and there was no attempt to try to bring 
that into the group.”24 The organization claimed several other musicians 
as members, including an accomplished classical violinist, and classical, 
jazz, and folk music all had followings in STO. Similarly, some members 
held particular interests in fine art, in sports, or in film.

Still, in the memories of many STO veterans, such musical and cul-
tural interests were tolerated within the group, but they were not al-
ways fostered. Former member Hal Adams, himself a fan of baseball and 

22 Paula Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” in Continuation of Special 
Supplement to IDB #16, May/June, 1980, 27, in author’s possession. 
Rubio’s husband Phil was a member of STO at the time. I am grateful 
to Alexander Van Zandt Akin at Bolerium Books in San Franscisco for 
facilitating my access to this document.

23 Lee Churgin (Holstein), interview with the author, December 7, 2005.
24 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
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classical music, later came to believe “that was one of the weaknesses of 
the program. We didn’t have much cultural life, to tell you the truth. The 
meetings were … there was no singing, or dancing, or entertainment.”25 
In 1980, Phil Rubio lamented this as the price of STO’s intense pursuit 
of political education during the lull: “Now I’m proud of the intellec-
tual strides we’ve made in the past two years—but now we’re so aca-
demic—what happened to our culture—the skits at the GMM, playing 
the ‘Internationale’ on the harmonica. Having fun?”26 In some ways, the 
intensity of the political work itself substituted for any sort of common 
cultural framework, even while it necessarily limited the opportunities 
for having fun within the group. 

This scenario was common on the left in the seventies. As the writer 
and veteran of the era Max Elbaum put it, “if one word had to be 
chosen to characterize the culture of the New Communist Movement, 
that word would be intense.”27 In many cases, this resulted in solid and 
lasting friendships. Adams, for example, later indicated that “my best 
friends are from that period of my life; it’s not like we didn’t have per-
sonal relationships.”28 Given the high expectations placed on people, in 
terms of organizing, writing, and other political activity, it is not sur-
prising that many cultural pursuits were sometimes informally mocked 
within the group, only to be pursued surreptitiously. STO never devel-
oped any official critique of professional sports, for example, but Ad-
ams remembered feeling like he had to be a “closeted [Detroit] Tigers 
fan.”29 In retrospect, he said, “I share an interest in sports with a lot of 
different people I knew then, but we didn’t share that thing then.”30 
Thus, the cultural bonds formed by members of STO, even if they were 
overshadowed by the often all-consuming nature of participation in a 
revolutionary organization, in many cases proved to be more lasting 

25 Hal Adams, interview with the author, August 4, 2005.
26 Phil Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” 31.
27 Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 163.
28 Hal Adams, author interview,  August 4, 2005. In this regard, it is 

worth noting that of the nearly three-dozen former members I either 
interviewed or corresponded with in researching this book, I contacted 
the vast majority of them as a result of personal friendships they have 
maintained with other former members I was already in contact with. 
(At the same time, I only interviewed a tiny fraction of the total mem-
bership of the group over the course of its existence.)

29 Ibid.
30 Ibid.
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than the ideological commitments that formally determined member-
ship in the group.

At the same time, some members of STO did feel ostracized for their 
cultural preferences. Ken Lawrence, for instance, was critical of “specta-
tor music” and advanced a political argument for “folk music and hoo-
tenannies and so on. You know, the singing movement of SNCC that I 
came out of.”31 This was partly an age gap, since most of STO’s members 
by the late seventies were younger than Lawrence and had been teenagers 
during or after the end of the sixties. For them, just as for Tony Kinman, 
folk music was a historical relic that did not speak to their cultural real-
ity. As a result, Lawrence believes that popular music—“spectator mu-
sic”—was in fact “part of the cohesion of the group but it was definitely 
alienating to me.”32 For Lawrence, and certainly for others as well, this 
only reinforced the overriding importance of political affinity in keeping 
the group together. As former member Lowell May recalls, “What I liked 
about STO was that there was an explicit renunciation” of shared (sub-) 
culture as the basis for organization, “with especially Don [Hamerquist] 
and Carole [Travis] insisting that it must be the political commitment 
and not the personal affinity that anchored a revolutionary group. Not 
that we didn’t develop multiple layers of cultural affinity—that’s why 
many of us are still close today—but the affinity grew out of the politics 
and not vice versa.”33

* * *
While Lawrence may have felt isolated culturally within STO, he cer-

tainly contributed to the group’s awareness of the political importance of 
cultural questions. In issue number four of Urgent Tasks (Summer 1978), 
he published a long and wide-ranging article addressing a very different 
aspect of culture than contemporary music. In “Behind Tutankhamen’s 
Treasures: A Marxist Appreciation,” Lawrence takes the same Jamesian 
understanding of culture that Zeskind would subsequently use to as-
sess punk rock, and applies it to review the incredibly popular exhibit 
of Egyptian archeological artifacts then traveling the United States as 
the Treasures of Tutankhamen.34 Focusing squarely on “the ambiguities, 

31 Ken Lawrence, interview with the author, August 24, 2006.
32 Ibid.
33 Lowell May, email interview with the author, May 16, 2006.
34 It should be remembered that Lawrence had known James long before 

joining STO, and had introduced James to Noel Ignatin shortly before 
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complexities, and contradictory features which merit a close look,” Law-
rence’s review runs the gamut. It assesses, among other things: the choice 
of items in the exhibit itself; the aesthetics of the book-length catalog of 
the exhibit, which became a New York Times bestseller; the marketing of 
and mainstream media response to the exhibit; the politics of archeology 
as a discipline; the submerged history of class struggle in ancient Egypt; 
the geopolitical context of the then-current vogue for Egyptian artifacts; 
and the somewhat unexpected popular enthusiasm for all things related 
to King Tut.35 Lawrence even makes time to toss in a gratuitous swipe 
at punk, connecting it to the garishly over-the-top approach to color 
photography that characterized the marketing of “Treasures of Tutankha-
men:” “Flashing strobe-lit dayglo posters and punkrock music are logical 
outgrowths of a culture based on this sort of hard-sell.”36

Lawrence begins with a straightforward explanation of the Jamesian 
approach to cultural questions: “because popular culture is a reflection 
of the status of the mass imagination—albeit shaped and distorted by 
the dominant ideas of the rulers of society—measurable changes in the 
cultural interests and activities of large numbers of ordinary people can 
provide an important index to the development of a worldview which 
has not yet emerged as mass consciousness.”37 For Lawrence, the mass ap-
peal—and massive appeal, with more than eight million people viewing 
the exhibit in several cities over the course of two-and-a-half years—of 
the Tutankhamen exhibit reflected subtle changes in the working-class 
view of race relations, and “the degree to which the fierce grasp of rac-
ism on the white masses is being eroded.”38 More than this, the show’s 

the formation of STO. Thus, Lawrence (along with Ignatin) was largely 
responsible for bringing into STO the Jamesian influence that can be 
seen in Zeskind’s article, the CAWI leaflet, and other STO analyses of 
cultural questions.

35 The quote is from Ken Lawrence, “Beyond Tutankhamen’s Treasures: 
A Marxist Appreciation,” in Urgent Tasks #4, Summer 1978, 2. Inter-
estingly, one of the only reference points left out of Lawrence’s arti-
cle—Steve Martin’s April 1978 performance of the song “King Tut” 
on Saturday Night Live, subsequently released as a single that surged 
up the Billboard charts—has had perhaps the longest cultural legacy of 
anything related to the exhibit. The video can still be viewed in several 
locations on the Internet.

36 Ibid., 37.
37 Ibid., 1.
38 Ibid., 2.
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popularity demonstrated a widespread “feeling that there is more univer-
sal significance in the African civilization of 3,000 years ago than in the 
mass culture of North America today.”39 The promoters of the exhibit, 
argues Lawrence, had no real awareness of the political undercurrents of 
their own efforts. “The bourgeois crisis,” he explains, “is expressed in its 
‘art for art’s sake’ awe of the objects.”40 At the same time, “vulgar Marx-
ists” were wrong to assume that corporate sponsorship of the exhibit, 
from Exxon in particular, guaranteed some correlation between reaction-
ary politics in the present and reactionary art of the past. As Lawrence 
astutely points out, “the bourgeoisie’s taste in art is not limited to its 
most backward manifestations. It fears the revolutionary present, not the 
revolutionary past.”41 

But this blind spot created an unexpected opening for potentially 
radical perspectives to percolate among the millions who viewed the ex-
hibit, and the millions more who experienced its spectacle through the 
catalog or other media coverage. The sheer longevity of ancient Egyptian 
culture, lasting as it did for three millennia, “suggests a harmony between 
people and their environment which has never been matched.”42 “This,” 
argues Lawrence, “is the magnetic force that draws millions to the long 
lines waiting to see Treasures of Tutankhamen. The fact that they do not 
understand or articulate their quest in this way should come as no sur-
prise given the torrent of propaganda standing in the way of a full com-
prehension, and the shortcomings of the exhibit itself.”43 Having already 
pointed to the complicated historical relationship between the undeni-
ably black Kushite civilization in what is now Sudan and the Egyptian 
civilization that had been historically portrayed as “white,” Lawrence 
concluded his review by pointing to the future:

If we learn well, we will someday admire the accomplish-
ments of [the Kushites] as today we esteem the Egyptians. 
At that point we will permanently part company with the 
bourgeoisie in matters of culture. By adding a coat of white-
wash, the ruling class has found a way to absorb, or co-opt, 
Egyptian civilization as an acceptable ancestor to its own, 
thus predating the Greeks who were long credited with 

39 Ibid., 4.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid., 42.
43 Ibid.
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being the originators of all that is good in the bourgeois 
social order. But I don’t think they can grant the same status 
to undeniably Black Africans without calling into question 
their most basic, white supremacist assumptions. Nonethe-
less, the welcome the masses have shown to Treasures of 
Tutankhamen has taken them a long step in that direction.44 

In retrospect, Lawrence was probably wrong to believe that acknowl-
edging the historical importance of black African antiquity would lead 
directly to a rejection of white supremacy. Still, his detailed assessment 
of the interlocking questions of culture and science, history and art, race 
and class, publicly illustrated—at least to readers of Urgent Tasks—the 
best aspects of STO’s approach to cultural questions and the “personal” 
realm of human life.45

* * *
The worst aspects of this approach, by contrast, were often hidden 

from public view. Like many left organizations of the era, STO used 
a range of internal mechanisms to deal with conflict and bad behavior 
within the group, and these methods were largely kept secret. A number 
of organizations in both the anti-imperialist and New Communist mi-
lieus utilized the “criticism/self-criticism” approach popularized by Mao-
ism. “Crit/self-crit,” as it was sometimes known, featured intense efforts 
to scrutinize the emotional weaknesses of problem-causing members in a 
small group setting as part of a process of individual transformation that 
“was seen as an integral, if subordinate part of social transformation,” 
according to Max Elbaum.46 This method utilized sessions that were rela-

44 Ibid., 43.
45 C.L.R. James himself apparently agreed. In September 1978, he sent a 

letter to STO saying he was “astonished and delighted at the high qual-
ity” of the issue that contained Lawrence’s article, which also contained 
an exchange on the politics of the French Marxist philosopher Louis 
Althusser, as well as a piece by Ignatin on fascism (see Chapter Eight). 
Writing from Washington, DC, James explained that he was “teaching 
a class on socialism and communism and the essays in this journal are 
the best I can think of for the work of a semester.” The letter is the first 
item in the IDB #7, Nov/Dec. 1978.

46 Max Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 165. The origins of “criticism/self-
criticism” in Mao’s writings can be gleaned from Chapter 27 of the 
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tively ad hoc in their format, but which often used popular understand-
ings of psychology to promote the changes in worldview and behavior 
needed for a full rehabilitation of the member accused of wrongdoing.

STO also made use of criticism/self-criticism, but for its own inter-
nal discipline, the group relied much more heavily on a method derived 
more or less directly from the original Communist Party of the United 
States: investigations and hearings for members charged with a range 
of offenses, including, in particular, political errors like racism or sex-
ism. This approach went back decades. In 1931, the CPUSA staged a 
semipublic trial of a Finnish immigrant and Party member named Au-
gust Yokinin on the charge of white chauvinism. More commonly, such 
proceedings took place behind closed doors.47 By 1935, the Party was 
utilizing a fairly elaborate set of procedures and norms to govern the fil-
ing and investigation of charges: “Charges made by one member against 
another, as a rule, should be made in writing,” noted the CPUSA Manual 
on Organization published in that year, which further maintained that 
“Every accused member has the right to a hearing before any disciplinary 
action can be taken against him. The main thing in the examination is to 
establish the essential facts in each case and to give an opportunity to the 
accused member to present his side with his witnesses and documents.”48 

STO modified this procedure only modestly, despite the intervening 
decades, a fact that may have been influenced by the extensive background 
in and around the CPUSA of many leading members of the group. This sort 
of system was used repeatedly throughout STO’s existence to deal with a 
wide variety of problematic situations. The investigation of the charges was 

famous Quotations from Mao Tse-Tung (Peking: Peking Foreign Lan-
guages Press, 1966), which circulated widely within the US left during 
the sixties and seventies. Available online at http://www.marxists.org/
reference/archive/mao/works/red-book/ch27.htm (accessed January 2, 
2012).

47 The Yokinin proceedings are described in some detail in Mark Naison, 
Communists in Harlem During the Depression (Urbana, IL: University 
of Illinois Press, 1983). The trial was conducted in public as part of the 
CP’s organizing efforts among blacks in Harlem and elsewhere. Thanks 
to Gregor Baszak for suggesting Naison’s book to me. 

48 Both quotations from J. Peters, The Communist Party: A Manual on Or-
ganization (New York: Workers’ Library Publishers, 1935), chapter five 
“Rules and Methods for Disciplinary Cases.” Available online at http://
www.marxists.org/history/usa/parties/cpusa/1935/07/organisers-man-
ual/index.htm (accessed January 2, 2012).



The Politics of Culture...     205

normally assigned to a small team of STO members, who then interviewed 
the accuser and the accused, as well as any witnesses (these interviews were 
sometimes recorded), and subsequently issued a report on the investigation 
that included recommendations on how to resolve the charges, including 
proposed sanctions against the member charged with wrongdoing. Finally, 
the membership was asked to vote on both the guilt of the accused and on 
the sanctions. One high-profile example was the vote on censure of several 
leading members for racist behavior at the GMM in 1977, prior to the 
split in the organization, as described in Chapter Four. This situation was 
unusual in that the charges related to activity that took place in view of the 
vast majority of the membership, and even more unusual because it was 
resolved more or less immediately by a vote of the assembled members, 
during the GMM itself. 

Somewhat more common were charges of sexist behavior, termed 
“male chauvinism” or even “male supremacy,” filed by women in STO 
against male members, often as a result of actions that took place ei-
ther in private or in a small group setting. Problems along these lines 
happened frequently enough that the group established specific rules to 
govern certain situations. For instance, by the late seventies it was formal 
policy that “when a member of STO who’s involved in a monogamous 
sexual relationship breaks that form, they are obligated to inform their 
partner.”49 When charges relating to sexist behavior were filed, they were 
often assigned directly to the Women’s Commission, which then had 
responsibility for impaneling the investigative team and subsequently for 
coordinating a vote of the women in STO (sometimes referred to as the 
“Women’s Wing”) on the guilt of the accused. While common enough 
to prompt rules like the one governing monogamy, problems of sexist 
behavior were still relatively rare, and when they emerged there was often 
some haggling over exactly how to proceed. In one case, for example, 
the Central Committee regarded the vote of the Women’s Wing on the 
guilt of the accused to be final, but argued that all members—including 
men—should weigh in on proposed disciplinary measures or sanctions. 
This latter topic was eventually subject to a “signed referendum vote” of 
all members conducted by mail.50

49 The policy as quoted is described in Cathy Adolphson, Janeen Creamer, 
Lee Holstein, Carol Loretz, and Carole Travis, “Fighting Male Suprem-
acy: A Contribution,” in Special Supplement to IDB #16, May, 1980, 19. 
Once again, I am grateful to Alexander Van Zandt Akin at Bolerium 
Books in San Franscisco for facilitating my access to these documents.

50 “NC Agenda” (n.d., but c. January 1981), 7. Again, thanks to Alexander 
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While the process for such investigations was generally accepted 
within STO, concerns were sometimes raised about their adequacy 
in dealing with certain problematic situations. In 1980, the majority 
of the Women’s Commission issued a statement arguing that “formal 
grievance procedures do nothing more but diffuse appropriate and righ-
teous anger.”51 Lee Holstein, who was not at that point a member of the 
Commission, pursued this issue, comparing the process to the grievance 
procedure used under many union contracts: “It is certainly true that 
waiting to express strong feelings tends to dissipate them. The contrac-
tual grievance procedure in the factory is an excellent example of this. 
When someone waits, their immediate anger ‘cools off’ and the whole in-
cident prompting the anger takes on a different dimension. It sometimes 
becomes embarrassing after the fact, even when the anger was completely 
justified. Details of the time become insignificant and frequently appear 
silly out of context of the situation.”52 Given STO’s lengthy collective 
experience in point-of-production work, it is somewhat remarkable that 
criticisms based on this parallel had not emerged earlier in the group’s 
decade of existence. 

* * *
Holstein did not propose a precise solution to this dilemma, but her 

analysis emerged in the aftermath of a major challenge to the group’s 
traditional reliance on charges and investigations. In early 1980, STO’s 
Internal Discussion Bulletin contained an unusual item: an anonymous, 
one-page, typed letter, signed “Phantom Pheminists,” which listed sev-
eral instances of behavior by men in STO that the authors regarded as 
sexist.53 For example, “To the man who told a sister one thing he really 
liked about her is that she won’t rat on him for making insulting, male 

Van Zandt Akin at Bolerium Books in San Francisco.
51 Allison Edwards and Linda Phelps, “Women’s Commission Response 

to CC (Majority Statement),” in Special Supplement to IDB #16, May 
1980, 5.

52 Lee Holstein, “Some Questions and Comments on Procedure,” in Spe-
cial Supplement to IDB #16, May, 1980, 29.

53 All quotes in this paragraph come from the untitled letter, hereafter 
referred to as “Phantom Pheminists letter,” in Special Supplement to IDB 
#16, May 1980. This was apparently the second publication of the let-
ter, with the first having taken place in the supplement to an IDB in 
February.
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supremacist little remarks to her, YOU’RE WRONG. She’s no scab. WE 
TALK—WE ALL TALK.” Mocking their own organization’s analysis of 
the nature of the period in the US, the letter maintained that “a pig is a 
pig is a pig—in periods of revolutionary upsurge and in periods of tem-
porary lull.” The letter ended with a call to continue the conversation it 
started: “Phantom Pheminists invite additions and comments.”

Comments were certainly forthcoming. The Central Committee, as 
well as numerous individual members of STO, compared the unsigned 
nature of the Phantom Pheminists letter to the use of anonymous mail-
ings as part of COINTELPRO operations. Ken Lawrence, for instance, 
maintained that “the document struck me as a classic example of a 
well-known COINTELPRO technique—anonymous communica-
tions that attempt to exploit real or imagined grievances, especially 
personal ones.” Lawrence offered a range of examples from the publicly 
released government papers documenting the disruption of the left, 
and attached copies of several pages of the Final Report prepared by 
the Church Commission in 1976.54 He deliberately highlighted FBI 
attempts to destroy Don Hamerquist’s first marriage in the mid-sixties, 
when both he and his wife were members of the CPUSA. Lawrence 
was particularly concerned about the risk of broad distribution of the 
letter, which would have allowed its “use against STO by the women’s 
movement, with which we already have difficulties due to genuine po-
litical differences.” Not surprisingly, Lawrence defended STO’s stan-
dard practice of filing charges, and even proposed that the authors of 
the Phantom Pheminists letter “should be severely disciplined, perhaps 
expelled” for having violated the “proper approach.” In closing, he ar-
gued that “no legitimate political aim can be accomplished within a 
revolutionary organization anonymously.”

Anonymity did not last. Allison Edwards, herself a member of the 
Women’s Commission, soon took responsibility as the primary author 
of the Phantom Pheminists letter, and proceeded to defend it from the 
criticisms leveled by Lawrence and others. On the question of anonymity 
and COINTELPRO, Edwards and Linda Phelps (also a member of the 
Commission) drew an important distinction: “the issue is not one of an 
anonymous action, but of unnamed targets. To our knowledge, there is 
no parallel in the COINTELPRO scheme you refer to. Quite the reverse. 
Leaving off the name of the target protects his identity and gives him a 

54 The full Church Commission report can be viewed online at 
http://www.icdc.com/~paulwolf/cointelpro/churchfinalreportIIIa.htm 
(accessed January 2, 2012).
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chance to clean up his act.”55 But they also defended another aspect of 
this approach: “the ‘anonymous target’ method has a political purpose 
as well. When it comes to male supremacy, WE WANT NO MAN TO 
FEEL SAFE.” Edwards and Phelps also suggested that the initial replies 
to the letter had, perhaps deliberately, misdirected the organizational 
discussion away from problems of sexism in the group and toward the 
danger of police activity. More centrally, they defended the anonymity 
of the letter on another basis. Much as Holstein linked STO’s standard 
procedure to the union grievance process, Edwards and Phelps compared 
the filing of charges inside STO with the pursuit of criminal charges by 
women in and through the legal system. “As in cases of rape,” they ar-
gued, “reporting and being investigated is frequently more demeaning to 
the woman than to the man.” By comparison, the Phantom Pheminists 
letter was a relative success, to the extent that it prompted a continu-
ing—and not demeaning—discussion.

But not all women in STO, nor even all members of the Women’s 
Commission, agreed with the position Edwards and Phelps put forward. 
Cathy Adolphson, the third member of the Commission, issued her own 
statement on the letter, supporting the linkage to COINTELPRO and 
defending the charges and investigation method on the basis that “with-
out it there is no democracy.”56 Adolphson also signed a joint statement, 
along with four other women in STO, which challenged the Phantom 
Pheminists letter more directly. Describing it as “embarrassing,” the five 
women argued that “the content of the letter certainly does not reflect 
our position on what constitutes male supremacy.”57 Presaging some of 
the intense debates that would emerge among feminists over the com-
ing years, they staked out a fundamentally pro-sex position as women, 
which they contrasted with the examples of supposedly sexist acts from 

55 All quotes in this paragraph come from Edwards and Phelps, “Women’s 
Commission Response to CC (Majority Statement),” 4–5.

56 Cathy Adolphson, “Minority Statement of Women’s Commission,” in 
Special Supplement to IDB #16, May 1980, 7. Lee Holstein subsequent-
ly highlighted this key value: “Oppression implies resistance. Resistance 
takes many forms. The form required in a communist organization has 
to be democratic.” Holstein, “Democracy, Marxism and Male Suprem-
acy,” in Special Supplement to IDB #16, May 1980, 24.

57 All further quotes in this and the immediately following paragraphs 
are from Cathy Adolphson, Janeen Creamer, Lee Holstein, Carol Lo-
retz, and Carole Travis, “Fighting Male Supremacy: A Contribution,” in 
Special Supplement to IDB #16, May, 1980, 19.
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the letter: “Eliminating the behavior described in several of the [letter’s] 
examples limits sexuality in a way which we oppose.”58 These examples 
mostly described fairly direct pick-up lines uttered by men in STO—
“variety is the spice of life,” “you’re attractive enough to try for,” and 
others—and the five women laid out alternative readings of each, in-
terpretations that emphasized the “sensible and healthy” aspect of open 
and direct discussion of sexual attraction. “As long as they are not violat-
ing the terms of their ‘primary relationship’ or being unclear or unprin-
cipled in some other respects,” they argued, men should be just as free 
as women to initiate romantic encounters. “Attacks on sexuality,” they 
maintained, “particularly heterosexuality, are not appropriate methods 
of raising and attacking male supremacy.”

The five women acknowledged that there appeared to be disagree-
ment among the women members of STO as to what constituted sexist 
behavior. “Not all sexual advances,” they pointed out, “are offensive to 
all women even though the line may have been crossed for some.” Re-
flecting on the interplay between freedom and responsibility at an indi-
vidual level, they argued that “the choices exist among men and women 
to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to an advance or to challenge an offensive advance.” 
The alternative, which they believed to be implied in the Phantom Phe-
minist letter, was “routine organizational prying into these areas,” which 
they worried could lead down a slippery slope toward “a Stalinist opera-
tion whereby every action of every individual in every instance is judged 
correct or incorrect.” To avoid this sort of worst-case scenario, the five 

58 The so-called “feminist sex wars” had only just erupted when this debate 
took place within STO. Within a few years, the conflict over questions 
of pornography, sadomasochism, and other aspects of sexuality would 
consume wide swaths of the (white) feminist movement in North 
America. The perspective advanced in “Fighting Male Supremacy” 
echoes arguments advanced by Ellen Willis in her 1979 essay, “Femi-
nism, Morality, and Pornography,” originally published in the Village 
Voice and later expanded in Beginning to See the Light: Pieces of a Decade 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1981), 219–227. It also in some ways 
presages the theoretical elaboration of pro-sex feminism in Gayle Ru-
bin’s seminal essay “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the 
Politics of Sexuality,” in Carol Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger (New 
York: Routledge, Kegan, and Paul, 1984). A useful compendium of 
critical perspectives produced in the midst of the debates was the special 
section of the feminist journal Signs in 1984 on “The Feminist Sexuality 
Debates” (10, no. 1, August, 1984, 102–135). 
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women suggested that “STO’s priority on the development of critical 
Marxists properly interrelates with an internal practice of combating 
male supremacy.” The trick was to “develop strong women thinkers and 
actors” within the group, which could best be accomplished by skill-
sharing in more abstract areas like “debate, argumentation and political 
discussion” as well more practical endeavors like “printing, mimeograph-
ing and layout.” 

Lee Holstein elaborated on the theoretical question of freedom and 
responsibility under oppression in a subsequent contribution to the on-
going dialogue. Here, she focused on “the dual character of victims/op-
pressed people,” where on the one hand victims are “victimized … killed, 
destroyed, harmed … dominated,” while at the same time “some form 
or level of desire to resist dominance, to not be a victim, is involved.”59 
“In the duality of the oppressed,” she continued, “the oppressed/victim, 
believing she is a victim, will behave like a victim. When she behaves 
like a human she is breaking her oppression/victimization. So the op-
pressed is both victimized and resisting victimization. The former aspect 
is a fact and it is what the latter aspect destroys.” STO’s deepening com-
mitment to autonomy as a concept (see Chapter Eight) was reflected in 
Holstein’s analysis of the “difficult but necessary ... qualitative change 
from a self-view which is externally imposed and internally reified—the 
view of oneself as inferior—to the realization and activation of one’s real 
self-potential.”60 At this point, Holstein had wandered somewhat far 
afield, but her examination of the philosophical complexities of respond-
ing to sexism on individual and collective levels was certainly in keeping 
with the original call in the Phantom Pheminists letter for “additions 
and comments.” To bring things back to a more practical level, Holstein 

59 All quotes in this paragraph from Holstein, “Democracy, Marxism, and 
Male Supremacy,” 26. Similar arguments regarding agency among the 
oppressed were taken up by the feminist (and especially lesbian) phi-
losophy milieu during the eighties and nineties. See, for example, Maria 
Lugones, “Structure/Anti-Structure and Agency Under Oppression,” in 
The Journal of Philosophy 87, no. 10, (October, 1990), 500–507, which 
advances a position similar to Holstein’s but frames it in anti-Marxist 
terms.

60 A parallel argument was advanced by Holstein that same year in a more 
public setting: in UT #9 (Summer 1980) she published an article enti-
tled “Working Class Self-Activity,” which focused on the contradictions 
of class rather than on those of sex oppression. See Chapter Eight for 
more on this question.
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concluded her rumination with a set of next steps, which emphasized the 
need for the women of STO to come to some basic agreement on “what 
is male supremacy” and on how to respond to it, both collectively and 
individually, within the organization.

For their part, Edwards and Phelps eventually came to have second 
thoughts about the anonymous nature of the original letter, though 
the rapidly mounting pile of thoughtful responses to the controversy 
around the letter spoke for itself. On the question of sexuality, however, 
they held firm. “We do not believe,” they wrote in early May, “that 
sexuality can be easily separated from the fact that women and men are 
not equal in this society.”61 After examining in detail the effects of per-
vasive power differentials on romantic and sexual encounters between 
men and women, they concluded that the pro-sex position staked out 
by five of their comrades was naïve. In embracing the open attitudes 
about sex that emerged from the sixties, they had forgotten that “un-
derneath the ‘guilt’ about sex that we [women] discarded are needs for 
self-protection in an unequal situation.” This position was strikingly 
similar to the argument put forward by Andrea Dworkin, especially in 
her seminal work Pornography: Men Possessing Women, published the 
following year. Dworkin consistently maintained, contrary to extensive 
interpretation to the contrary, that she was not against sex per se, but 
rather against the exercise of male power over women, which was often 
disguised as sexuality.62 

Given the historical failure of women to resist male supremacy ef-
fectively on an individual basis, Edwards and Phelps believed that what 
was needed inside STO in particular was a change in the “atmosphere” of 
the organization. The current atmosphere was one where, as Edwards put 
it, STO’s women’s meetings “were like regular left meetings, only with-
out men.”63 Edwards and Phelps wanted the Women’s Wing to become 
“a militant and highly conscious milieu in which women combat male 
chauvinism, both individually and collectively, and, most importantly, 

61 Except as noted, all quotes in this paragraph are from Alison Edwards 
and Linda Phelps, “In Defense of Feminism: A Response to ‘Fighting 
Male Supremacy,’” in Continuation of the Special Supplement to IDB 
#16, May/June 1980, 1–5.

62 Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women (New York: Put-
nam, 1981).

63 Alison Edwards, “Some of the Events Behind the Phantom Pheminist(s) 
Action,” in Continuation of Special Supplement to IDB #16, May/June, 
1980, 13.
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one in which women support and encourage each other.”64 While this 
suggestion was certainly compatible with the approach taken by Hol-
stein and others, it was clear that the rather fundamental disagreements 
about the nature of male supremacy, especially in regards to sexual and 
romantic relationships, were likely to continue. Looking back, Janeen 
Porter argues that these disagreements were at least partially related to 
the differences in class and educational background among the female 
members of STO: women with more extensive formal education, who 
were sometimes denigrated by other members as “bourgeois” or “middle 
class,” tended to identify with the women’s liberation movement in some 
form (although they routinely rejected bourgeois biases within the move-
ment), while those from more stereotypically proletarian backgrounds, 
often with less formal education viewed the women’s liberation move-
ment as less central and more alien.65

* * *
Apart from—but clearly related to—the question of sexism in the 

organization, the other major issue raised as a result of the Phantom 
Pheminist letter related to children and the attitude within STO toward 
parenting. This was a question that had come up periodically throughout 
the group’s prior decade of existence. Marcia Rothenberg, who was a 
member of the group during its early years, recalls having felt marginal-
ized within STO because she and her husband Mel were the only mem-
bers at the time with young children. She remembers pushing for more 
family-oriented events within the group, but in her view the culture of 
the organization was not pro-family. In fact, echoing Phil Rubio’s assess-
ment in 1980, she believes that in the early seventies there was no real 
culture to STO at all; certainly there was “no laughing together” during 
their time in the organization.66 While other members of the group dur-
ing this and later periods would certainly disagree, the Rothenbergs were 
not alone in their discontent, and throughout most of the decade, only a 
few STO members were parents.

But by 1980, things had changed. According to Lance Hill’s estimate at 
the time, “over one fourth of the people in STO have children. Some still 
live with them, some don’t.”67 One side effect of the Phantom Pheminist 

64 Edwards and Phelps, “In Defense of Feminism,” 5.
65 Janeen Porter (Creamer), interview with author, September 14, 2006.
66 Marcia and Mel Rothenberg, interview with author, October 12, 2006.
67 All quotes in this paragraph from Lance Hill, “Comments on the 
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letter was a new discussion regarding the appropriateness of active par-
enthood for revolutionary cadre and the extent to which child-rearing 
interfered with the necessary work of a group like STO. The question 
arose because some of the examples from the letter related to insensitive 
comments by men in STO directed at a single mother. Other examples 
were tied to a member of STO who was perceived by some as resisting (or 
shirking) the responsibilities that came with fatherhood, in the name of 
pursuing explicitly political work. The resulting discussion was illuminat-
ing, even if it failed to resolve the key questions. Hill began by suggesting 
that while young children could indeed be a “hindrance to political work,” 
they should not be “viewed as a special case.” Romantic relationships, for 
example, “are no more indispensable to human life than children,” and 
“STO has had much more trouble with love relationships hampering work 
than with children,” yet no one was suggesting that all members become 
celibate. There was, by contrast, an undercurrent (without any explicit ad-
vocacy) that children were a “bourgeois” “self-indulgence,” and this sugges-
tion irritated Hill, as a revolutionary and as a father.68

Other members of STO extended the argument even further. Phil 
Rubio denounced the “double standards—people who begged off meet-
ings or political work for ‘personal business’ (like rock concerts or hair 
dressers) were excused, but if the conflict involved a commitment made 
to a child, that was a different story.”69 Edwards strongly repudiated the 
idea that an active parent could be nothing more than a “movement 
sympathizer. The only way such a charge can be justified is by mistaking 
the most immediate, narrow, and short-range needs of STO for the needs 
of the movement generally, thereby creating a measure of one’s political 
worth solely on the basis of how much that person produces at any given 
moment.”70 As Paula Rubio pointed out, “children do grow up—and 

Phantom Pheminists Papers,” in Continuation of Special Supplement to 
IDB #16, May/June, 1980, 9–12.

68 It has proven remarkably difficult to find written documentation of ex-
plicit political opposition to parenting by revolutionaries, although it 
clearly was a perspective that held some sway both within STO and in 
other corners of the left. The relatively one-sided nature of my coverage 
of this question should therefore be viewed less as an unthinking reflec-
tion of my own biases (though those are in fact with the pro-parenting 
faction) and more as an unfortunate byproduct of a lopsided debate 
where the other side failed to defend itself.

69 Phil Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” 31.
70 Edwards, “Some of the Events,” 21.
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incredibly fast. I look at the years of being a parent as only a period of 
my life, and I intend to be as good a parent as I can during that time.”71 
In this sense, the negative attitudes about child-rearing that were emerg-
ing in STO may have been reflective of the emergency response mode 
of activity that characterized much of the group’s anti-imperialist period. 
If, as the MLN proclaimed in the title of one of its pamphlets, The Time 
Is Now, then the time for things like parenting was clearly “later.”72 By 
1980, most STO members had long since become frustrated with the 
perpetual crisis mentality that dominated the various solidarity commit-
tees the organization participated in, but this did not necessarily prevent 
people from unconsciously importing the same approach into other areas 
of work, especially when children were involved.

In this context, Paula Rubio considered the logical consequence of 
this line of thinking: “My conclusion over the years has been that STO 
is an organization for people without children—or for those with chil-
dren who wish to put themselves through unbelievable shit because of 
them.”73 This helped explain why she never joined the organization, but 
her husband Phil, who was a member, was not much more optimis-
tic. The family had moved to Denver, but he remembered their days in 
Kansas City, where “for a long time there was the expectation that you 
inform the branch (or at least the EC [Executive Committee]) before you 
had a child, regardless of whether your spouse was in STO. Otherwise, it 
was ‘unfair’ to expect other cadre to help do childcare when they had no 
say in its procreation!”74 Experiences like this led him to conclude that 
“overall, people’s treatment in STO of families has been pretty dismal.” 
Still, he had no interest in leaving the group. At the very least, he argued, 
“it is not bourgeois to want to have kids and still be a revolutionary.” In 
fact, he maintained some hope that their children might turn out to be 
communists as well, although after identifying himself as a red-diaper 
baby, he wondered, “Will STO have any?” Regretfully, he answered, “I 
doubt it—not at the present rate.”75

71 Paula Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” 27.
72 Movimiento de Liberación Nacional, The Time is Now! A Discussion 

Bulletin (n.d., but c. 1978).
73 Paula Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” 26.
74 This and all subsequent quotes in this paragraph are from Phil Rubio, 

“More on Kids and Politics,” 29–32.
75 My limited encounters with the grown children of former STO mem-

bers suggest that Rubio was largely correct, if by “red-diaper baby” he 
meant children of radicals who grow up to be radicals themselves.
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Several participants in the discussion advanced arguments for par-
enthood as a positive factor in STO’s continuing work. Phil Rubio, for 
instance, suggested that the range of new experiences involved in child-
rearing “puts you in touch that much more with that aspect of working 
people’s lives that occupies so much of their time and energy.”76 Simi-
larly, Hill maintained that “children are a source of human enrichment 
and enhance my ability to work politically.”77 Several people pointed 
out that the rigors of parenthood routinely force people to become more 
organized and more efficient, in addition to bringing joy to their lives 
and thus boosting their enthusiasm for political work. In this vein, Phil 
Rubio bolstered his analysis of the problem by arguing that “Kids are 
a constant reminder that you’re not here forever—if you want to leave 
something besides a bibliography when you go.” Drawing on no less an 
authority than one of the recently released five Puerto Rican Nationalist 
prisoners, he concluded, “That theme was stressed by Rafael [Cancel] 
Miranda when he spoke to a room of 400 people, mostly Chicanos, here 
this winter. You could barely hear him with his quiet voice over the din 
of the kids running around. One little Chicana ran in front of him. He 
grabbed her and said, ‘This is what it’s all about. This is what we’re fight-
ing for.’” Rubio rested his case by chastening his comrades: “And don’t 
let’s forget it.”78 

It is frankly unclear whether Rubio’s story, or for that matter any of 
the other polemics put forward in the aftermath of the Phantom Phemi-
nists letter, had any lasting impact on STO’s internal culture. Certainly 
the organization did not collapse, a fate that befell more than a few revo-
lutionary groups that went through similar internal conflicts during the 
same period.79 Over the coming years, STO would continue both its 
external political work, including extensive efforts around reproductive 
rights for women, and its internal emphasis on the development of what 

76 Phil Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” 31.
77 Hill, “Comments,” 11.
78 Phil Rubio, “More on Kids and Politics,” 32.
79 See Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 255–258, which describes the col-

lapse of the CP(ML) and, more pertinently, the Organizing Committee 
for an Ideological Center (OCIC), which was led by STO’s old antago-
nist, the Philadelphia Workers’ Organizing Committee. The OCIC fell 
apart as a result of an internal Campaign Against White Chauvinism, 
which in superficial ways paralleled STO’s conflicts during the exact 
same period over male chauvinism. By comparison to the OCIC deba-
cle, the Phantom Pheminists controversy was a model of civil discourse.
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Holstein called “critical Marxists.”80 But this is not to say that all was well 
within the group after several months of internal struggle. In mid-May, 
one member of STO expressed “a sense of futility in this entire effort. 
The bulk of the organization,” she continued, “responded so defensively 
to Phantom Pheminist that the question of male supremacy in the or-
ganization and positive methods to deal with it were nearly forgotten.”81 
This may well have been true, but at the same time, the whole experience 
was also reflective of the strain the group routinely found itself under as 
the mass upsurges of the sixties receded ever further in the past.

* * *
In retrospect, the controversy stoked by the publication of the Phan-

tom Pheminist letter seems like something of a tempest in a teapot. 
Several members actively involved claim not to recall much about the 
events a quarter-century later, despite the apparent intensity of the writ-
ten documents that were exchanged at the time.82 Certainly the dispute 
did not keep STO from engaging in practical work in the outside world: 
during the six months that the controversy raged, the group provided 
extensive emergency support to the Puerto Rican independence move-
ment after the capture of the eleven prisoners in Evanston that April 
(see Chapter Five). The group also produced two issues of Urgent Tasks, 
as well as the second edition of Workplace Papers, which was its largest 
and most well-designed publication to date and was part of the ongoing 
attempt to revive the point-of-production work that had characterized 
STO’s early years. Still, morale within the organization was not at a high 
point, between frustration over the solidarity work and the difficulties 
of re-engaging with factory organizing in the era of deindustrialization. 
Looking back, Noel Ignatiev argues that the difference between 1970 
and 1980 was not that there were no internal problems around sexism 
or similar issues when STO was founded, but that the group’s organiz-
ing successes—and the overall context of popular upsurge—in the early 
years helped mitigate some of the stress that exacerbated the conflicts a 
decade later.83

80 Holstein, “Democracy, Marxism, and Male Supremacy,” 24.
81 Cherie A., “Is STO Really Serious About Fighting Male Supremacy?,” 

in Continuation of Special Supplement to IDB #16, May/June, 1980, 37.
82 Author’s interviews with Alison Edwards, Carole Travis, Lee Churgin 

(Holstein), and Janeen Porter (Creamer) support this assessment.
83 Noel Ignatiev, telephone conversation with the author, July 16, 2005.
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Even in the moment, some members of STO attempted to contex-
tualize the situation. Lance Hill pointed out that “the Soviet Union has 
occupied Afghanistan, Carter is on the brink of military action in Iran, 
the FALN has been dealt a serious blow, and we in STO are talking about 
offensive sexist remarks and broken marriages. Our troubles seem some-
what trivial when held up to the light of History’s volatile march.”84 But 
Hill still found real significance in the controversy, even if the lesson he 
took from it was different from the one Ignatiev would draw twenty-five 
years later. “We can grow,” argued Hill, “at the point at which we stop 
bemoaning these problems as typical of a lull, and begin to accept them 
as part of our tasks.… We have to eliminate the notion that these dy-
namic problems are a nuisance to the real work of the organization. They 
are part of our real work.” The priority on organizational growth was 
one shared generally by the membership, which was increasingly coming 
to grips with the disparity between the extensive amount of work to be 
done in a host of arenas and the limited capacity of a small revolutionary 
organization to accomplish the needed tasks. This experience was by no 
means limited to STO, as discussions of organizational “regroupment” 
began to proliferate within all factions of the far left.85 In STO, at pre-
cisely the moment of the Phantom Pheminist controversy, this took the 
form of a short-lived courtship with Workers’ Power (WP), a nominally 
Trotskyist organization formed from a split in the International Social-
ists.86 Nothing came of the discussions, and WP eventually helped found 
the group Solidarity in the mid-eighties. 

Again, part of the context for these sorts of discussions, and for the 
issues Hill was raising in terms of the Phantom Pheminists letter, had to 
do with the sheer quantity of work to be done. As a cadre organization, 
and in keeping with many other groups across the far left, STO tended 
to demand an enormous amount of time and effort from its member-
ship. At the time of the letter, for instance, the Kansas City branch was 
thought of as one of the least heavily burdened branches, in large part 
because of its distance from major centers like Chicago, where the de-
mands of the anti-imperialist work were greater. Nonetheless, the same 
month the Phantom Pheminists letter was originally published, the Kan-
sas City branch began to utilize a chart to record the responsibilities of 

84 All quotes in this paragraph are from Hill, “Comments,” 9–12.
85 For more on regroupment efforts, see Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 

258–266.
86 See Don Hamerquist, “Proposal to Workers’ Power,” in Internal Discus-

sion Bulletin #16, May, 1980, 2.
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individual members. Janeen Creamer’s workload, for instance, consisted 
of five areas: Teamsters for a Democratic Union (TDU), anti-imperialist 
work, women’s issues, STO responsibilities, and “ad-hoc” or short-term 
work.87 For TDU, she was responsible (together with three other mem-
bers of the branch) for typing, layout, and distribution of an agitational 
newsletter; for writing an article on health and safety issues; and for “or-
ganizing women and wives, including car haulers in Lawrence [Kansas].” 
Her responsibilities for anti-imperialist work included the creation of a 
slide show and the task of “contacting people.” On women’s issues, she 
was expected to participate in STO women’s meetings and to call about 
deportation hearings for Iranian feminists. The “ad-hoc” work related to 
an impending speaking tour in Missouri and Kansas by members of an 
Irish radical group that had developed ties with STO. Finally, her STO 
responsibilities included being on the National Committee and being 
the national coordinator for relations with the South African Military 
Refugee Aid Fund, a group of antiracist and anti-imperialist deserters 
from the South African Army, which at the time was developing a po-
litical relationship with STO. The other members of the Kansas City 
branch had similar workloads. In this context, it is easy to see both how 
such a small group could accomplish so much, and why organizational 
growth would be a major priority. And, it is important to remember, 
Creamer’s list of responsibilities did not include one hugely significant 
emphasis for STO—the continuing tasks of political study, education, 
and debate that were shared by all members of the group, whatever their 
other organizational and political tasks.

* * *
If there was one single factor that drew people to STO during the sec-

ond half of the seventies, it was the group’s intellectual culture. Not only 
was it rigorous and demanding, it also avoided the typical pitfalls of most 
far-left groups of the era, which had a rigid, or at least very clearly de-
fined, set of political positions that new members were expected to learn 
and adhere to without challenging them. While it is important to avoid 
caricature when comparing STO to groups like the Revolutionary Com-
munist Party or the Communist Party (Marxist-Leninist), the subjective 
experience of those who joined STO cannot be ignored. Hal Adams, 

87 The following information comes from a typed chart labeled “K.C. 
Assignments” attached to the “Decisional Minutes, January 6, 1980 
[K.C.] Branch Meeting,” in IDB #15, February, 1980, 50.
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for instance, later recalled encountering the group in the mid-seventies 
and being “taken with the quality of the discussion, the serious nature of 
things, the complexity—it was like nothing I’d ever been affiliated with 
before on the left. I joined shortly after that.”88 For Bill Lamme, the ap-
peal as a potential member was the way in which competing views were 
allowed to contend openly with each other inside the group:

I was particularly attracted to the fact that there was a 
significant number of very strong intellects with good posi-
tions in the group. It was not a single-leader type group, 
you know, where everybody else is kind of carrying out the 
[orders] from a very narrow central committee. Debate was 
so wide ranging, and I had had enough exposure to that 
early on, that I thought, this is cool. This is cool, because I 
don’t have to say anything I don’t think, you know, I’m not 
obligated to mouth somebody else’s position. And what’s 
more, some of these people are quite brilliant, and I can 
probably learn a lot in this group. And the fact that there’s 
more than one brilliant person, that means I’m not just 
going to eat what one person is shooting out there because 
there’s nothing else. In fact, there’s a lot of ideas contend-
ing. I think that is part of STO’s greatness, as great as it ever 
was: the fact that it had some really outstanding revolution-
ary thinkers who were able to butt heads in a very construc-
tive way.89

And it wasn’t simply the leadership of the organization that modeled 
this approach. As Ira Churgin puts it, “I don’t think there was any anti-
intellectualism at any level. Nobody thought that it was bad to be smart, 
or that that interfered with work.”90 

Still, the situation was never perfect. Many members had long com-
plained about the dominating presence of a handful of intellectual “heav-
ies,” who frequently monopolized political debate, whether intentionally 
or not. Hamerquist, Ignatin, and (after he joined the group around 1976) 
Lawrence were most frequently identified in this category, and all three of 
them were well aware of the problem. By the mid-seventies, they and the 
rest of the organization determined that something needed to be done. 

88 Hal Adams, interview with the author, August 4, 2005.
89 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
90 Ira Churgin, interview with the author, December 7, 2005.
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While STO, like most other left groups of the era, had long prioritized 
collective study of key political texts, the group took this emphasis to a 
new level. Around 1977, Ken Lawrence was initially assigned the task 
of developing an intensive political education course on dialectics. The 
explicit goal was to avoid approaching students as empty vessels waiting 
to be filled with knowledge. At the same time, there was no pretence that 
all participants had the same level of understanding. Instead, the idea was 
to train STO members, especially newer ones, in the methods of critical 
thinking that were essential to the work of theorizing and implementing 
revolutionary politics. 

Taking its cue from the Bolshevik study of Hegel and dialectics, the 
curriculum began by quoting Lenin’s observation that “People for the 
most part (99 percent of the bourgeoisie, 98 percent of the liquidators, 
about 60–70 percent of the Bolsheviks) don’t know how to think, they 
only learn the words by heart.”91 Of course there were clear limits on what 
could be accomplished in a single course of study, but the immediate 
objective for students was to gain “a functional ability to use Marxism. 
This is quite different from the usual introductory course which intends 
to convince the newcomer of the value of Marxism and to familiarize 
her/him with its terms and scope, but on the whole to leave the impor-
tant decisions to the more advanced.”92 Toward this end, participants in 
the course were encouraged to continue their study, both individually 

91 V.I. Lenin, letter to Inessa Armand, December 1913, in Collected Works, 
Vol 35, 131, emphasis Lenin’s. Quoted in “How to Think: A Guide to 
the Study of Dialectical Materialism,” in Urgent Tasks #7, Winter 1980. 
In Lenin’s usage, “liquidators” referred to a faction of the Russian So-
cial Democratic Labor Party in the period after 1908 that believed the 
clandestine apparatus of the Party should be dismantled (“liquidated”) 
because the opportunities for legal and above-ground organizing had 
expanded. In Lenin’s view this was a significant right-wing deviation 
from the proper approach to revolutionary struggle. Lenin’s letter is 
available online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1913/
dec/00ia2.htm (accessed January 2, 2012); “How to Think,” available 
online at http://www.sojournertruth.net/htt.html (accessed January 
2, 2012). The curriculum went through many revisions, based on the 
feedback received after each implementation. Thus, the UT version is 
somewhat arbitrary, since both earlier and later versions differed some-
what from this one.

92 This and subsequent quotes in this paragraph are from the introduction 
to the UT version of “How to Think.”
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and collectively, and to judge their own progress in the realm of social 
struggle rather than abstract knowledge. The dialectics course was in-
tended to be “armament, preparation for battle. The test of that will be 
in our political practice.” 

Part of what made the dialectics course unique was its combination 
of length and intensity. By the time the curriculum was published in 
Urgent Tasks in 1980, it contained nine distinct parts, which were gener-
ally taught more or less continuously over a fairly short time-frame. Hal 
Adams recalled years afterward that “people had to go for a week, five 
days or seven days or something, and it was all day long. Other people 
had to cover for your political work, you had to take your vacation time 
to go, and it would be in some rural setting. The materials were distrib-
uted ahead of time, and you were expected to read them. There were 
study questions and you would go over them.”93 The sections covered 
topics like “Base and Superstructure in Motion,” “How Revolutionaries 
are Made,” and “The Marxist Method.” Extensive readings from Marx, 
Engels, and Lenin were interspersed with selections from a wide range 
of other thinkers and writers, both historical and contemporary: Hegel, 
Luxemburg, Gramsci, Lukacs, Mark Twain, C.L.R. James, W.E.B. Du 
Bois, George Rawick, among many others. STO itself was represented by 
short pieces from both Ken Lawrence and Noel Ignatin. 

A standard course had perhaps a dozen total participants, with rough-
ly four “teachers” and eight “students.” This allowed both for the com-
peting views among the instructors that Bill Lamme appreciated and for 
individualized attention for each new participant. While the eventual 
goal was to level the intellectual playing field inside STO, the dialectics 
course deliberately reflected the reality of uneven development within 
the group. According to Adams, for each session, 

there would be one of the leaders who would be in charge 
of organizing the discussion, and people were encouraged 
to talk. They made a big thing that it wasn’t just a circle 
discussion, because a lot of what was going on in the left at 
that point was open circle discussion and no matter what 
anybody said, it was accepted as equal. And this wasn’t that, 
because there was stuff that was hard to understand.… So 
that there was a role for a teacher to play in the thing.94 

93 Hal Adams, interview with the author, August 4, 2005.
94 Ibid.
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The introduction to the Urgent Tasks version of the curriculum high-
lights this role with an example. In the first session, after reading se-
lections from Marx and Engels, students were to be asked about “the 
fundamental contradiction of modern capitalism.”95 After rejecting two 
competing views on this question, STO’s official perspective is put for-
ward as follows:

According to Marx, the social contradiction which can 
only be resolved by revolution is that between the forces 
of production and the relations of production.… Forces of 
production includes both capital and labor, while relations 
of production includes capitalists and workers. Thus the 
proletariat is an essential of both sides of the antagonism—
on one side as the creator of use value, on the other as wage 
laborer. The contradiction is therefore internal and essential 
to the working class itself, and cannot be resolved externally. 
STO’s political line—in particular our understanding of the 
role of white skin privilege—is based on this recognition of 
the conflict internal to the proletariat.96

For those more familiar with STO, this was also a theoretical restate-
ment of the analysis of dual consciousness that had been central to the 
group’s political theory from the very beginning. The problem was that 
this interpretation of capitalism’s contradictions would not spontane-
ously emerge within a traditional study group, because most participants 
(that is, most newer members of STO at that point) “are experienced 
leftists who have assimilated the various distortions of Marxism which 
constitute the conventional wisdom.”97 As a result, the presence of more 
advanced revolutionary thinkers was essential to the success of the course. 
Still, this distinction was always treated somewhat gingerly: references to 
“teachers” and “students” routinely came in scare quotes, and teachers 
were expected to continue learning themselves, even while they guided 
the study of the other participants.

In this context, one innovative aspect of the dialectics courses was 
STO’s decision to have students from one course become instructors the 
next time. This contributed to the education of the new instructors, and 
reflected the organizational goal of raising the overall level of intellectual 

95 “How to Think,” in UT #7, Winter 1980.
96 Ibid.
97 Ibid.
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skill within the group. Over time, the courses became one of the signa-
ture components of STO’s approach to politics, and word of them spread 
within the broader left. For a few years, the courses were even viewed as 
something of a recruitment tool, attracting people like Bill Lamme, who 
remembers being “a sucker for an intellectual approach.”98 After two years 
of largely internal use, the curriculum was published in Urgent Tasks, and 
subsequent courses often included sympathetic nonmembers as partici-
pants and even instructors.99 Lamme recalls that around this time, not yet 
a member but having already attended one course as a student, “I got re-
cruited to [teach] some of the other dialectics classes, and in the process of 
that they said, well, if you’re going to be doing these dialectics classes, then 
it sure would be nice if you were a member of STO when you go around 
to these other places.”100 In the end, STO’s dialectics courses took on a 
modest life of their own, and managed to far outlast the organization that 
initiated them; in the last decade, several versions of the course have been 
offered in multiple cities across the US, with the help of a handful of for-
mer STO members. Certainly the course changed the self-understanding 
of many of the participants. Former member Carol Hayse credits Law-
rence in particular with having insisted that he could “make theoreticians 
out of all of you.” Although she initially refused to believe it was possible, 
she acknowledges that, in fact, “that son-of-a-bitch made a theoretician out 
of me!”101 And she was certainly not the only one.

* * *
While the dialectics course became the most widely known manifes-

tation of STO’s internal intellectual culture, it was hardly the only one. 
By the late seventies, the group had a standing educational committee, 
which was responsible for coordinating a variety of efforts. Other multi-
session courses were developed, covering topics like political economy, 
the national question, or the theory of “crisis” that developed within 
STO at the end of the decade. Shorter courses, often called “line educa-
tionals,” were designed to bring new members up to speed with the basic 

98 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
99 The report by the Education Coordinator in IDB #21, January 1981, 

predicted that “between Aug. ’80–Aug. ’81 at least 50 non STO people 
who share some of our political perspective and who we have a clear 
interest in helping to develop theoretically will have taken the class.”

100 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
101 Carol Hayse, telephone interview with the author, September 6, 2006.
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politics of the group. Occasionally, the organization sponsored larger 
educational conferences, which were intended to showcase STO’s poli-
tics in a framework that also allowed sympathetic groups and individuals 
to explore areas of agreement and disagreement. One such conference 
was held in November 1978, focusing on three main topics: the basis 
of bourgeois hegemony, the nature of the Soviet Union, and the poten-
tials and limitations of national liberation struggles. Approximately sixty 
people were invited, including representatives of several anti-imperialist 
groups.102 STO’s overall assessment of the educational conference was 
positive. An internal evaluation afterwards indicated that “most people 
felt that the conference was a success in terms of our periphery—virtually 
everyone loved it, and some people were probably recruited from it.”103 

One exception to the love-fest related to perhaps the most high-profile 
participant in the conference. In a nod to the growing Jamesian influence 
inside STO, Grace Lee Boggs was invited to present as part of the bourgeois 
hegemony panel. After years of close collaboration, including co-authorship 
of several key documents, Boggs had split from James over questions of po-
litical orientation in the early sixties. Nonetheless, she still retained much of 
the general approach that distinguished James and his circle. Boggs’s partici-
pation in the conference was subsequently described as “a disaster,” because 
she “made any sort of discussion impossible.”104 Apparently the sense of frus-
tration was mutual, as Boggs quickly began circulating a written criticism of 
STO attached to the text of her speech. The group, she wrote, upheld labor 
struggles as the only road to revolution and “showed little appreciation of the 
way that striking white workers have time and again turned on blacks.”105 
Given STO’s longstanding emphasis on this very problem, it is hard to imag-
ine what aspects of the group’s participation in the conference gave rise to 
this criticism. It was also seemingly contradicted by Boggs’s simultaneous 
critique of the solidarity politics that characterized STO’s anti-imperialist 
period. Thus, to the extent that she was correct in criticizing the group for 

102 Descriptions of the conference can be found in the National Commit-
tee Minutes for September 16, 1978 (planning notes), in IDB #6, Oc-
tober 1978, and NC Minutes for December 9, 1978 (evaluations), in 
IDB #8, December 1978. 

103 NC Minutes, December 9, 1978.
104 Ibid.
105 Boggs’s comments were copied into the IDB #8, December 1978, with 

the following explanation: “Grace Boggs is circulating the speech she 
gave at the STO Educational Conference. The two notes below are ap-
pended to her speech and give her impressions of STO.”
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seeing themselves “only in the role of supporters, defenders and critics of 
the struggles of others, people in other countries and the oppressed in this 
country,” her accusation of a white blind spot in the group’s politics seems 
misguided.106 Indeed, for STO, the opposite problem—the romanticizing 
of black and national liberation struggles—was far more pervasive in 1978.

More believable, though still uncharitable, was Boggs’s critique of 
STO on questions of feminism. She was “surprised and disturbed by the 
absence of any sign at the STO conference that female or male comrades 
had been influenced by the women’s movement.”107 “Female comrades,” 
she continued, “said little and when they spoke did so hesitatingly, as if 
seeking male approval.”108 The group took this latter criticism quite seri-
ously, and the internal evaluation of the conference included significant 
discussion of the low level of participation from STO members, “espe-
cially from women but also from men.”109 This was viewed as a particular 
manifestation of the general need for intellectual development that the 
dialectics courses were meant to address. 

The remainder of Boggs’s criticisms, however, gained less of a hear-
ing inside the group. Thus, for instance, her rejection of a basic theo-
retical tenet of Marxism—“we cannot understand the revolutionary 
age we are living in as long as we look at the history of humanity in 
terms of class struggle and economic development”—was diametrically 
opposed to STO’s emphasis on just these aspects of historical material-
ism.110 More valid in retrospect, but only slightly less incomprehensible 
to STO at the time, was her critique of the group’s continued reliance 
on the textual analysis of key writers in the Marxist canon: “[STO’s] 
attempts to fit contemporary Russia, China and the Third World revo-
lutions into quotations from Marx, Engels and Lenin reminded me of 
Ptolemy’s continual creation of new epicycles in the heavens to account 
for phenomena that could not be fitted into the theory of the sun re-
volving around the earth.”111 In the end, despite STO’s growing attach-
ment to C.L.R. James, their brief interaction with his former cothinker 
was anything but fruitful. 

* * *
106 Ibid.
107 Ibid.
108 Ibid.
109 NC Minutes, December 9, 1978.
110 Boggs’s comments, IDB #8, December 1978.
111 Ibid.
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STO’s internal political education process was punctuated by events 
like the 1978 conference, but the backbone of its continuing efforts was 
really the group’s Internal Discussion Bulletin. Publication of the IDB be-
gan immediately after the split in the group at the beginning of 1978, 
and nearly three dozen issues (many running over a hundred pages) were 
produced over the next six years. Certainly, internal debate had taken 
place in the eight years prior to the creation of the IDB, but it had always 
been somewhat haphazard. As a well-organized and fairly regular publi-
cation, the IDB rapidly became the primary venue for ongoing political 
debates inside the organization, featuring polemics on an astonishingly 
broad range of topics, from the nature of the period to the purpose of 
revolutionary organization. Most issues also contained minutes and re-
ports from meetings of various internal bodies, such as local branches, 
working groups or “fractions,” and especially the National Committee, 
which was expected to guide political discussion within the group. Cop-
ies of leaflets and speeches authored by members were routinely includ-
ed, as were written criticisms of STO’s politics and activities by outside 
groups and individuals. Reviews of movies, television shows, and books, 
both by STO members and reprinted from other left publications, ap-
peared regularly. Finally, most issues contained a number of “clippings,” 
from both the mainstream media and the movement press, on a host of 
current topics.

Despite the serious business of revolution, the IDB periodically fea-
tured humorous content as well. The most frequent contributor along 
these lines was Ed Voci, who submitted a recurring column entitled 
“Light Stuff from a Lightweight.” The title was a mocking reference to 
the problem of intellectual “heavies” within the group. Voci’s contribu-
tions deliberately mimicked the style of newspaper gossip columns, 
mixing (often dark) political humor with news briefs and the occasion-
al inside joke. In the run-up to Reagan’s triumph in the 1980 election, 
one entry read, “What is it that Ted Kennedy has and Jimmy Carter 
wants? A dead brother,” while another read simply, “A Kansas City 
member is said to have made quite an impression at the opening of 
the Crosscurrents Cultural Center in Chicago.”112 Humor also surfaced 
in many of the clippings that appeared in the IDB. One classic exam-
ple was “Peter Rabbit and the Grundrisse,” which had previously been 
published in the journal Theoretical Review and was inserted without 
comment in the IDB. A spoof of the then-burgeoning academic trend 
toward Marxist literary criticism, the article was an amusing send-up 

112 Ed Voci, “Light Stuff…,” in IDB #19, October 1980.
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of “the political economy of the cabbage patch.”113 Predictably, most of 
the IDB’s attempts at humor played off of political topics, especially in 
gentle mockery of the intellectual pretensions that dominated the rest 
of the bulletins.

It quickly became clear that the IDB was a useful tool in drawing 
sympathizers and fellow travelers of the group into its ongoing political 
dialogue, but this presented certain risks in terms of exposing too much 
internal discussion to the scrutiny of nonmembers, even those who were 
fairly close comrades. Thus, in 1979, STO decided to split the contents 
of each issue into a “regular” section, simply titled the Internal Discussion 
Bulletin, and a restricted section, normally titled either the “Special Sup-
plement” or the “Secret Supplement” to each issue. These supplements 
were often labeled “For Members Only,” in order to indicate the sensitive 
nature of the contents, relative to the more broadly aimed items in the 
regular sections.114 The items relating to the Phantom Pheminists con-
troversy, for instance, were all distributed via two “Special Supplements,” 
and part of Ken Lawrence’s anger regarding the initial letter related to 
the fact that it had been submitted for inclusion in the regular section, 
where nonmembers would have had access to it. (The long-time editor 
of the IDB, Ira Churgin, decided to publish it, but only in the members-
only section.) Although even the Supplements were readily accessible to 
nonmembers (spouses, for instance), the security issues were certainly 
real in a world where—as noted earlier—government repression efforts 
frequently exploited internal disagreements.

Similar concerns grounded one other peculiar instance of security 
culture developed during STO’s anti-imperialist period. When Ken Law-
rence joined STO in the mid-seventies, he did so effectively as a “secret 
member.” While he was well known to all members of the group (and 
many people in competing groups) as a high-profile and quite active fig-
ure in leadership, he was for several years routinely referred to in written 
documents as “Jasper Collins.” The original Collins was a deserter from 

113 Rosa and Charley Parkin, “Peter Rabbit and the Grundrisse,” in Theo-
retical Review, #17 July/August 1980, reprinted in IDB #21, January, 
1981. The article was originally published in 1974 in the European Jour-
nal of Sociology, and was reprinted by Theoretical Review.

114 It is worth noting that this distinction is still taken seriously by many 
former members, none of whom was willing to grant me access to the 
supplements, even though several of them were willing to share the 
regular sections. The few issues in my possession came through Alexan-
der Van Zandt Akin and Bolerium Books in San Francisco.
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the Confederate Army during the Civil War who became a leading par-
ticipant in what has been described as the “Free State of Jones,” a small 
region in southern Mississippi that was a haven for anti-secessionist and 
pro-Union dissidents, including a number of interracial families.115 Law-
rence lived ninety miles north of Jones County in Jackson, Mississippi, 
and was involved in a range of antiracist organizing efforts. When he 
joined STO there was apparently a general agreement between himself 
and the leadership of the group that his ongoing work in Mississippi 
might be compromised by public association with an avowedly Leninist 
organization with a defined strategic orientation toward revolutionary 
struggle.116 As a result, Lawrence used the name Jasper Collins when 
writing about topics with immediate strategic implications, such as the 
introduction to Don Hamerquist’s long pamphlet on White Supremacy 
and the Afro-American National Question, but used his own name for 
documents of a more theoretical or historical nature, such as his review 
of Treasures of Tutankhamen or his pamphlet Marx on American Slav-
ery.117 In almost all internal documents up through at least 1981 or so, he 
was referred to as Jasper Collins, or simply by the initials “J.C.”

* * *
One possible reason for Lawrence’s eventual abandonment of his 

pseudonym was the changing nature of STO’s self-understanding as 
the eighties began. The group that had been so strongly identified 
with Leninist party-building efforts just a few years earlier was now 
beginning to conceive of itself more clearly in terms of the autono-
mist politics then emerging in several European countries. Paradoxi-
cally, this shift meant that the group began to consider giving greater 
weight to its own political work than had been the case at the height 
of the anti-imperialist period. At the same time, as the various episodes 
in this chapter have highlighted, the organization was being pulled in 
divergent directions—simultaneously emphasizing the development of 

115 For more on Collins and Jones County, see Victoria E. Bynum, Free 
State of Jones: Mississippi’s Longest Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2001).

116 Ken Lawrence, interview with the author, August 24, 2006.
117 Some members of STO found this distinction to be vague and arbitrary, 

and found Lawrence’s use of the pseudonym to be unnecessary, if not 
pretentious. Kingsley Clarke expressed this position in an author inter-
view, April, 2006.
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theory and direct intervention in a range of new social movements. As 
the Reagan Revolution got into full swing, STO continued to struggle 
with the politics of culture and the culture of politics, but it did so 
against a backdrop radically different from the one that had been pres-
ent at the group’s founding eleven years earlier. 





Part Three:  
The River is Dry
Is a dream a lie if it don’t come true 
Or is it something worse?

Bruce Springsteen, “The River”





Chapter Seven:
Building a Tendency, but 
How? 

On October 10, 1980, nearly one thousand people arrived in Pitts-
burgh for the National Labor Conference for Safe Energy and Full 
Employment. They had two objectives in mind: to build ties between 
organized labor and the then-burgeoning environmental movement, and 
to shore up union power in the face of deindustrialization. Alan Rausch, 
one of STO’s most active antinuclear activists, was officially there in his 
capacity as a rank-and-file trade unionist working at an Oscar Mayer fac-
tory in Chicago. He had helped draft a resolution expressing solidarity 
with Native American struggles for self-determination. The resolution 
noted the long history of US government disregard for treaties signed 
with sovereign Indian nations, opposed both the extraction of fissile ma-
terial and the dumping of nuclear waste on reservation land, and con-
cluded by declaring that the conference “supports the rights of Native 
people to self-determination.”1 

In reality, Rausch’s participation in the conference had a dual purpose. 
As rank-and-file militant, he was part of STO’s attempt to re-establish a 
workplace presence, as had been approved at the General Membership 
Meeting the year before. At the same time, he was also centrally involved 
in the group’s engagement with the antinuclear movement. The key goal 

1 “A Resolution in Support of International Indian Solidarity Day,” Oc-
tober 12, 1980, reprinted in IDB #21, January 1981, 46. The resolution 
was signed by more than a dozen labor union and Native activists.
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of this latter project was to help coalesce a revolutionary tendency within 
the movement that could combat the reformist approaches that pervaded 
antinuclear struggles. The resolution on Native self-determination was 
exemplary of this effort, though predictably STO’s objective was not 
passing the resolution but initiating debate regarding the relationship 
between Native, environmental, and labor questions. This would open 
space for Rausch and others to advance a vision of anti-imperialist poli-
tics that might attract other participants in the conference. “My con-
cern,” Rausch subsequently reported to other STO members, “was not 
that it would not be heard but that it would get adopted without any 
debate or understanding. This is in fact what happened. The chair … said 
this was a resolution that everyone would have to support and it went 
through with a round of applause.”2 For Rausch and for STO generally, 
this sort of death by acclamation was excruciating. But it also represented 
a failure on their part, since the resolution as submitted clearly did not 
draw sharp enough lines of political demarcation to cause any real dis-
agreement over its content among conference attendees. 

Far beyond this small example, the attempt to cohere a tendency de-
fined most of STO’s work during the last period of its existence. The 
group worked to advance its politics both within so-called “mass” move-
ments, like the antinuclear movement, and within more narrowly de-
fined “left” formations. The organization’s analysis of what the tendency 
meant politically, and its ideas about who belonged (or should belong) 
in the tendency, changed dramatically over the course of a few years, 
but the underlying assumption remained the same: that STO was far 
too small to accomplish by itself the work it saw as necessary to bring 
about a revolutionary situation. Tendency building required both practi-
cal work—active participation in the daily operations of various social 
movements—and theoretical work—the promotion of ideological and 
strategic debate within these same movements. As the eighties progressed, 
a contradiction surfaced within STO between these two aspects of ten-
dency building, which along with a parallel tension between “mass” and 
“left” approaches, contributed to the final decline of the organization. 

STO’s emphasis on tendency building originated in the sequence of 
solidarity coalitions that characterized much of the group’s anti-imperi-
alist phase in the second half of the seventies. In 1978, Don Hamerquist 
had summarized one major aspect of STO’s activity: “We put a priority 
on political debate on the left. Our intention is to begin the process 

2 Alan Rausch, “Fall Foliage and Fossil Fools,” in IDB #21, January 1981, 
42.
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of developing a political tendency which shares what we think is a vi-
able revolutionary perspective in the US.”3 Despite the group’s ongoing 
frustrations with solidarity work, it continued to define this tendency as 
anti-imperialist. The unifying political positions of the tendency were 
expected to be three-fold: a belief that “the internal national libera-
tion movements are the leading forces for revolution in this country,” 
a conviction that “the white working class has a dual and contradictory 
character,” and an understanding that “our responsibility is to develop 
revolutionary proletarian internationalism through directly confronting 
white supremacy.”4 By 1979, however, the group was agreed that the best 
avenues for tendency building were not to be found in a focus on soli-
darity campaigns, but in “the development of revolutionary potentials in 
all areas of work.”5 Along with the women’s movement and workplace 
organizing, the newest venue for STO’s attempt to coalesce a tendency 
was the struggle against nuclear power. 

* * *
The move toward STO involvement in the antinuclear movement 

actually began in 1978, when members of the Denver branch accepted 
an invitation to attend a meeting of the Mobilization for Survival chapter 
in Boulder, Colorado.6 This connection quickly blossomed into a series 
of collaborations, including a workshop on “imperialism in relation to 
the nukes issue,” as well as a short-notice demonstration against the sale 
of a reactor to the Philippines, then a dictatorial client state of the US.7 
The protest was notable, in part, for the active participation of the Chi-
cano/Mexicano-led Colorado Committee Against Repression (El Com-
ite), which STO had supported for several years. After the march was 

3 Don Hamerquist, “Direction,” in IDB #1, Spring 1978.
4 Quotes are from the document “Questions and Votes from the GMM,” 

in IDB #11, June 1979, 3. 
5 Ibid.
6 Phil Rubio, “Report on Work with the Anti-Nuke Movement in Den-

ver,” in IDB #7, Jan/Feb 1979, 18. Mobilization for Survival (often 
shorthanded as “the Mobe”) was a nationwide anti-war organization 
founded in the mid-seventies.

7 Ibid, 18–19. Yok-Shiu F. Lee and Alvin Y. So, eds., Asia’s Environmen-
tal Movements: Comparative Perspectives (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 
1999) details the struggle against nuclear power in the Philippines dur-
ing the seventies and eighties.
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over, some antinuclear activists participated in a previously scheduled 
El Comite action. The Denver branch of STO pushed for alliances be-
tween movements, rather than what it perceived as the liberal approach 
of “build[ing] Third World constituencies, workers constituencies, and 
so forth.”8 

Eventually, STO members and close comrades in Denver helped ini-
tiate a group called the Committee Against Nuclear Imperialism.9 As 
the name makes clear, STO’s earliest forays into antinuclear work were 
conceived as a way to expand the audience for the group’s version of 
anti-imperialist politics among the antinuclear movement’s milieu of 
predominantly white activists, many of whom were in the midst of pro-
found individual and collective processes of radicalization. The whole 
cycle of nuclear production, from the “front end” (uranium extraction) 
to the “back end” (waste disposal), was cast as tightly linked to US impe-
rialist interests. Thus, uranium and plutonium mining activities largely 
took place on Native land in the southwestern part of the country, which 
added environmental devastation and radioactive contamination to the 
long history of genocide against American Indians. Nuclear reactors in 
the US (and the health and environmental risks that came with them) 
were normally placed in low-income rural communities that had been 
historically marginalized under capitalism. Worse still, nuclear plants 
in the developing world were being used to help prop up allies of the 
US government in countries like the Philippines, Iran, South Africa, Is-
rael, and elsewhere.10 Similarly, STO argued that the presence of nuclear 
fuel in these countries was intended to suggest that the threat of nuclear 
weapons for use against national liberation movements was not far be-
hind. Finally, the difficulty inherent in “disposal” of nuclear waste (re-
ally, its isolation and containment for hundreds of thousands of years) 
was one of the main mobilizing points for mainstream antinuclear activ-
ists, and here again STO noted the white supremacist implications of 

8 Ibid., 14.
9 The name is used in the introduction to the interview with Ken Law-

rence described below. 
10 See Phil Rubio, “Crossroads for the Anti-Nuclear Movement,” in UT 

#10, Fall 1980, which points out that the Iranian revolution halted con-
struction of four nuclear plants that had been planned (with support 
from the US) by the Shah. Available online at http://sojournertruth.net/
antinuke.html (accessed January 9, 2012). Of course, the subsequent 
pursuit of nuclear capability by the Islamic Republic has now been the 
focal point of conflict between Iran and the US for more than a decade.



Building a Tendency, but How?      237

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

locating temporary and so-called “permanent” storage facilities in low-
income communities of color.

Early in 1979, shortly before the Three Mile Island incident brought 
the antinuclear movement to national prominence, the Denver branch of 
STO proposed that the organization as a whole place priority on involve-
ment in the antinuclear movement. Phil Rubio, one of STO’s earliest 
and most committed antinuclear organizers, argued that, while the work 
in Colorado was proceeding, “for an intervention to be really effective, it 
should be national in scope.”11 Since increasing numbers of white people 
were being drawn to the movement, Rubio believed that “we can recruit 
from the anti-nuke movement to our [anti-imperialist] tendency.”12 Seen 
from this angle, the problems of the movement—largely “middle-class” 
demographics, anticommunist liberalism, an unexamined commitment 
to consensus process and pacifism, among others—presented a poten-
tially valuable opportunity for STO to highlight its political analysis, its 
strategic approach, and its fundamentally revolutionary outlook.

Rubio’s perspective was not immediately embraced within STO. 
The whiteness of the movement was problematic, as was its failure to 
“prefigure worker control of the production process.”13 An STO mem-
ber in San Francisco, where antinuclear struggles were escalating rap-
idly, argued in March of 1979 that “work in the anti-nuke movement, 
when evaluated against other possibilities, does not have great poten-
tial for advancing our politics.”14 The same member drew a distinc-
tion between “the issue of nuclear power and the movement to oppose 
nukes,” and maintained that questions of environmental concern were 
most likely to be addressed in struggle “outside of the so-called ecology 
movement of which the anti-nuke movement is a part.”15 Given lim-
ited resources, this position held that it was better to emphasize STO’s 
long-standing priority on support for national liberation struggles that 
could raise environmental questions directly in an anti-imperialist con-
text, or alternately to re-invigorate the group’s point-of-production 
efforts with a special attentiveness to struggles around workplace envi-
ronmental issues.

Such an assessment might well have been shared by a majority of 
STO’s membership at the beginning of 1979, but by the time the group’s 

11 Rubio, “Report on Work,” 22.
12 Ibid.
13 RJ, “On Anti-Nuke Work,” in IDB #9, March 1979, 6.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
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General Membership Meeting took place in early May of that year, the 
whole landscape had changed. On March 28, one of the two units at 
the Three Mile Island Nuclear Generating Station outside of Harris-
burg, PA, suffered a partial core meltdown.16 Although the actual health 
and environmental effects of the accident remained disputed for years, 
one undeniable and immediate result of the incident was a dramatical-
ly heightened global awareness of the dangers posed by nuclear power 
plants. Suddenly, previously planned antinuclear demonstrations began 
to draw exponentially larger crowds than expected. In this context, STO 
quickly realized that a window was opening in which Rubio’s approach 
might bear fruit. Although there was still skepticism in the organization, 
the GMM approved a resolution stating that “the anti-nuclear move-
ment is the main area where large numbers of white people are being 
activated and radicalized.”17 A parallel resolution indicated overwhelm-
ing support for the proposition that “the main criteria for judging the 
success of our work” in the antinuclear movement “will be our success at 
building the anti-imperialist current.”18 The Denver position had won, 
and for the next few years, STO maintained an active engagement with 
antinuclear struggles not only in Colorado but also in Chicago, the East 
Coast, and places as far afield as Mississippi.

There, in the spring of 1979, Ken Lawrence attempted to implement 
STO’s approach to tendency building in the antinuclear movement. To 
do so, he helped plan a rally against a nuclear plant then under construc-
tion in Port Gibson, alongside the Mississippi River.19 The protest was 

16 The most comprehensive account of the Three Mile Island incident is 
a semi-official history produced by and for the US Nuclear Regula-
tory Commission. J. Samuel Walker, Three Mile Island: A Nuclear Crisis 
in Historical Perspective (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2004). The intensity of the public response was augmented by the re-
lease of the popular Hollywood thriller The China Syndrome less than 
two weeks prior to the meltdown.

17 “Questions and Votes from the GMM,” in IDB #11, June 1979, 3.
18 Ibid.
19 Most of the information and all quotes unless otherwise noted for this 

and the subsequent paragraphs comes from “The Anti-Nuclear Move-
ment in Mississippi: Interview with an Activist,” in UT #6, Fall 1979. 
Ken Lawrence was the activist in question, and at this point he was still 
a “secret member” of STO, so his membership is not discussed. Email 
from Lawrence to the author, February 23, 2011, provided additional 
context and details. For more background on the history of anti-racist 
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planned to coincide with an international day of action against nuclear 
power on June 2. Earlier demonstrations against nuclear power in the 
state, as elsewhere in the US, had been attended almost exclusively by 
white activists, an issue that Lawrence and others had raised as a problem. 
But Claiborne County, of which Port Gibson was the county seat, was 
overwhelmingly black, and the planning committee immediately saw the 
pitfalls of staging another all-white rally, especially at a time when Ku 
Klux Klan activity was resurging across the South. Partly in response, 
some antinuclear activists argued against staging any sort of rally in Port 
Gibson, claiming that the heavily black population might actually favor 
the plant because of the jobs it would provide.

Lawrence and others turned this argument on its head, suggesting 
first that “there probably was opposition in the community, and nobody 
had really bothered to check enough to find it and help organize it,” but 
alternately arguing that if there really was support for the plant among 
locals then the educational aspect of a rally was all the more important. 
Furthermore, the chief of security for the nuclear plant was a notorious 
former police chief in the state capital of Jackson, and was widely known 
for tolerating police brutality, especially against African Americans. This 
provided an opportunity to “raise concretely the issue of the threat to civil 
liberties that is posed by the nuclear industry.” These arguments proved 
persuasive, and the rally went forward as planned. The organizers got in 
touch with local leaders of the NAACP in Port Gibson, and with a local 
black politician who was opposed to the nuclear plant, and helped spread 
word of the demonstration within the community. Just as important was 
an agreement with the United League, a regional black organization fo-
cused on anti-Klan and other antiracist struggles. The League had planned 
a rally for the same day in Lexington, Mississippi, 120 miles northeast of 
Port Gibson. Since the antinuclear demonstration was timed to coincide 
with the international day of action, the United League agreed to change 
the date of their own rally so that League members would be able to attend 
the Port Gibson event. In exchange, Lawrence and other antinuclear activ-
ists attended the demonstration in Lexington later in the month, which 
helped build ties across the movements. As in Denver the year before, the 
model was mutual support between movements.

When the antinuclear rally took place, a majority of the attendees 
were still white activists from other parts of the state, but perhaps a 

struggle in Claiborne County Mississippi, see Emilye Crosby, A Little 
Taste of Freedom: The Black Freedom Struggle in Claiborne County, Mis-
sissippi (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2005).



240     Truth and Revolution

ADVANCE READING COPY

quarter of the participants were local residents, mostly black. In contrast 
to earlier demonstrations that took place at the gates of various nuclear 
facilities (and thus out of public view, given the rural locations normally 
assigned to the plants), this one was held outside the county courthouse 
in the center of Port Gibson. The demonstration itself was standard fare: 
a range of musicians and speakers, including the local politician, envi-
ronmental activists, and Lawrence himself, who spoke about “the politi-
cal repression related to nuclear power and about Mississippi Power and 
Light’s racist and reactionary political record.” Perhaps the most unusual 
contribution was a speech written by a political prisoner who was a key 
member of the Republic of New Afrika, which was read to the crowd. Af-
terward, many people traveled by car to the reactor site itself, where they 
released helium balloons that had notes attached to them “indicating to 
anyone who finds one of them downwind that the path of the balloon 
would be the path of radiation in the event of an accident.” While STO’s 
subsequent involvement in antinuclear work in the South was limited 
(the organization had only three active members in the entire territory 
that had once been the Confederacy), the Port Gibson rally was repeat-
edly offered as something of a model for the antinuclear movement. An 
interview with Lawrence was published in Urgent Tasks, and later re-
printed in a movement magazine called No Nukes Left!

* * *
The more that STO participated in the antinuclear movement, the 

more the group’s core ideas gained a hearing among other activists, but it 
was always an uphill struggle. In the run-up to a major national demon-
stration in 1980, for instance, STO and its allies attempted to replicate 
the anti-nuclear-anti-Klan mutual support that figured prominently in 
the Port Gibson protest the prior year. However, at a January meeting of 
the Coalition for a Non-Nuclear World (the sponsor of the rally), a pro-
posal to endorse a hastily called but important national anti-Klan rally 
in Greensboro, North Carolina the next weekend was voted down be-
cause the Coordinating Committee representatives from various regions 
of the country claimed “they would have to talk it over in their regions.”20 

20 John [Garvey], “Some Notes on the Coordinating Committee Meeting 
in Washington—January 25–26,” in IDB #16, May 1980, 14. Garvey 
was a close comrade of STO living in New York City, and actively in-
volved in a group called People Against White Supremacy (PAWS). For 
more on Greensboro, see Chapter Eight. 
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For some representatives, this may genuinely have been nothing more 
than a commitment to the often frustrating form of consensus-style di-
rect democracy so popular within the antinuclear movement. At least 
as important, however, was a common belief that such endorsements 
risked watering down the antinuke message and alienating less politi-
cally sophisticated participants in the movement. Rubio had previously 
predicted “a debate between those who favor making the connections 
between the anti-nuke struggle and the overall fight against imperial-
ism, and those who want to remain an ‘untainted’ single-issue pressure 
group,” and the vote on the Greensboro rally endorsement seemed to 
indicate that the latter tendency still held the balance of power.21 This 
was even more clear when the same meeting voted against adding an 
antiracist slogan (offered by a black-led community group from Harlem 
that had become actively involved in the antinuclear movement) to the 
publicized list of chants and slogans officially endorsed for the rally.22 

A much-cited example of the implicit racism of the antinuclear 
movement was the disparate responses to the Three Mile Island inci-
dent in April 1979 and the somewhat larger spill four months later at 
Churchrock, New Mexico. Three Mile Island received extensive media 
coverage, while Churchrock was quickly forgotten. This contrast was 
reflected within the movement itself, where “TMI” was a recognizable 
acronym for years to come, “but the international wave of protest … was 
not duplicated even when the damage was greater” in New Mexico.23 
For STO, the reason was obvious: Three Mile Island forced the evacua-
tion of a largely white suburban community, while the Churchrock spill 
contaminated land inhabited almost exclusively by Navajo Indians. In 
the words of Phil Rubio, “the anti-nuclear movement must consider the 
prevalence of racism and chauvinism not merely in society at large, but 
within its own ranks.”24

The implications of Native American participation in particular for 
the antinuclear movement (and vice versa) were important to STO, as 
indicated by the resolution Rausch helped bring to the Pittsburgh con-
ference. According to Rausch, the group prioritized a focus on Native 
struggles within the antinuclear movement “because of the potential 
these struggles have. Their antifederalist nature and the struggle for land, 
the militance that is present and will be necessary to prevent genocide, 

21 Rubio, “Report on Work,” 13.
22 Carol Hayse, “Yet Another Nuke Report,” in IDB #16, May 1980, 18.
23 Rubio, “Crossroads,” 3.
24 Ibid., 2–3.
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and the totality of oppression that nuclear capital visits on them because 
of their sitting on top of energy resources,” all played a role.25 While 
STO’s focus in terms of domestic anti-imperialist efforts during the lat-
ter part of the seventies had always been on black and Puerto Rican 
struggles, the same period had witnessed the continuing militancy of the 
American Indian Movement (AIM) and other groups. 

Among the groups aligned with AIM was the Black Hills Alliance 
(BHA), a multiracial but Indian-led organization founded in 1979 to op-
pose uranium mining in the Black Hills of South Dakota.26 The BHA had 
branches and supporters throughout the Midwest by 1980, and STO was 
initially enthusiastic about working with the group, which it viewed as a 
likely pillar of an anti-imperialist current within the antinuclear move-
ment. Nonetheless, the difficulties of working with the BHA quickly 
became reminiscent of STO’s experiences with the MLN, and some 
members began to view it as yet another example of the limits of “falling 
into solidarity-only work.”27 By 1981, STO retained an emphasis on the 
implications of nuclear production for Native societies, but it no longer 
had direct ties to any Indian-led organizing effort against nuclear power.

Another aspect of the anti-imperialist, tendency-building approach 
utilized by STO was a special attentiveness to international questions. 
The promotion by the Denver branch of a demonstration focusing on 
the Philippines was just the beginning of a trend in the group’s work. 
Nuclear power and weapons were also an issue in Puerto Rico, and STO’s 
connections to the independence movement in the US and on the island 
itself offered the opportunity to highlight the connections between the 
two movements. South Africa and Namibia presented a similar scenario: 
construction of the only nuclear power facility in Africa was initiated in 
South Africa in 1976, and was heavily supported by the US government 
in spite of the continuing horrors of the apartheid regime. That same 
year, the South African colonial government in Namibia (also called 

25 Alan Rausch, “A Response,” in IDB #21, January 1981, 21.
26 For background on the Black Hills Alliance, see Zoltán Grossman, Un-

likely Alliances: Treaty Conflict and Environmental Cooperation Between 
Native American and Rural White Communities (PhD diss., Geography, 
University of Wisconsin, Madison, 2002). The relevant excerpt is avail-
able on his website at http://academic.evergreen.edu/g/grossmaz/bha.
html (accessed January 9, 2012). Grossman was a close comrade of 
STO during the early eighties, but it is not clear that he shared their 
somewhat critical perspective on the BHA.

27 Hayse, “Yet Another Nuke Report,” in IDB #16, 19.
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South West Africa) opened the Rossing Uranium Mine, which subse-
quently became one of the largest open pit uranium mines in the world. 
Rossing was owned by an international consortium of mining compa-
nies, with significant investment from the Iranian state under the Shah.28 

STO’s attention was drawn to this combination of imperialist forces 
partly because of the ties it had recently developed with a small cohort 
of activist refugees from both Namibia and South Africa. The South Af-
rican Military Refugee Aid Fund (SAMRAF) was established in New 
York City in 1978 to support draft resistance and desertion by South 
African soldiers. Along with a sister organization in London, SAMRAF 
attempted to apply a version of the white skin privilege theory to the 
very different conditions facing South Africa, and was naturally inter-
ested in STO as one of the theory’s leading proponents in the United 
States.29 STO collaborated with SAMRAF on a variety of projects over 
the next several years, and utilized this connection to help build an anti-
imperialist tendency within the antinuclear movement. SAMRAF also 
viewed the nuclear question as important, since it was a key link in the 
relationship between the Apartheid regime and the US government. In 
a 1981 newsletter, SAMRAF explained that “we participate in the mass 
movements i.e. anti-nuke, anti-draft and anti-Klan movements. These 
are important areas to make the connections between South Africa and 
the US and expose American/South African collaboration.”30

Working closely with SAMRAF in New York was the United Nations 
delegation of the South West African People’s Organization (SWAPO), 
which was engaged in an armed struggle against the South African oc-
cupation of Namibia, and had gained official representation at the UN 
in the sixties. As early as 1979, SWAPO’s permanent observer at the 

28 Information on the Iranian involvement comes from the official Rio 
Tinto website for the mine, http://www.rossing.com/history.htm (ac-
cessed January 9, 2012).

29 For more on SAMRAF’s interpretation of the white skin privilege theo-
ry in a South African context, see “Refusniks Down South” (2006), the 
recollections of founding member Mike Morgan, an ex-soldier from 
South Africa and later a member of STO, available online at http://
www.smokebox.net/archives/what/morgan1206.html (accessed Janu-
ary 9, 2012).

30 “SAMRAF: Who We Are,” in SAMRAF News & Notes #3, August/
September 1981, 7. Available online at http://kora.matrix.msu.edu/
files/50/304/32-130-FE2-84-GMH%20SAMRAF%20AugSept81.pdf 
(accessed January 9, 2012).
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UN wrote the preface to one of SAMRAF’s first publications, and the 
two groups participated jointly in a coast-to-coast US speaking tour in 
the fall of 1980, with a number of the events coordinated by members 
of STO.31 The nuclear question was not the primary order of business, 
but the tour did present an opportunity to build ties between otherwise 
disparate movements. In particular, the universal hatred for Apartheid on 
the US left meant that STO was able to draw parallels to South Africa 
and Namibia around questions of imperialism and domestic racism that 
would have been far less clear and far more controversial for many anti-
nuclear activists had they been raised in the context of a speaking tour by 
Puerto Rican militants, for instance.

* * *
Parallel to its critique of the racial politics (and the demographics) 

of antinuclear struggles, STO also focused attention on the class basis of 
the movement. It was clear from the outset that the antinuclear milieu 
represented at best a cross-class alliance. In addition to being white, the 
typical antinuclear activist was reasonably well-off financially, and would 
have been classified (though not by STO, which in general rejected the 
terminology) as “middle class.”32 The demographic issue was problematic 

31 The Right to Say No to a Crime Against Humanity: A Report on the Milita-
rization of South Africa and the Right of Conscientious Objection (Brook-
lyn, NY: SAMRAF, 1979), available online at http://kora.matrix.msu.
edu/files/50/304/32-130-505-84-african_activist_archive-a0b2q2-
a_12419.pdf (accessed January 9, 2012). Predictably, the booklet was 
printed at STO’s in-house printshop, C&D Press. (See Chapter Four 
for more on C&D.) For more on the joint speaking tour, see untitled 
SAMRAF letter with a schedule of the tour, listing STO members as 
contact people in multiple cities, available online at http://kora.ma-
trix.msu.edu/files/50/304/32-130-779-84-african_activist_archive-
a0b6d0-a_12419.pdf (accessed January 9, 2012).

32 For STO, “middle class” had two distinct and opposed meanings. The 
first, derived directly from Marx and Engels in the Communist Mani-
festo, was essentially a time-specific term designed to describe the bour-
geoisie while it was still in the process of becoming the ruling class. 
The other, according to Ken Lawrence, is “a bourgeois huckster’s pro-
paganda term, to undercut the clear meaning of working class. What 
they intend is to define class based on consumption rather than produc-
tion, and define class values by material aspirations. Thus to Obama, 
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enough, but the problem extended more deeply into the consciousness 
of the participants. As one STO member argued, the antinuclear move-
ment “reflects [the] disdain the bourgeoisie has for white workers.”33 As 
the movement gained strength after Three Mile Island, this contradiction 
became even more pronounced. A rally at the Rocky Flats nuclear facility 
in Colorado in July of 1979, sponsored by pronuclear power forces, was 
attended by large numbers of unionized white workers who saw nuclear 
production as a protection against unemployment in an uneven econo-
my.34 One of the speakers was Peter Brennan, a longtime labor leader in 
the building trades who had opposed affirmative action and served at 
Secretary of Labor under President Nixon. Brennan was infamous on 
the left for organizing New York City construction workers in support 
of the Vietnam War in 1970, including the so-called “Hard Hat Riot” of 
May 8, in which trades workers physically attacked students at a memo-
rial outside New York’s City Hall commemorating the students killed at 
Kent State University four days prior.

For STO, the spectacle of white workers supporting the nuclear in-
dustry only reinforced the original impetus behind the critique of white 
skin privilege that had marked the organization from its inception. At the 
same time, however, the group’s collaboration with even more privileged 
sectors of the class who were mobilizing inside the antinuclear move-
ment did not immediately result in a productive challenge to the con-
sciousness of pronuclear workers. One key factor here was STO’s stated 
position that “large numbers of white people are being activated and 
radicalized” in the movement.35 While undoubtedly true, this assessment 
flattened the class aspects of the question. The same month STO ad-
opted its stance, the Boston-based Midnight Notes Collective published 
a critical analysis of the class composition of the antinuclear movement, 
based heavily upon its own members’ participation in the Clamshell Al-
liance in New England. Strange Victories: The Anti-Nuclear Movement 
in the US and Europe contained a number of dubious assertions and 

unionized workers are ‘middle class,’ the opposite of the Marxist view.” 
Email to the author, January 9, 2012. Thus, for STO, neither usage was 
productive, the former obsolete, the latter deceptive.

33 “Minutes from the Anti-Nuke Meeting, March 2, 1980,” in IDB #16, 
May 1980, 12.

34 See Rubio “Crossroads.”
35 “Questions and Votes from GMM,” in IDB #11, June 1979, 3. Note 

that this resolution was among the most controversial at the Meeting, 
and passed only by four votes.
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reflected an analysis that STO no doubt found insufficiently committed 
to anti-imperialism, but it did a skillful job of assessing the origins of the 
movement in the back-to-the-land migration of urban radicals to rural 
areas that took place in the late sixties and early seventies. Viewing the 
antinuclear movement from an anticapitalist perspective, Strange Victo-
ries expressed concern that “capital can play the anti-nuke movement 
against the poor and vice versa. For example the energy companies and 
the state (the government) can blame the anti-nuclear movement for the 
higher electric bills.”36 

Perhaps sensing this problem but sidestepping the class composition 
issue, STO began to promote an analysis in which the nuclear question 
was only one component of a comprehensive approach to energy issues. 
Many other forces within the movement also recognized the implica-
tions of developing an energy framework, and they actively promoted a 
range of energy “alternatives,” from so-called “clean coal” to solar power. 
Along with other left groups involved in the movement, STO took the 
opportunity to bring not just an anti-imperialist but also an anticapitalist 
sensibility into play. The arguments for coal, for instance, were quite pop-
ular with a section of the mainstream labor movement, including most 
prominently the United Mine Workers (UMW). The UMW advocated 
for coal at conferences like the one Rausch attended in Pittsburgh, on the 
basis that coal production would provide labor-intensive (if dangerous) 
employment opportunities far more plentiful than the highly technical 
and even more dangerous work involved in capital-intensive uranium 
extraction and refinement.37 In these debates, STO aligned itself with the 
environmental advocates who put the lie to the supposedly safe aspects 
of coal production and usage. At the same time, however, the group at-
tempted to apply its critique of labor unions in order to win rank-and-file 
workers to their perspective. The overt collaboration between the UMW 
leadership and the (nonnuclear) mining industry, in advocating for coal 
as an “alternative” to nuclear power, represented a classic example of 

36 Midnight Notes Collective, Strange Victories: The Anti-Nuclear Move-
ment in the US and Europe (Boston and New York: Midnight Notes, 
1979), 4. Available online at: http://www.midnightnotes.org/pdf-
strangvic0.pdf (accessed January 9, 2012). The claim that coal was “an 
abundant energy source which could be made safe with available tech-
nology” (5) is representative of some of the more tenuous assertions in 
the pamphlet. For more on the Clamshell Alliance, see below.

37 This resulted in the pun in Rausch’s report on the conference, “Fossil 
Fools.”
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STO’s long-standing claim that “the general function of trade unions is 
… the containment of [class struggle] within the framework of capital.”38 
However, the group was unable to successfully resuscitate its workplace 
efforts in the midst of deindustrialization, and this analysis produced few 
meaningful results in terms of rank-and-file organizing.

Solar power, by contrast, was generally less appealing to labor unions 
and more seductive to antinuclear activists because of its perceived envi-
ronmental benefits relative to nuclear, coal, and other nonrenewable en-
ergy sources. Many activists went so far as to argue that solar represented 
a viable nonrevolutionary path beyond capitalism, using the classic line 
“they can’t buy the sun.” STO and others took pains to point out that 
many major corporations, including Mobil, Boeing, and especially Gen-
eral Electric, which also produced nuclear power plants, spent the latter 
part of the seventies acquiring patents specifically relating to solar energy. 
The problem with “can’t buy the sun” arguments, of course, was that 
companies like GE didn’t want to purchase sunlight itself, they wanted 
to own the electricity that could be produced from sunlight via emerging 
technologies. In 1980, Rubio offered a dystopian vision of this possible 
future for “alternative” energy production: “Under present social condi-
tions, Filipinos could slave in a factory making heliostats for solar power 
plants for low wages, and walk home at night to their huts by the new 
school [that was] built for foreign technicians’ children, [complete with] 
solar panels. Nothing is ‘gentle’ in the hands of the imperialists.”39

The issue of class composition, however, went far beyond the energy 
question, and even beyond the environmental movement. New social 
movements generally, from the women’s movement to student struggles 
and beyond, did not resemble either the multiracial, class-based, point-
of-production struggles that characterized STO’s early years or the large-
ly proletarian national liberation movements that the group focused on 

38 Don Hamerquist, “Trade Unions/Independent Organizations,” in 
Workplace Papers, 1980 edition [1973], 38.

39 Rubio, “Crossroards,” 4. For a somewhat different analysis of the re-
lationship between environmental questions and social questions of 
exploitation and oppression, it is worth investigating the range of writ-
ten work produced under the rubric of Social Ecology, especially the 
writings of Murray Bookchin. For an overview relative to social move-
ments including the anti-nuclear movement of the late seventies and 
early eighties, see Brian Tokar, “On Bookchin’s Social Ecology and its 
Contributions to Social Movements,” in Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 
19, no. 1, March 2008, 51–66.
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supporting during the second half of the seventies.40 As the new decade 
dawned, STO was unable to resolve this contradiction between its desire 
to influence the radicalization of “large numbers of white people” and 
its belief in the decisive role of the working class. One factor here may 
have been the subtle influence within the group of versions of anti-im-
perialism (and the white skin privilege theory) that automatically identi-
fied “whiteness” with bourgeois class status and viewed the category of 
“Third World people” as synonymous with “the working class.” From 
such a perspective, the goal of any engagement with white people could 
only be winning moral and material support for the revolutionary ef-
forts of people of color. As STO progressively distanced itself from the 
vulgar sort of anti-imperialism that characterized some of its prior soli-
darity efforts, the class-composition issue drifted onto the terrain of the 
group’s mostly stillborn efforts to recreate its workplace concentration. In 
this context, however, the general lack of involvement in the antinuclear 
movement by traditional sectors of the working class—of any race or 
nationality—remained troubling. Some other revolutionary tendencies 
within the movement were better positioned than STO to deal with this 
reality. Many anarchists, for instance, adopted the “post-scarcity” analy-
sis of Murray Bookchin as a rationalization for accepting the skewed 
class composition of the movement.41 Such an approach, which decen-
tered the traditional proletariat from its pivotal position in revolution-
ary struggles, was unacceptable to STO, and the group’s participation in 
antinuclear struggles remained perpetually ambiguous in relation to the 
movement’s class demographics.

* * *
40 Marta Fuentes and Andre Gunder Frank analyze the class composition 

of new social movements in a global context in “Ten Theses on Social 
Movements,” in World Development 17, no. 2 (1989), 179–191.

41 Bookchin’s analysis of class structure and his utopian vision of anar-
chist communism were highly influential among the numerically strong 
anarchist segments of many anti-nuclear groups, beginning with the 
Clamshell Alliance, of which Bookchin himself was a member. For an 
early summation of his analysis, see his “Listen, Marxist!” and the other 
essays in his book Post-Scarcity Anarchism (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 
1986 [1971]). For more on the anarchist influence within the Clam-
shell Alliance and other anti-nuclear groups, see Barbara Epstein, Politi-
cal Protest and Cultural Revolution: Nonviolent Direct Action in the 1970s 
and 1980s (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1991).
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Distinct from the ideology or composition of the antinuclear move-
ment, another of its features was viewed by STO as an appealing op-
portunity for tendency building: its long-standing commitment to direct 
action, up to and including illegal activity designed to slow down or 
disrupt the completion of nuclear facilities. The foundational experience 
of the antinuclear movement was the attempt, largely coordinated under 
the rubric of the Clamshell Alliance, to utilize nonviolent direct action 
to stop the construction of the Seabrook Nuclear Plant on the Atlantic 
coast of New Hampshire.42 Drawing indirectly on the legacy of the early 
civil rights movement and more directly on nonviolence training pro-
vided by radical Quakers, the Alliance organized a series of ever-larger 
occupations of the Seabrook property. These takeovers were designed to 
be archetypical symbolic forms of civil disobedience. No clandestine ac-
tivities were involved, and the planning was entirely open and transpar-
ent. First 18, then 180, then more than 1,400 protesters were arrested 
over the course of three brief occupations between August 1976 and May 
1977. This math was the deliberate result of a “power of ten” approach, 
with which the Alliance hoped to dramatize the expanding power of 
mass resistance.43 

Numerous antinuclear groups across the country modeled them-
selves on the Alliance over the next several years, emphasizing mass 
direct action, an organizational model based on affinity groups and 
consensus-based decision making, and extensive nonviolence training 
for all participants. Some even adopted names inspired by the Alliance, 
highlighting local aquatic life forms that would be endangered by spe-
cific nuclear plants—the Oystershell Alliance and Catfish Alliance near 
the Gulf of Mexico, or the Abalone Alliance in California, for instance. 
Another common naming convention, the “Action Group,” emphasized 
the movement’s commitment to militant direct action. Communication 
among the various organizations was extensive, facilitated in part by pre-
vious shared experiences of older members in the antiwar and student 
movements of the late sixties. Just as important by 1980 was the ability 
and willingness of younger activists to travel, sometimes thousands of 
miles, to participate in previously scheduled mass actions.44 In short, a 
broad culture of mass illegality was spontaneously developing inside the 

42 For a detailed overview of the Clamshell Alliance and its relationship to 
questions of non-violence, see Epstein, Political Protest, 58–91.

43 See Epstein, Political Protest, 65.
44 Epstein offers multiple examples of this kind of cross-country travel, 

itself in some ways a legacy of the movements of the sixties.
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antinuclear movement. Given its own background in supporting wildcat 
strikes, armed struggle, and other forms of extra-legal activity over the 
previous decade, it was no surprise that STO found the movement excit-
ing and full of potential. 

But this potential was limited, in STO’s view, because of the anti-
nuclear movement’s traditional commitment to a rather strict vision of 
nonviolence. In fact, the Clamshell Alliance collapsed in part due to an 
extended conflict over whether it was “violent” or “nonviolent” to cut the 
fence around the Seabrook plant in order to facilitate an occupation.45 
The issue was actually two-fold: first, did property damage constitute 
violence? And second, was fence-cutting likely to “provoke” violence by 
the police? Similar quandaries vexed antinuclear activists from coast to 
coast, once media coverage of the Seabrook occupations eliminated any 
element of surprise for the direct-action wing of the movement. For the 
most part, leading antinuclear organizers were fully committed to the 
civil disobedience model, where activists allowed themselves to be ar-
rested and hoped to utilize their detention and prosecution as a sort of 
moral high ground, in much the same way that they believed the early 
civil rights movement in the South had done a quarter-century earlier. In 
this context, the question of fence-cutting was really about which sorts 
of “arrestable” actions were acceptable, and which were not. There was 
a moral issue involved, but also a question of symbolism and a desire to 
attract broad-based public support for the movement.

For STO members who had spent the previous several years vocally 
supporting bombings carried out by Puerto Rican revolutionaries, it was 
no doubt perplexing to witness a movement so torn over the accept-
ability of petty property damage. Nonetheless, the group viewed such 
debates within the movement as an opening to develop the tendency by 
advancing a radically different analysis of violence and nonviolence. This 
perspective was put forward inside the movement itself, in debates about 
specific actions and campaigns, but also in a more public way in Phil 
Rubio’s 1980 essay “Crossroads for the Anti-Nuclear Movement,” which 
addressed the ideology of pacifism and nonviolence at length. Rubio be-
gins his analysis with a basic statement of fact, then quickly escalates: 

It is difficult to argue the whole question of non-violence 
in the anti-nuke movement. Like many other things, it 
has not been open to debate, but taken as a “given.” Social 
movements past and present have used non-violence as one 

45 See Epstein, Political Protest, 70–76.
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tactic among many. But in the anti-nuke movement there 
is a strong commitment to ideological pacifism. The fact 
that this tendency survived the civil rights and anti-war era 
of the ’60s, and the brutal repression that came down on 
certain segments of those movements, particularly the Black 
movement, is a tribute to the flexibility of capital in dealing 
with white dissent, especially its “loyal opposition” in the 
liberal/left community.46

The linkage between nonviolence and white loyalty to capitalism 
almost certainly infuriated the relatively small number of committed 
pacifist revolutionaries involved in the antinuclear movement, but the 
connection was defensible. Everyone in the movement knew that it was 
divided between people who had a reformist agenda and those who 
thought in revolutionary terms. Of course, this distinction did not map 
cleanly onto the question of violence. But the hegemony of the reform-
ists—though under constant challenge from the left wing of the move-
ment—was undeniably part of the source of the movement’s devotion to 
nonviolence. 

Rubio’s critique of pacifism comes from two directions: first, he criti-
cizes the historical origins of modern political pacifism in the theory 
and practice of Mohandas Gandhi, after which he turns his sights on 
the selective historical record advanced by contemporary pacifists in the 
United States. Gandhi was a key influence in the vision of nonviolence 
propounded within the antinuclear movement, but Rubio points out 
that his theory was built around a concept of self-sacrifice and noble 
suffering that was unlikely to spark fundamental change or appeal to the 
most oppressed sectors of any society.47 He quotes a radical minister from 
Britain, Colin Morris, to the effect that “… the wretched of the earth do 
not go in for passive resistance. It is no novelty for them to suffer with-
out retaliation.”48 Rubio does acknowledge that “both Gandhi and King 

46 Rubio, “Crossroads,” 5.
47 On the importance of Gandhi to the anti-nuclear movement, see Ep-

stein, Political Protest, 270–271 and 30–31, which describes the various 
liberal and radical interpretations of Gandhi’s theory that developed in 
the US during the fifties and sixties.

48 Rubio, “Crossroads,” 37. The original citation is to Dr. Colin Morris, 
Unyoung, Uncolored, Unpoor (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1969), 
92–93. Ellipses are Rubio’s, who also corrects Morris’s mis-application 
of the term “passive resistance” to Gandhi, but argues that “despite 
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were able to attract poor people, who were willing to be non-violent for a 
while, for a reason.”49 But he connects the question of violence to STO’s 
long-standing analysis of dual consciousness, which

exists in conflict in all people at the same time: the one, 
that tends to be subordinate, blaming itself for its oppressed 
condition, accepting it, and usually falling prey to religious 
ideas (“love thine enemy,” “turn the other cheek,” etc.). 
The other, the side that desires passionately to master its 
own fate and, in Fanon’s words “embody history in his own 
person,” is willing to do anything to turn the tables on its 
oppressor, to force him to stop forever.50

In this analysis, the unwillingness of the antinuclear movement to 
discuss the question of violence was a virtual guarantee of failure and ir-
relevance. Rubio bolsters his critique of nonviolence theory by challeng-
ing a then-popular text called The Power of the People: Active Non-Violence 
in the United States, published in 1977 with collaboration from a range 
of pacifist groups.51 The book offered a history of North American move-
ments for social change, emphasizing their nonviolent aspects. In Rubio’s 
view, the book also distorted the historical record by ignoring parts that 
did not fit their narrative. In describing the struggle to end the Vietnam 
War, for instance, the authors failed to mention the protracted military 
struggle of the Vietnamese people against the occupying French and US 
forces. Similarly, the depiction of the black freedom movement during 
the sixties focused on the demise of the Student Non-Violent Coordinat-
ing Committee after its move toward black power, while Rubio empha-
sizes the subsequent rise of a range of militant black organizations that 
rejected nonviolence, most prominently the Black Panther Party. The 
popularity of the book as a primer for younger activists with less direct 
familiarity with the movements of the sixties was troubling for Rubio, 
and in his estimation added to the movement’s demographic shortcom-
ings while simultaneously misdirecting the discussion of strategy and 
tactics.

Morris’s inaccuracy in terminology, he is correct in substance.”
49 Ibid.
50 Ibid., 38.
51 Robert Cooney and Helen Michalowski, eds. The Power of the People: 

Active Non-Violence in the United States (Culver City, CA: Peace Press, 
1977).
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One reflection of the conflict between reformists and revolutionar-
ies in the antinuclear movement was disagreement over the strategic 
function of direct action. The original escalating occupations model 
pioneered by the Clamshell Alliance was implicitly built on an assess-
ment of the symbolic power of mass arrests, drawing inspiration from the 
perceived legacy of Gandhi and Martin Luther King. But as the move-
ment took off, newer participants increasingly arrived with a belief in 
the power of occupation to actually physically prevent construction or to 
shut down nuclear plants. Movement historian Barbara Epstein, in dis-
cussing the movement against California’s Diablo Canyon reactor, sug-
gests that “probably most people in the Abalone [Alliance] never thought 
very clearly about what they meant by direct action. They knew that 
the blockade [of Diablo Canyon] itself was not likely to cause PG&E 
to close down the plant, but they were unwilling to adopt the cynical 
view that the blockade was simply a way of catching media attention.”52 
For STO, given its conviction that revolutionary consciousness comes 
in large part from action, direct action to physically stop construction 
of nuclear plants was a necessary component of shifting the antinuclear 
movement away from pacifist reformism and toward a revolutionary an-
ticapitalist and anti-imperialist outlook.

* * *
As STO’s frustrations with national liberation solidarity work fi-

nally became insurmountable, a related shift was developing within the 
group’s approach to tendency building inside the antinuclear move-
ment. The group’s antinuclear working group acknowledged the prob-
lem in the spring of 1980. Alan Rausch expressed concern that “our 
main and almost sole emphasis has been solidarity work,” especially 
with the Black Hills Alliance, the Puerto Rican independence move-
ment, and the South African and Namibian struggles.53 Without jet-
tisoning its commitment to anti-imperialism, the organization began 

52 Epstein, Political Protest, 122. Epstein references an unpublished paper 
by Marcy Darnovsky as the source of some of this analysis; Darnovsky 
was herself a co-editor of No Nukes Left! in 1980, alongside (among 
many others) STO’s Alan Rausch. It is also worth noting that Epstein’s 
analysis incorporates a vision of nonviolent revolution that would have 
been rejected by Rubio and the rest of STO.

53 “Minutes from the Anti-Nuke Meeting, March 2, 1980,” in IDB #16, 
May 1980,12.
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to use the language of “left” or “revolutionary” approaches to the nu-
clear question. This allowed STO to reach out to a somewhat broader 
range of potential allies. As Carol Hayse argued at the time, “confining 
our work and understanding to anti-imperialist solidarity work had 
been a problem, and … what we are aiming at is broader. We want 
to do a whole range of stuff around confronting various tactics in the 
[movement] or lack of them, confronting bourgeois electoralism, sin-
gle-issueism, domestic racism, etc. Hence the terminological change” 
from anti-imperialist to revolutionary.54 The result was a deliberate 
shift toward working more directly with other like-minded radicals in 
the movement as opposed to pushing a specific anti-imperialist line. 
Viewed from a different angle, it represented a subtle but unmistak-
able change in how STO approached the tendency it hoped to build: 
where once the obvious participants were Prairie Fire and other anti-
imperialists who could be recruited to join the antinuclear movement, 
now they might just as easily be social-ecology-style anarchists, less-
than-orthodox Trotskyists, or radical feminists, all of whom were to be 
found already within the movement. At the same time, this broadening 
of horizons sewed the seeds of confusion within STO about the nature 
of the tendency-building project, as shall be seen shortly. 

The most immediate outcome of this shift in perspective was STO’s 
participation in the production of the first issue of the magazine No 
Nukes Left! (NNL!) in the summer of 1980. Put together by an unlikely 
assortment of antinuclear activists from all parts of the country, NNL! 
covered a wide range of topics, including racism’s relationship to nuclear 
power, questions of nonviolence in the movement, and criticisms of elec-
toral and legislative approaches to antinuclear struggles, among others. 
The interview with Ken Lawrence that had run the year before in Urgent 
Tasks was reprinted, alongside an interview with a key activist from the 
Harlem Fight Back! group that had led the attempt to add an antiracist 
slogan to the national rally that May. An official position paper from 
the Black Hills Alliance was included, along with a number of reports 
from the militant direct action wing of the movement. Alan Rausch col-
laborated on the production of the magazine, alongside social ecologists, 
native activists, and others. It was widely distributed within the anti-
nuclear movement, but as an effort to cohere a “left” tendency inside 
the movement it did not really bear fruit, and the promised second issue 
never materialized. 

54 Carol Hayse, “Yet Another Nuke Report, 3–80,” in IDB #16, 18. Em-
phasis in original.



Building a Tendency, but How?      255

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

Nonetheless, STO’s move to engage the left wing of the movement 
did produce some limited results, especially organizationally. A num-
ber of younger activists either joined STO or became close comrades 
around this time, and some of them arrived through direct experience 
with the group’s participation in the antinuclear movement. Leslie Bys-
ter, for instance, recalls being pursued by STO when she was an ac-
tivist in Madison, Wisconsin, focusing on antinuclear and pro-Native 
American struggles: “They actually came up and recruited me, rather 
than my seeking them out. Because the work I was doing, they saw 
it as valuable.”55 On a cultural level, STO’s openness to developing 
subcultures, like punk rock, was encouraging to a newer generation 
of antinuclear activists whose touchstones were more likely to be the 
Clash than Woody Guthrie or even Jimi Hendrix. Further, the shift 
in emphasis from “anti-imperialist” to “left” was not limited to STO’s 
participation in the antinuclear movement. By the beginning of 1982, 
an unsigned editorial in Urgent Tasks reflected on the group’s efforts 
over the years to promote “a distinct tendency. Initially, we defined 
this tendency as ‘anti-imperialist,’ but our attempts to define it further 
and to consolidate it organizationally convinced us that it could not 
be developed out of those groups which labeled their politics as anti-
imperialist.”56 The title of the editorial offered the newly preferred no-
menclature, strikingly reminiscent of Hayse’s comments on the group’s 
tendency-building efforts in the antinuclear movement two years prior: 
“A Revolutionary Left.” 

Just as STO began to alter its understanding of the tendency it hoped 
to build, the antinuclear movement as a whole began a profound shift of 
its own. In the mid-seventies, when the movement against nuclear power 
was beginning the period of its greatest growth, the threat of nuclear war 
was relatively distant. As a result, according to Epstein, 

to the founders of the Clamshell, nuclear weapons seemed 
too large and too abstract to be a promising basis for build-
ing a mass movement. Nuclear power, on the other hand, 
was concrete and local. Unlike nuclear weapons, which 
threaten everyone more or less equally, nuclear power plants 
pose special dangers for those living near them. Further-
more, victories seemed more easily attainable in the arena 

55 Leslie Byster, interview with author, September 16, 2006.
56 “A Revolutionary Left,” in Urgent Tasks #13, Spring 1982, 41.
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of nuclear power. It is easier to halt the construction of a 
particular plant than to take on the arms race.57 

The election of Ronald Reagan as president in November of 1980, 
alongside the rise of Margaret Thatcher in Britain and the increasingly 
militarized and bellicose character of the Soviet Union under Brezhnev, 
rapidly changed the calculus. Suddenly the issue of nuclear power was 
overshadowed by the immediate question of nuclear weapons, as millions 
of people worldwide became convinced that nuclear war was imminent.

As Rausch recalls it years later, “If we use books as a guide, we went 
from No Nukes (1980) to Protest and Survive (late 1980).”58 The former 
was a militant but reformist guide to the antinuclear movement pro-
duced by veterans of the Clamshell Alliance, while the latter was a call for 
nuclear disarmament from the prominent British radical historian E.P. 
Thompson. Thompson’s contribution was not so much in demonstrating 
the importance of the issue, but rather in offering an optimistic take on 
the possibilities of a mass movement that could successfully resist the arms 
race. A number of the left forces previously active against nuclear power, 
including STO, quickly pivoted toward the question of nuclear weapons. 

In many ways, this transition was a return to more familiar terrain 
for STO. Disarmament discussions naturally led to questions of non-
nuclear military activity, especially the Reagan administration’s rapidly 
escalating attacks on national liberation movements in Central America. 
In fact, the first major left demonstration of the Reagan era was a 60,000 
person rally in Washington, DC against US intervention in El Salvador, 
Nicaragua, and Guatemala, known as the People’s Anti-War Mobiliza-
tion (PAM). Despite STO’s frustration with its previous involvement in 
anti-imperialist solidarity efforts, the group participated actively in the 
movement, initiating a National Anti-War Fraction (NAWF) to coordi-
nate efforts throughout the organization. The NAWF’s initial emphasis 
was on helping plan the PAM, which was the brainchild of the small and 
sectarian Worker’s World Party but had drawn involvement from a wide 
range of progressive and left groups. Viewing the demonstration itself 
as a success, the organizers followed up with a call for an “All-People’s 
Congress” (APC), to be held in Detroit the following October. Frac-
tion members, especially in Kansas City and Chicago, remained active 
in the build-up to the APC. Gone for the most part were the anarchists, 
environmentalists, and pacifists who had dominated antinuclear work, 

57 Epstein, Political Protest, 82.
58 Alan Rausch, email to author, February 1, 2011.
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replaced with a cast of characters more reminiscent of the group’s earlier 
work in the Leninist and anti-imperialist milieus.

 * * *
Organizing around PAM and the APC also revealed some developing 

tensions within STO that in some ways were reminiscent of prior splits 
in the group’s history. The bulk of STO’s leg-work in advance of the 
APC was taken on by the group’s National Anti-War Fraction, but when 
people arrived in Detroit, more senior members of the organization took 
over the primary responsibility for networking with potential allies at the 
conference. This led to criticism from the Fraction that “there are STO 
members and STO members. Some people are leaders and the rest of us 
are something else.”59 Part of the problem had to do with the persistence 
of informal hierarchies and the geographic dispersal of the group, but 
the conflict was also reflective of the limitations of STO’s shifting ap-
proach to tendency building. Coalescing a tendency in this milieu came 
to be perceived more as a form of “left” work than as a way of engaging 
in “mass” struggles. In this context, networking was almost a goal in 
itself, and was often aided by the personal connections older members 
had built up over the decades. The fact that the APC was a conference in 
search of a campaign—the only real decisions to come out of it related 
to a national day of “resistance” against Reagan’s agenda—did not help 
matters. 

The criticism of STO’s informal hierarchy by the NAWF in the fall of 
1981 was part of a torrent of conflict around poor communication and 
lines of authority within the organization. Two Kansas City-based mem-
bers of the Fraction, Carol Loretz and Randy Gould, eventually resigned 
from the role of “national coordinator” they had shared with one mem-
ber based in Chicago. They enumerated their frustrations with STO’s 
internal functioning in a series of reports and letters over the spring and 
summer of 1982. Similar criticisms emerged from members based in 
Portland and Seattle around the same time. One recurring concern was 
that STO’s Central Committee (CC), made up entirely of Chicago-based 
leading members of the group, functioned as a proxy for the informal 
hierarchy that persisted in the group. The by-then notorious inability of 
the CC to communicate its decisions to the rest of the organization only 

59 Randy Gould, “Criticism of STO’s Functioning,” in IDB #25, Decem-
ber 1981, 66.
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made things worse.60 Loretz and Gould, in particular, chafed at the ways 
in which their attempts to take initiative within the antiwar milieu were 
constrained, and sometimes overruled, by people (on the CC) who were 
not themselves actively involved in antiwar organizing.61 Underlying this 
criticism was a belief that some members of the CC and/or the infor-
mal leadership were more interested in the bureaucratic work of running 
STO and coalescing a left tendency than they were in engaging in direct 
political activity. While the dysfunction on the CC served as evidence 
against the latter claim, it was undeniably the case by the early eighties 
that the organization overall was floundering in its efforts to influence 
broader social movements like the antiwar movement.

In fact, STO routinely made strategic decisions that could be seen as 
undermining its own organizational viability, all based on the assump-
tion that cadre organizations (like STO itself ) were less important to 
the revolutionary process than were mass organizations. The decision to 
prioritize tendency building over and against the group’s previous em-
phasis on party building was reflective of this organizational modesty. 
As Hamerquist argued at the end of 1979, “we are not premising our 
work as an organization on what is most likely to make STO grow or 
what would make our individual activity more satisfying, but what has 
strategic centrality for the revolution.… The work which arguably would 
do the most to build STO is not the strategically central work.”62 Even 
as the group focused more and more heavily on tendency building in the 
early eighties, the emphasis was increasingly on facilitating the success of 
mass movements rather than on the growth or even the organizational 
stability of STO itself.

Ironically, the continuing issues around poor communication and 
unclear lines of authority were perceived by many in the leadership of 
the group as a reflection of “a lack of understanding of the nature and 
importance of our organization, and consequently of the importance of 
our growth and development for the development of a revolutionary 

60 The Central Committee itself acknowledged this problem more than 
once. For instance, in the summer of 1982, a position paper (drafted by 
Ignatin) began by noting that “the CC has for some time been function-
ing poorly.” In Special Supplement to IDB, August 1982, 55.

61 Gould has reiterated these criticisms in correspondence and interviews 
with the author.

62 Don Hamerquist, “Anti-Imperialist Tendency & Production Concen-
tration,” in IDB #13, November 1979, 6.
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movement in this country.”63 Early in 1981, STO’s Central Committee 
attempted to address the “sense of malaise and drift” that was causing 
real concern among the membership by reflecting on the group’s position 
within the broader trends of the post-sixties left. Part of the problem, the 
Committee argued, was the failure of many members to take initiative 
in areas of political work where the leadership of STO was not providing 
clear direction. Of course, this simply reversed the blame assigned by 
those who believed their attempts to take initiative were stifled by the 
demands of the leadership to micromanage all areas of political work. 

A more evenhanded, and strikingly prescient, response to STO’s in-
ternal crisis was presented by long-time leading member Carole Travis. 
In 1981, she argued that the group had long been too small, but that 
this problem had actually borne fruit in a way: “As a result of our over-
extended hard work for many years in many areas, we have finally earned 
a well deserved good name.”64 But to capitalize on this opportunity, STO 
desperately needed to grow. Failure to do so would ensure that the group 
would fail to meet its increasing commitments to various social move-
ments, and “our opportunities will hang us rather than enable us to ex-
tend our influence.”65 Travis went so far as to offer a sort of doomsday 
scenario based on what she perceived as a perpetually unexamined prob-
lem of limited size:

The continued long-term smallness of the group has led 
necessarily to a questioning of the form of continued politi-
cal existence. It is not expressed openly anywhere in the 
form of responsibly tackling these questions, but rather ex-
presses itself by individualism, periodic depression, elements 
of cynicism, interpersonal tensions, small group interper-
sonal dynamics, the operation of male chauvinism and male 

63 Central Committee and Bureau of Organization, “On Organization,” 
in IDB #21, January 1981, 2. The “Bureau of Organization,” to which 
there are no other references in the STO documents at my disposal, 
may have been a humorous reference to the Organization Bureau (Org-
buro), a key committee used by Stalin in his consolidation of power 
within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union during the early twen-
ties. See Leonard Schapiro, The Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1964), 240–241.

64 Carole Travis, “On Recruiting,” in Secret Supplement to IDB #24, Sep-
tember 1981, 37.

65 Ibid.
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supremacy, all to some extent exacerbated by the inevitable 
gross dissatisfaction of operating on a level which is doomed 
to failure without expansion. It is not healthy, intelligent, 
rational or useful. STO must grow or transform or we may 
dissolve, fragment or explode.66

In the event, the group failed to grow and within two years it had 
fragmented, only to subsequently dissolve fully. Several of the items on 
Travis’s list—cynicism, interpersonal tensions, and more—manifested 
themselves in the process. 

In the midst of this internal crisis, STO’s approach to antiwar orga-
nizing became more scattershot as the decade progressed, although the 
tendency-building concept still appeared to provide a solid foundation. 
The group devoted significant attention to the Second Special Session 
on Disarmament held at the United Nations in New York City in June 
of 1982, where the planning for a massive antiwar rally in Central Park 
revealed issues of racism in the movement eerily reminiscent of those that 
emerged during the run-up to the 1980 demonstration against nuclear 
power described earlier. STO simultaneously became more engaged in 
campaigns against US military intervention in Central America, often 
carried out in local coalitions like Kansas City’s Committee Against War 
and Imperialism, or in the local branches of national formations like the 
Committee In Solidarity with the People of El Salvador. The NAWF 
produced a broadsheet intended for mass distribution, entitled Battlecry, 
although only one issue was published before the recurrent problems of 
bad communication derailed subsequent numbers. 

The overall situation called to mind the concept of the “get rich 
quick scheme,” which had been used inside STO for several years as a 
shorthand critique of this sort of scrambling effort to find viable av-
enues for work.67 In some ways, the entire history of STO was a continu-
ing attempt to identify sites of potential revolutionary rupture and to 
intervene productively in those areas. The original approach had been 

66 Ibid., 38.
67 Don Hamerquist used the term as far back as 1979, in response to early 

estimates that SAMRAF was a viable alternative to the group’s previous 
focus on the Puerto Rican independence movement. “National Com-
mittee Notes,” in IDB #10, April 1979, 10. Years later, Noel Ignatiev 
used the term to describe most of STO’s political activity after the end 
of its initial workplace era in 1974. Interview with the author, January 
2006. 
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industrial concentration in the context of the independent labor activ-
ity of the late sixties and early seventies. When the upsurge faltered, 
STO began a continuing search for the next big thing—party building, 
anti-imperialist solidarity, intellectual development, tendency building, 
reproductive rights, and the carrousel of antinuclear, antiwar, and anti-
fascist struggles. All were carefully thought through, debated inside the 
group, and approached with a fairly clear strategic orientation toward 
developing their revolutionary potentials. But the increasingly rapid 
shifts led to heightened confusion and frustration among members of the 
group, especially when the contentious decision to re-establish the origi-
nal emphasis on workplace organizing failed to produce any real gains, 
either for the group or for the workers they interacted with (for more on 
this see Chapter Eight). The cultural and political tidal wave later known 
as the Reagan Revolution added to the internal difficulties and further 
dampened morale. As the decade advanced, two inadvertently compet-
ing notions of STO’s future would develop, one focusing on the theoreti-
cal and practical development of a left tendency, the other prioritizing 
direct action and mass illegality. At least initially, the momentum of the 
former placed tendency building front and center.

* * *
Having long-since abandoned the original vision of a tendency popu-

lated by groups like the Prairie Fire Organizing Committee, STO fur-
ther refined its ideas on a “revolutionary left” tendency. In particular, the 
group became more concerned about “rightward drift” within not only 
the antiwar milieu but in a range of progressive movements. Especially 
in light of Reagan’s election, many veterans of the movements of the 
seventies began to focus on electoral campaigns and other reformist ap-
proaches to struggle. In a speech given at the end of 1981, STO member 
Maryon Gray noted that “STO feels that at this time it is important to 
counter this drift to the right by coalescing a revolutionary left tendency 
within the communist movement. We think that such a tendency ex-
ists but generally in the form of small isolated groups or individuals.”68 
To the extent that the tendency did exist, the group believed that five 
key points defined its political basis for unity. Not surprisingly, these 

68 Maryon Gray, “Current Debates Within STO: Speech given in the 
Twin Cities, Dec. 12, 1981,” in Urgent Tasks #13, Spring 1982, 10. 
Gray specifies “the rightward drift of the left” in the context of both the 
women’s movement and the antiwar movement.
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included an analysis of white supremacy that foregrounded white skin 
privilege, an awareness of the low ebb of popular movements that char-
acterized the era, a rejection of “order” and “legality” as norms for the 
struggle, an acknowledgement of the leading role in struggle played by 
women, and a conviction that “socialism (communism) grows out of 
and embodies the creative self-emancipation of the working class.”69 The 
group’s earlier insistence on anti-imperialism remained visible only in a 
reference to the importance of “autonomous movements of nationally 
oppressed peoples.”70

To advance the development of the tendency, STO began to pro-
mote the idea of a conference that could bring the isolated compo-
nent parts of the tendency together face to face. At the same time, the 
group began publishing the Tendency Newsletter, a roughly produced 
magazine containing a mixture of reprinted reports on local activity 
and analysis of national efforts like PAM, the APC, and the Central 
Park demonstration. While clearly reflective of STO’s influence, it did 
manage to include regular submissions from other groups and from 
independent leftists. Of course, the tendency-building effort was not 
limited to just these two projects. Noel Ignatin, by then one of the 
leading proponents within the STO of the tendency concept, suggested 
that “in all work, it is necessary to demonstrate that [the] tendency is a 
living idea, not an abstraction.”71

Nonetheless, despite talk of a conference and the appearance of the 
Newsletter, there was little common understanding within STO about 
what the tendency was, or how to develop it. Some in the group viewed 
the tendency as a sort of membership organization that various grassroots 
groups could join, not unlike a version of PAM with better politics.72 
This view was seemingly bolstered by the inclusion of the five “Points of 
Agreement” in most issues of the Newsletter. But a committee established 
to guide internal activity around the tendency described as “erroneous” 

69 The five points were reprinted repeatedly, but appeared for the first time 
in the editorial in Tendency Newsletter #1 (n.d., but c. January 1982), 
6–7.

70 Ibid.
71 “Summary of Tendency Discussion—National Committee Meeting, 

Chicago, September 17, 18, 19, 1982,” in IDB #29, December 1982, 18.
72 For example, Carol Loretz drafted a document entitled “Why CAWI 

Should Join the Tendency,” which appeared in IDB #25, December 
1981, 42.
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the idea of recruitment and formal membership.73 Ignatin, meanwhile 
argued that the tendency itself should not be viewed as a membership 
organization, but that the outcome of successful tendency building 
might include a form of “regroupment” in which STO proper would 
cease to exist. Thus, he hoped that the group would “undertake this ini-
tiative with a view toward emerging from the process as part of a larger 
organization.”74 Quite apart from any organizational patriotism that 
might have led members to oppose Ignatin’s stated goal, his conception 
of the tendency was also seen by some members to prioritize discussion 
at the expense of action. By the early eighties, STO was known on the 
far left as much for its Dialectics Course as for its work in mass move-
ments, and many people in the group were concerned that the approach 
to tendency as networking and regroupment was likely to exacerbate this 
dubious reputation. 

This fear dovetailed with one side of a debate then emerging within 
STO regarding the relative importance of “left work” and “mass work.” 
Much of the group’s involvement in the antinuclear movement, as well 
as subsequent participation in local and regional antiwar organizing, 
as well as parallel work around women’s issues and reproductive rights, 
was conceived of as engagement with mass movements.75 By contrast, 
the Newsletter was identified from the beginning as part of an attempt 
to build a tendency among self-identified revolutionaries who were al-
ready at least somewhat familiar with STO’s politics and history.76 In 
this context, there was a disconnect between the group’s stated vision 
for the tendency and its primary tendency-building activities. Discus-
sions of the tendency within STO routinely “emphasized joint action 
potential over line/theoretical agreement. The test of the tendency is its 
ability to act together in a fight.”77 Nonetheless, the most tangible steps 

73 “Tendency Discussion, March 1982 NC,” in Notes from the March 1982 
National Committee Meeting (a “For Members Only” supplement to the 
IDB).

74 Noel Ignatin, “On the ‘Tendency,’” in IDB #28, September 1982, 7.
75 Bill Lamme, “On the Left/Mass Discussion in Anti-War Work,” in IDB 

#28, September 1982, 62–63.
76 The brief introduction to the first issue of the Newsletter, for example, 

indicates that “this [newsletter] will not be publicly distributed,” News-
letter #1 (n.d., but c. January 1982), 2.

77 “Tendency Discussion, March 1982 NC,” Notes from the March 1982 
National Committee Meeting (a “For Members Only” supplement to the 
IDB).
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the group took toward the development of the tendency highlighted 
more theoretical aspects of the process. For instance, while most of the 
material that appeared in the Newsletter reflected on a range of actions, 
campaigns, and projects that amounted to mass work, it was clear that 
the reflections themselves were a form of left work. In addition, the 
time involved in producing and distributing the Newsletter was sub-
stantial, and in the context of concerns about the relative priority of 
discussion over action, it only exacerbated fears that STO was being 
progressively transformed into what Bill Lamme would later call “the 
best debating society on the left.”78

In an attempt to head off this possibility, Lamme and other members 
of STO worked to ensure that the proposed conference would be at-
tended not by armchair radicals but by “activists interested in theoretical 
questions,” and that the conference materials would “attempt to make 
a connection between theory and practice.”79 By the time the confer-
ence actually took place in 1983, the idea behind it was already several 
years old. Originally conceived as a sort of summit between STO and 
one or more other small revolutionary groups (with an eye to possible 
organizational merger or regroupment), the concept gradually changed 
in ways that paralleled the group’s shifting approach to tendency build-
ing. Drawing on connections made through STO’s involvement in the 
antinuclear and antiwar movements of the preceding years, a conference 
planning committee was established that featured a variety of far-left 
groups, all smaller in size than STO, but most of them involved in the 
various struggles of the time. Indeed, in an attempt to bridge the left/
mass divide, the invitation to the conference began by emphasizing “the 
failure of left-initiated attempts to generate mass activity throughout the 
past decade.”80

Regardless of the activist credentials of the participants, the confer-
ence was squarely focused on a series of more analytical and theoretical 
questions. The invitation targeted a range of activists who rejected both 
Stalinism and Social Democracy, and summarized the overall theme of 
the conference as “New Trends in Capital and the Implications for State 
and Society.”81 Questions of joint activity were deferred because “such 

78 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
79 “Summary of Tendency Discussion—National Committee Meeting, 

Chicago, September 17, 18, 19, 1982,” in IDB #29, December 1982, 
19.

80 “Invitation Letter, October 28, 1982,” in IDB #29, December 1982, 9.
81 Ibid, 10.
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a discussion is best undertaken after we have explored our immediate 
context.”82 

At the same time, the topics under discussion were so broad that the 
conference itself could only serve as a beginning of needed debate, with 
the clear hope that continuing the conversation afterward would also 
help build the tendency. In the end, a depressingly telling title was cho-
sen for the conference itself: “No Easy Answers Left.”

The conference was attended by approximately 120 people from all 
parts of the United States, as well as a handful from overseas.83 Struc-
tured around a series of plenary panels, the conference aimed to focus 
discussion around key topics while still scheduling time for small group 
conversations. Written versions of several speeches were circulated in ad-
vance of the conference, which was especially helpful in a number of sit-
uations where scheduled speakers were not able to be present for a variety 
of reasons. Still, according to at least one evaluation, “plenary discussions 
were frequently difficult and frustrating.”84 This was due in part to lax 
facilitation that allowed conversations to wander, and in part to the hazy 
line between sharp debate and sectarianism. Many participants appeared 
to consider the conference as a whole to be a failure, largely as a result of 
the intensity of disagreement and the difficulty of connecting the confer-
ence discussions to any forms of joint activity. Leslie Byster, for example, 
remembers it as “a black hole” that sucked in enormous efforts without 
producing much of anything.85 At least one project did emerge from 
the proceedings, however: an antiwar speaking and organizing tour of 
Europe that took place late in 1983, targeting both active-duty military 
personnel and European activists.86 Nonetheless, the conference was re-
ally the last hurrah for the wing of STO that advocated a strong focus on 
theoretical issues, organizational regroupment, and left tendency build-
ing. In the aftermath, power within the group shifted sharply toward a 
faction that emphasized direct action, mass activity, and a radical break 
with the limitations of the organization’s previous orientation.

82 Bill Lamme, “Conference Evaluation,” in Discussion Bulletin #32, June 
1983, 21.

83 Mailing list of conference attendees, in author’s possession.
84 Bill Lamme, “Conference Evaluation,” in Discussion Bulletin #32, June 

1983, 22.
85 Leslie Byster, interview with the author, September 16, 2006.
86 Bill Lamme, “Conference Evaluation,” in Discussion Bulletin #32, June 

1983, 23. See also the disarmament newsletter prepared for the tour, 
“About Face,” October 1983.
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* * *
In the years preceding the conference, Don Hamerquist had been 

among the most prominent theoreticians in STO. He was assigned the 
responsibility to present the group’s semi-official position paper on the 
nature of the period. His final draft was a two-dozen-page, single-spaced 
treatise, full of careful analysis of what he argued was a “secular crisis” in 
the functioning of capitalism. While the content of the paper itself was 
reflective of STO’s ongoing discussions and might have made a major 
contribution to the No Easy Answers Left conference, Hamerquist did not 
make it to New York to present his findings.87 Instead, while driving east 
from Chicago with a trunk full of propaganda, discussion papers, and 
other written material he had helped produce at C&D Printshop, the 
front axle of his car snapped in two. While no one was seriously injured 
in the accident, the car was a total wreck. Janeen Porter was traveling in 
the vehicle at the time, and recalls that the trunk flew open and a sub-
stantial portion of the printed matter scattered across the Pennsylvania 
Turnpike. Neither Porter nor Hamerquist has forgotten the sight of the 
State Trooper who, having verified the safety of the car’s occupants, spent 
half an hour running up and down the highway retrieving the papers 
that littered the ground. 

Porter in particular had been skeptical of the value of the conference, 
and was dismayed by what she perceived as STO’s focus on discussion 
at the expense of direct action. For her, the accident was a blessing in 
disguise, since she didn’t have to attend a conference she expected to be a 
failure. It was also something of a metaphor for the end of an era in the 
group’s existence. Never again would STO focus the same level of energy 
on tendency building from a standpoint of theory rather than practice. 
And Hamerquist would join Porter as a leading member of the faction 
that pushed the group toward its final phase.

87 The description of events in this paragraph comes from interviews with 
Janeen Porter and Don Hamerquist, September 14, 2006. The basic 
outline was initially provided by Bill Lamme, interview with the author, 
July 20, 2005.



Chapter Eight:
Autonomy in STO: From 
Dialectics to Diabolics 

Chicago, which remained the geographic and political center of STO 
throughout the group’s existence, was never more in the political spot-
light than during the mayoral election in the winter and spring of 1983. 
The city had a lengthy history of highly corrupt politics, with the local 
Democratic Party maintaining tight, one-party control over the appara-
tus of government; this arrangement was commonly shorthanded as “the 
machine.” Richard J. Daley had been the mayor for twenty-one years at 
the time of his death in 1976, by which time he had successfully con-
solidated all operations of the machine under his direct control.1 City 
services, government employment opportunities, and other prizes were 
doled out to neighborhoods in proportion to the support Daley and his 
allies received at election time, with one major exception. African Ameri-
cans constituted roughly 40 percent of the population but were marginal 
to both the economic and the political mechanisms of power in the city. 
Chicago also had long been extremely segregated along racial lines, and 
Daley’s administration institutionalized the sort of quality-of-life dis-
parities that made the city the target of Martin Luther King’s short-lived 
northern campaign in 1966.2 Everything from garbage collection and 

1 For more on the first Mayor Daley, see Adam Cohen and Elizabeth Tay-
lor, American Pharaoh: Mayor Richard J. Daley—His Battle for Chicago 
and the Nation (New York: Back Bay, 2001).

2 Taylor Branch, At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Years, 1965–1968 
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building inspection to infrastructure and public schooling were of lower 
quality in black neighborhoods than in white neighborhoods. In short, 
the machine exemplified STO’s idea of white skin privilege, even after 
Daley’s death forced a necessary reorganization of control.

In this context, the sudden rise of Harold Washington in 1983 was 
shocking. Washington had been a successful black politician on the 
south side of Chicago, serving as both a state representative and a US 
congressman, but he had never run for any elected office in a district that 
was not overwhelmingly African American. Once he began his campaign 
for mayor, he received overwhelming support from the black commu-
nity, but only token interest in white and latino neighborhoods. The 
two other candidates in the Democratic Party primary on February 22, 
incumbent Jane Byrne and newcomer Richard M. Daley, the son of the 
deceased former mayor, were both white and represented rival factions of 
the machine. As the contest heated up, the white left—both locally and 
across the country—began to pay attention to the racial dynamics, and 
overwhelmingly supported Washington. In many ways, the Washington 
campaign was a precursor to radical support for Jesse Jackson’s “rainbow 
coalition” campaign for president the following year.3

But there were exceptions to this left enthusiasm for Washington. 
The Movement for National Liberation (MLN), which had always main-
tained an abstentionist approach to US electoral politics, resisted efforts 
to mobilize the Puerto Rican community in support of any of the three 
candidates, and did not make any exception for Washington based on his 
race or his political platform.4 A mayoral debate was scheduled to take 
place on January 31 at Roberto Clemente High School, in the largely 
Puerto Rican neighborhood of Humboldt Park, and the MLN decided 
to picket the event in protest. Shortly before the debate, STO was invited 
to join the MLN’s demonstration. After a brief discussion, the Chicago 
branch decided to participate on the condition that it could distribute 
its own leaflet, aimed at progressives who were considering voting for 

(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006), 235–241 and 500–522, de-
scribes the racial aspects of the Chicago machine as well as King’s at-
tempts to organize in the North. 

3 This connection is made directly in Max Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 
275–281.

4 One factor here may have been that while the Puerto Rican Socialist 
Party was in serious decline at that point, the remnants of the Party in 
Chicago were actively supporting Washington’s candidacy. Jose Lopez, 
interview with the author, October 18, 2008.
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Washington. The distribution of this leaflet caused a minor shit-storm 
on the far left in Chicago, as well as a major crisis inside an already 
weakened STO. 

The leaflet itself was a text-heavy document, addressed “To Activists 
Who Think That Working for Harold Washington Is a Way to Build a 
Movement for Social Change.”5 It began with a sharp dismissal of those 
backing Byrne and Daley, noting that “support for either of them obvi-
ously means support for the traditional, racist, anti-popular politics that 
have prevailed in Chicago for decades.” From there, the leaflet took two 
approaches. First, it argued that Washington’s platform was politically 
indefensible because it was largely identical to that of his competitors, 
especially on issues of racism. “In fact,” the leaflet crowed, “we challenge 
anyone to delete the names of the various speakers and then determine, 
from the text of the debates, which speaker is which!” This was clearly 
an exaggeration, although Washington’s campaign did tack somewhat 
to the right politically in a (largely futile) effort to gain white support. 
Second, and more compellingly, the leaflet complained that Washington 
was running a very traditional electoral campaign that accepted support 
from grassroots and left forces without engaging in “genuine dialogue 
with any sector of the community.” It compared the 1960s campaigns of 
Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party congressional candidate Fannie 
Lou Hamer, “who ran on a program determined by open forums and 
discussions at the grassroots,” with the more recent and less encouraging 
experiences of cities like Newark, Detroit, and Atlanta, each of which 
elected “a representative of old-line official politics who happens person-
ally to be a member of an oppressed racial group.”6 While the positive 
reference to Hamer evaded the question of generalized anti-electoralism 
that the MLN foregrounded, STO’s leaflet represented a firm criticism 
of Washington from the left.

The leafleting action drew immediate negative response from peo-
ple both inside and outside STO. Three main issues emerged from the 
barrage of criticism. First, in the eyes of many, the leaflet failed to ac-
knowledge the antiracist content of (white) support for Washington. 
Steve Whitman, a local white antiracist activist with strong ties to STO, 
mocked the group’s inattentiveness to the racial question by suggesting 

5 The leaflet is reproduced in IDB #31, April 1983, 61. All quotes in this 
paragraph come from the leaflet.

6 For more on Fannie Lou Hamer, see Chana Kai Lee, For Freedom’s Sake: 
The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
1999).
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it change its name: “perhaps the ‘Jane Byrne Organization’ would work 
better as a name indicative of their politics.”7 STO member Bill Lamme 
criticized the leaflet for focusing solely on Washington’s stated positions 
instead of looking at the bigger picture of popular attitudes. Ira Churgin, 
also a member of STO, argued forcefully that “in Chicago today when 
a white person wears a Washington button, or displays a poster … it 
means, and is taken to mean, just one thing—that person is opposed to 
racism.”8 This dynamic became even more clear after Washington won 
the primary, and almost all sectors of the white-led Democratic Party 
machine suddenly switched allegiance to back the previously marginal 
candidate of the Republican Party, Bernard Epton, whose main redeem-
ing feature was his whiteness. 

Second, the decision to distribute the leaflet in the Puerto Rican 
community was widely criticized, largely because of STO’s all-white de-
mographic makeup. Churgin put it bluntly: “it was stupid for a white 
group to go into a Puerto Rican neighborhood to leaflet white progres-
sives about a Black candidate.”9 One prominent Puerto Rican activist 
not in the MLN wrote an angry letter denouncing STO for disrupting 
the efforts she and others were making to use the Washington campaign 
to “open discussions about racism between Blacks and Latinos, and how 
we need to unite and organize because in our unity lies our strength.”10 
A major part of the problem was the vaguely defined target audience of 
STO’s leaflet. While Churgin and others inside STO clearly believed it 
was aimed at white leftists, the leaflet itself only mentions “activists.” 
Many Puerto Ricans and African Americans fitting that description were 
no doubt present at Clemente High School when the leaflet was distrib-
uted and could easily have perceived the leaflet as having been aimed 
at them. Of course, STO was only at the debate as a result of a request 
from the MLN, but Lamme noted that “using the MLN invitation to 
shield ourselves from such criticism is failing to take responsibility for 
our own actions.”11 As an alternative, he pointed out, “we could easily 
have found a Washington-only event in a white neighborhood within a 
week’s time.”12 

7 Steve Whitman, “Dear Zulma” letter CC’d to STO and reprinted in 
IDB #31, 77.

8 Ira Churgin, “STO and Washington,” in IDB #31, 63.
9 Ibid., 63.
10 Zulma Ortiz Berria, letter to Bill Lamme, in IDB #31, 62.
11 Bill Lamme, “On the Washington Leaflet,” in IDB #31, 66.
12 Ibid.
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The third main criticism of the leaflet had to do with its revolutionary 
tenor. While a majority of STO’s local members clearly agreed that pro-
gressive support for the Washington campaign was part of the rightward 
drift of the US left, there was internal disagreement on how to respond. 
Churgin accused his own organization of “Sparticist behavior,” referring 
to the small and hyper-sectarian Trotskyist group the Sparticist League, 
insofar as STO was “sabotage[ing] the work of other progressives because 
we disagree with it or think we know better.”13 This criticism no doubt 
stung, but it was inconsistent, considering Churgin’s own participation 
in STO’s long history of presenting a critical left challenge to a range of 
progressive organizations, from labor unions to women’s rights organi-
zations to the MLN itself. Janeen Porter flipped this issue on its head, 
arguing that white leftists who supported Washington “use anti-racism to 
cover up their bad politics.”14 Churgin was on more solid ground when 
he suggested that “our effort was not really designed to raise the issue or 
encourage debate, but was our attempt to go on the record and keep our 
revolutionary credentials clean.”15 Certainly, as Lamme and others point-
ed out, STO had failed to address the significance of the Washington 
campaign until less than a month before the primary. This was especially 
ironic for an organization that prided itself on emphasizing attentive-
ness to black struggles, given that Washington’s campaign was the largest 
upsurge of organized political activity in the city’s black community in 
more than a dozen years. 

In the face of all this criticism, the Chicago branch of STO spent sig-
nificant time reviewing its actions and reformulating its position. Things 
were complicated by the fact that one leading local member of STO, 
Marilyn Katz, not only supported the Washington campaign, but was 
actually employed as its media director. Katz had been a founding mem-
ber of STO more than a decade before, had quit the group shortly after 
when she moved to Los Angeles, and had subsequently moved back to 
Chicago, rejoining STO around 1980. By 1983, she was on the group’s 
Central Committee and had a leading role in the group’s relationship to 
both the reproductive rights movement and to anti-Klan and antifascist 
struggles. After accepting the job with the Washington campaign, she 
became less attentive to her organizational duties, and eventually took 
a leave of absence from STO. She finally left the group for good when 

13 Churgin, “STO and Washington,” 63.
14 “STO National Committee Minutes, February 13, 1983—Harold 

Washington Campaign,” in IDB #31, 41–42.
15 Churgin, “STO and Washington,” 63.
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it became clear that her enthusiasm for the campaign was not shared by 
most members.16 No one else in STO had a strongly pro-Washington po-
sition, though many—including most members from the Pacific North-
west—felt that his election would be basically beneficial to the regrowth 
of black struggles in Chicago and across the country. Years later, Bill 
Lamme remembers the appeal of supporting Washington as having been 
the excitement of potentially “winning,” despite the problematic content 
of the victory. In his words, the thing “that can always distract us from 
pursuing revolutionary activity is to get involved in a liberal thing that is 
attractive partly because it has a lot more people in it. And in this case it 
was more attractive because it looked like it could win, and in fact did.”17

Indeed, Washington surprised many by winning the Democratic 
primary, having successfully split the machine vote between Byrne and 
Daley. The focus then shifted to the general election, where he faced 
a surprisingly stiff challenge from Epton, who was backed publicly or 
privately by the entire machine. Washington had pledged to replace the 
white police chief, which led many white cops to support Epton, re-
inforcing perceptions of the police department as racist. The small but 
growing fascist movement in Chicago encouraged white resistance to 
Washington, but did not embrace Epton because he was Jewish. In this 
potentially explosive environment, the Chicago branch of STO decided 
to distribute a leaflet telling white voters not to support Epton, because 
“a vote for Epton will be a clear signal to Blacks that white people stand 
on the side of maintaining business as usual.”18 Still, the leaflet did not 
encourage people to vote for Washington, because “no politician, includ-
ing Washington, is going to stop business as usual for the banks and 
corporations. To do that would require breaking the law. And politicians, 
including Washington, uphold the law.”19

The question of legality was in some ways the central issue for many 
in STO. After the primary, the majority of the Chicago branch adopted 
a formal position on the campaign, which noted that “the movement 
for Washington is not autonomous in any meaningful sense… cer-
tainly not from the state.…It is not militant, not based on mass active 

16 The leave of absence is noted in the letter from Marilyn Katz to “Dear 
National Council Members,” in IDB #31, 59. Her subsequent depar-
ture from the organization was described by Bill Lamme, interview with 
the author, July 20, 2005.

17 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
18 “Thinking of Voting for Epton?” leaflet, in IDB #31, 73.
19 Ibid.
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participation, not anti-capitalist or even anti-corporate, and certainly 
not class conscious. Its premises are parliamentary legality, ‘good gov-
ernment,’ interest group politics and class collaboration.”20 STO’s view 
stood in stark contrast to the perspective of many other leftists, who saw 
Washington as the product of a resurgent and autonomous black move-
ment.21 Nonetheless, as the concept of autonomy grew in importance 
inside STO during the early eighties, the group focused more clearly on 
the differences between reform and revolution within social struggles. 
Illegality and violence were in the air at the time, despite, or possibly 
because of, the rise of Reagan and the New Right. Beyond the direct ac-
tion tactics of the antinuclear and antiwar movements, mass—and seem-
ingly spontaneous—uprisings dotted the landscape. Miami, Florida, in 
1980, and Brixton, near London, England in 1981, experienced riots 
aimed squarely at racist police. Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland, and other parts of western Europe were home to a growing 
autonomist movement for which squatting and street fights with cops 
were both commonplace activities.22 Poland was still under martial law 
as the Soviet client state attempted to suppress one of the most vibrant 
autonomous working-class movements on the planet, Solidarność. All 
these experiences, among many others, contributed to the maturation of 
STO’s understanding of autonomy, but its origins stretched back more 
than a decade, and were internal to the group as well as external.

* * *

20 “Adopted Stance,” in IDB #31, 72.
21 A decade earlier, STO had published as a pamphlet a speech given by 

Richard Hatcher, the black mayor of Gary, Indiana. In 1983, Hatcher 
was still mayor, and Gary was not the hotbed of revolution STO had 
hoped it would become. It is possible that the bitterness of this experi-
ence influenced the group’s negative response to Washington. Richard 
Hatcher, “…And We Shall Take With Us the Best…,” (Chicago: STO, 
c. 1972), pamphlet in author’s possession.

22 For more on Miami, see Bruce Porter and Marvin Dunn, The Miami 
Riot of 1980: Crossing the Bounds (Lexington MA: Lexington Books, 
1984); on Brixton, see We Want to Riot Not to Work: The 1981 Brixton 
Uprisings (London: Riot Not to Work Collective, 1982); for continental 
Europe’s autonomist movement, see George Katsiaficas, The Subversion 
of Politics: European Autonomous Social Movements and the Decoloniza-
tion of Everyday Life (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1997).
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On some level, the concept of autonomy had been a defining part 
of STO’s political theory since the group’s inception at the end of the 
sixties. The idea of dual consciousness that the group laid out as early 
as 1971, in Toward a Revolutionary Party, implied a process whereby, 
through struggles in the workplace, the proletarian side of workers’ con-
sciousness becomes progressively more autonomous from the previously 
hegemonic bourgeois aspect. Gramsci himself had described the worker’s 
individual process of developing class consciousness as one “whose el-
ementary and primitive phase is to be found in the sense of being ‘dif-
ferent’ and ‘apart,’ in an instinctive feeling of independence, and which 
progresses to the level of real possession of a single and coherent concep-
tion of the world.”23 For STO, the purpose of existing as a revolution-
ary group (and eventually, it long hoped, as a revolutionary party) was 
“to discover and articulate” the independent instinct that Gramsci had 
noted.24 In particular, “the party must assume some responsibility for 
the translation of individual resentment and resistance into collective 
action.”25 While this initial understanding of the party’s leadership role 
mitigated somewhat against STO’s later embrace of the full meaning of 
autonomy, it nonetheless indicated the group’s developing analysis of the 
concept that would eventually characterize its approach to struggle.

An extended quotation from Toward a Revolutionary Party can help 
shed light on the complexity of the strategic conception that flowed from 
STO’s understanding of dual consciousness. After criticizing a range of 
alternative party building efforts, from the Communist Party USA, the 
Socialist Workers Party, and the Revolutionary Union, among others, 
STO lays out the fundamental basis for its own approach:

In our view, the primary role of the party in the mass move-
ment is to discover and articulate the patterns of thought, 
action, and organization which embody the potential of 
workers to make a revolution. These patterns are manifest-
ed, embryonically, in the course of every genuine struggle. 
The characteristic content of mass struggle provides the only 
possible social basis for integrating the experiences of masses 
of workers into a coherent revolutionary ideology and 
culture. The real work of the party involves linking these 

23 Antonio Gramsci, “The Study of Philosophy,” in The Prison Notebooks, 
333.

24 TARP, 26.
25 Ibid.
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fragmentary autonomous elements and socializing them 
into a new culture of struggle. This means that the party 
must emphasize and develop those forms of struggle which 
show workers the possibility of relying on their own collec-
tive solidarity and strength, not on capitalist legality and 
bureaucratic procedures; it must emphasize these programs 
which lay the basis for the unification of the working class. 
Particularly important in this regard are concrete challenges 
to the institution and ideology of white supremacy. Our 
perspective aims at the development of an anti-capitalist 
dual power as the engine for the transformation of the mass 
reform struggle into a mass revolutionary movement. This 
dual power constitutes a revolutionary social bloc that exists 
within the framework of capitalism without ever acquiesc-
ing in the legitimacy or the permanence of the social order. 
The development of such a revolutionary social bloc deter-
mines our conception of the nature and role of the party.26

Here we find most of the key elements of STO’s eventual “mature” 
position on autonomy: the idea that autonomy is implicit—if “fragmen-
tary”—in “every genuine struggle,” the notion that autonomy is not 
static but develops in the course of social conflict, the importance of 
a “revolutionary social bloc” that positions itself within but against the 
“framework of capitalism.” The only missing aspect, the need for au-
tonomy from self-proclaimed leadership, is implied in the criticism of 
other party-building models that formed the basis for the group’s positive 
conception.27 In short, working-class autonomy was part and parcel of 
STO’s revolutionary strategy from its earliest phase of existence. 

Just as STO’s analysis of workers’ dual consciousness drew upon 
and concretized a belief in the autonomy of the class, so the group’s 
understanding of white supremacy and white skin privilege was always 
informed by an almost religious faith in black autonomy. Thus, Noel 
Ignatin, in his Portland speech from 1972, later published as “Black 
Worker, White Worker,” explains that “by Black struggle I mean the 
autonomous Black movement. I do not mean any particular organiza-
tion, although a number of organizations are part of it.” Indeed, Ignatin 

26 Ibid., 26–27.
27 The same aspect is also implicit later in the pamphlet in the criticism 

of “communist leadership” of the Flint Sit-Down Strike of 1936–1937. 
Ibid., 35.
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was good enough to furnish one of the earliest working definitions of 
autonomy produced by STO, again in the specific context of black 
autonomy. By autonomous black movement, he writes, “I am referring 
to the tendency on the part of large numbers of Black people, especially 
workers, to find ways of acting together independent of white control 
and white approval, and to decide their course of action based simply 
on what they feel is good for Black people, not what serves some so-
called larger movement.”28 In Ignatin’s definition, the complexities and 
ambiguities of the concept of autonomy come into clearer view. To be 
autonomous is to proclaim (or to struggle for) independence not only 
from capital or the state, but also from a range of self-identified lead-
ers, representatives or comrades. In the case Ignatin describes, the list 
could potentially be quite lengthy: white-led labor unions, multiracial 
revolutionary parties, integrated civil rights organizations, not to men-
tion bosses, landlords, social workers, school boards, various regulatory 
agencies, other government bureaucracies, and of course the police. 
Putting to one side the questions of corruption and racism, many of 
the listed entities would sincerely claim to be working in the best inter-
ests of the black community. For the “Black struggle” to identify itself 
as autonomous from some or all of these forces is a rejection of the 
idea that anyone else knows more than they do about how to change 
the world. 

A parallel vision of autonomy, though less romantic, animated STO’s 
approach to women’s issues and gay and lesbian struggles throughout 
the late seventies. As has been clear, the group generally respected and 
encouraged the independent action of women against male supremacy. 
Still, it was always willing to criticize feminists who took bad political 
stances, especially on questions relating to white supremacy, regardless 
of any abstract claim the women’s movement might have had to its own 
autonomy from mixed-gender organizations like STO. Similarly, in its 
limited interventions into the arena of gay and lesbian liberation, the 
organization viewed autonomous efforts as an important form of resis-
tance against oppression, but not as something above criticism. Thus, 
Alan Rausch, in his lengthy 1978 essay on the subject, “In Partial Pay-
ment: Class Struggle, Sexuality, and the Gay Movement,” depicts the 
history of the fraught relationship between Marxism and homosexuality 
in terms far more sympathetic to gays and lesbians than to the left. At 
the same time, he rejects any notion that “gay liberation is by nature 

28 Noel Ignatin, “Black Worker, White Worker” (1972), reprinted in 
Workplace Papers, 1980, 25.
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revolutionary,” preferring to describe it as a “democratic rights struggle.”29 
While Rausch’s essay sounds stilted to contemporary ears in many places, 
it reflected a relatively advanced position among Leninists at the time. 
However, the disparity between its critical treatment of gay and lesbian 
struggles and the kid-gloves approach taken with black and national lib-
eration movements reflected the subordinate position autonomy still had 
in STO’s politics in the latter part of the seventies. 

Around the same time, as STO began to emphasize the national 
question as a framework for resisting white supremacy, the group started 
to draw on additional external sources to defend its growing emphasis on 
autonomy. Don Hamerquist’s 1976 pamphlet White Supremacy and the 
Afro-American National Question contains a highly unorthodox take on 
what had been a fairly standard Leninist parable: the story of the Jewish 
Bund. The Bund participated actively in the founding of the Russian 
Social Democratic Labor Party (RSDLP, the forerunner of the Commu-
nist Party of the Soviet Union) in 1898, and had maintained a general 
autonomy “in matters generally concerning the Jewish proletariat.”30 But 
in 1903 the Party Congress voted overwhelmingly to reject this auton-
omy, and the Bund split from the RSDLP.31 Throughout the seventies, 
this story was routinely used by self-described multiracial revolutionary 
organizations as an argument against national or racial autonomy, but 
Hamerquist turns the argument on its head. He notes that Lenin had 
actually argued for the readmission of the Bund three years later in 1906, 
despite the fact that the Bund leadership was politically much closer to 
the Menshevik faction of the Party, which Lenin consistently opposed. 
“Thus,” argues Hamerquist,

if anything, the unique features of the Bund would have 
dictated against concessions in the direction of autonomy 
for it within the RSDLP, but the Bolshevik position was for 

29 Alan Rausch, “In Partial Payment: Class Struggle, Sexuality, and the 
Gay Movement,” in UT #7, Winter 1980, 11. This essay was subse-
quently republished as a pamphlet in 1981, with an introductory note 
that indicates it was originally written in 1978. “Queer,” “transgender,” 
and other more contemporary terms do not appear in Rausch’s piece 
(other than in a negative reference to “queer-baiting”), and are thus 
avoided here as well.

30 Leonard Schapiro, The Communist Party of the Soviet Union (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1964), 30.

31 Schapiro tallies the vote as 41 to 5, with 5 abstentions. Ibid., 50.
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substantial autonomy. Isn’t it obvious, then, that in situa-
tions where the national character of a people is much more 
evident than with Russian Jews (i.e. North American Black 
people or Puerto Ricans living in the U.S.), and where the 
level of consciousness and organization among the working 
class in these national groups is well advanced over that of 
white working people, the precedent of the Bolshevik atti-
tude towards the Bund would certainly entail a large degree 
of autonomy and rights to separate organizations within the 
party?32

Despite Hamerquist’s enthusiasm, however, subsequent advocacy 
within STO for the concept of autonomy, whether for national/racial 
groupings, for women, for youth, or for the whole working class, rarely 
made use of this particular line of argument. This was perhaps in part the 
result of an ironic twist in the group’s trajectory, the split of 1978.

Little more than a year after raising the Bund in defense of autonomy, 
STO began the awkward discussions on third world autonomy within 
the group that led to the split in which the last remaining members of 
color left the organization. In practice, this represented the precise in-
version of Hamerquist’s analysis of the Bund. One key complication of 
STO’s analysis of autonomy as a concept was that it was applied largely 
to movements and to organizations rather than to individuals. The ma-
jority position in the 1978 schism effectively held that autonomy was 
necessarily a social phenomenon to which individuals must be subordi-
nated. Thus, the handful of black and latino revolutionaries who chose 
to join STO in the mid-seventies were criticized for having placed their 
individual preferences (for the sort of anti-Stalinist political conceptions 
that distinguished STO from most of the revolutionary nationalist orga-
nizations of the era) above the needs of “their” communities. Of course, 
as the splitting faction was quick to point out, such an assessment neatly 
mirrored the condescension that Ignatin had forcefully rejected only a 
few years earlier in his Portland speech, as if the white leadership of STO 
knew better than the members of color what those needs were and how 
best to meet them.

32 Don Hamerquist, White Supremacy and the Afro-American National 
Question, 23. Schapiro notes that while Lenin and Stalin both voted 
for the Bund’s re-admission, “many other Bolsheviks voted against it.” 
Schapiro, The Community Party, 74.
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* * *
Another major external source for STO’s ideas on autonomy was like-

ly responsible for the refusal to see autonomy in individual terms—the 
impact of the European autonomists, especially in Italy, during the sev-
enties. As was discussed in Chapter Two, the Hot Autumn of 1969 was 
one of the foundational influences on STO’s initial approach to organiz-
ing. Over the course of the following decade, the Italian movement went 
through a maze of ups and downs, producing a range of organizational 
forms and theoretical insights, always foregrounding the concept of au-
tonomy. Interestingly, the Italians were themselves heavily influenced by 
the same upsurge of black radicalism in the United States that inspired 
STO. Thus, Potere Operaio (PO), the Italian organization that most 
closely resembled the early STO, argued as early as 1967 that “Black 
Power means therefore the autonomous revolutionary organization of 
Blacks.”33 Like STO, PO was “anti-parliamentarian, contemptuous of 
work within the unions, committed to an insurrectionalist perspective,” 
and like STO it went into crisis as the labor militancy of the early seven-
ties receded.34 While STO was able to reconstitute itself on the terrain 
of anti-imperialist solidarity in the middle part of the decade, PO passed 
from the scene and was organizationally replaced by a plethora of smaller 
groups, collectively referred to as Autonomia. This trend participated ac-
tively in workplace, student, and community struggles, always pushing 
for militant direct action and resisting the attempts of labor unions, po-
litical parties, or anyone else to direct their activity. 

As the decade progressed, autonomist ideas migrated northward in 
Europe, so that by 1980 there were self-described autonomist move-
ments active in Switzerland, the Netherlands, Denmark, and especially 
in Germany, where they took the name Autonomen. The influence of the 
Italian movement was also felt in Britain, where the group Big Flame 
fully embraced autonomy as a political framework and followed a trajec-
tory quite similar to that of STO, from workplace organizing, through 
third world solidarity, to engagement with new social movements in the 
early eighties.35 Meanwhile, the major thinkers of the Italian milieu, in-

33 Potere Operaio Veneto-Emiliano, “La lotta dei Vietcong ci insegna che 
la rivoluzione e possible,” in Potere Operaio #1, 1967. Quoted in Steve 
Wright, Storming Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian Au-
tonomist Marxism, (London: Pluto Press, 2002), 132. 

34 Steve Wright, Storming Heaven, 131. 
35 The website http://bigflameuk.wordpress.com/ (accessed January 10, 
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cluding Sergio Bologna, Ferruccio Gambino, Mariarossa Dalla Costa, 
and above all Antonio Negri, produced a stunning array of written out-
put, all aimed at developing the theoretical underpinnings for the con-
cept of working-class autonomy. Quantifying and timing the impact of 
this body of work on STO is difficult, since translations of most Italian 
autonomist writings did not begin to appear in English until the end of 
the seventies.36 There had been some individual points of contact earlier 
in the decade, with Noel Ignatin and Don Hamerquist, in particular, 
maintaining communication with Gambino and others at various points 
in time. 

By the end of the decade, STO had initiated the first in a series 
of delegated visits to Europe, where meetings were held in various 
countries to help develop an international tendency built around anti- 
imperialism and autonomy as guiding principles. Along with the Ital-
ians, the participants included Big Flame, the Irish group Revolutionary 
Struggle, and others. An international journal was planned, though it 
apparently was never published in English. This international tendency, 
like the US-based efforts described in Chapter Seven, was amorphous, 
although at some point around 1980 Noel Ignatin attempted to define 
“who ‘we’ is.” His definition spoke directly to questions of autonomy, 
drawing heavily on the rhetoric of Toward a Revolutionary Party, by 
then nearly a decade old:

The task of the Marxist organization [is] not to “lead the 
masses” according to some scheme of our own, but to seek 
out and discover those elements of the spontaneous struggle 
which are autonomous and subversive of official society, 
and weld them together in a revolutionary social bloc. This 
task, which is more easily accomplished in times of general 
upsurge but which cannot be left for those times alone, has 
two aspects: 1) the positive one, of linking the autonomous 
elements together organizationally, intervening to trans-
form them from spontaneous to conscious, and drawing a 
clear line between these elements and the institutions and 
practices—trade unions, parliamentarianism, etc.—which 

2012) provides an impressive collection of original documents and con-
temporary reflections on Big Flame. 

36 The Red Notes Collective in England began to produce translations as 
early as 1976, but it is not clear when and to what extent these were 
available in the United States. 
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mediate them; and 2) the negative aspect, of counterposing 
these subversive elements to the ordinary “loyal” patterns of 
behavior, which are also spontaneously generated.37

One notable feature of the European autonomist trend was its im-
plicit assumption that autonomy was a social phenomenon. Drawing 
on this tradition, the contemporary radical writer George Katsiaficas 
suggests that “autonomy has a variety of meanings. Western philosophy 
since Kant has used the term to refer to the independence of individual 
subjectivity, but as I use the term … autonomy refers mainly to collec-
tive relationships, not individual ones.”38 This usage has roots in Marx’s 
Grundrisse, which begins with a broadside against the “illusion” of the 
atomized individual. For Marx, then, “the socially determined produc-
tion of individuals constitutes the starting point” of all economic and 
social theory.39 The Grundrisse was a supremely important text for the 
Italian autonomists, and for STO, in part because it rearticulated the hu-
manism implicit in the so-called “early Marx” of the 1844 Manuscripts, 
emphasizing the concept of alienation. For the autonomists, alienation 
was the flipside of autonomy, and both were fundamentally social rather 
than individual experiences.

37 Noel Ignatin, “Who ‘We’ Is” (nd, but c. 1980), unpublished manu-
script in author’s possession. Thanks to Steve Wright for providing me 
a copy of this document, which was initially distributed among the 
members of Big Flame.

38 Katsiaficas, Subversion of Politics, 6. A very different radical vision of 
autonomy is presented by the philosopher Sarah Lucia Hoagland, who 
shares with Katsiaficas and others a critique of Kantian individualism, 
but attempts to resolve the contradiction between the individual and 
social aspects of autonomy by coining the term “autokoenony,” from 
the Greek words for “self ” and “community.” In her terms, “an autokoe-
nonous being is one who is aware of her self as one among others within 
a community that forms her ground of be-ing, one who makes her deci-
sions in consideration of her limitations as well as in consideration of 
the agendas and perceptions of others. She does not merge with others, 
nor does she estrange herself; she interacts with others in situations.” 
Sarah Lucia Hoagland, Lesbian Ethics: Toward New Value (Palo Alto, 
CA: Institute of Lesbian Studies, 1988), 145.

39 Karl Marx, Grundrisse, translated by David McLellan, quoted in McLel-
lan, ed. Karl Marx: Selected Writings (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1977), 345.
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Another element of the Italian autonomist tradition in particular was 
also imported into STO as it began its own autonomist turn: a mille-
narian anticipation of massive and fundamental social upheaval on the 
horizon. As the group began to reconsider its declaration of “the lull” 
at the end of the seventies, some members of STO introduced the con-
cept of a “secular crisis” in capital, based again on certain passages in the 
Grundrisse that discussed the possible breakdown in the law of value that 
had always served as the bedrock of capitalism. Marxism has traditionally 
posited that the value of any commodity is a direct result of the labor put 
into its production. Hamerquist, in particular, was especially fond of the 
following provocative assertion from Marx, which seemed to suggest an 
impending change in the traditional formula:

The theft of alien labour time, on which the present wealth 
is based, appears a miserable foundation in the face of this 
new one, created by large scale industry itself. As soon as la-
bour in the direct form has ceased to be the great wellspring 
of wealth, labour time ceases to be its measure, and hence 
exchange value must cease to be the measure of use value.… 
With that, production based on exchange value breaks 
down, and the direct material production process is stripped 
of the form of penury and antithesis.40

In other words, to the extent that capitalism becomes increasingly 
dependent on technology, actual living workers and their labor become 
less and less central to the process of production. 

In typically dialectical fashion, this prospect implied a contradictory 
set of outcomes. By the early eighties, Hamerquist had come to view this 
prospect through a dark lens, speculating about possibilities of genocide 
(to reduce the supply of superfluous workers) and impending barbar-
ity or fascism, should the revolutionary left fail to transform itself into 
mass insurgent opposition to capitalism.41 On the other hand, the crisis 

40 Marx, Grundrisse, translated by Martin Nicolaus (New York: Penguin, 
1973), 705–706. (This translation differs from McLellan, and was the 
preferred version in use by STO in the early eighties.)

41 Hamerquist’s unpublished essay simply titled “Rewrite #3” from 1983, 
quotes the relevant passage from the Grundrisse and discusses the 
bleak possibilities that presented themselves in the absence of a revital-
ized anti-capitalist left. In author’s possession. This is the speech that 
Hamerquist was to have given as a keynote at the No Easy Answers Left 
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in the law of value could also be seen to herald the coming of a com-
munist society, such that, for Marx, the prospect of machines displac-
ing human labor carried with it an opening for “the artistic, scientific, 
etc. development of the individuals in the time set free” from work.42 
Here, again, was STO’s understanding of the fundamental contradiction 
of Marxism, between the means or “forces” of production (technology, 
machines) and the mode or “social relations” of production (the slavery 
of the wage vs. the autonomy of the proletariat). Capitalism reflected 
one view of each side in this contradiction, while communism crystal-
lizes an opposite view. Thus, in Marx’s phrasing, “Forces of production 
and social relations—two different sides of the development of the social 
individual—appear to capital as mere means, and are merely means for 
it to produce on its limited foundation. In fact, however, they are the 
material conditions to blow this foundation sky-high.”43 This, in short, 
was the secular crisis of capitalism.

Like Hamerquist and some other members of STO, the wing of the 
Italian autonomists led by Negri believed that the crisis in the law of 
value was actually playing out in the economic restructuring of the sev-
enties, alongside the apparent rise in autonomous resistance to capital 
among broad sectors of the population. Thus, according to Steve Wright, 
a leading historian of the Italian movement, “while he continued to reject 
traditional Marxist conceptions of crisis, Negri’s own framework became 
no less catastrophic.”44 For Negri, the catastrophe was to be welcomed. 
Indeed, in 1977 he made the grandiose claim that “we are here; we are 
uncrushable; and we are in the majority.”45 While STO never approached 
this level of delusional optimism, there was a decidedly rosy aspect to the 

conference in New York City.
42 Marx, Grundrisse (Nicolaus translation), 706. A similarly optimistic 

take on the shift toward technology can be found in the sixties writ-
ings of the anarchist Murray Bookchin, especially his 1968 essay “Post-
Scarcity Anarchism,” in Post-Scarcity Anarchism (Montreal: Black Rose 
Books, 1986 [1971]),55–76.

43 Ibid.
44 Steve Wright, Storming Heaven, 173.
45 Antonio Negri, “Capitalist Domination and Working Class Sabotage” 

(1977), as quoted in Steve Wright, Storming Heaven, 173. Wright main-
tains that this pamphlet “went on to become a best seller.” At the very 
least, it was popular within STO during the early eighties, with Janeen 
Creamer in particular utilizing it on several occasions in polemics with-
in the organization.
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group’s view of the crisis, Hamerquist’s fears of genocide notwithstand-
ing. At the very least, it was commonplace to assert the need to maximize 
the opportunities that were sure to emerge in the coming years. This 
tendency was especially prominent in discussions of production work 
and antifascist organizing. It built upon the perceived upsurge of mass 
illegality in hotspots from Miami and Brixton to Gdansk and Berlin. 
Hindsight makes clear the substantial misestimate built into this line of 
thinking, but the dialectical approach to crisis was a hallmark of STO’s 
theory of autonomy as the eighties progressed. 

* * *
In many ways, the emergence of the dialectics course grounded 

STO’s discussion of autonomy in a broader and deeper framework 
than had previously been the case. Instead of limiting the question to 
issues of race and nation, the group began something of a return to 
the broad defense of working-class autonomy that had characterized 
Toward a Revolutionary Party. This did not entail a rejection of the 
insights gained over the intervening years, but rather their re-articula-
tion into novel discussions of class. A valuable marker in that process 
was Lee Holstein’s essay, “Working Class Self-Activity: A Response to 
Kim Moody,” in the Summer 1980 issue of Urgent Tasks. Moody was 
a prominent member of the International Socialists, a key Trotskyist 
group of the era, who had written a lengthy set of articles in 1979 on 
the Marxist theory of revolution. But Moody and his articles appear 
mainly as a foil for Holstein’s efforts to articulate a theoretical analy-
sis of autonomy tied directly to STO’s longstanding critique of trade 
unions. “Working class self-activity is working class autonomy—au-
tonomy from capitalism,” argues Holstein.46 Her problem with advo-
cates of trade union reform efforts, such as Moody, is that they “mush 
together the reform and revolutionary aspects of resistance and insur-
gency, treating forms of resistance and insurgency which are confined 
within the framework of capitalism in the same way as those which 
break out of that framework.”47 For Holstein, by contrast, “self-activity 
is not just resisting and attacking, but resisting and attacking in a way 
that undermines capitalist power, destabilizes its institutional frame-
work, and foreshadows and demonstrates, in the form and content of 

46 Lee Holstein, “Working Class Self-Activity: A Response to Kim 
Moody,” in UT #9, Summer 1980, 13.

47 Ibid., 12.
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the current struggles, the potential of the workers to be rulers.”48 On a 
practical level, she maintains, this conception necessitates a “break with 
the trade union structures,” while on a more theoretical level it requires 
a careful attentiveness to “the working class in its humanness.”49 

Much of the textual support on which Holstein’s essay draws is taken 
more or less directly from the dialectics course. She notes Marx’s distinc-
tion between the “class-in-itself ” and the “class-for-itself,” and quotes 
extensively from Gramsci’s discourse on consciousness in the Prison 
Notebooks. She highlights STO’s conviction that the essential contradic-
tion in capitalism is that between the means of production and the mode 
of production, utilizing citations from various key texts by Marx. At the 
same time, Holstein makes use not only of her recent reading, but also 
of her own personal experiences over many years working in factories, 
in particular when she uses a lengthy and thoughtful reflection on the 
contradictions of a hypothetical worker in a piece-rate shop to show how 
all workers, not just those who conform to left stereotypes of advanced or 
militant proletarians, express “both revolutionary and non-revolutionary 
elements.”50 While her specific reading of Moody’s piece comes across 
now as nitpicky, her holistic analysis of self-activity as autonomy was 
pivotal as STO entered the eighties.

One practical form taken by this reframing of autonomy in terms of 
class was the abortive attempt to reinvigorate STO’s workplace organiz-
ing efforts. This effort had been approved at the General Membership 
Meeting in 1979, but stalled repeatedly for a number of reasons. Dein-
dustrialization was making it harder for members to obtain work in fac-
tories, especially in the heavy industries (steel, auto, etc.) that had been 
STO’s previous areas of concentration. However, even where a number 
of members were involved in production work, as in Kansas City, there 
were problems. The union reform efforts the group had long disparaged 
were showing some limited signs of immediate success, which made 
it more difficult for STO’s critique of unions to gain a hearing among 
workers. This was especially true among those workers most inclined 
toward organizing in the shop, since they were drawn to the prospect of 
victory that reform movements like Teamsters for a Democratic Union 
(TDU) represented. STO members in Kansas City and elsewhere carried 
on an uneasy relationship with TDU for a period of time at the turn of 
the decade, but in this effort they always faced resistance within STO 

48 Ibid.
49 Ibid., 18–19.
50 Ibid., 17.
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as well as within TDU, which was one of the International Socialists’ 
(IS) key targets for organizing.51 Eventually, it became clear that work 
with TDU was unlikely to produce the sort of growing radicalization of 
workers that STO believed was both desirable and increasingly possible.

Over the course of 1981, another attempt was made to kick-start 
the “Production Fraction,” as it was known. The new proposal called 
for the creation of a general workers’ organization, as opposed to the 
sort of site-specific factory committees that had been the hallmark of 
STO’s original workplace efforts. Kansas City branch member and fac-
tory worker Janeen Creamer wanted the group “to build a city-wide, 
multi-national, class-conscious, hell-raising, ass-kicking group of work-
ing-class people who view themselves as organizers.”52 The proposal 
was to cohere a core of insurgent workers who could advance a solidly 
revolutionary response to the economic crisis that dominated STO’s 
estimate of the period. A key veteran of the early years and a longtime 
auto worker, Carole Travis, pointed to the needed tactical shift: “Our 
old methods of shop floor work are not now relevant. Building shop 
floor organization reflective of particular plant or department griev-
ances cannot be at the heart of our organizing now. Those techniques 
incorrectly emphasize struggles which are neither central nor winnable 
as isolated struggles.”53 Instead, Travis and others wanted to establish 
a more proletarian version of the various social movements that had 
taken up so much of STO’s time since the late seventies. Most activities 
of such a group would happen outside the workplace, either through 
demonstrations or through small-scale militant direct actions. As an 
example, Travis suggested a focus on the problems of the economic cri-
sis, especially the rise of far-right and Klan forces among unemployed 
and underemployed white workers, as well as some predictable foreign 
policy issues.

For Creamer and for Travis, as for others, the key aspect of any such 
organization was its autonomy, not only from capitalism but from STO 
itself. Travis warned that “our work should not degenerate into pressur-
ing or manipulating people. Activity and projects of the group as a whole, 

51 Geoff Bailey, “1960s Radicals Turn to Party Building,” in International 
Socialist Review #53 (May/June, 2007) describes the role played by the 
IS in the development of TDU.

52 Janeen Creamer, “Proposal for a Citywide Workers’ Group,” in IDB 
#19, October 1980, 28.

53 Carole Travis, “Some Thoughts on Proletarian Organization,” in IDB 
#23A, June 1981, 13.
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once it becomes a whole, must be determined by it.”54 But the height-
ened emphasis on autonomy drew some complaints from inside STO, 
even before the proposal could be initiated. Lowell May, for instance, 
argued that “we’re expecting to organize advanced workers without the 
benefit of a sufficient anti-imperialist/anti-white supremacist context. 
What will produce the revolutionary consciousness (as opposed to mili-
tant oppressor nation worker consciousness)? Not us. Even without the 
commitment to autonomy, we couldn’t do it.”55 May’s phrasing suggests 
he thought the group’s interest in autonomy was a burden, but mostly 
he was interested in highlighting its one-sidedness in the absence of a 
resurgent black radicalism, inside or outside the ever-shrinking factories. 
In any event, the proposal, as with so many of STO’s initiatives during 
its declining years, came to naught. While individual members of STO 
continued to work in factory settings throughout the rest of the group’s 
existence, it would never again mount a meaningful campaign that fo-
cused squarely on efforts to organize the working class. 

* * *
STO’s failure to reinvigorate its production work was also reflective of 

a recurrent element of STO’s commitment to autonomy: a form of orga-
nizational self-deprecation. Because it was an overwhelmingly (at times, 
exclusively) white organization, the group’s early realization of its own 
potentially antagonistic role relative to the black liberation movement 
was permanently humbling. It was precisely this respect for black auton-
omy that led the group to decide in its early years against the recruitment 
of close comrades such as the black communist Macee Halk.56 The issue 
went beyond just race relations, however, and broached the question of 
working-class autonomy. For the most part, the group was always loathe 
to recruit as new members militants (of whatever color) encountered in 
the context of mass struggle, whether on the shop floor or in the anti-
nuclear movement. When the group’s internal crisis began in the early 
eighties, as described in Chapter Seven, the membership focused on both 
practical questions—poor communication between the Central Com-
mittee and the branches, for instance—and more theoretical issues—the 
tension between left and mass work, for example. Many of these factors 

54 Ibid., 14.
55 Lowell May, “Class Organizing Comments,” in Secret Supplement to 

IDB #24, September 1981, 35.
56 For more on Halk, see Chapter Three.
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no doubt contributed to the growing organizational frustrations, but 
what is striking in the group’s surfeit of otherwise thoughtful reflections 
and proposals is the total absence of any reference to STO’s growing at-
tachment to autonomy. Certainly, the idea of autonomy as formulated 
by STO and others was an important counterweight to the tendency 
toward authoritarianism that had plagued the Marxist tradition in all its 
many variants. But for a group whose cohesion had always been framed 
by a Leninist commitment to building a true revolutionary party, the 
shift toward autonomy certainly exacerbated the problems of organiza-
tional drift. 

These contradictions were on full display in a paper written by Noel 
Ignatin at the beginning of 1983. In “For Autonomism,” Ignatin drew 
an important distinction between the broad trend within black radi-
calism toward “autonomism,” defined as “the general tendency which 
regards an independent black movement as a strategic principle,” and 
black nationalism as a narrower trend toward creation of an indepen-
dent nation-state.57 Though STO had long prioritized support for revo-
lutionary nationalism, it was clear by the early eighties that a majority of 
the group’s membership had fundamental political differences with the 
dominant tendencies within the black nationalist milieu. In that sense, 
Ignatin’s paper pointed to a real shift in STO’s political strategy as a result 
of the growing importance of autonomy within the group. At the same 
time, the paper represented something of a throwback to the early seven-
ties, when STO pamphlets like The United Front Against Imperialism? 
flirted with a fully romanticized vision of the black freedom struggle. In 
the new era, however, Ignatin—no doubt reflecting on the frustrations of 
working with the Puerto Rican independence movement—was suggest-
ing that revolutionary nationalism was potentially a barrier to autonomy 
rather than its standard-bearer. This was yet another sign of the ways 
in which the growing pull of autonomy was shattering previously un-
disputed components of STO’s analysis. But again, “For Autonomism” 
limited itself to addressing the implications of autonomy for the black 
movement, and failed to address the ways in which a commitment to 
autonomy was changing STO itself. 

* * *
Autonomy as a concept did not only apply to the political left, and 

over time STO came to view the threat of fascism through a lens of 

57 Noel Ignatin, “For Autonomism,” in IDB #30, February, 1983, 3.
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autonomy as well. For a number of years, the group’s unified approach to 
fascism provided a counterweight to the mounting frustrations of tenden-
cy building. Fascism presented both a theoretical challenge and a physical 
danger to committed revolutionaries at the turn of the eighties, especially 
in the deep South, where the Klan was well organized and highly violent. 
Certainly the most chilling example was the massacre of five members of 
the newly minted Communist Workers Party (CWP, formerly the Work-
ers’ Voice Organization, a Maoist outgrowth of the New Communist 
Movement) by Klansmen and neo-Nazis in Greensboro, North Carolina 
on December 3, 1979.58 While STO was harshly critical of the politics 
of the CWP, including its analysis of fascism as a transparent tool of the 
capitalist system, it recognized certain common risks resulting from the 
emphasis on direct action-oriented antifascist organizing that character-
ized both groups despite their divergent trajectories. 

Much of the US left at the end of the seventies rejected this emphasis, 
arguing that the danger of fascism was exaggerated and that antifascism 
was a distraction from more essential work around labor struggles or race 
relations.59 Indeed, STO itself had long held an almost identical posi-
tion. In 1976, the group had published a discussion paper (originally 
written in 1974) by Don Hamerquist entitled “Fascism in the U.S.?” 
Written as an intervention in debates around the role and strategy of the 
National Lawyers Guild, Hamerquist’s piece presented a fairly straight-
forward argument with implications well beyond the practice of left-
wing attorneys. The essay begins with an acceptance of the common 
Marxist assumption that fascism represents “the course of desperation 
for the ruling class, a course only taken in the event of the failure of the 
bourgeois democratic forms of rule which have worked in this country 
since its beginnings.”60 While STO was later to challenge this premise in 
favor of emphasizing the autonomous potential of fascist movements, 

58 For more on Greensboro, see Elizabeth Wheaton, Codename Greenkil: 
The 1979 Greensboro Killings (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 
2009 [1987]) as well as the analytical memoir written by a survivor 
of the massacre, Signe Waller, Love and Revolution: A Political Mem-
oir: People’s History of the Greensboro Massacre, Its Setting and Aftermath 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2002).

59 Noel Ignatin presented multiple examples of this phenomenon within 
the seventies left in “Fascism: Some Common Misconceptions,” in UT 
#4, Summer 1978.

60 Don Hamerquist, “Fascism in the U.S.?” (Chicago: STO, 1976 [1974]), 
2.
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Hamerquist was more focused on proving that capitalism in the US 
was unlikely to embrace fascism anytime soon. If fascism represented a 
last-ditch response to a rising tide of left revolutionary sentiment, then 
the unmistakable decline of the radical movements that had rocked the 
country during the late sixties was all the evidence required to support 
Hamerquist’s argument. 

The analysis went deeper, and (unsurprisingly) related back directly 
to STO’s theory of white supremacy and white skin privilege. In this 
regard, Hamerquist counters the “imminent fascism” thesis by pointing 
to the ways in which white supremacy was woven into the very fabric of 
“bourgeois democracy.” The repressive terror associated with fascism, he 
argues, has long been characteristic of the daily life of people of color in 
the United States, especially in their dealings with the police and state 
bureaucracies. Nonetheless, “despite the fascistic aspects of the oppres-
sion of Third World people, in fact, national oppression and its mani-
festation in the institution of white supremacy are essential and defining 
features of US capitalist—that is, of WHITE SUPREMACIST bour-
geois democratic rule, the only “democracy” which has ever existed in 
this country with the exception of a brief period in the South following 
the Civil War.”61 What is more, “to a large degree, bourgeois democracy 
in this country is a white privilege.”62 After briefly restating STO’s long-
standing perspective on the role of white skin privilege in dividing the 
working class, Hamerquist returns to the question of fascism. “So long 
as the bulk of the white working class sees its interests mainly in terms of 
skin color, not class position, the likelihood of fascist rule being extended 
to the society as a whole is minimal.”63 With the status quo functioning 
successfully, there was no incentive for the ruling class to pursue fascism 
as a policy option.

Hamerquist concludes his polemic with an assessment of the strategic 
implications of the competing analyses of fascism. Those who argue that 
fascism is imminent, he maintains, are really looking for a way to avoid 
the hard work of challenging white supremacy within the white working 
class. In this scenario, “the approach to white workers is not to attempt 
to win them to a stand of class solidarity with oppressed peoples, but to 
convince them that they are next on the list.”64 It was no surprise to those 
familiar with STO’s politics that Hamerquist rejected this strategy as an 

61 Ibid., 5.
62 Ibid., 6.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
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inherently doomed attempt at shortcutting the hard work of defeating 
white supremacy within the working class. At the time (1974), this was 
consistent with STO’s emphasis on direct organizing at the point of pro-
duction. As the decade progressed and the group focused its efforts on 
anti-imperialist solidarity, the specific critique of the “imminent fascism” 
theory was subsumed in a more general political shift. The real-world re-
sult for STO was a general failure to engage in explicit antifascist organiz-
ing efforts for most of the seventies, until shortly before the Greensboro 
massacre.

The gradual move toward a conceptual emphasis on autonomy led 
STO to reconsider its approach to fascism and antifascism, a process 
that was accelerated by the difficulty (and, to a lesser extent, danger) 
experienced by Ken Lawrence in Mississippi as he attempted to develop 
and maintain connections with a range of black and other radical groups 
that faced sustained harassment by a newly resurgent Ku Klux Klan. In 
some ways, Noel Ignatin began the theoretical shift with an important 
article published in Urgent Tasks in 1978, entitled “Fascism: Some Com-
mon Misconceptions.” In it, Ignatin challenges many standard left as-
sumptions about fascism, most prominently the famous definition put 
forward by the Thirteenth Plenum of the Executive Committee of the 
Comintern in 1933: “Fascism is the open terrorist dictatorship of the 
most reactionary, most chauvinistic and most imperialist elements of fi-
nance capital.”65 By contrast, argues Ignatin, fascism must be understood 
to have its own dynamic, quite apart from the supposed desire of some 
sections of capital to establish dictatorial control over society. Thus, “it is 
necessary to recognize the relative autonomy of the fascist movement in 
relation to all classes, as an important feature that distinguishes it from 
other rightwing governments.”66 Ignatin goes on to offer a set of hypo-
thetical examples designed to demonstrate the potential (if not actual) 
autonomy of fascism as a political movement in periods prior to a seizure 
of power.

Around the same time, Ken Lawrence and many other southern revo-
lutionaries were receiving threats of physical violence from various Klan 
factions across the region. While this experience prompted many of the 
targeted radicals to identify the Klan as a proxy for state repression on the 
model of COINTELPRO, Lawrence took another tack. He focused on 
the growing interaction between the uniquely “American” Klan milieu 

65 Quoted in Ignatin, “Fascism: Some Common Misconceptions,” in UT 
#4, Summer 1978, 27.

66 Ibid., 29.
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and the previously distinct tradition of European-influenced fascism. In 
this context, the fact that Klan and neo-Nazi groups had themselves been 
the targets of COINTELPRO operations was indicative of their actual 
autonomy from the state, at least at the level of the federal government.67 
Similar conclusions were drawn by other STO members based on local 
experiences in Kansas City and Chicago, and rather quickly the organi-
zation had developed a coherent and rather unorthodox analysis of fas-
cism. As Lawrence put it, “we have correctly identified the distinguishing 
characteristics of fascism as its autonomous, mass, plebian qualities; its 
‘revolutionary’ vision; and its own brand of ‘internationalism,’ or at least 
super-nationalism.”68 

For STO, the obvious parallel to divisions on the far right were those 
on the far left, especially the contrast between revolution and reform that 
informed the group’s response to the Harold Washington campaign. A 
similar tension manifested in right-wing contexts like the anti-abortion 
movement, between those who focused on legislative efforts and those who 
emphasized illegal activities like bombing clinics. This assessment influ-
enced a growing belief inside STO that the main danger of fascism was 
that its radicalism and militancy was gaining it adherents in precisely the 
place that STO had long prioritized: the white working class. Lawrence 
again framed the group’s changing view: “the question arose as to whether 
we are in competition with the fascists for the same constituency. On re-
flection I would say the entire discussion was pretty naïve, because the an-
swer is a resounding yes on every level, but the fact that this answer wasn’t 
instantly obvious is not so much a failure to grasp our political aims as it is 
a failure to understand the strength of the Klan/Nazi ideology.”69 The big-
gest outcome of this realization was the major investment STO put into 
antifascist work during the early eighties. The group was heavily involved 
in building two different nationwide anti-Klan organizations, the National 
Anti-Klan Network (NAKN) and a group with the rather unwieldy name 
People United Against Government Repression and the Klan and Nazi 
Coalition. On a local level STO members were active in a range of antifas-
cist efforts, including direct action responses to Klan and neo-Nazi rallies.

Still, the situation was complicated: in the aftermath of the Greens-
boro massacre, for instance, it became clear that there was substantial 

67 Ken Lawrence, “Fighting the New Ku Klux Klan/Nazi Threat,” in IDB 
Special Issue, April 1981, 11–14.

68 Ibid., 1–2. Lawrence explicitly acknowledges the importance of Igna-
tin’s 1978 piece in this regard.

69 Ibid., 6.



Autonomy in STO: From Dialectics to Diabolics      293

Not for Circulation | Please contact publicity@akpress.org for more info

interaction between law enforcement and the Klan and neo-Nazi groups. 
This realization invariably raised the question of how to interact with the 
government in the process of organizing against the fascists. For some 
in the burgeoning antifascist movement, the obvious response was to 
reject any alliance with the state because of the two-faced role police 
were known to play. STO broadly encouraged this perspective, not least 
because of its fear that the fascists might successfully portray the antifas-
cists as hopelessly reformist and compromised by their dependence on 
the state. Still, even within STO there were debates on how to address 
this question. In 1981, for instance, a dispute emerged in Kansas City 
over two competing slogans for use in antifascist work: “smash the Klan” 
and “ban the Klan.” The former was perceived as opposing “any call for 
any reliance on the state in the struggle against the Klan.”70 According to 
Randy Gould, “the danger of the ‘Ban the Klan’ approach is that it does 
not allow Blacks or working people to build their own organizations for 
their own struggles under their own control, and more that it implies 
that the State can take care of the Klan for us, will take care of the Klan 
for us, can and will be fair and anti-racist. Of course we know that this is 
not the case at all. It is dangerous to spread such an illusion.”71 Regard-
less, others in STO argued that it was harmfully sectarian to forcefully 
exclude the “ban the Klan” approach. Certainly, the NAKN was open 
to “ban the Klan” strategies, and STO was actively involved in what 
Lawrence identified as “the largest and potentially most influential of 
the various anti-fascist coalitions.”72 But Gould and others questioned 
the political value of such national work, emphasizing instead local di-
rect action-based efforts, where it was often easier to convince people to 
adopt more militant stances based on goodwill accumulated over years 
of joint work.

Issues such as these were the subject of extensive debate inside STO, 
leading to the approval of a set of “Theses on Fascism” at the General 
Membership Meeting in 1981. Subsequently published in Urgent Tasks, 
the theses focus primarily on the character of the fascist movement, and 
only secondarily on the question of antifascist organizing. Thesis number 
three locates the basis of the emerging fascist threat in the ongoing eco-
nomic crisis (whether “secular” or “cyclical”), while thesis number four 
cautions that

70 Randy Gould, “Smash the Klan,” in Secret Supplement to IDB #24, 
September 1981, 55.

71 Ibid., 55–56.
72 Lawrence, “Fighting,” 17.
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To understand fascism as growing out of the crises en-
demic to capitalism is not to say that it is a simple tool of 
the capitalist class. One important element in fascism is 
its autonomous character, expressed in a mass movement 
among sectors of the population who have been dislocated 
by the capitalist crisis and alienated from the traditional 
institutions of conciliation and repression. Fascism contains 
an anti-capitalist ‘revolutionary’ side that is not reducible to 
simple demagogy.73

Yet STO was careful to reiterate that this autonomy only represented 
one aspect of fascism. In an accompanying “Note on the Theses,” Ignatin 
pointed to the simultaneous continuity and discontinuity between fas-
cism and traditional conservative forces in the US. As he put it, “from 
conservatism to fascism there is both a continuum and a break, and it is 
necessary to keep both in mind.”74

The theses argue for a reformulation of the classic Leninist idea of 
the “United Front” as the key strategic concept in antifascist organizing. 
Thesis number eight defines the United Front as “a defensive posture 
aimed at achieving an alliance for the sole purpose of stopping the fascist 
advance.”75 While the United Front would necessarily be broad, STO 
hoped to build a pole within it that could

criticize certain incorrect approaches which currently 
hold sway. Foremost among these are: first, the view that 
it is possible to defeat fascism through reliance on liberal, 
constitutional sectors of the bourgeoisie and their rep-
resentatives in the popular movement; second, the view 
that holds fascism and the bourgeois state to be identi-
cal, therefore overlooking the autonomous character of 
the fascist movement which is an important source of its 
dangerous potential.76

73 “Theses on Fascism,” in UT #12. Available online at http://sojourner-
truth.net/thesesonfascism.html (accessed January 10, 2012).

74 Noel Ignatin, “Comment on the Theses,” in UT #12. Available online 
at http://sojournertruth.net/thesesonfascism.html (accessed January 
10, 2012).

75 “Theses on Fascism,” in UT #12.
76 Ibid.
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This amounted to a specific application of the group’s tendency-
building approach, with the tendency defined by reference to its revolu-
tionary opposition to both fascism and the liberal, capitalist state. Just as 
the fascists struggled to maintain their autonomy from the conservative 
mainstream, so must the antifascist milieu. 

The theses managed to paper over at least one set of disagreements 
within STO around fascism: the question of anti-Semitism. Thesis num-
ber seven emphasized the centrality of anti-Semitism to the developing 
fascist threat, but Ignatin’s “Comment” argued that “To the extent that 
fascism establishes its independence from the bourgeoisie as a whole, to 
that extent it is likely that anti-Semitism will diminish in importance 
within the fascist program.”77 The next issue of Urgent Tasks published 
an exchange on this topic between Ignatin and Lenny Zeskind, a long-
time STO member from Kansas City and a leading figure in the group’s 
antifascist efforts. Zeskind accepted STO’s position on the increasing 
autonomy of fascism, but argued strenuously that this independence was 
actually likely to increase the prominence of anti-Semitism within the 
fascist program. Thus, he maintained, “the Nazis’ anti-capitalism, like 
everything else, is a function of their racialism. In this case the racial-
ism means anti-Semitism. My logical inference is that the Nazis’ revo-
lutionary anti-capitalism stems from their anti-Semitism. Noel argues 
that the reverse is true, that the greater the anti-capitalism the less the 
anti-Semitism.”78 Ignatin responded that fascist autonomy from capital 
“eliminate[s] the need for a mythical ruling class to substitute for the real 
one as a target for their attacks.”79 

From the outside, this may have appeared similar to many other ami-
cable theoretical disputes in STO’s long history, but internally the stakes 
rapidly escalated. In part because of the devastating war in Lebanon, the 
debate quickly expanded to include not only the question of anti-Semi-
tism but also the issue of the ongoing conflict in Israel/Palestine.80 STO 
had never taken an official stance on the question, but many members 
had long maintained the longstanding Leninist approach of advocating 
a single state, whether conceived of as “bi-national” or simply “secular.” 
Several members of the Kansas City branch challenged the necessity of 

77 Ignatin, “Comment.”
78 Lenny Zeskind, letter to UT, in UT#13, Fall/Winter 1982, 36.
79 “Ignatin replies,” in UT#13, 37.
80 This narrative is synthesized from several letters in IDB #30, February, 

1983, and #31, April 1983, as well as interviews with Randy Gould, Ira 
and Lee Churgin, and others.
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this position, and forced a debate at the group’s National Committee 
meeting in September 1982, followed by a losing vote on the question 
of accepting a two-state solution. The meeting became quite heated, and 
Kansas City branch member Randy Gould accused the leadership of 
the group of adopting a “smash or be smashed” attitude. Certainly the 
animosity was not simply the result of a political disagreement, since it 
came as the culmination of several years of frustration on the part of the 
Kansas City branch regarding lines of communication and authority (as 
described in Chapter Seven). The final result was an acrimonious split, 
with Zeskind, Gould, and the remainder of the Kansas City branch leav-
ing STO to form a short-lived antifascist collective.

* * *
In one of its final activities in the fall of 1982, the Kansas City branch 

produced a single issue of a magazine called Special Sedition, which was 
distributed largely within the white punk rock scene in that city. De-
signed in the style of a punk-rock fanzine with overlapping text and im-
ages cut and pasted on top of each other, the front cover features images 
of guns, knives, and other weapons. Prominent images inside depict po-
lice officers as targets for shooting practice, while the text includes lyrics 
from the Clash, reprints of photos and headlines from the mainstream 
media depicting protesters fighting police in Europe, and two long, un-
signed original pieces. The first addresses the relationship between punk 
rock and youth rebellion, while the second is an impressionistic fictional 
take on a rebellious white teenager named “Filthy McNasty.” Both essays 
discuss violence against the police, with the first piece concluding, “Basi-
cally the idea is this: Go beyond a rebellious personal style, and make it 
really PUNK. Do the pogo stick on the racist KC cops, who are among 
the most bloodthirsty in the country. Take over the streets from the Plaza 
bozos, take what we need to survive and be happy, and when the cops try 
to stop us, burn down their stations, just like they do in England. Like 
the Clash says: LET’S GO CRAZY!!!!!”81 The endorsement of righteous 
violence against the police is perhaps the dominant theme of the entire 
magazine, although the embrace of autonomous youth rebellion in all its 
forms runs a close second.

Special Sedition was a departure for STO, and a controversial one 
inside the organization. Even though the group had long supported vio-
lence and even military action by oppressed groups such as the Puerto 

81 Special Sedition, November 1982, 5. In author’s possession.
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Rican clandestine movement, this was the first time that STO had open-
ly published anything that could reasonably be described as a direct in-
citement to violence. The Northwest branch of STO, based in Portland 
and Seattle, strongly criticized the content of the magazine, denouncing 
it as “a call for random violence against the police and others.”82 They ad-
vanced two different arguments against the publication. First, they feared 
police harassment and repression of STO members as a result of the 
magazine’s public support for antipolice violence. Without rejecting il-
legality as such, they argued that “illegal activities demand clandestinity, 
and clandestinity has its own set of rules, and they are inflexible.”83 Sec-
ond, they rejected the potentially antisocial attitude conveyed by Special 
Sedition. “We are aware,” they wrote, “that many of today’s working class 
but workless youth are seriously alienated from mainstream society.… 
Our task is to try to harness the alienated energy and turn it toward more 
useful channels of change.”84 

Thus began a minor but instructive debate within STO over the con-
cept of autonomy, this time in the context of youth, and especially white, 
working-class youth. Many members of STO responded negatively to 
both aspects of the argument made by the Northwest branch. Ken Law-
rence focused his attention on the question of violence, and in particular 
on the question of whether Special Sedition amounted to “adventurism.” 
Drawing on the example of the broad public support for antipolice vio-
lence in Northern Ireland, he tied his answer to a speculative estimate of 
the future prospects of youth revolt and its ability to cross racial lines: “if 
we hope someday for white people to join the radical insurgent move-
ments in the US with some recognized legitimacy, it is only likely to 
happen when oppressed people have some reason to view a sector of 
whites as revolutionary in the way they are, part of which would entail 
the use of similar forms of revolutionary struggle, both spontaneous and 
planned, increasingly organized, self-conscious and massive.”85 Lawrence 
also made it clear that he did not think it was problematic for STO to 

82 Letter from Frank Giese “for the NW branch” November 16, 1982, in 
Secret Supplement to IDB #29, December 1982, 1.

83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
85 Ken Lawrence, “Questions for the NC Debate on Special Sedition,” 

in IDB #31, 9. In defining “adventurist,” Lawrence utilized the term 
“Custeristic,” coined in 1969 by Fred Hampton, then Chair of the Illi-
nois Black Panther Party, to criticize the Days of Rage coordinated that 
fall by the Weatherman faction of SDS.
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endorse illegal activity in which its own members would not engage, 
again using the Irish example of Sinn Fein’s public support for the IRA’s 
illegal activities. 

Others in STO were less concerned with the question of violence than 
with the concept of youth autonomy. Ted Whitney, himself a younger 
member of STO, forcefully rejected the Northwest’s “harness the energy” 
approach, noting that “this phrase has terrible implications as an organiz-
ing principle if it is applied to youth, the working class, or a movement. 
It violates STO’s position on self-activity and autonomy. It unfortunately 
sounds so much like the left I have come to hate, a left that thinks of 
itself as the eventual leadership and conscience of the movement.”86 This 
concern was shared by many others in STO, which by this point was 
solidly attached to an expansive version of the idea of autonomy. While 
recognizing the possibility that white youth violence could manifest in 
antisocial and even fascist forms, Whitney and others maintained that 
“a left which is too conservative may end up losing potential comrades 
to the growing fascist movement.”87 In an antifascist context, then, the 
problem was not the danger of supporting youth rebellion, but rather the 
danger of not supporting it, of appearing to be too loyal to the status quo.

In some ways, the publication of Special Sedition marked the begin-
ning of STO’s final phase of existence, one marked less by theoretical 
sophistication than by an intense commitment to militant direct action 
in a range of venues. As former member Bill Lamme comments, “this 
was not the period of dialectics workshops, this was post-dialectics and 
into diabolics.”88 He explains the transition as a sort of self-criticism of 
STO’s complicity in the impotence of radical movements:

We’re essentially playing the game by the rules that the rul-
ing class wants, that is, that we don’t support the state, but 
our forms of protest are not threatening to the state. The 
movement presents no challenge to the state, only rhetori-
cally, and its actions belie that. So, the last period for me 
was the period in which we attempted to do things, mass 
forms of illegal activity. You know, petty forms of prop-
erty destruction, cut a lock or glue a lock, paint a wall at 
a demonstration, block the street, or interfere with what’s 

86 Ted Whitney, “Dear Comrades of the NW Branch,” letter in IDB #31, 
31.

87 Ibid.
88 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
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going on, and then not wait to get arrested, to run away 
and live to fight again, that sort of attitude. To just take a 
little feistier position in terms of our action and direct ac-
tion. Direct action was not something new to STO, but the 
practicing of it had been limited.89

Even though he had been centrally involved in the preparations for 
the No Easy Answers Left conference, Lamme himself heartily embraced 
what appeared to some other veteran members of the group to be a 180 
degree turn from what STO had previously represented. “I could certain-
ly understand how somebody could say that that wasn’t STO because, as 
I said at the beginning, part of the thing that attracted me to STO was its 
intellectual rigor, and that period did not have that.… So, I think people 
left as the group changed … [but] to me, it was logical, the argument to 
do what we did at that point.”90

Of course, the group did not entirely abandon a commitment to 
theory, but its most distinctive theorizing during this period was con-
cerned with revolutionary strategy. One major example was the strategy 
of refusal, borrowed from the writings of Antonio Negri, who by the 
early eighties was a political prisoner in Italy. Janeen Creamer and others 
in the group were especially interested in Negri’s 1977 essay “Working 
Class Sabotage and Capitalist Domination,” which they believed offered 
a workable approach to revolution. Creamer argued that “refusal is also 
an approach of confrontation—confrontation with all capitalist alterna-
tives among sectors of the working class.”91 In STO’s hands, this strategy 
consolidated itself into the promotion of mass, public illegality as a way 
to break out of the constraints of reformism. Major direct actions against 
the US military, defense contractors, and other targets became the order 
of the day. This represented in some ways the practical implementation 
of the millenarian view of capitalism’s secular crisis described earlier, and 
it was part and parcel of the declining fortunes of STO. For every mem-
ber who was enthusiastic for the strategy of refusal, there were others 
who left demoralized or confused at the left’s ever-worsening disarray.

* * *

89 Ibid.
90 Ibid.
91 Janeen Porter, “On Negri,” in Discussion Bulletin, December 1983, 

132.
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By 1983, STO was in full organizational freefall. Having already lost 
the Kansas City branch, the group quickly shed its members in the Pa-
cific Northwest, largely as a result of frustration at the handling of the 
Kansas City split, as well as disagreement with the majority sentiment 
in Chicago around Special Sedition and the limitations of the Harold 
Washington campaign. Others left as well, including longtime members 
like Noel Ignatin and Alan Rausch. Some newer members, recruited in 
the context of STO’s involvement with antinuclear and antiwar organiz-
ing, departed out of a growing skepticism of Leninism, a process that 
was unintentionally abetted by the group’s embrace of autonomy. (At 
least one person, former member Kingsley Clarke, rejoined the group 
during this period, but this was certainly the exception to the rule.) The 
shrinkage snowballed, and by September it was clear that only a handful 
of members outside of Chicago were still active in the organization. As 
a result, “it was decided to dissolve the NC [National Committee] and 
henceforth to have membership meetings.”92 Even though the group’s 
Discussion Bulletin for December of 1983 was one of the largest ever at 
165 pages, replete with draft theses on topics like white supremacy and 
the Middle East, it was to be STO’s last gasp as far as publications were 
concerned. (Urgent Tasks had published its final issue a year before, in 
late 1982.)

While the sudden organizational silence may have given the impres-
sion of a group fading away, veterans of the final phase see it differently. 
Lamme, for instance, argues that

the left was also in the process of ending its run … by the 
mid-eighties, there were still groups out there, but it had 
lost a lot of its dynamic. There were still very committed 
people there, but not as many; the numbers had fallen. 
And I think partly, that impelled STO to go one way or 
the other. It was very hard to hold a middle ground in the 
politics that we represented. So in a way, we, those of us 
who were left at the end, were actually going out with a 
bang. We were saying, “If we’re going to do it, we’re going 
to give a little shock to the wing of the movement that we’re 
most a part of, in the form of this direct action, and see if 
we can light a spark. And part of the reason the movement 
is declining is because it’s never been serious enough, never 

92 “Organization/Membership,” in Discussion Bulletin, December 1983, 
109.
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really challenged the system in ways that people can identify 
with and do themselves, and so forth.93

Seen from this perspective, the turn toward direct action represented 
a final stab at resuscitating the dying remnants of the movements of the 
seventies that had always been STO’s milieu. As the final phase unfolded, 
STO existed in a form that contemporary radicals (especially anarchists) 
would immediately recognize as an affinity group: no more than a dozen 
members who, having developed a high degree of trust in each other 
through shared experience, worked together in the context of larger pro-
tests to push the envelope of business as usual.

In this final stage, STO’s biggest contribution was a series of actions 
outside the Rock Island Arsenal in 1984 and 1985. The Arsenal, located 
on an island in the Mississippi River between Illinois and Iowa some 170 
miles west of Chicago, was the US military’s largest plant for the produc-
tion of conventional weapons. In the mid-eighties, many of the machine 
guns and howitzer cannons manufactured on Rock Island were destined 
for US client states in El Salvador, Guatemala, Israel, Lebanon, and other 
imperialist hot spots. This made it a natural site of protest for those op-
posed to US military involvement in Central America and the Middle 
East. In fact, a small number of faith-based activists had held regular 
prayer services on the island, but outside the gates of the Arsenal itself, 
for several years. At the same time, STO had utilized its longstanding 
contacts within the anti-intervention movement, going back to the Peo-
ple’s Anti-War Mobilization in 1981, to participate in building a small 
activist core in Chicago known as the Disarm Now Action Group, some-
times shortened to Disarm Now. Early in 1984, Disarm Now worked to 
galvanize dozens of organizations and hundreds of individuals in support 
of a militant protest outside the Arsenal that June. According to Janeen 
Porter and others, the first Rock Island protest was the result of a dream 
she had one night, in which a carefully orchestrated direct action shut 
down the Arsenal. Three bridges linked the island to the surrounding 
cities of Davenport, Moline, and Rock Island (collectively known, along 
with Bettendorf, as the Quad Cities), and the plan was to block traffic 
across the bridges. 

The action was organized in a manner that carefully balanced the 
need to maximize media exposure with an attentiveness to secrecy in 
planning; spokespeople (including STO member Bill Lamme) routinely 
announced their objective was to shut down the plant, but they refused 

93 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.
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to specify the methods to be used. In yet another nod to the idea of 
autonomy, the participating groups were encouraged to devise their own 
action plans, produce their own leaflets and placards, and generally en-
gage in what a later generation of activists came to know as “diversity of 
tactics.”94 In a subsequent evaluation of the day’s events, a member of 
Disarm Now pointed to the “contradiction in organizing” for the shut-
down, between wanting to encourage militant creative tactics and need-
ing a critical mass of participants for the action to be successful: “the 
invaluable aspect of this action that would have been lost in resolving the 
contradiction by compromise in either direction is the exposure of a large 
number of participants to autonomous direct action.”95 

Outreach for the day of action was extensive. Both movement and 
mainstream media outlets across the country covered the impending 
showdown. Activist spokespeople like Lamme deliberately crafted their 
media comments as a moral appeal to the 9,000 civilian employees of 
the Arsenal. Contrasting the evident prosperity on the island with the 
shrinking farm equipment factories in the rapidly deindustrializing 
Quad Cities, Lamme said, “We’re not telling [Arsenal employees] to quit 
work. We’re not threatening them. We just want them to think about 
the end result of their work and realize they aren’t just some cog in a 
wheel.… There is job stability for weapons makers while people who 
make implements for food production are out of work.”96 Even in its 
final phase, STO incorporated an appeal to working-class autonomy into 
its activities.

Direct appeals for support and participation were also made to work-
ing-class people in the Quad Cities. According to one report, “several 
distinct leaflets were written, one called ‘Hungry? Eat your 105MM 
Howitzer’ for unemployed workers and workers in the agricultural 

94 For a sympathetic analysis of the emergence of “diversity of tactics” in 
the context of the movement against capitalist globalization from the 
Seattle protests of 1999 to the Québec City demonstrations of 2011, 
see Chris Hurl, “Anti-Globalization and ‘Diversity of Tactics’,” in Up-
ping the Anti- Number 1 (2005). Available online at http://uppingth-
eanti.org/journal/article/01-anti-globalization-and-diversity-of-tactics/ 
(accessed January 10, 2012).

95 Mike Haywood, “The Siege of the Arsenal: Project Disarm’s Direct Ac-
tion at the Army’s Rock Island,” unpublished manuscript in author’s 
possession (n.d., but c. 1984, 3).

96 Quoted in “Arsenal protest aims for 1-day shutdown,” Chicago Tribune, 
May 29, 1984, N4.
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implements plants in the Quad Cities.”97 Kingsley Clarke distinctly re-
members distributing this leaflet to people waiting in lines at welfare 
offices in Davenport.98 Another key target audience was disaffected and 
especially punk-rock-oriented young people. When the Clash toured the 
US that spring, they played in Davenport and encouraged their fans to 
attend “a party on June 4th to push all the tanks into the river.”99 Concert-
goers there and at other Midwestern punk shows that spring received a 
leaflet that described the planned demonstration and joked about “the 
Disruption, a new street dance.”100 

The US Military responded to the impending protest by dramatically 
enhancing security procedures. New chainlink fencing and concertina 
wire were installed on the island, and guard posts were built on all ap-
proaching bridges. A new commander was appointed, and one of his 
first actions was to prohibit the long-standing prayer vigils and seal off 
previously open parts of the military base.101 In a telling sign of military 
anxiety, three hundred specially trained military police were redeployed 
from Georgia and Kansas to reinforce the Arsenal’s ranks. Local police 
forces in each of the surrounding cities spent heavily on riot gear and 
other new equipment as the siege-like atmosphere filtered out from the 
island. Quad Cities activists claimed they were under police surveillance 
as the day of the protest approached.

Finally, in the early morning of Monday, June 4, several hundred 
protesters converged on the Quad Cities. Because of the autonomous 
affinity group design of the demonstration, there was a wide range of 
protest activity, all of it militant while remaining nonviolent. People 
used street repair barricades and detour signs to divert traffic as it ap-
proached the bridges. Others performed educational skits for workers 
and others stuck in traffic. Kingsley Clarke recalls that “there were five 
hundred or so people in Rock Island, ranging from people who wanted 
to do what I call pranks, like dressing up in clown uniforms, people who 
chained themselves to various stable objects, people who just ran wild in 
the streets, and of course STO took pride in its slightly more militaristic, 
planned approach.”102 In the end, close to two hundred protestors were 

97 Haywood, “The Siege of the Arsenal,” 5.
98 Kingsley Clarke, interview with the author, April 2, 2006.
99 Quoted in Haywood, “The Siege of the Arsenal,” 5.
100 Ibid.
101 See “Arsenal protest aims for 1-day shutdown,” Chicago Tribune, May 

29, 1984, N4.
102 Kingsley Clarke, interview with the author, April 2, 2006.
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arrested over several hours, but the bridges and the Arsenal remained 
open. Organizers from Disarm Now nonetheless claimed victory for hav-
ing severely disrupted the normal operations of the plant. 

Inside STO and Disarm Now, discussions began almost immediately 
about staging a second attempt. A small protest with no arrests took place 
that September, but Rock Island “Two” did not take place until October 
21, 1985. This time, the organizers actively encouraged a more militant 
approach to shutting down the Arsenal. While still welcoming traditional 
civil disobedience, one leaflet designed to recruit participants allowed peo-
ple to check a box labeled “I want to mess up the Arsenal, get away, and 
do it again.”103 This approach led to the withdrawal of several groups that 
had participated in the first action, and the total number of participants 
was perhaps three hundred instead of the five to six hundred that showed 
the prior year. Clarke remembers that the second attempt was “a smaller 
effort in every way, and an attempt to be more precise.”104 Local police 
put their own spin on the difference, with a Rock Island Police Sergeant 
claiming that “this year, they were more hostile and violent.”105 Activists 
used railroad ties, car tires, and other objects to stop traffic approaching 
the bridges. Others pushed junked automobiles into the roadways and 
then chained themselves inside. Some demonstrators clashed directly with 
police, and several injuries were reported. Once again, the bridges and the 
Arsenal remained open for business, but this time protesters claimed “we 
at least slowed Arsenal production momentarily.”106 The official response 
denied this, claiming that “98 percent” of employees arrived on time to 
work.107 While the outcome was still far short of the stated goal of shutting 
down access to the island, many participants believed it was more effec-
tive than the first attempt. Nonetheless, in the aftermath the organizing 
groups splintered further over the question of proper tactics. In a context 
where neither attempt had achieved its stated objective of shutting down 
the plant, and where Reagan’s warmongering seemed more popular than 
ever, demoralization began to set in. After 1985, no further attempts were 
made to shut down the Arsenal.

103 Disarm Now Action Group leaflet in author’s possession, n.d., but c. 
1985.

104 Clarke, interview with the author, April 2, 2006.
105 Quoted in “85 Seized in Demonstration at Arsenal,” Chicago Tribune, 

Tuesday October 22, 1985, 3A.
106 Quoted in “117 Arrested in Arsenal Clash,” Moline Daily Dispatch, 

Monday October 21, 1985, 1A.
107 Ibid.
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The two Rock Island demonstrations were part of a series of militant 
direct actions in which STO was actively involved during the mid-eight-
ies. Others targeted the major defense contractor Northrop, the Great 
Lakes Naval Base in the north suburbs of Chicago, as well as companies 
that were using strike-breaking scab labor, including Greyhound Bus 
Company. Each of these protests arguably enhanced the skills and ex-
perience of a number of activists and raised public awareness on a range 
of causes, but they did not force immediate, substantial changes on the 
part of the targeted entities. Without concrete victories, it was difficult 
to sustain the energy required to plan and execute actions that included a 
substantial risk of arrest. Nonetheless, the direct-action wing of the anti-
intervention movement remained strong in the Midwest throughout the 
decade, and many of the veterans of the Rock Island demonstrations 
were involved for years to come. 

* * *
In the end, STO’s bang really did become a whimper, however. Par-

ticipation in direct-action protests continued, but eventually the organi-
zational framework simply stopped functioning. No former member can 
pinpoint precisely when in the mid-eighties the Sojourner Truth Orga-
nization ceased to exist. The remaining members were getting older, so 
the physical exertion and risk aspects of the direct-action model were 
relatively more demanding. Meanwhile, dozens if not hundreds of for-
mer members had moved on in their lives, some still working in factories 
or offices, others returning to school or to professional careers they had 
earlier abandoned in favor of revolutionary struggle. Almost without ex-
ception, they remained politically on the left, although a great number 
made their personal peace with the persistence of capitalism and ceased 
to identify as revolutionaries. STO was hardly alone in its terminal de-
cline: it was preceded in death by the Communist Party (Marxist-Lenin-
ist), the May 19th Communist Organization, the Philadelphia Workers’ 
Organizing Committee, and literally dozens of other sometime competi-
tors on the far left. And while the various broader social movements con-
tinued to ebb and flow, the revolutionary aspects of many of them were 
increasingly eclipsed by the pull of reform and social democracy. The 
mid-eighties was a very difficult time to survive politically on the outer 
fringes of the US left.

At a certain point, possibly in 1986, someone still in the group re-
ceived a notice from the US Postal Service that they needed to pay their 
annual bill for maintaining STO’s mailing address. For at least fifteen 
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years, the Sojourner Truth Organization had been associated in its print-
ed material with P.O. Box 8493, Chicago IL 60680. But when the pub-
lishing side of things stopped, the remaining members apparently forgot 
about the P.O. Box. As Bill Lamme remembers it, laughing while he tells 
the story, “And at one point, I forget how I got it, but all of a sudden I 
got the responsibility to go check the mailbox. The mailbox hadn’t been 
checked in something like a year.… I went and picked up the junk, and I 
think I renewed the thing for another year, but I don’t think I ever went 
back and checked it.”108 So ended the Sojourner Truth Organization, 
more than a decade and a half after it sprang to life at the end of 1969.

108 Bill Lamme, interview with the author, July 20, 2005.



Conclusion:
Reading STO Politically

I had been working on this book for two years when our son Nico was 
born in 2007. With our daughter Sofia not yet two years old, my wife 
and I desperately needed a double stroller. Craigslist led us to a wealthy 
family, not far from us in Chicago, who were willing to part with one for 
a remarkably low price. I went to their house to complete the purchase 
and immediately realized that they lived in the gated community that sits 
on the former site of the Stewart-Warner factory, which had been the fo-
cal point of so much of STO’s early workplace organizing. Noel Ignatiev 
had previously remarked to me how it was the epitome of STO’s failure 
that deindustrialization had replaced a vibrant nexus of proletarian activ-
ity with a thoroughly contemporary example of bourgeois hegemony.1 
Needless to say, when I gently quizzed the sellers, they had no inkling of 
what had preceded them, other than some vague knowledge that there 
had once been some sort of factory there.

The history of STO is fundamentally a tragic tale. The revolution 
for which the group ceaselessly agitated not only never came, but was 
arguably further away after its fifteen-plus years of effort.2 The same is 
true, of course, regarding the overall arc of the revolutionary left in the 

1 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, July 16, 2005.
2 Such a statement is not intended to endorse a linear approach to revolu-

tion; upsurges of mass activity often emerge very quickly, or in largely 
unanticipated circumstances. This was the case with the Occupy move-
ment in 2011. Still, the apparent prospects for such an upsurge in 1986 
looked so much less promising than had been the case in 1969 that this 
assessment seems justified.
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United States over the past century and half. But the purpose of history 
is neither to bemoan failure nor to offer rose-tinted platitudes; as the 
young Marx famously remarked, “the philosophers have only interpreted 
the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.”3 With that in mind, 
a continuing debate among former members of STO is instructive: some 
veterans of the group attribute the organization’s collapse to shifting ob-
jective conditions as the upheaval of the sixties was replaced by the seem-
ingly irreversible trend toward deindustrialization and the coming of the 
Reagan Revolution in the seventies and eighties. Other former members 
view STO’s demise as first and foremost a failure of will, arguing that 
a sufficiently determined revolutionary core could have adapted to the 
changing circumstances. Both arguments have merit, and they are hardly 
incompatible. 

Part of the problem in assessing the legacy of STO is the undeni-
able fact that the contemporary context is dramatically different than it 
was during the era of STO’s rise and fall, and deindustrialization is only 
the tip of this iceberg of changing objective conditions. In the quarter-
century since the group finally gave up the ghost, the world has been 
profoundly transformed—economically, technologically, culturally, and 
ideologically. Deindustrialization was revealed to be part of a broader 
process sometimes known as neoliberalism or “globalization from above.” 
Capital, which had long been transnational, has become increasingly un-
moored from individual nation-states, even those long considered super-
powers. The Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, and both Russia and China 
are now central nodes in an integrated system of global capitalism. (Ar-
guably, this shift—especially regarding China—was predictable based on 
the theory of state capitalism that was popular within STO after 1976.) 
The US, meanwhile, has been substantially displaced from the pivotal 
position at the center of global capital that it held for several decades 
after the end of World War Two. At the same time, the rise of new tech-
nologies like cell phones and the Internet has permanently altered the 
speed of communication and the accessibility of information on a lo-
cal, national, and global scale. The demographics of the US population 
have also been reconfigured, with new immigrants from Latin America 
(especially Mexico) moving ahead of not only Puerto Ricans but also 
African Americans to become the second largest racial grouping after 
whites. Global warming represents a deepening of the ecological crisis 
whose contours were only sketchily mapped in the mid-eighties. On an 

3 Karl Marx, “Concerning Feuerbach” (1845), in Marx, Early Writings 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1975), 423.
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ideological level, the attacks of September 11, 2001 symbolize a new 
reality where the most visible challenge to capitalist hegemony emerges 
from the right rather than the left. 

Simultaneously, the forms of resistance that featured prominently in 
STO’s era have largely been swept from the field. Cities like Chicago and 
Kansas City now retain few of the massive factories that employed tens 
of thousands of demographically diverse proletarians, which for several 
years the group thought of as the hot house within which revolution-
ary movements would develop. The revolutionary nationalist currents 
that STO spent many years supporting have fared even worse. Whether 
in South Africa, El Salvador, or the Puerto Rican community in Chi-
cago, they have been thoroughly recuperated and incorporated into the 
functioning of global capitalism. New formations, from the EZLN in 
Mexico to the antifascist current represented by Anti-Racist Action in 
the US and Canada, have developed in ways that challenge traditional 
notions of revolutionary struggle. The arc of the so-called antiglobal-
ization movement between the Seattle protests of 1999 and the Genoa 
demonstrations just prior to September 11, 2001, represented one pos-
sible future for radicalism, but in more recent years the touchstones for 
the left have been (variously, depending upon one’s perspective) the Bo-
livarian revolution in Venezuela, the Maoist movement in Nepal, the 
Arab Spring phenomenon, and, closest to home and most recently, the 
Occupy movement. 

All these changes demand adjustments when attempting to imple-
ment the best insights of STO in the present day. To do so is con-
sistent with STO’s own approach. Even though a number of former 
members acknowledge, for example, that the group did not recognize 
deindustrialization for what it really was until very late in the process, 
it is nonetheless true that STO was consistently attentive to the chang-
ing objective conditions within which it operated. Ironically, there has 
been something of a tendency (among the tiny number of contempo-
rary leftists who have any knowledge of the group) to approach STO 
with what might be called a “Civil War Reenactment” mentality. The 
group’s semi-famous dialectics course represents one example: during 
the several year period—roughly 1978 to 1983—when STO organized 
intensive dialectics courses, the curriculum was frequently revised, 
sometimes in substantial ways. But when the course was resuscitated 
around 2008 by a collection of former members and people associated 
with the group Bring the Ruckus, the curriculum was lifted more or 
less whole cloth from the version published in Urgent Tasks in 1980, 
despite major shifts not only in objective conditions but also in left 
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theory over the intervening decades. Certainly, the new courses should 
be welcomed, and they have proven useful to many revolutionary activ-
ists across the country who have participated over the past few years. 
Nonetheless, for contemporary radicals to fully appreciate the legacy 
of STO, they must reconcile themselves to the incredible changes the 
world has seen since the group’s demise.

At the same time, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that STO was 
plagued by certain internal subjective flaws that could and should have 
been corrected, but never were. Since such mistakes are at least capable of 
being addressed by contemporary radicals, and especially since a number 
of them continue to beset a range of left projects in the new millennium, 
the bulk of this chapter will be devoted to this part of STO’s legacy. Of 
course, many of the group’s problems were simultaneously the flip-side 
of some of its greatest contributions to subsequent left projects, and this 
dialectical relationship between error and insight must be kept in mind. 
The list of possible “lessons learned” is quite lengthy, but in general it 
can be consolidated into four categories. The first, regarding the fun-
damental changes in external context over the past quarter century, has 
already been addressed, if only briefly. The others, each of which deserves 
extended consideration, can be labeled “theory,” “strategy,” and “orga-
nization.” To a certain extent, these categories and the lessons that they 
contain have relatively little to do with the specific work undertaken by 
STO in the factories, communities, and social movements of the seven-
ties and eighties. It would not in general be useful, for example, simply 
to translate forward in time the specific approaches to organizing in the 
steel mills that were essential to STO’s efforts in 1972. Instead, I have 
attempted to generalize lessons that can be applied in varying ways to 
the broad range of contemporary radical efforts, including work around 
the situation of immigrants, police brutality and the prison industrial 
complex, and certainly the Occupy movement that emerged in the fall of 
2011, among many, many more.

* * *
STO has been remembered, to the extent it has been remembered at 

all, first and foremost for its contributions to revolutionary theory. The 
group’s main innovations were in the areas of white skin privilege, dual 
consciousness, autonomy, and the overall intellectual development of the 
left. Each of these holds real value for radicals today, though each also 
contains serious problems that can be traced to their development within 
STO. White skin privilege represents by far the broadest diffusion of 
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ideas associated with STO, having been adopted in one form or another 
by a strikingly wide range of activists, intellectuals, faith-based groups, 
and even politicians.4 On one level this is evidence of the accuracy of the 
term in describing the daily reality of white supremacy in the US, but on 
another level it indicates the limits of the theory as an organizing prin-
ciple. STO was by no means the only group of its era to adopt a white 
skin privilege analysis, but Noel Ignatin was one of its most important 
theorists (alongside Ted Allen), and the organization overall was one of 
the most consistently vocal sites of advocacy for the idea within the US 
left. Its degeneration into a form of liberal guilt-tripping therefore can-
not be laid solely at the feet of STO, but the group must bear some of the 
responsibility for this all-too-common manifestation of the theory.5 At 
the same time, in the years since his departure from STO Ignatiev him-
self has put incredible effort into combating this version of the white skin 
privilege theory, advancing instead the idea that “treason to whiteness 

4 The most famous example here is former Senator Bill Bradley, who re-
ferred directly to white skin privilege in a presidential debate in Harlem 
with then-Vice President Al Gore during the Democratic Primaries of 
2000. Bradley answered a question about race and the criminal justice 
system by saying, “That requires a president who is strong and willing 
to lead on the central question of race in our country today. And that 
means sometimes telling white Americans what they don’t want to hear. 
And I, therefore, don’t do it with any kind of pointed finger. But take 
the issue of white skin privilege… When I was a rookie in the NBA, 
I got a lot of offers to do television and commercials, to do advertise-
ments. And why did I get those? White skin privilege. I wasn’t the best 
player on the team, but I didn’t take those because I thought that was 
not the right thing to do and that they were—should have gone to 
my African American teammates. We have to explain white privilege.” 
Transcript of the Democratic Presidential Candidates Debate at Har-
lem’s Apollo Theater, February 21, 2000. Available online at http://
transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0002/21/se.04.html (accessed 
January 12, 2012). 

5 For a more nuanced take on the twists and turns of privilege-based mod-
els of oppression, see my 2007 talk, “The White Skin Privilege Concept: 
From Margin to Center of Revolutionary Politics,” given at the Renew-
ing the Anarchist Tradition Conference that November. Available online 
at http://sojournertruth.blogsome.com/2007/11/09/the-white-skin-
privilege-concept-from-margin-to-center-of-revolutionary-politics/ 
(accessed January 12, 2012).
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is loyalty to humanity.”6 The journal Race Traitor, which he co-edited, 
represented a clear counterweight to liberal interpretations, although it 
regularly succumbed to a sort of atomized approach that called upon 
individual white people to abandon their whiteness, as if such privileges 
were affirmatively chosen rather than granted by outside forces.

As I write, we are living through the tenure of the United States’ first 
black president, so it is also worth contemplating the future of white su-
premacy. STO was correct in identifying whiteness as a division within 
the working class that prevented unified action against capitalism in the 
US, but it is entirely possible that sections of an increasingly globalized 
capitalist class will willingly jettison traditional forms of white supremacy, 
much as they are quickly relieving themselves of most vulgar versions of 
homophobia.7 Any such process will of course be uneven, and subject 
to repeated reversals of direction. Just as obviously, white supremacy has 
developed into an independent ideology with a strong foothold among 
whites in all class strata, such that it no longer lives or dies depending solely 
upon its value to the continued functioning of capitalism. Fascist move-
ments will probably become more enamored of whiteness to the extent 
that capital retreats from it. But the traditional idea of privileges granted 
by capital and the state may come to mean less and less as the new century 
progresses. To that extent, the value of STO’s most widely appreciated con-
tribution to political theory may decline precipitously in the coming years.

If white skin privilege is STO’s most utilized theoretical construct, 
the idea of dual consciousness has certainly been its most under-applied 

6 This slogan appeared on the cover of each issue of the journal Race Trai-
tor. Selections from the first several issues were collected in Noel Igna-
tiev and John Garvey, eds., Race Traitor (New York: Routledge, 1996).

7 Much of California’s corporate elite, including both Apple and Google, 
opposed the 2008 ballot initiative known as Proposition Eight, which 
prohibited gay marriage. See the full page ad, headlined “Silicon Val-
ley Leaders Urge You to Stand for Equality,” which ran in the San 
Jose Mercury News, October 31, 2008, available online at http://tech-
crunch.com/2008/10/30/silicon-valley-stands-united-against-prop-8/

 (accessed January 12, 2012). Similarly, sixty-eight Fortune 500 corpora-
tions submitted an amicus brief to the US Supreme Court in 2003 in 
support of the University of Michigan’s affirmative action admissions 
policies. See the list “Amicus Curiae Briefs on Behalf of the University 
of Michigan” on the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
website, available online at http://www.aacu.org/About/amicuscuriae.
cfm (accessed January 12, 2012).
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innovation. This is unfortunate, because the notion that individual 
working people reflect the contradictions of capitalism, and that these 
contradictions can come to a head in the course of collective struggle, is 
a profoundly reassuring prospect for any contemporary radical attempt-
ing to reconcile the continuing reality of bourgeois hegemony with the 
hope for a revolution organized from the bottom up. Without it, one is 
doomed either to a naïvely optimistic view of the revolutionary vanguard 
or to a needlessly pessimistic belief in delusional false consciousness as 
the roadblock to social change. Each of these alternatives removes masses 
of people from their central role in revolutionary struggle, a pride of 
place that STO was always determined to maintain. And yet, many ver-
sions of contemporary revolutionary theory lack any clear idea of what 
“class” is, let alone a sophisticated treatment of class consciousness and its 
development. Present-day and future radicals have much to learn from 
close readings of Toward a Revolutionary Party, Ignatin’s “Black Worker, 
White Worker,” and Lee Holstein’s “Working Class Self-Activity: A Re-
ply to Kim Moody,” among many other pieces associated with STO that 
address the question of dual consciousness. The only real downside here 
is that dual consciousness always remained a largely theoretical insight, 
one whose real-world application by STO was too often tied to a particu-
lar concept of autonomy that had built-in limitations.

Autonomy, like white skin privilege, is rather broadly incorporated 
into the radical theories of the new century. Similarly, it has also been 
utilized in ways that contrast sharply with its development in STO. Once 
again, however, this has at least something to do with the fact that au-
tonomy as a concept was never the exclusive property of STO. Indeed, 
it represents one of the main bridges between the legacy of STO and my 
own political tradition of contemporary revolutionary anarchism, with 
“libertarian communism” as the point of overlap. The novel application 
of autonomy to communities of color, youth, and other strata of the 
working class, was one of the most valuable insights generated by the 
group. By the same token, autonomy was one of the seeds of STO’s own 
destruction, insofar as it led some members to neglect the organizational 
needs of their own group. In the intervening years, this sort of negli-
gence has become far more extreme. As Kevin McDonnell, a veteran of 
the English revolutionary group Big Flame, argues, some contemporary 
advocates of autonomy maintain that

the revolution cannot be predicted. It is the sum of all the 
diverse struggles underway against the current order. These 
need to stay outside of any form of institution unless they 
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become tainted. They cannot be organized. Any talk of a 
strategy is about some people doing the thinking for other 
people. Whatever the differences which existed in Big 
Flame, I assume that everyone would distance themselves 
from autonomism in its purest form.8

Presumably the same is true for veterans of STO, despite the internal 
confusion sown by the concept’s expanding popularity among the mem-
bership during its final years. 

Above and beyond its own theoretical preoccupations, STO was com-
mitted to the development of revolutionary theory and the production 
of what Gramsci called organic intellectuals, both inside and outside the 
organization.9 The dialectics course was the most obvious manifestation 
of this aspect of STO’s theoretical legacy, but the implications run far 
deeper. It could be argued that STO was in fact led by organic intellectu-
als, in light of the ways in which many of the group’s leading members 
personally distanced themselves from the academy. None of STO’s three 
major theorists—Don Hamerquist, Noel Ignatiev, and Ken Lawrence—
held a college degree while a member of the group, although Ignatiev 
did obtain a Ph.D. after leaving it.10 It is true that the “second tier” of 
intellectuals (the range of members who contributed in varying ways 
to developing theory within the group but were not major theorists) in 
STO featured a number of attorneys and some people who had received 
advanced degrees before joining the group, as well as a number who, like 
Ignatiev, returned to school and obtained advanced degrees after leav-
ing STO. Regardless, the question has less to do with the composition 
of the group itself, and more to do with the broadmindedness of the 
organization’s approach to theory. STO was unusual among left groups 
of its era in having three distinct and often competing theoretical lead-

8 Kevin McDonnell, “Big Flame’s Legacy: What is of Value and What 
Isn’t” (2010), published on the Big Flame web archive, available online 
at http://bigflameuk.wordpress.com/2010/01/18/opinions-about-big-
flame-no-5-kevin-mcdonnell/ (accessed January 12, 2012).

9 This commitment contrasts sharply with the general distaste for theory 
in the otherwise comparable British group Big Flame. See Kevin Mc-
Donnell, “Big Flame’s Legacy.”

10 Interestingly, Ignatiev was admitted to graduate school in the mid-
eighties without ever having completed his undergraduate degree, 
having dropped out of college some two decades earlier to pursue revo-
lutionary organizing in a factory context.
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ers, as Ignatin, Hamerquist, and Lawrence routinely disagreed with each 
other on major issues. Additionally, each of them was frequently chal-
lenged by newer members who had their own theoretical insights. This 
process accelerated as the dialectics courses produced a new generation 
of communist theoretician-activists. As the eighties progressed, however, 
STO was riven with conflict between those who wanted to go deeper 
into theoretical questions (whether relating to Jamesian autonomy or to 
a Grundrisse-influenced analysis of the nature of the period) and those 
who demanded a higher priority be placed on enacting their theoretical 
conclusions—however provisional—in revolutionary practice.

Parallel to this internal conflict was a contradiction around the 
group’s publicly proclaimed and idiosyncratic pantheon of theoreti-
cal influences. Marx and Lenin were certainly standards, but Antonio 
Gramsci, W.E.B. Du Bois, and C.L.R. James were anything but com-
monplace touchstones among the revolutionary left at the time. (The fact 
that each of these latter three subsequently became the subject of minor 
trends in academic study bears observation, but does not invalidate the 
innovativeness of STO’s early promotion of their work.) The group made 
use of ideas from both Maoism and Trotskyism, even while it eschewed 
both labels. Similarly, STO’s extensive publication record in terms of 
pamphlets, discussion papers, Urgent Tasks, and the Internal Discussion 
Bulletin, much of which is now available on the Internet at the STO web 
archive, was reflective of its commitment to developing new theory. 

One longstanding problem with this continuing project, however, 
was the group’s persistent determination to frame its ideas within the 
confines of Leninism. Of course, this was a proudly unorthodox Lenin-
ism, focused largely on the Lenin of State and Revolution rather than on 
more commonly referenced texts like Left Wing Communism, an Infantile 
Disorder. Nonetheless, it took a seemingly endless series of contortions—
both of STO’s ideas and of Lenin’s—to maintain the notion of a shared 
lineage traceable to the Russian experience but independent of later devi-
ations, be they Stalinist, Trotskyist, Maoist, or Eurocommunist. All three 
of the intellectual “heavies,” as they were known, were well versed in the 
arcane sport of quoting obscure sections of the complete works of Lenin, 
as well as the equivalent collection from Marx and Engels. To take just 
one example, Ignatin suggested in 1980 that, while it was possible that 
Lenin’s position on rejecting dual unionism was wrong (he even included 
a self-deprecating “gasp!” to indicate just how unusual such a conclusion 
would have been in the milieu within which STO operated), his own 
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position was “that Lenin is universally misinterpreted.”11 Hamerquist 
and Lawrence were at least as willing to advance similarly contrarian 
arguments, whether they referred to the question of the autonomy of 
the Bund (see Chapter Eight) or to the validity of Stalin’s four criteria 
for nationhood (see Chapter Five). Despite occasional protests that be-
ing Leninists was less important than being correct, it is difficult to read 
much of STO’s theoretical output without confronting a standard sort 
of appeal to authority that sounds dated and sectarian to contempo-
rary ears. While Lenin remains an incredibly rich source for theoretical 
insights into revolutionary struggle, the idea that any emerging revolu-
tionary formation in the new millennium is obligated to uphold some 
allegiance to Leninism seems completely beside the point.

* * *
Connecting all of STO’s diverse experiences was a sort of real-world 

revolutionary pragmatism that did not always track with its seemingly 
unshakeable theoretical commitments. While this tension opened the 
door to criticisms of the group’s practical work as needlessly eclectic, 
there are actually any number of themes that connect a wide range of 
activities undertaken over the better part of two decades. Most of these 
have less to do with theory than they do with revolutionary strategy. 
Questions of mass action and illegality, of internationalism and anti-
imperialism, of antifascism, feminism, popular culture, and the central 
role of class struggle, all present themselves when considering the con-
temporary value of STO. 

The group’s long-standing emphasis on mass action and illegality was 
directly connected to the notion that proletarian consciousness emerges 
in the context of struggle, and especially direct action. There was an al-
most mystical aspect to this analysis, with more than a touch of Fanon’s 
ecstatic embrace of the transformative qualities of revolutionary vio-
lence.12 For STO, however, the key was not necessarily violence (though 
the group always rejected pacifism) but rather the need to move beyond 
the confines of bourgeois legality. The mystical element was also related 
to a millenarian outlook that was perpetually anticipating the next (and 

11 Noel Ignatin, “Preface,” in Workplace Papers (Chicago: STO, 1980), 
i.

12 For Fanon’s views on violence as the purveyor of “positive and creative 
qualities” (93) among the oppressed, see The Wretched of the Earth (New 
York: Grove Press, 1963), 35–106.
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possibly, hopefully, final) upsurge, whether in the factories or emerg-
ing from within new social movements. Even during the period of the 
“lull” the group was convinced that mass struggles would return; it was 
only a question of when. On the one hand, this approach led many of 
the group’s most enthusiastic members to burn out and leave in disil-
lusionment when the hoped-for moment of upsurge continued to be 
put off. At the same time, it was precisely this constant attentiveness to 
new motion that allowed STO to engage at the earliest stages with the 
antinuclear movement, for example. The trick for contemporary radicals, 
of course, is to balance these two aspects, to avoid burnout without miss-
ing the boat when mass movements emerge (as they often do) suddenly 
and in unexpected places.13 The revolutionary left’s recent interaction 
with the Occupy movement presents a relevant case study. Some radicals 
immediately dismissed Occupy Wall Street as a liberal or populist mani-
festation of the sense of entitlement of bourgeois youth, while others 
latched on in order to aggressively push their specific organizational line. 
Still, there were some who quickly recognized the organic prospects for 
militant, anticapitalist organizing inherent in the movement. This latter 
tendency (including a number of organizations and individuals across 
the US who drew direct inspiration from the legacy of STO, not to men-
tion a few former members) successfully involved itself in some of the 
most exciting aspects of the Occupy phenomenon, such as the Oakland 
General Strike of October 2011.

Considered more directly, the issue of illegality also has profound im-
plications for revolutionary strategy. STO was highly aware of the ways 
in which public discussions of illegality were guaranteed to draw the 
attention of the repressive apparatus of the state and of private capitalist 
entities. The group spent significant time researching and analyzing the 
contours of both forms of repression, while scrupulously trying to avoid 
any direct entanglements with either. One of the small handful of STO-
related documents to have been recently republished is Ken Lawrence’s 
pamphlet The New State Repression, which challenged many common 
(then and still) left assumptions about police activity in the post-COIN-
TELPRO era.14 Echoing STO’s general analysis, Lawrence argued that 

13 A contemporary theoretical framework for this process can be found in 
the work of the French radical philosopher Alain Badiou, who encour-
ages being “porous” to fundamental changes in the social terrain, the 
most extreme of which he calls “the event.” See Alain Badiou, Metapoli-
tics (London and New York: Verso, 2005).

14 Ken Lawrence, The New State Repression (Portland, OR: Tarantula, 2006 
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the legalistic defense of constitutional protections and civil liberties (so 
common on the left since the sixties) in fact undermined radical insur-
gencies instead of bolstering them. The same confusion around these 
issues that plagued the left in 1985 is ubiquitous today, and contempo-
rary radical formations have much to learn from STO’s attentiveness to 
illegality and repression.

Another aspect here was the deliberate decision to prioritize “mass” 
and “class” over “party,” focusing on the decisive role masses of people 
would play in any revolutionary upsurge. This approach became more 
pronounced over time, basically in tandem with the group’s growing at-
tachment to autonomy and the eventual pyrrhic victory of the “mass” 
side in the debate over mass vs. left work (see Chapter Seven). There is 
incredible value today in this set of insights, especially when compared to 
the still-lingering legacy of what Max Elbaum has called the sect-build-
ing approach, which placed self-described vanguard parties at the center 
of all struggle.15 When contemporary movements like the Arab Spring or 
Occupy show the ability to emerge almost without warning, it is essential 
to have a framework that allows for a critical analysis of the shortcomings 
of such developments, while still recognizing the central importance of 
the movements themselves. This was the approach taken, for instance, by 
a loose network of STO-inspired groups and individuals who participat-
ed actively in Occupy across the US. Critical reflections from a range of 
revolutionary perspectives were collected in the pamphlet Hella Occupy!, 
produced in December of 2011.16 

One common manifestation of the support for mass action is the 
uncritical perspective that has sometimes been called “movementism,” 
essentially the belief that social movements are entirely self-directing and 
that there is no value (or even negative value) in attempting to critically 
intervene within them as conscious revolutionaries. This viewpoint is in 
large part a result of a proper rejection of the sect-building model, but it 
bends the stick too far in the opposite direction. While STO consistently 
rejected this sort of approach and always emphasized the need to interact 
critically with any social struggle, it is not hard to see the line that leads 
from certain STO positions to movementism. The creation of what has 

[1985]). STO did not publish the original edition of the pamphlet (as 
it did not publish anything after 1983), but Lawrence did much of the 
research for it while still a member of STO.

15 See Elbaum, Revolution in the Air, 323–325.
16 Hella Occupy! pamphlet, available online at http://bringtheruckus.

org/?q=node/167 (accessed January 12, 2012).
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been termed the “nonprofit industrial complex” has also been part of the 
problem to the extent that NGOs routinely impose limits on forms of 
struggle and in particular the demand for legality.17 One contemporary 
response to this problem has been the idea of the “intermediate level,” 
advanced most clearly by S. Nappalos and the group Miami Autonomy 
and Solidarity.18 Briefly, the argument is that between the small revo-
lutionary organization and any mass movement there will always be a 
stratum of advanced or militant participants in the latter. For a revolu-
tionary group to participate successfully within broader movements it is 
essential to build formations that can incorporate this intermediate level 
and allow both revolutionaries and the masses to learn from each other 
in ways that can advance the struggle. Nonetheless, even though this in-
sight is fully compatible with STO’s legacy, it does not resolve the deeper 
difficulty of attempting to develop revolutionary momentum in an era 
where mass movements of any sort are few and far between, the sudden 
rise of Occupy notwithstanding. This was partly the cause of the decline 
of STO itself, as the movements that emerged from the sixties receded 
and the organization became something of a fish out of water. Unfortu-
nately, it is not clear that STO’s strategic perspective on the importance 
of mass struggles provides any clear lessons that can solve this continuing 
problem. STO was always better at creating a pole within already existing 
movements than it was at catalyzing new ones.

The absence of social struggle is nowhere more stark than in the mi-
lieu of anti-imperialism and revolutionary nationalism, which in the 
second half of the seventies provided STO with a needed anchor in its 
efforts to develop a strategic orientation. Certainly, nationalism is just as 
important a force in the world today as it was in 1976, but the liberatory 
aspect of third world nationalism that was so attractive to STO has been 
replaced in almost every instance with a willful procapitalist stance that 
is in some cases frighteningly xenophobic.19 In this context, it would 

17 The classic work on the non-profit industrial complex is INCITE! 
Women of Color Against Violence, eds., The Revolution Will Not Be 
Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex (Cambridge, MA: 
South End Press, 2007).

18 See S. Nappalos, “Defining Practice: The Intermediate Level of Organi-
zation and Struggle” (2010). Available online at http://anarkismo.net/
article/16350 (accessed January 12, 2012).

19 It is certainly subject to debate whether the liberatory aspect was ever 
real, or if real, ever dominant, even in the seventies. Some nuanced in-
sight on this question can be found in Alfredo M. Bonanno, Anarchism 
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be the height of foolishness to simply cut and paste specific strategic 
approaches from STO’s anti-imperialist solidarity phase into the pres-
ent day. For some former members, this awareness means much of the 
group’s work after 1975 was a waste, but that conclusion is too harsh. 
It is possible to view this era of STO’s work as a necessary error, one 
which produced a slew of lessons, many of them negative. For instance, 
while it was quite willing to criticize other anti-imperialist organizations 
(especially Prairie Fire and May 19th) for subordinating themselves to 
the organizational or ideological outlook of various revolutionary na-
tionalist groups, in practice STO all too often did the exact same thing, 
specifically in relation to the MLN (see Chapter Five). In this regard, the 
internationalism promoted by the EZLN in Chiapas since 1994 has only 
reinforced the idea that solidarity must be an interplay between parties 
that acknowledge both their differences and their areas of agreement, 
leading to an honest form of mutual support.20 Retaining an awareness 
of the reality of unequal footing and relative privileges for first world 
participants in this sort of interaction does not have to mean accepting a 
one-way relationship.

Whatever the limits of revolutionary nationalism then or now, there 
is real value in the broadly internationalist outlook that STO developed 
over the course of the seventies. The idea that revolution must be global 
now seems fairly commonplace, but for STO this went beyond simply 
an analysis of the international situation. As an organization, it expend-
ed considerable effort and material resources to build direct ties with 
radicals in or from Europe, southern Africa, Iran, and Latin America. 
This involved funding international travel, organizing speaking tours for 
visiting revolutionaries, offering translation services and assistance with 
publishing, and developing communication networks and collaborative 
projects across multiple borders. None of these efforts were uncritical. 
STO offered direct and public criticism of both the Puerto Rican and 
Iranian revolutionary movements while simultaneously working actively 
in support of them, and it also criticized various tendencies within the 
European movements with which it was closest. Importantly, it did all 
this in a time before the Internet began to facilitate instantaneous contact 

and the National Liberation Struggle (London: Elephant Editions, 1990 
[1976]).

20 The literature on this topic is extensive but uneven. One place to begin 
is Thomas Olesen, “Globalizing the Zapatistas: From Third World Soli-
darity to Global Solidarity?,” in Third World Quarterly 25 no. 1, (2004), 
255–267.
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across the planet. One of the many unfortunate side effects for contem-
porary radicals of the new information technology is the way in which 
email and other forms of communication have substantially replaced 
face-to-face international relationships. Things like international travel 
and speaking tours should be more frequent and more extensive today, 
since they are so much easier to coordinate now than they were thirty 
years ago. But the reality is arguably the opposite. The expansion and 
increasing sophistication of the repressive apparatus at the level of the 
nation-state and on a global scale, especially since 2001, has changed the 
terms of the game, making travel harder in many situations, especially for 
radicals from the global south. But in cases where international travel is 
still a real possibility it must be pursued by today’s radicals.21

Beyond simply logistical aspects, there is also a political lesson here: 
STO sought out groups in other countries that held political stances fairly 
close to its own, but it did not for the most part apply any sort of strict 
litmus test, either around labels (anti-imperialist, Leninist, etc.) or around 
a lengthy checklist of necessary positions. In some ways, this is comparable 
to the fairly broad-minded approach taken by the loose network of groups 
affiliated with the Anarkismo website (www.anarkismo.net). Anarkismo 
emerged in part from a post-Seattle era effort known as the International 
Libertarian Solidarity Network, which attempted to connect likeminded 
anarchist groups from around the world through fundraising campaigns 
and solidarity initiatives supporting anti-authoritarian militants in Africa 
and Latin America. Anarkismo includes a range of diverse organizations 
under the banner of class-struggle anarchism and has recently taken initial 
steps toward advancing the “real world” interaction of the organizations 
involved. At the same time, participating groups are expected to identify 
strongly with the anarchist label and tradition. This seems unnecessarily 
limiting in at least some cases, and it is narrower than the approach taken 
by STO, which was concerned far less about the historical lineages (Mao-
ist, Trotskyist, feminist, libertarian, etc.) of the groups it worked with, and 
far more about their actual politics and practice.

21 An example of the potential difficulties in international travel due to 
government repression is provided by the experience of the European 
anarchist writer and activist Gabriel Kuhn, who appears to be on the 
US Government’s “No Fly List” and was forced to cancel a speaking 
tour of North America in early 2010. See Matthew Rothschild, “Euro-
pean Anarchist Has to Cancel Trip to US,” The Progressive, February 19, 
2010. Available online at http://www.progressive.org/mc021910.html 
(accessed January 12, 2012).
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A more direct legacy of STO’s strategic outlook can be found in the 
realm of antifascism. The group’s attentiveness to the autonomous and 
revolutionary potential built into the far right, as well as the resulting 
need to operate as antifascists at a clear distance from the state and cap-
italism, was quite innovative at the time. This analysis, as well as a com-
mitment to militant, direct action against fascist attempts to organize, 
has been widely taken up within the broad activist trend known in the 
United States and Canada as Anti-Racist Action (ARA). ARA groups 
coast to coast have, over the course of the past two decades, built their 
reputations around a no-platform-for-fascists approach that has repeat-
edly led to physical confrontation, as well as a no-reliance-on-the-state 
attitude that has sometimes resulted in government repression.22 The 
incorporation of STO’s views on fascist autonomy has been far more 
uneven, though in recent years the small current known as “Three Way 
Fight,” best represented by the website of the same name, has helped 
expand the audience for the notion that fascism is not reducible to 
being the most brutal face of capitalism.23 This trend emerged largely 
from the experiences of ARA veterans who, in 2001, participated in the 
development, publication, and distribution of a book on antifascism 
cowritten by Don Hamerquist.24

If there are many positive lessons to be learned from STO’s approach 
to fascism, the results are much more ambivalent in terms of the group’s 
response to a far more progressive movement: feminism. Throughout 
its existence, STO had an uneasy relationship with the women’s libera-
tion movement in its many permutations. On the one hand, the group 
was heavily involved at different points in supporting various feminist 
projects, ranging from women’s caucuses at factories and hospitals to 

22 The best historical and political analysis of ARA remains Rory Mc-
Gowan, “Claim No Easy Victories,” in Northeastern Anarchist #7 
(2003), available online at http://anarkismo.net/article/327 (accessed 
January 12, 2012).

23 See the website http://threewayfight.blogspot.com for a range of con-
tent produced under this rubric (accessed January 12, 2012).

24 See Don Hamerquist, J. Sakai, et. al., Confronting Fascism: Discussion 
Documents for a Militant Movement (Chicago and Montreal: Arsenal, 
ARA, Kersplebedeb, 2002). A different approach to anti-fascism di-
rectly descended from STO can be found in the writings of former 
member Leonard Zeskind, especially in Blood and Politics: the History 
of the White Nationalist Movement from the Margins to the Mainstream 
(New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2009).
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the Reproductive Rights National Network. Some members joined 
STO with a background in the women’s movement, and they and oth-
ers actively incorporated its methods and insights into their work as 
part of STO. Throughout most of its existence, the group maintained 
a Women’s Commission (or similarly titled formation) to ensure that 
male supremacy did not dominate its internal operations (see Chapter 
Six). Women were found in formal leadership positions from beginning 
to end of the organization’s existence. All these things are important to 
note, as a reminder that STO was not fundamentally defined by any sort 
of crude antifeminist politics. 

Nonetheless, STO did routinely treat the women’s movement with 
suspicion and distrust, largely due to a broad-brush belief that femi-
nism was white and bourgeois in character. At times this attitude pro-
duced a refusal to engage with the women’s movement’s insights, as 
when the organization effectively gave a collective shrug to the sug-
gestion that members incorporate the notion that “the personal is po-
litical” into their political work.25 In other situations, the result was 
public criticism: Allison Edwards challenged the theoretical underpin-
nings of radical feminism in a two-part article on capitalism and male 
supremacy in Urgent Tasks, while Carole Travis used the same forum 
to attack what she saw as the uncritical embrace of feminism by the 
Prairie Fire Organizing Committee. Internally, the group was perpetu-
ally unable to agree on the appropriate level of autonomy for women 
in the organization, despite repeated attempts to resolve the question. 
When interpersonal dynamics around sexuality and parenthood be-
came a major source of conflict within STO at the turn of the eighties 
(see Chapter Six), the group was ill-equipped to deal with them in part 
because it had never internalized the personal-political connection.26 
A substantial number of heterosexual couples were members of STO 
at different points, and in almost every instance of divorce the woman 
left the group before the man did. There is of course no guarantee that 
a more successful engagement with feminism would have avoided any 

25 Two nuanced and thoughtful contributions to the IDB by Linda Phelps, 
“Notes for a Discussion of the Personal as Political,” in IDB #15, Febru-
ary 1980, 37–38, and “More on ‘Process,’ or, How I Never Give Up,” in 
IDB #17, June 1980, 46, produced little to no response from the rest of 
the organization.

26 By contrast, Big Flame was fully engaged with the feminist milieu in 
Great Britain throughout much of its existence. See Kevin McDonnell,  
“Big Flame’s Legacy.”
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of these problems, and any such alternative would have produced its 
own set of problems. But contemporary radical groups would do well 
to note the difficulties that arose as a result of STO’s approach. To some 
extent this has already happened, at least within the wings of anarchism 
and Marxism that have actively integrated a feminist analysis into both 
organizational structures and strategic orientations.

While the group may never have fully understood the extent to which 
the personal is political, it definitely acknowledged the political impli-
cations of popular culture. STO utilized the analysis of culture—as a 
reflection of the state of struggle—that had been pioneered by C.L.R. 
James, and applied it skillfully to various musical genres, as well as to 
high art. Unfortunately, it never managed to accomplish the same task 
in relation to sports, food, or a range of other cultural forms. Nonethe-
less, the group’s refusal to adopt the classic left instrumentalist approach, 
largely descended from Soviet-inspired socialist realism, was refreshing. 
Two indirect outgrowths of the legacy of STO reflect the best impulses 
of this Jamesian attitude. On and off over the last decade, the Democracy 
and Hip-Hop Project (DHHP), a website initiated by the founders of 
the STO web archive, has published critical writing on the whole range 
of hip-hop music and culture, always incorporating the same thoughtful-
ness that STO members had applied to punk rock or Bruce Springsteen 
decades before.27 In contrast to many other left responses to hip-hop, the 
DHHP never used the political content of lyrics as the central metric by 
which to measure the political impact of the music. Instead, it viewed 
new trends in hip-hop as a reflection of the dialectical process through 
which an entire culture was developing. Whether the object of study is 
music or sports, art or television, emerging radical formations would 
benefit from adopting a similar stance.

In a slightly different vein, Hal Adams, an educator and a former 
member of STO, founded two publications over the course of the nine-
ties that combined the Jamesian analysis of working-class culture with the 
Gramscian belief in organic intellectuals. Every issue was filled with the 
writings of people who are trained by society not to think of themselves 
as writers—factory workers, single parents, students in GED or ESL pro-
grams, and so forth. Each set of poems and stories was crafted in a series 
of gatherings over the course of weeks or months, with peer editing and 
response at the core of the process. While not a traditionally political 
project, the writing group concept reflected Adams’s firm commitment 

27 For examples, see http://democracyandhiphop.blogspot.com (accessed 
January 12, 2012).
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to Gramsci’s assertion that “every man [sic] is a philosopher.”28 When his 
first attempt, the Journal of Ordinary Thought, was progressively incorpo-
rated into the world of liberal foundations and nonprofits, Adams quit 
and founded a more grassroots alternative, Realconditions, to carry on the 
idea. The mission statement for the latter offers a rather straightforward 
explanation of the politics behind it: “Because only the collective efforts 
of ordinary people can make a better world, we are particularly inter-
ested in the creative expressions and unique understandings of those who 
have been relegated to the margins of society, including the poor, the 
oppressed, immigrants, and those who risk their privileges to join them. 
Their stories are found in these magazines.”29 Similar projects could defi-
nitely be initiated by contemporary groupings hoping to carry on the 
legacy of STO.

Every activity, project, and strategic direction undertaken by STO 
was informed by its commitment to class struggle. This was the obvi-
ous guiding principle that led to the group’s early work around factory 
organizing (see Chapter Two), but in equally important (if sometimes 
obscure) ways, it was the motivating factor for its intervention in ven-
ues—like the antinuclear movement—that at first glance appeared to be 
nothing more than cross-class alliances. The point was never to obscure 
forms of oppression that did not map neatly onto questions of class, but 
rather to better understand and resist all of them from within a holis-
tic perspective. The whole purpose of developing the analysis of white 
skin privilege was to pave the way for collective action by “a class which 
is coming alive.”30 Repeated engagements with the women’s movement 
were motivated by a desire to strengthen the participation of working-
class women as part of the struggle of the class overall. The group’s dia-
lectical approach to revolution was built around the notion that dual 
consciousness among working people (including its manifestations in 
racism and sexism) was a reflection of the grand contradiction between 
the forces of production and the relations of production. Whatever the 
value of these ideas in the abstract, Noel Ignatiev has linked STO’s de-
mise to a perpetual failure to speak in practice to the breadth and depth 

28 This phrase recurs in Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, notably on pages 9, 
323, 344, and elsewhere. 

29 This mission statement is available in every issue of Realconditions and 
online at http://www.prairiegroup.org/communityprojects/communi-
tywritingproject.html (accessed January 12, 2012).

30 STO, The United Front Against Imperialism? (Chicago: STO, 1972).
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of the lives and dreams of any appreciable section of the working class.31 
Nonetheless, at least STO made an effort. Since the group’s demise, 

precious few revolutionary organizations have carried on this sort of 
basic understanding of class struggle. Far too often, the only options 
put forward have been either a fundamentally liberal version of iden-
tity politics that views white skin privilege as just one in the litany of 
social problems, along with a form of oppression known as “classism”; 
or a vulgar reductionist worldview where any struggle that doesn’t look 
like mechanical notions of class struggle is irrelevant, or worse, a dis-
traction from what really matters. Certainly there have been exceptions, 
many of them coming from the tradition of radical women of color. A 
fairly recent example is the approach known as intersectionality, which 
argues that oppression can best be understood as an interlocking matrix 
of elements, including race, class, and gender hierarchies.32 This model 
is compelling as a description of the reality of oppression, although little 
attention is paid to those situations where multiple forms of oppression 
are not mutually reinforcing, but instead actually interfere with each 
other.33 Further, intersectionality provides no clear guidance in terms of 

31 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, January 27, 2006.
32 For a classic collection of theoretical interventions from radical women 

of color, see Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds., This Bridge 
Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (New York: Kitchen 
Table, Women of Color Press, 1983). The key foundational texts of 
intersectionality theory include Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist 
Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of Empowerment 
(New York: Routledge, 2009 [2000/1990]) and Kimberlé W. Cren-
shaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 
Violence Against Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 
(1991), 1241–1299.

33 For example, it is not clear how an intersectional analysis helps us ana-
lyze the decision of the government of Malawi in 2010 to imprison two 
gay men who staged a public wedding ceremony in a country where 
homosexuality is illegal. This amounted to a form of oppression, but 
one that was justified in terms of resisting the likewise very real op-
pression of Western imperialism that is maintained, in part, through 
foreign aid that was under threat of being withheld until the men were 
pardoned by the president of Malawi. At the same time, the other-
wise laudable defense of gay rights by the US State Department in 
this context was in part an exercise in maintaining hegemonic control 
over the global south. While advocates of intersectionality are certainly 
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plotting revolutionary strategy, since neither the agent nor the processes 
of struggle are specified. In this situation, there is definitely room for 
contemporary radicals to draw on STO’s legacy and make a sophisticated 
understanding of class struggle the backbone of a flesh and blood strat-
egy of resistance against all forms of oppression.

Whether despite or because of its bedrock faith in the centrality of 
the proletariat, the overall trajectory of STO’s strategy was undeniably 
toward failure. This is true in multiple senses. First, it is clear that each 
of the areas of work successively prioritized by the group failed to main-
tain itself. It was never able to overcome the limits it encountered in 
factory organizing, or in anti-imperialist solidarity, or in engaging with 
other social movements. The tendency toward millenarianism and burn-
out was on some level symptomatic of repeated failures to agree upon 
and implement a strategic direction that could last longer than a couple 
years. Kevin McDonnell, a veteran of Big Flame, has suggested that there 
may be a natural life-span for small radical groups, in the range of ten 
to fifteen years.34 If so, STO might have actually been rather old when 
it finally dissolved. But as Ignatiev has suggested, in order to overcome 
this sort of “natural” limitation a revolutionary group must successfully 
reflect and articulate the experiences and aspirations of at least a sector of 
the working class. Thus, the early IWW, for example, thrived to the ex-
tent that it successfully spoke to the lived reality of unskilled new immi-
grant laborers and other groups that built it into the most vibrant radical 
group of its era. STO was no more able to accomplish this task than were 
competitor groups like the October League or Prairie Fire, and simply 
having better politics did not keep it from meeting the same fate as the 
others. In this sense, the essential job of new generations of revolution-
aries may be to identify a sector of the class within which and through 
which to develop new forms of organization and struggle. Where is the 
twenty-first century equivalent of the Petrograd of 1917 or Barcelona in 
1936 or Gwangju in 1980? While STO’s achievements can offer certain 

aware of the complex contradictions involved in a situation like this, 
it is not clear how intersectionality accounts for them in a way that is 
different than other reasonably sophisticated narratives of oppression. 
For details on the Malawi case, see James Butty, “Malawi Government 
Pleased With Homosexual Couple Conviction,” Voice of America web-
site, May 18, 2010. Available on the internet at http://www.voanews.
com/english/news/africa/Butty-Malawi-Gay-Verdict-React-Thotho-
19may10-94221744.html (accessed December 5, 2011).

34 Kevin McDonnell, “The Legacy of Big Flame.”
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lessons peripheral to this task, it is at least as important to learn what is 
not to be done by looking carefully at what STO actually did.

* * *
Finally, there are a number of organizational questions raised by 

the history of STO. On some level, STO was always struggling to re-
invent itself. In fifteen-plus years, it never utilized the standard left 
approach of developing a constitution or bylaws, and this fact created 
repeated opportunities to tweak its structural model, for better and for 
worse. It is possible this approach was modeled on the early history of 
the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party, which did not have formal 
membership rolls or a set of bylaws for the first period of its existence. 
While the concept of local branches was a standard import from the 
history of the CPUSA, STO never put much effort into determining 
internal lines of authority or communication. As it grew to be a larger 
organization in the late seventies with members from coast to coast, the 
lack of a clear structure fed into the growing frustrations felt by many 
members, especially those in Kansas City and the Pacific Northwest 
(see Chapters Seven and Eight). 

One persistent problem facilitated by this relatively lax attitude to-
ward structure was informal hierarchy. This manifested in what many 
members called “the heavies,” who were the universally acknowledged 
intellectual leading lights of the group—Hamerquist, Ignatin, and Law-
rence. (For a period of time, Carole Travis had roughly the same level of 
prestige and power inside the organization, though she was for the most 
part not an active theoretician.) All were somewhat older than most other 
members, and they each had years of left experience prior to the founding 
of STO, including time spent in various “old left” organizations. Some 
former members have suggested it was precisely this experience, and the 
attendant early exposure to Stalinist method, that produced the worst 
forms of manipulation that went along with the informal hierarchy (see 
Chapter Four). The leadership this grouping provided the organization 
was undeniably valuable on many levels, but many members at many dif-
ferent moments in time chafed at it. The group’s formal decision-making 
structure after 1975—an elected National Committee and semiregular 
General Membership Meetings—did not eliminate the problem, and of-
ten the worst conflicts occurred when one or more of the heavies were 
not on the NC, but continued to use their left contacts and rhetorical 
skills to retain a disproportionate influence on STO’s activity. Ignatin 
and Hamerquist developed some theoretical insights into the need for a 
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highly democratic version of democratic centralism, but in reality they, 
along with Lawrence and occasionally Travis, were regularly identified as 
roadblocks to democracy rather than its enforcers. 

The overall history of the left has made it clear that there is no magic 
bullet that can prevent informal hierarchies from asserting themselves, 
though STO seemed at times perversely interested in actively culti-
vating them. The most significant intellectual effort the group made 
in the opposite direction was to institute the dialectics course for the 
membership. Beginning in 1978, Lawrence, Ignatin, and Hamerquist 
put significant effort into designing a course that could create some-
thing resembling a level intellectual playing field inside the organiza-
tion. While the effort was never fully successful, it did raise the overall 
level of theoretical discussion within the group over several years. The 
idea of using political education as a means to teach a method or ap-
proach (“How to Think”), rather than as a way of conveying a correct 
ideological line, retains significant value in the present day. In practical 
terms, contemporary groups would be better served by acknowledging 
and institutionalizing leadership based on organizing and intellectual 
experience, while deliberately establishing precise limits on this power 
and developing other measures designed to broaden and deepen the 
available pool of leaders over time.

Perhaps STO’s biggest failure in organizational terms was its failure 
to grow. It is doubtful the group ever had more than a hundred members 
at any given time, even around 1980 when it had a physical presence in 
a dozen states across the country.35 It is tantalizing to imagine an organi-
zation of two thousand or more people armed with STO’s politics, but 
as discussed in Chapter Eight the group repeatedly sabotaged itself such 
that there was never really any clear path for it to grow to that scale. In 
part, this had to do with the fact that STO was always identified more 
in terms of what it was not—Stalinist, Maoist, Trotskyist, anarchist, re-
formist, antitheory, opportunist, and so forth—and only secondarily in 
terms of what it was. The laxness in terms of structure contributed here, 
as did the group’s consistent lack of clarity around the organizational 
implications of the concept of autonomy. STO and its members took 
inconsistent stances as to whether growth itself was a key to success or 
a counterproductive attack on autonomy. But the largest piece of this 
puzzle was that STO itself was never sure, in demographic terms at least, 

35 Illinois, Iowa, Missouri, Kansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, New York, 
Pennsylvania, California, Oregon, Washington, and Colorado.
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what it was. Was it an all-white group? Was it multiracial?36 Was it a 
group of workers? A cross-class organization of communist militants? 

It is shocking to realize that a group with such a developed theory of 
white supremacy was unable to apply that theory inside its own organiza-
tion in a productive way, but that is effectively what happened to STO. 
The founding members of the group included two women of color, and 
the initial vision (linked directly to the choice of the name Sojourner 
Truth) was to build a multiracial revolutionary organization (see Chapter 
One). The decision to focus on organizing in large factories with mixed 
populations of workers was born of a similar vision for a broadly di-
verse workers’ movement. At the same time, one of the founding insights 
of STO emphasized the ways in which white supremacy necessitated a 
respect for the autonomous organizing efforts of people of color. STO 
from the beginning operated under a largely unexamined assumption of 
being a “white” group, and refused to actively recruit radicals of color, 
even those who closely shared its political stance (see Chapter Three). 
Once the group took its anti-imperialist turn, this commitment became 
even more emphatic, as revolutionaries of color were more or less direct-
ed to join revolutionary nationalist groupings in “their” communities. 
The contradiction left deep scars on STO as an organization, especially 
during and after the split of 1978 when the entire Third World Caucus 
left the group, along with many white supporters (see Chapter Four). In 
the aftermath, STO was always identified as a “white” group.

It is tempting to imagine STO as a fully multiracial group, but it is 
important to remember that to have developed in such a direction would 
have required a fundamentally different approach to autonomy as a con-
cept. That is, STO generally saw autonomy as something manifested ex-
clusively by the separate organization of people of color. The alternative 
would have been to view autonomy as both an individual and a social 
experience, one that could exist in either nationalist or multiracial group-
ings. In this case, STO’s longstanding awareness of white skin privilege 
would have presented at least a partial bulwark against what has been 
called “premature universalism.”37 Instead, STO’s self-understanding as 

36 This term has clear shortcomings, especially from a perspective that 
aims eventually to move beyond racial categories, but there is no better 
alternative phrasing.

37 I credit my brother Peter with introducing this term to me. It helpfully 
calls to mind the earlier concept of “premature anti-fascism,” while fo-
cusing squarely on the need to differentiate the shared experience of life 
under capitalism.
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a largely, and eventually entirely, white group dovetailed with its belief 
from the mid-seventies on that other groups (especially revolutionary 
nationalist organizations) would be far more important to any revolu-
tionary process than STO would ever be. The popularity inside STO in 
the late seventies of a vulgar version of anti-imperialism also contributed 
to the problem. Subsequently, as the group moved away from solidarity 
efforts in the eighties, the attempt to develop a revolutionary tendency 
(see Chapter Seven) reinforced the idea that STO was organizationally 
unimportant. All these elements combined to create a feedback loop of 
perpetual failure to grow. 

Comparable confusions arose in terms of the class composition of 
the group, with an effort, especially in the early seventies, to “proletari-
anize” the membership (see Chapter Two), alongside a desire to avoid 
patronizing the “real” workers with whom the group had developed re-
lationships. Here again, the result was a contradictory response to the 
question of class, one which carried forward into the group’s interaction 
with the antinuclear movement at the end of the decade (see Chapter 
Seven). In these two areas, then, the STO veterans who argue that the 
group fell victim to a failure of will are on fairly solid ground, at least 
in terms of demographic questions relating to race and class. For a new 
generation of revolutionaries, the importance of reaching a viable critical 
mass must be combined with an awareness of just how difficult it will 
be—not just logistically but first and foremost politically—to achieve 
this critical mass. What is the value of a revolutionary organization? 
How important is the designation of participants in such organizations 
as “cadre,” and what does the latter term mean in terms of responsibili-
ties and expectations for members? STO’s early insights into the “party” 
are surely worth examining. The group emphasized, among other points, 
the priority of common action over strict adherence to a precise theoreti-
cal line, the need for a highly democratic internal culture of debate, and 
the responsibility of the party to “articulate and organize popular aspira-
tions in a framework of class struggle,” rather than to provide top-down 
leadership and direction to the masses.38 A useful point of comparison 
in this context is the rather different historical tradition within Latin 
American anarchism known as especifismo, which similarly defends the 
importance of “specifically revolutionary organizations” that can pursue 
a policy of “social insertion” in broader social movements.39 Of course, 

38 The quote is from Don Hamerquist, “Discussion Points on the Party 
and Revolutionary Strategy,” in Collective Works #3 (June 1975), 8–9.

39 Relatively little literature exists in English on especifismo. Perhaps the 
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there are competing traditions, including those that would draw more on 
the legacy of STO’s later tendency-building efforts (see Chapter Seven). 
The jury is still out on the relative merits of these various approaches, 
but in the interim, STO’s difficult experiences with organizational self-
perpetuation are worthy of careful review.

* * *
What to make of STO in the final analysis? Noel Ignatiev once 

described the group to me as “an organization of revolutionaries that 
tried to think.”40 On one level this may seem one-sided, insofar as it 
focuses on the “thinking” rather than “doing” aspect of the process. 
But perhaps we should think of revolutionaries as those who actually 
attempt to make revolution rather than simply those who profess its 
value in the abstract. Seen from this angle, the seventies left was pep-
pered with organizations that tried to make revolution, and it was the 
attempt to reflect critically on that process that made STO unusual. 
John Garvey, a close comrade of STO for many years, argues that, in 
spite of many flaws, “STO remains the single most remarkable politi-
cal organization of its era.”41 Hopefully this book at the very least has 
adequately demonstrated what made it remarkable, both for better and 
for worse. On the other hand, Mario Tronti, a veteran of the Italian 
autonomist Marxist current that so influenced STO, reflected on his 
own milieu by claiming that it produced “many flowers, little fruit.”42 
This seems in some ways a helpful metaphor for understanding STO, if 
we think of “flowers” as valuable insights and “fruit” as lasting practical 
outcomes. No matter how remarkable STO might have been, today’s 
radicals are largely tasked with reinventing the wheel of revolutionary 
struggle, as have so many earlier generations. 

best resource is a small collection of documents available online as a 
Google Doc. See the blog Machete 408, at http://machete408.word-
press.com/2009/02/21/reader-on-especifismo/ (accessed January 12, 
2012).

40 Noel Ignatiev, interview with the author, July 16, 2005.
41 John Garvey, interview with the author, April 21, 2011.
42 Quoted in Steve Wright, Storming Heaven, 225. Wright argues this de-

scription of the Italian movement was inaccurate, and it is worth noting 
that, by the time Tronti wrote those words in 1978, he had long since 
become a critic of operaismo and autonomia from the right, as a member 
of the mainstream Italian Communist Party.
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At the same time, the list of groups and projects on the revolutionary 
left that have featured former members of STO is extensive: the Love 
and Rage Revolutionary Anarchist Federation, Race Traitor, Anti-Racist 
Action, the Industrial Workers of the World, and Bring the Ruckus, 
among many others. Other small groups with no membership overlap 
nonetheless take significant inspiration from STO, including Unity and 
Struggle, Advance the Struggle, the Black Orchid Collective, the First of 
May Anarchist Alliance, Miami Autonomy and Solidarity, and the Kasa-
ma Project, again among a long list of others. That none of these has so 
far proven capable of catalyzing or inspiring insurgent mass movements 
in the twenty-first century is no crime, though it must be considered a 
failure. Like STO’s overall failure, this tragedy is the result of both objec-
tive and subjective conditions. If the continuing legacy of the Sojourner 
Truth Organization is of any value, it will be seen in the future successes 
that overcome past failures.
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