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Conclusion

Will there be a revolution? In time? Before ecological and
economic or other catastrophes crash down on society? This is
impossible to predict. What is lacking is organization, a layer of
self-organized radicals, militants who are prepared to advocate
revolution and to link this goal up to the daily struggles of the
people. The formation of such self-organization is not a matter
of prediction but of commitment.
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Throughout the USA there is discontent. Under the appar-
ently placid political surface there is bubbling dissatisfaction.
Yet there has been only limited rebellion, all kept within the
limits of Democratic-Republican politics as usual. Certainly,
to most people, the possibility of a revolution — an uprising
against capitalism and its state — seems distant, if not absurd.
I want to argue that a revolution is quite possible (but not in-
evitable). And I want to clarify what revolution means.

Most political theorists ask why there are occasional rebel-
lions and revolutions. I think it is more fruitful to ask why there
are not more rebellions — popular struggles leading up to rev-
olutions. Consider the unfairness of a tiny minority — the “one
percent” — ruling over and getting rich from the big majority.
Consider the dangers of ecological catastrophe, economic col-
lapse, and nuclear war, not to mention many other issues of
oppression and unfairness. Why do people put up with this?
Why isn’t there at least a large movement to get rid of this
system?

Revolutions happen because people have not been suffi-
ciently flexible to adapt social institutions to changing condi-
tions. Conditions may change gradually (feudalism is being
replaced by capitalism; global climate change develops over
the decades, etc.). But popular consciousness lags behind the
change, and those who benefit from existing conditions (such
as the feudal lords or the owners of oil industries) resist grad-
ual changes. At some point there develops extreme tension be-
tween the existing consciousness and institutions and the need
for change. Then there is either an explosive revolution or so-
cial disaster. The question is, why does it take so long, even
when the need for change has become drastic, for there to be
a major movement for the necessary transformation: for revo-
lution?

Essentially there are three reasons. First, there is widespread
ignorance and miseducation deliberately spread by the domi-
nant institutions. From our schools, churches, newspapers, tele-



vision news, and other forms of mass media, US people learn a
heavily distorted view of the world. They have little knowledge
of the power of the capitalist minority and the inequality of
wealth in the country. They know almost nothing of the record
of the US empire in other countries, especially the poorer na-
tions. The white majority knows almost nothing about the op-
pression of People of Color. Economic theory is a closed book
to most US people. US people are mainly in the dark about
the dangers of climate change and the possible alternatives. To
most, “socialism”, “communism”, “Marxism”, “anarchism” and
“radicalism” are words spoken by the devil. The range of de-
bate, between “conservatives” and “liberals”, Republicans and
Democrats, is incredibly narrow and uneducating; it is almost
unheard of for a significant issue to be be seriously debated.

The US is a bourgeois democracy, which is to say, it is not
a fascist or totalitarian state which simply suppresses dissent
through police measures. Police measures are indeed used, but
in an inconsistent manner. It is possible to learn the truth about
these matters, if individuals are willing to look. There has al-
ways been a minority which is interested in looking at alter-
nate sources of information (the writings of Noam Chomsky,
socialist journals, radical blogs, etc.). But mostly this has been
a tiny minority. The question is why don’t more people look
at the alternate media and books which are available? (This is
exactly what people do in periods of radicalization.)

Growing Dissatisfaction

The second reason for popular quiescence is a certain level
of comfort, or at least, of being not too uncomfortable. This
leads to people not looking for information outside the conven-
tional wisdom. The political psychology of this was expressed
by Thomas Jefferson in the US Declaration of Independence:
“...All experience hath shown, that mankind are more disposed

A popular revolution of the working class and all those op-
pressed by capitalism would be the most democratic transfor-
mation possible. Revolution is not defined by being “violent” or
“bloody”. “Revolution” means “to turn over” (revolve). It means
one class overturning another class. Under capitalism, it means
the working class and its allies of all the oppressed overturning
the capitalist class and its state and other institutions, and re-
placing them with new institutions. This is intended to develop
a classless, nonoppressive, freely cooperative society.

Such an overturn might be fairly nonviolent. This would be
so IF the big majority of the population is united behind it and
determined to carry it through — IF the workers boldly seize
industry and transportation and manage it themselves — IF
the ranks of the military (who mainly come from the working
class) come over to the side of the majority — and IF the ruling
class is demoralized (especially if revolutions have been suc-
cessful in most other countries). All this is possible, but....iffy.

For example, the October Russian revolution which brought
the Soviets to power had minimal bloodshed. It was only later,
when foreign imperialists pumped up counterrevolutionary
forces into fighting a civil war, that the revolution became
bloody (and the worst traits of the Bolsheviks were encour-
aged). It is likely that the US ruling class will try to resist losing
its power and wealth, as violently as “necessary”.

The problem of violence, of a “bloodbath”, depends on the
extent of resistance by the capitalist class and on little else. This
is the most arrogant, self-conscious, ruling class in the world,
used to throwing its weight around as it choses. The best way to
limit its violence is to be prepared: to organize the workers and
oppressed as solidly and strongly as possible. This too shows
the need for mass action and popular resistance.
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cupy their workplaces and youth really occupy the downtown
district (Wall Street or whatever). Our whole politics would
change. The ruling class fears this like the fires of hell. Liber-
als and conservatives, Democrats and Republicans, union offi-
cialdom, will do all in their power to prevent this from hap-
pening, because it would show the people the power that we
really have. They would rather push all opposition into the
Democrats or even into independent electoral action (third par-
ties), away from mass action. But it could happen, especially
if radicals put efforts into advocating and educating working
people about such a strategy.

What is a Revolution?

The first factor — the miseducation of the people — includes
teaching people to fear and dislike the very idea of a “revolu-
tion”. This is peculiar for a country which prides itself on its
founding revolution of 1776. The Declaration of Independence
asserted, “Whenever any Form of Government becomes destruc-
tive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish
it, and to institute new Government....Under absolute Despotism,
it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government”.

But look at this statement by Naomi Klein, in her popular
book This Changes Everything, about the need to stop the cap-
italist development of climate catastrophe. She strongly advo-
cates the need for a popular movement to fight climate change
and all forms of oppression. But instead of asserting the “Right
of the People” to revolution, she writes, “...Let’s take for granted
that we want to do these radical things democratically and with-
out a bloodbath, so violent, vanguardist revolutions don’t have
much to offer in the way of road maps”. (Klein 2014, p. 452).

Since this is her only reference to “revolution”, it implies that
revolutions are undemocratic, vanguardist (elitist) and violent,
certain to end in bloodbaths.
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to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by
abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed’.

Accepting that existing “evils are sufferable” was most ob-
vious during the prosperity which followed World War II and
lasted about 30 years (until the early *70s). Most workers felt
that they were doing better than they had been, and better than
their parents. They expected that their children would do better
yet. From the many better-off workers to the expanded “middle
class”, most (white) families had a house and at least one car,
with only one parent having to hold a waged job. Under these
conditions, the radicalism of the thirties died down.

Other reasons for the post-WWII decline of the Left, in-
cluded the anticommunist repression which drove the Commu-
nists and other leftists out of the unions, the universities, and
public and private employment. Another was the ugly reality
of the totalitarian Soviet Union, which was falsely labelled as
“socialist” and “communist” by both its supporters and oppo-
nents. But the prosperity was the main factor, which permitted
the repression to succeed with so little resistance.

It is just this factor which has changed. The economy has
continued to decline. A “jobless recovery” followed the Great
Recession of 2008 and further decline (even a new Great De-
pression) is likely within the next five to ten years. The ecolog-
ical/energy crisis is increasingly coming to affect ordinary peo-
ple in observable ways, as climate change comes closer to to-
tal catastrophe. And other issues continue to affect the people
(such as attacks on women’s reproductive rights or on African-
American voting rights — things which were supposed to have
been settled). Meanwhile the Federal government appears to be
deadlocked and incompetent, unable to deal with the growing
problems.

“Polling by Gallup shows that since June 2009...pub-
lic confidence in virtually every major institution of
American life has fallen, including organized reli-



gion, the military, the Supreme Court, public schools,
newspapers, Congress, television news, the police,
the presidency, the medical system, the criminal jus-
tice system and small business....Banks, organized
labor, big business and health maintenance organi-
zations...had the confidence of just roughly a quar-
ter of the population or less.” (NY Times 10/22/14;
p- A3)

So there is plenty of political unhappiness and social discom-
fort out there. One way it has shown itself in the growth of the
extreme right. The “conservative” (really reactionary) Republi-
cans shade into virtual fascists (those who want to overthrown
bourgeois democracy, as expressed in threats to rely on “sec-
ond amendment remedies” if they don’t get their way through
the electoral process).

But there have also been popular struggles that point in a
different direction. The movement of Latinos and immigrants
(first massively apparent in the 2006 May Day marches) is one.
Since the Great Recession, there was the virtual occupation of
the Wisconsin government by workers. There was the Occupy
Wall Street movement, which spread over the country. There
have been national movements for a higher minimum wage
and for decent pay for fast food workers. Following events
in Ferguson, MO, and elsewhere, there has been a movement
against police brutality and racial oppression. 400 thousand
people marched in New York City against climate change. I am
not covering everything. (Ileave out the impact of rebellions in
other countries — the Arab Spring, the occupations and general
strikes in Europe against austerity, the democracy movement
in Hong Kong, etc.)

Yet all of these struggles in the US have (so far) remained lim-
ited. They have died down or been defeated or kept marginal.
The Wisconsin struggles, for example, did not go on to make
a general strike against the governor’s anti-labor policies. In-

stead the union leadership pulled the movement into electoral
activities — which were defeated. The Occupy movement made
an impact which is still being felt; but its encampments were
eventually dispersed by the police. The immigrant struggle has
been channeled into Democratic Party politics — and gotten
little or nothing for it. The Democratic Party continues to play
the role it has since the Populist era, of drawing movements
of opposition away from mass direct action into the dead end
of electoral politics. This is how it weakened the Civil Rights
and antiwar movements of the 60s and it will do the same to
present struggles if we let it. The union bureaucrats know no
other strategy — and the same goes for other liberal leaderships
(of the Black community or of most ecological organizations).

The Power of the Working People

Which brings up the third main reason for a low level of re-
bellion. This is the sense that nothing can be done, that there
is no alternative. The establishment, the ruling class and its in-
stitutions, seem all-powerful. What is the use of struggling?
You might as well worry about whether there will be an earth-
quake.

What people do not realize is the vulnerability of the ruling
class. It has money and it has armed force (police and military).
But we, the working class and the rest of the population, have
our own potential power. We have numbers, being the big ma-
jority. As workers, we have our hands on the means of produc-
tion, transportation, and communication — which we can shut
down if we decide to, and can start up again in a different way,
if we decide to. We have an appeal at least to the ranks of the
military, daughters and sons of the working class and middle
class.

Everything would change with one big strike in a major city,
one general strike which shuts down a city while workers oc-



