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Abstract of "C.L.R. James, Direct Democracy, and National Liberation Struggles" 
by Matthew Quest, Ph.D. Brown University, May 2008 

C.L.R. James (1901-1989), native of Trinidad, is perhaps the most libertarian 

revolutionary thinker of both the Pan-African and international labor movements in the 

twentieth century. Best known as the author of The Black Jacobins (1938), the classic 

account of Toussaint L'Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution, and Beyond A Boundary 

(1963), a semi-autobiographical meditation on the game of cricket, his intellectual 

legacies in the fields of history and literature are well established. In contrast, aspects of 

his political thought have yet to be examined with equal care. This study through original 

research in primary sources will introduce two unique propositions about the life and 

work of C.L.R. James. First, the foundation of his political philosophy is direct 

democracy and workers self-management. Second, inquiring variously about the 

presence, function, contours, and absence of direct democracy and workers self-

management in C.L.R. James' political thought on national liberation struggles 

challenges the horizons of radical democratic theory and radical Africana political 

thought in the twentieth century. 

This study will make an original intervention in scholarly fields by placing C.L.R. 

James' political thought on direct democracy and workers self-management, as embodied 

by his adage "every cook can govern," in conversation with Black freedom struggles of 

Africa, the African Diaspora, and the Third World. Examining C.L.R. James' ideas 

inspired by the Age of the CIO, Hegel, Marx, Lenin, Rousseau, Jules Michelet, the 

French and Russian Revolutions, Eastern Europe, and Ancient Athens; unique vantages 

will be offered on James' relationship to the Black Power Movement in the USA, The 

Sixth Pan-African Congress, and Federation and Party Politics in the Caribbean. C.L.R. 
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James' outlook on Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana and Julius Nyerere's Tanzania will be 

explored along with unexpected and illuminating vistas on Cuba, China, Kenya, Ethiopia, 

India and the Indo-Caribbean. In examining these national liberation struggles we will 

inquire if C.L.R. James' political thought is a means to enchant popular self-management 

at the expense of nation-states and ruling elites or assist the nationalist middle classes in 

retaining state power at ordinary people's expense. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Literature Review 

C.L.R. James' Life and Work 

Paul Buhle highlights syndicalist tendencies within C.L.R. James' political 

thought. Appreciated by anarchists but consciously a particular Marxist vision, James' 

ideas can not be finally reconciled with social democracy or neo-vanguardism. Buhle, 

while valuing James' unique readings of popular culture, makes clear his political 

thought should not be confused with frameworks of Western Marxism, assuming 

historical defeat and mere aesthetic meditation.l 

John McClendon views James as "a Marxist from below." Philosophy and theory 

function to evaluate political premises and as a guide for practice based on them. 

However, imagining James' rejection of the Leninist vanguard party as a rejection of 

Leninism, McClendon contests James' view of himself as clarifying the tradition of 

Lenin by defending spontaneity and workers' self-management. McClendon agrees the 

proletariat is central to James' optics, but is the crux of a populist vision. He ultimately 

assesses James as a Hegelian idealist. 

Sundiata Cha Jua observes an important complexity in James' Facing Reality. 

While mistaken to view James as now fearing worker domination of society, as his 

celebration of the 1956 Hungarian revolt at the very beginning of the book makes clear, 

Cha Jua locates a key consideration. C.L.R. James has two methods for imagining direct 

1 Paul Buhle. "Marxism in the USA." In C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism. Scott McLemee and 
Paul Le Blanc eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 56-57. See also Paul Buhle. C.L.R. 
James: The Artist As Revolutionary. New York: Verso, 1988 and Paul Buhle. Marxism in the United 
States. London: Verso, 1987. 

2 John McClendon. C.L.R. James's Notes on Dialectics. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005. 
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democratic political visions: workers' self-management and the self-activity of everyday 

people. The former is an explicit syndicalist or libertarian vision of popular committees 

or assemblies as government. The latter is a means for evaluating favorably more 

heterogeneous class forces. Self-activity for James, a concept not new at this juncture in 

his repertoire as Cha Jua suggests, nevertheless does leave him open to an awkward if 

critical embrace of electoral politics and the policies of nation-states at times.3 

Alrick Cambridge in reviewing C.L.R. James' political thought, consciously seeks 

to document it largely uncritically, surveying James' imagined intentions. This is an 

important scholarly effort for James, the rigorous political thinker, has often got lost in a 

fog of hyper academic cultural studies. Cambridge depicts James as defending an 

authentic return to the Marxism of Karl Marx and V.I. Lenin by way of Hegel, 

overcoming the deviations of both Stalinism and Trotskyism. However, Cambridge, 

emphasizes the former as a "left" deviation and the latter a "right" deviation suggesting 

presumptions associated perhaps with Maoism, and not James. But he is not the only 

aspiring Jamesian to shade his political thought in this fashion. Cambridge explains 

James did not see progress as a straight line, viewing rationalism as a kernel of 

managerial ideology. Among the few I am aware to explicitly document James' vision as 

that of direct democracy, tracing it back to his break from state capitalist ideas, 

Cambridge sees James as concerned with positive visions such as "the struggle for 

happiness" and "a good life" not merely socialist goals emphasizing material welfare.4 

3 Sundiata Cha Jua. "C.L.R. James, Blackness, and the Making of a Neo-Marxian Diasporic 
Historiography." Nature, Society and Thought. 11.1 (1998) 82. 

4 Alrick Cambridge. "C.L.R. James, Freedom Through History and Dialectics." In Intellectuals in the 2(fh 

Century Caribbean. Vol.1. London: Macmillan, 1992. 163-178; Alrick Cambridge. "C.L.R. James' 
Socialist Future and Human Happiness." In Decolonizing the Academy. Carole Boyce Davies, et al. eds. 
Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2003. 63-83. 
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Martin Glaberman perhaps did more than any other scholar to preserve the texts 

where C.L.R. James' vision of direct democracy and workers' self-management can be 

found, arguing defense of this intellectual legacy is important. In response to excessive 

obsession over James' literary legacy and interest in popular culture, from comic strips 

to film; Glaberman reminds James was also an anti-imperialist and spent time building 

small revolutionary organizations, factions and propaganda circles for most of his career. 

Glaberman emphasizes James' direct democratic vision ultimately clashes with Maoism 

and social democracy.5 

Anna Grimshaw and Keith Hart versus Robert Hill have contested the meaning of 

C.L.R. James' American Civilization. Grimshaw and Hart have seen it as primarily an 

independent project of aesthetic meditation breaking away from concerns with political 

organization, albeit with popular democratic themes. Hill, in contrast, sees this project as 

not one self-contained manuscript but a series of them which leads to other conclusions. 

Overwhelmingly, James project of American civilization was part of an endeavor of 

political organization to root his American political collective in indigenous radical 

traditions. The development of popular narratives, a clear effort in other unpublished 

manuscripts, was meant to move beyond ideological dogma consistent with aspirations to 

mobilize an audience for political activity not to pursue primarily a literary career.6 

Kent Worcester has noticed something crucial about C.L.R. James' shifting self-

conception of his own career. At first identifying as a Black Bolshevik or underground 

5 Martin Glaberman. Punching Out & Other Writings. Staughton Lynd ed. 
Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 2002. 

6 Anna Grimshaw and Keith Hart eds. "Introduction." American Civilization. By C.L.R. James. Cambridge, 
MA: Blackwell, 1993; Robert A. Hill. "Literary Executor's Afterword." American Civilization. By C.L.R. 
James. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993. 
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man where conspiracy and party politics was central to his identity, after leaving the 

Trotskyist movement he began to craft a different identity. As a public citizen or an 

advisor on national purpose, James seemed to take on a less cantankerous and a more 

gentlemanly demeanor, without compromising his core principles. 7 

Peter Mallory, of Raya Dunayevskaya's News & Letters Group, has some 

interesting appraisals of James as becoming too preoccupied with literary studies of 

personality. Further, he could be quite authoritarian in imagining an international network 

of popular committees inspired by his own personality. James sometimes suggested he 

could call such a federation into being, and coordinate a social revolution out of these 

forces, all by himself. Failing to grasp the new state of production and workers revolt, after 

breaking with Trotskyism partially because of tendencies in that movement's vacillations 

before personalities of leadership cults; James nevertheless could elevate the study of the 

originality of individual character all out of proportion to the destiny of mass politics.8 

Jim Murray in his perceptive essay "The Boy At The Window," locates the 

origins of James' cultured direct democracy, as represented in Beyond A Boundary, in his 

early childhood practice of observing unique personalities and crowd reaction and 

striving to enchant that interaction as a whole. To accomplish this project, he had to 

maintain a personal detachment, which is not merely a coping mechanism to resist white 

supremacy or prejudiced middle class convention. This stance as a foreigner was the 

natural outgrowth of his studies and was necessary even in the environment of his own 

7 Kent Worcester. C.L.R. James: A Political Biography. Albany, NY: SUNY, 1995. 

8 Peter Mallory. (O'Brien) "Johnsonism: A Political Appraisal." News & Letters Discussion Bulletin. April 
1956. Raya Dunayaveskaya Papers. Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 
This author also wrote under the pseudonym of John Fredrickson. 
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race, nation, and family even as a child before he became a migratory subject more 

physically.9 

Aldon Nielsen offers a remarkable insight about how C.L.R. James viewed his 

own writing and speaking. Nielsen, rejecting ordinary textual analysis, recognizes that 

when James reviews the history of his political organizations he is preoccupied less with 

how small or large the membership grew. Rather, the relative achievements and failures 

of their collective publication plans. It is difficult for some to understand, but James' 

writings, like social contracts, are central institutional pillars for how he conceives 

himself as a founder of a polity.10 

William Cain argues James misreads Shakespeare and Melville not carelessly or 

superficially. It is less he fails to read texts accurately than he refuses to abide by the 

words of the texts alone. James offers powerful didactic mis-readings often wrapped in 

rhetorical flourishes. He recreates the authors and the texts to make them serve his own 

social, political, and historical purposes and affirm his own goals. James demands that 

his audience perceive literary texts as they should be, as they need to be, even if that 

means ignoring the author's own words and intentions. He leaves his own meaning on 

these works in a bold hazardous enterprise as he confronts his audience with creative 

interpretations which might be hard to accept. Cain argues it would impede the spirit of 

James' endeavor of interpretation if he were to specify his methods or scholarly 

approach. 

9 Jim Murray. "Afterword: The Boy At The Window." In Rethinking C.L.R. James. Grant Farred ed. 
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996. 205-218. 

10 Aldon Nielsen. C.L.R. James: A Critical Introduction. Jackson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 1997. 
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Cain is not clear that James wants his mode of engagement to be copied or that 

one should. This might be more objectionable in literary criticism than in political 

thought where ideological and polemical engagement often foster diverging paths out of 

the same historical events and personalities. Still, if it would be totalitarian to posit 

political truths, history has a greater burden of presenting facts accurately even as 

interpretation can vary. We might pay careful attention to how James interprets for 

example Lenin and Ancient Athens with Cain's criticisms in mind. n 

W.F. Santiago-Valles, a communications scholar, discusses key aspects of C.L.R. 

James' conception of the functions of small revolutionary organizations. Intellectuals, 

alienated from each other by race, class, and gender coupled with the working and 

farming classes, whose sovereignty have been written out of national and community 

identities, come together. The power to define history and philosophy is taken back from 

oppressive forces and institutions. Recognizing an alternative historical collective 

memory, pioneering and recording proposals for an emancipatory future through the 

masses' self-activity; these small collectives reject obstacles to direct participation in 

political life. 12 

Marilyn Nissam-Sabat discusses another key principle in C.L.R. James' political 

thought often misunderstood. The "inevitability of socialism" has been misread as 

Hegelian mysticism or teleology, creating closed intellectual categories leading to 

totalitarian implications. For James, this is a necessary principle of analysis implying a 

11 William E. Cain. "The Triumph of the Will and the Failure of Resistance: C.L.R. James' Readings of 
Moby Dick and Othello. Selwyn R. Cudjoe and William E. Cain eds. Amherst, MA: UMass Press, 1995. 
260-276. 

12 W.F. Santiago-Valles. "Memories of the Future: Maroon Intellectuals from the Caribbean and the 
Sources of Their Communication Strategies." PhD Dissertation, Simon Fraser University (Canada), 1997. 
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certain reading of working peoples' instincts in pursuit of self-government. How do we 

quantify these instincts? Are working people not alienated? Don't they have false 

consciousness under capitalism and the state? Yet James argues the opposite. If 

chronicling these instincts as a means of propagating the destruction of bureaucracy are 

not emphasized sharply, one is left with "barbarism"--the justification of existing and 

aspiring states and ruling elites as guardians above society. This is not a principle which 

can easily be reconciled with the paradigm of the Black radical tradition.13 

Cedric Robinson inaugurates the framework of the Black radical tradition by 

placing C.L.R. James as a central intellectual pillar with W.E.B. Du Bois and Richard 

Wright. Robinson argues Marxist analyses tend to historically presuppose European 

models that minimize the value of Black resistance, accepting uncritically the irrationality 

of what Oliver Cromwell Cox termed "racial capitalism." Robinson argues the Black 

middle class produced an intelligentsia fostering a revolution in historiography, 

highlighting the self-activity of black workers, peasants, slaves, whether of secular or 

religious views. However, as Robinson explains the idea of a holistic Black radical 

tradition is an invented tradition in historiography, not a self-conscious tradition in 

political thought. 

Robinson makes clear that the Black radical tradition, after experimenting with 

Western inventories of political thought, specifically nationalism and class struggle, rests 

on its own authority. For example, the historiography of slavery and the Black Atlantic 

can be said to include classics by C.L.R. James, Eric Williams, and W.E.B. Du Bois 

possessing paramount intellectual influence among the historians' craft. However, as 

13 Marilyn Nissam-Sabat. "C.L.R. James and The Inevitability of Socialism." The C.L.R. James Journal. 
8.2 (Fall 2001) 73-98. 
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historical actors their views on labor and socialism, race and nation building, state power, 

the role of political parties cannot be properly reconciled in one tradition under the 

amorphous term "radical" for they could not be more different and in contestation. 

Historians, even when very much aware of these actual historical actors grievances with 

each other, as independent political thinkers, have moved forward with this holistic 

problematic notion.14 

Vincent Harding argues it has been underappreciated how C.L.R. James, W.E.B. 

Du Bois, and Paul Robeson were transitional figures in American radical history from a 

period dominated by concerns with the value of labor movements and socialist ideas 

towards the Civil Rights/Black Power epoch. However, he sees it as both sad and funny 

to have witnessed C.L.R. James and Harry Haywood, in light of all the contributions to 

Black liberation they made collectively, in their elder years, still arguing about what 

expression of socialist philosophy and type of political party was really best. This 

underscores the willful neglect of actual conflicts within the Black radical tradition of 

political thought. Libertarian socialists are not social democrats or Stalinists. To reduce 

Black liberation to primarily a struggle against racism neglects fundamental political 

questions. 15 

Scholars disagree over how to evaluate what is seen as sometimes James peculiar 

stance in relation to race. John Bracey tells the story of how James characterized himself 

as a "Black European, in training and in outlook."16 Paul Buhle sees James as "a 

14 Cedric Robinson. Black Marxism. London: Zed, 1983. 

15 Vincent Harding. With Ken Lawrence. "Conversation." In C.L.R. James: His Life and Work Paul Buhle 
ed. London: Allison & Busby, 1986. 237-243. 

16 John Bracey. "Nello." In C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism. Scott McLemee and Paul Le Blanc 
eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 53-55. 
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paradoxical Pan-Africanist" for his appreciation of the classics of the Western canon. 

Winston James, John Henrik Clarke, and Yosef Ben-Jochanan view James as embracing 

a Eurocentric worldview through his Marxism. While Farrukh Dhondy, in contrast to the 

former seems pleased with this Eurocentrism; John McClendon sees James as a non-

racialist whose Pan-Africanism was a constellation of political interests not so much an 

outlook on identity or culture. 17 

However, other scholars view James as making errors within the traditions of 

socialist political thought, while disagreeing over the meaning of his Pan-African 

associations. Did he place these latter considerations above loyalty to the proletariat? 

Dave Renton recognizes both James as shifting the meaning of socialism from 

equality to democracy in his quarrels with Trotsky on state capitalism and the importance 

of our protagonist's rejection of intellectuals above society and their centrality to 

governance. Yet Renton also sees James' peculiar reliance on intellectuals above society 

in the African world for postcolonial governance.18 

Lloyd D'Aguilar has questioned the originality and quality of James' contribution 

to revolutionary Marxism. Arguing sharply that he often misread Lenin and Hegel, and 

that he did not improve on Trotsky, D'Aguilar raises an important historical problem. 

D'Aguilar attests James, through the Pan-African movement had many coUegial relations 

with nationalist elites in the Caribbean whose radical credentials were always in 

17 See Paul Buhle "C.L.R. James: the Paradoxical Pan-Africanist," In Robin D.G. Kelley and Sidney J 
Lemelle eds. Imagining Home. New York: Verso, 1994; Farukkh Dhondy. C.L.R. James: A Life. 
London: Wiedenfeld & Nicholson, 2001; John Henrik Clarke and Yosef Ben-Jochanan. New Dimensions 
in African History. Trenton , NJ: Africa World Press, 1991. 43-50; John McClendon. C.L.R. James's 
Notes on Dialectics. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005. 

18 Dave Renton. C.L.R. James: Cricket's Philosopher King. London: Haus, 2007. 
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question. Baruch Hirson makes a similar criticism of James' affinity for Kwame 

Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, and certain visions of African socialism as they appear to favor 

authoritarian state plans above society.20 Yet James and Grace Lee Boggs ruptured with 

C.L.R. James in part because they began to see his philosophy of workers' self-

management as unrealistic, instead looking to the radical potential of radical and 

progressive ruling elites of Third World nation states such as Nkrumah and Mao. For the 

Boggs' C.L.R. James did not embrace the Third World enough in the Black Power era.21 

Srila Nayak, in an outstanding dissertation on discourses of citizenship and 

decolonization, has located original aspects of C.L.R. James' political thought. It might 

seem a common premise in the critique of empire to underscore that ideals of citizenship 

rooted in the nation-state are always exclusionary, and are defined by who cannot be 

included in the polity. Nayak suggests that James' enlarged concept of citizenship is both 

inseparable from his anti-colonial nationalism, and that Jamesian nationalism at the 

postcolonial moment in certain respects is anti-nationalist. Even as James is a committed 

revolutionary and internationalist we might quarrel with the notion that his anti-colonial 

nationalism is opposes to the categories of the nation or state. 

We might underscore for our purposes here that James' nationalism is 

transcendent and unique because it generally does not seek to posit exclusive, formerly 

uncreated, values of a race or nation. Instead his vision of popular self-emancipation 

overlaps with how he imagines nations or communities. James' vindicationist streak for 

'9 Lloyd D'Aguilar. "What Was C.L.R. James's Contribution to Revolutionary Marxism?" Bulletin In 
Defense of Marxism. October 1989. 26-31. 

20 Baruch Hirson. "Communalism and Socialism in Africa: The Misdirection of C.L.R. James." Revolutionary 
History. 1989. Online: http://www.revolutionaryhistory.co.uk/supplem/Hirson/hirjames.html 

21 James and Grace Lee Boggs. "A Critical Reminscence." In C.L.R. James: His Life and Work. 
PaulBuhleed. London: Allison & Busby, 1986. 177-179. 
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national liberation is often a revivalist argument about ordinary people's capacities. Thus 

a spirit of instinctive direct democracy animates and enchants his outlook on national 

liberation even where it politically doesn't come to fruition. For Nayak this is clear from 

a reading of Mariners, Renegades and Castaways that underscores the vista James 

imagines when interned on Ellis Island. The rejected illegal aliens of the United States, 

however fierce their own nationalism, are "profoundly conscious that they are citizens of 

the world." They embody a new world "looking for federation." 22 

George Lamming, Roy Augier, Consuelo Lopez Springfield, V.S. Naipaul and 

Constance Webb have observed James carrying himself like an evangelical preacher. He 

always possessed a powerful rhetorical vision that he consciously prepared and wielded 

for maximum educational and performative affect. He was known for an optimistic 

vision of history with a civilizational sweep, the power of which could be deceiving. 

Using a Socratic rhetorical mode of questioning at times, James often raises historical, 

philosophical, political, and cultural matters where he proposes to have all the answers. 

An interest in many topics does not imply a mastery of all, and James in fact does not 

exhibit a mastery of all of them, however enchanting his presentation.23 

Scott McLemee has noticed James was politically trained in a Trotskyist milieu 

where debate functions in a "cafeteria style." In contrast to benign professional academic 

discourse assuming authority over the production of knowledge, James participated 

22 Srila Nayak. "Citizen's Everywhere: Modernism, Decolonization, and the Discourse of Citizenship." 
PhD dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University, 2007. See especially Chapter 5 which centers C.L.R. James. 

23 George Lamming. "C.L.R. James, Evangelist." In Conversations. Richard Drayton and Andaiye eds. 
London: Karia, 1992. 195-200; Constance Webb. "C.L.R. James, The Speaker, and His Charisma." 
In C.L.R. James: His Life and Work. Paul Buhle ed. London: Allison & Busby, 1986.168-176; Consuelo 
Lopez Springfield. "C.L.R. James: Rhetoric of A Defiant Warrior." PhD. Dissertation. Indiana University, 
1983; V.S. Naipaul. A Way In The World. New York: Random House, 1994. Naipaul's character Lebrun 
is partially based on James. The politics is not his but the personality portrait is very informative. 
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almost always in another culture entirely. In spaces animated by political movements the 

tone of authority often was projected grander but also had to be approached with greater 

care. There was always somebody nearby, waiting to ambush you with an unfamiliar 

fact, a sarcastic characterization of your argument, a book seemingly just carried over 

from the library with the purpose of shutting you up for good. James, no unpolished 

demagogue, had to think on his feet and see around the corner of his own arguments. 

Smart, he knew to make a point quickly, cleanly, punching it home. Or formidable foes 

equally clever would attempt to smash his framework of argumentation.24 Awareness of 

James' actual style of engagement is crucial for understanding his political thought as one 

of building organizational platforms and having the courage to rupture with them through 

rigorous contestation if necessary. 

Anthony Bogues, in contrast to myself, finds the framework of the Black Radical 

tradition a valuable one for the consideration of James' political thought. Yet he makes 

some crucial assertions paramount to my own project which distinguishes his position 

from Robinson's. First he suggests a continuity in James' early and mature political 

thought, pointing toward the origins of his full direct democratic vision. Second, Bogues 

warns of the fetishization of the framework of the "organic." Often radical Africana 

political thought is embraced positively merely for speaking from the location of an 

oppressed person, rather than for the originality and content of what is being delineated. 

Third, Bogues insists on a political character of the Black radical tradition which 

transcends textual discourse; making plain insurgent Africana thought has never been 

separate from the formulation of political programs, the creation of political parties, 

24 Scott McLemee. "Cafeteria Style." Inside Higher Ed. February 3, 2005. This article does not 
specifically name C.L.R. James but is partially based on an interview of Julius and Phyllis Jacobsen, long 
time editors of New Politics, and participants in the American Trotskyist movement. 
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struggles over questions of state power. Further, the radical content and tradition to be 

understood properly must be seen in the courage to rupture with these initiatives when 

their character has been compromised, and the integrity to begin new ventures anticipates 

at its best only the conventional wisdom of the future. James' entire career, whatever his 

blind spots, are distinguished by this capacity. Finally, also important for this study, 

Bogues in his own volume on the political thought of C.L.R. James, Caliban's Freedom, 

suggests James never quite comfortably reconciled his Leninist vision with his direct 

democratic vision.25 

Paget Henry makes a number of critical contributions to foreshadowing my own 

study. Illustrating James' discomfort and at times, misunderstanding, and neglect of the 

ontologies of traditional African philosophies and religious expression; he has often 

subordinated their symbolic value to the justification of modern political projects. Henry 

has also been among the first to highlight for critical consideration a peculiarity of James' 

economic thought. State capitalism was promoted by James, under certain conditions, as 

a valid developmental plan for the Caribbean. Henry focuses on the absence of James' 

normative vision, a vindication of the creativity of the masses. However, this may 

obscure an important nuance. Henry's perspective is a hybrid of Jamesian perspectives 

and New World Group dependency theory. Henry seeks to graft greater popular 

participation on to what is essentially a state plan for national development from above 

administered by professional classes above society. As we shall see this is often not 

Anthony Bogues. Black Heretic, Black Prophets. New York: Routledge, 2003; Anthony Bogues. 
Caliban's Freedom: the Early Political Thought of C.L.R. James. London: Pluto Press, 1997. 
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inconsistent with the most radical visions of Africana political thought or the horizons of 

insurgent democratic political theory.26 

26 Paget Henry. Caliban's Reason. New York: Routledge, 2000; Paget Henry and Paul Buhle eds. 
C.L.R. James'Caribbean. Durham, NC: Duke UP. 1992. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Every Cook Can Govern: 
Direct Democracy, Workers Self-Management, 
& the Foundations of C.L.R. James' Political Thought 

The foundations of C.L.R. James' political thought are direct democracy and 

workers' self-management. Perhaps the dynamics of how these principles function in his 

life and work can be captured succinctly in the adage he popularized. Every cook can 

govern. This simple phrase captured in the collective memory of many of the lives 

C.L.R. James touched on a world scale contains within it a multi-faceted riddle. James 

did not say everyday people must govern or ought to govern.1 Though we have 

overwhelming reason to believe he felt this was his unique mission to encourage such 

development. 

There is an implication in the phrase "every cook can govern" that James' 

audiences have some concern about the capacities of ordinary people for self-

emancipation. If this were not questionable the proposition need not be asserted in such a 

slogan. If the masses have the potential and creativity to be self-governing, it does not 

follow the conditions exist for them to do so if they desire. It is not inevitable the 

common people will fulfill this goal of popular self-management should they have the 

ambition. Nevertheless, James is an apostle of direct democracy and workers self-

management and seeks to be the founder of a polity unleashing an enlarged concept of 

citizenship. His championing of this project is based on certain perspectives and 

proposals. 

1 Darcus Howe. Conference Presentation, panel "On C.L.R. James, Journalism and The Nation." CLR 
James at 100: Global Capitalism, Culture and the Politics of World Revolution. 2001. CD Recording. I 
am indebted to Darcus Howe for highlighting the nuance of this idea for critical reflection. 

15 



These outlooks and plans can not be properly understood as merely a cultural 

discourse or aesthetic meditation. Rather, the foundations of his political thought were 

created explicitly to be wielded for education, propaganda, and agitation. James' 

political thought is not merely an offering of an uncommon and alternative diagnosis of 

oppressive institutions and systems such as the empire of capital or white supremacy or 

patriarchy. They importantly prescribe what James believes must be done or what he 

often terms as "the way out." 

C.L.R. James prescriptions while having cultured dynamics larger than mere class 

struggle would be misunderstood without centering that essential confrontation. 

That is because in any society, particularly contemporary society, you have 
people born and grow up with a tendency to rule. In order to have democracy, 
you have to oppose those people. That is the problem. It isn't lack of faith in the 
democracy itself. But the instinct to rule is because there are a number of people 
who believe that there must be order and some people in charge. The whole 
history of humanity tells them that, and that is the problem the ordinary man 
faces... My idea of socialism is very extremely opposed to the usual. For many 
people, socialism is the further control by people who are put in authority. For 
me it is the opposite.2 

This class struggle will be a process by popular committees at the point of 

production where professional intellectual classes will be marginal compared to the 

power of labor in industry. This is not as a result of a special consciousness industrial 

labor has but the social power to be found in their workplaces for self-emancipation. 

I intend no offense against school teachers and clerks and bookkeepers etc. 
They could wear whatever color shirts they like—they cannot in fighting deal 
with the proletariat of an advanced country. When ten thousand school teachers, 
bookkeepers, the writers and talkers like myself, and editors and so forth, vote 
that is ten thousand votes; and they can have one thousand extra .. .and defeat ten 
thousand workers, in votes. But the moment a revolutionary struggle is on, the 
workers—this group takes the railway, the other one the waterfront, the other one 
turns off the electricity, and the other one stops the transport; the teachers, etc. 
can only make some noise but they cannot do anything; they can send the 

2 C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 22, 49. 
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children back home or bring them back or something, (laughter) In all struggles 
of this kind it is the proletariat that is master of the situation. The moment any 
government breaks down, then they can take charge.3 

As C.L.R. James only begins to suggest in this syndicalist vision, everyday people 

will be self-governing in economic planning, foreign policy, judicial and military affairs, 

and in all educational and cultural matters through a federation of popular councils, 

committees and assemblies. All minimal but necessary delegation and centralized 

representation will be subject to instant recall. Politics will be governed by voluntary 

associations where constitutional authority is not vested in state power but the mutual aid 

of ordinary people. For James these are not merely the forms of a free society of the 

future. But aspects of these frameworks have already appeared in classical literature, 

historical social revolutions, and the popular culture of the present. 

This polity of tomorrow, that C.L.R. James desires to be a founder, strives toward 

and advocates the abolition of states and ruling classes above society. The nation-state as 

a form of governance is said to be obsolete.5 It can neither rationally organize an 

economy nor guarantee international peace or local sovereignty. In fact its collaboration 

with capital, in striving to find rationality in industrial productivity alone, and not the 

flourishing of human capacity for self-government on a larger scale, has fomented 

disaster time and again. Rationalism for James is an administrative ideology of the ruling 

class.6 Fascism in Germany and Italy is not fundamentally different than the political 

3 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 61. 

4 C.L.R. James. (1956) Every Cook Can Govern. Detroit: Bewick, 1992. 8; C.L.R. James. (1958) With 
Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 1974. 5-16. 

5 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 81-84; C.L.R. James. "World Politics 
Today." Speak Out. January 1967. James locates the obsolete character of the nation-state beginning with 
its failures in the face of war and attempts to regulate the world economy during World War I. 
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economy of imperialist war as advanced by any nation. It mirrors an authoritarian 

managerial spirit in workplace relations whether in Stalinist Russia or in the United 

States. An opponent of the one party state and welfare state, James' political philosophy, 

Q 

at its best, is not a populist or participatory doctrine. 

Our protagonist underscores a self-governing people ought to look on any 

politician that takes them for granted, and alternatively and equally encourages them to 

"participate," with derision; for ultimate sovereignty rests with their own legislative and 

executive powers. James has emphasized that he rejects any notion of a progressive or 

dual character of government bureaucracy.9 

The only role for professional intellectuals in C.L.R. James' imagined polity is the 

propagation of the destruction of bureaucracy, making way for the abolition of 

themselves as the embodiment of culture in contrast to ordinary working people.10 

Such exceptional thinkers will have this disposition only if they recognize that working 

people's lives are not distinguished by their wage or manual labor alone but by their own 

creative capacity to think and organize society. 

6 C.L.R. James. (1950) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. State Capitalism & World Revolution. 
Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 1986. 115-126. 

7 C.L.R. James. (J.R. Johnson) "Capitalist Society and the War." New International. July 1940. This was 
a special issue where all the contents were dedicated to James' analysis of fascism and World War II. 

8 C.L.R. James has made the distinction between direct and participatory democracy in at least two places 
where he makes clear the call for "participation" is a claim by aspiring rulers to undercut the popular self-
management of everyday people. These can be found in his discussion of the Hungarian events in 1956 
{Facing Reality, 9) and his discussion of the French Revolt of 1968 in relation to DeGaulle. See C.L.R. 
James. "The Way Out: World Revolution." Radical America. November-December 1971. 57. 

9 C.L.R. James. (1947) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. The Invading Socialist Society. 
Detroit: Bewick, 1972. 1. 

10 C.L.R. James. (1948) Notes on Dialectics. Detroit: Friends of Facing Reality, 1971. 243; C.L.R. James. 
The Caribbean Revolution. Washington, D.C.: Caribbean Unity Conference, 1973. The latter pamphlet is 
a speech that cites Andrew Salkey. Havana Journal. London: Penguin, 1971. This account recorded a 
presentation in Cuba which underscored this idea. 
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Engaged thinkers sharing James' doctrine are implored to observe and record 

everyday people's self-governing instincts and activities. Advice should be offered the 

masses so they may better emancipate themselves. The best methods to pursue freedom 

historically, and in contemporary times, should be discussed, borrowed, and adapted from 

a global heritage for forming their own government. But in order to pursue this endeavor 

one must see a future way of life distinguished by popular self-management within the 

shell of the old or "official society." If one merely attempts to diagnose damaged 

psychologies, oppressive behavior of individuals, and admits that ordinary people can 

rarely see through minor or local grievances toward understanding institutionalized 

oppressions; under the guise of progress one has in mind formulations for another form of 

managerial society. C.L.R. James insists "to know what to do and how to do it" one must 

first agree "the socialist society," or direct democracy and workers self-management 

exist. These are frameworks that need not be so much introduced as enhanced.n 

Most often possessing a libertarian socialist vision, C.L.R. James is hostile to 

most socialist ideas which adapt themselves to the inevitability that capitalism and the 

state is in command. For him capitalism is not reformed or abolished as a result of a 

regime on the one hand offering welfare and social services, or alternatively nationalizing 

property in industry. Neither is the desire of states and ruling elites to plan an economy 

from on high, even in an attempt to de-link from imperialism, decisive for freedom. 

A socialist society for James is synonymous with a direct democracy where 

working people directly control both the economic and social relations in their 

1' C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 
1974. These arguments are developed most clearly in "The Self-Confessed Bankruptcy of Official Society" 
(Ch 3,42-64) and "What To Do And How To Do It" (Ch 7, 106-160). This distinction was partially 
developed earlier in James' quarrel with Trotsky's Transitional Programme in The Invading Socialist 
Society (1947) p.52-59. 
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workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods. For James there should be no separation of 

economic production and government. A regime governing through a separation of 

mental and manual labor, however much claiming to govern for the people with a 

democratic, socialist, or revolutionary nationalist veneer, is termed "state capitalist" and 

is deemed an oppressive regime. On such terms freedom cannot be fashioned. At his 

most consistent, this is true whether found in Stalinist Russia and Eastern Europe, the 

United States during the Age of the CIO, or in the postcolonial Third World.12 

C.L.R. James primarily views politics as an activity not the realm of politicians 

but where ordinary people put forward programs and perspectives of their own and seek 

to carry them out. Electoral politics and representative government for him are forms of 

degradation. In James' mind, politics is not a matter of how much or by what methods 

patronage shall be distributed. Politics is not ultimately about the performance of 

charismatic personalities but the struggle for happiness of everyday people.13 

James' politics are a type of project of democratic order. There is a desire to 

return character and purpose to society where meaningful culture and freedom is on the 

road to being lost. He does not see radical politics as primarily an insurgency that 

smashes, though he does not fear violence, and is for the overthrow of oppressive 

regimes. Good governance will distinguish society when not merely economic and social 

12 C.L.R. James. (1947). With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. The Invading Socialist Society. 
Detroit: Bewick, 1972. 32-33; C.L.R. James. (1950) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. State 
Capitalism & World Revolution. Chicago: Charles Kerr, 1986. C.L.R. James. (1958) Facing Reality. 
With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Detroit: Bewick, 1974. 5-19,71-85. It is interesting that the 
first two of these works make it clear that state capitalism is an analysis not merely of modern political 
economies, the one party state of Russia and Eastern Europe vs the Welfare State of the USA and Europe. 
They explicitly analyze the political economy of peripheral nations on the same terms and reject the instinct 
toward an exceptionalism for the emerging "Third World." James' circle rejected state capitalism as 
progressive for peripheral nations. This appears to change in Facing Reality with a new criteria to evaluate 
"new societies, new people" in contrast to the analysis offered of Hungary. 

13 C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 125. 
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equality is present but the flowering of literary, artistic and philosophical reflection 

among everyday working people is pervasive and the social order encourages and 

facilitates it.14 

C.L.R. James contests in the contemporary world such "a good life" has become 

impossible. Not merely because of capitalist profit seekers but as a result of most 

socialist thinkers who advocate merely a Utopia distinguished by plenty of food, medical 

attention, and more vacation time for all. For James this view envisions working people 

as "barnyard animals" with the instincts for exercise not the capacity to govern a 

society.15 

C.L.R. James is an implacable foe of all socialist and progressive thought that 

seeks to diagnose a damaged consciousness among toiling classes. A product of 

socialization toward hierarchy and prejudice, through education and media institutions 

under oppressive systems, James objects to what this suggests about ordinary people's 

potential for self-government. Opposed to theories of hegemony, he does not believe that 

support of racism, patriarchy, empire, or adherence to privileged consumptive patterns 

among everyday people are obstacles to popular self-emancipation.16 Rather, James 

believes the process of social revolution begins with these biases intact and they are 

transformed through experiences of struggle and movement building. His mature vision 

14 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 96-104. 

15 C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993. 165. 

16 C.L.R. James. Marxism and the Intellectuals. Detroit: Facing Reality Publishing Committee, 1962. This 
essay is in many respects a prophetic document for how Marxism has become aesthetic meditation and 
cultural criticism where intellectuals pontificate about the damaged consciousness of labor by observing 
their consumptive patterns and popular culture while rejecting their capacity to directly produce economic 
and social relations in society directly. 
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of working class self-activity is a method of demonstrating this tendency to overcome 

obstacles to solidarity. 

Importantly, James views this struggle for happiness and an enlarged concept of 

citizenship through the eyes of ordinary peoples. James attempts, at his best, to not 

project on to the masses what he would like for them to think but seeks to enchant and 

capture their instincts and desires through their own self activity. He is often 

misunderstood as being an excessive optimist. He recognizes ordinary people tremble 

before the tasks of revolutionary transformation. 

Do you know that the idea of taking over, even of a section of society, I am not 
worried that it appalls people. It is a tremendous job today. You see my 
historical view is that people learn to take on these burdens only when they have 
to. And that is what I believe has been in the past and ultimately will face us 
with this expansion of democracy. [James' emphasis] 17 

C.L.R. James doesn't see or hear mass "pessimism" in response to discussion that 

"a whole method of life that has lasted for centuries has to be changed." "I would call that 

doubt, hesitation—and proper doubt and hesitation—before a tremendous change in 

human relationships."18 

People... are not by nature revolutionary. A revolution takes place because 
people are so conservative; they wait and wait and wait and try every mortal 
thing until they reach a stage where it is absolutely impossible to go on and then 
they come out in the streets, and clear up in a few years the disorder of 
centuries.19 

C.L.R. James insists one need not observe too closely the negative psychology 

and behavior of individual workers "because you will always find reasons they wouldn't" 

act in a revolutionary manner. James believes on some level their self-activity "doesn't 

17 C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 30. 

18 "An Audience With C.L.R. James." Third World Book Review. 1984. 7. 

19 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 53. 
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depend on them alone" for "it is contrary to the whole tendency in the modern world" not 

to see an increase in democratic relations.20 

James' notion of working class "self-activity" is meant to be an imprecise term. A 

means of measuring the process of the common folks' thought and action, and reading 

the popular will, such instincts rarely culminate in the complete achievement of direct 

democracy and workers self-management as distinct momentary or permanent forms of 

government. It would be a mistake as a result to view this proposition as a means 

whereby James' aesthetics are synonymous with his politics.21 This is despite the fact 

that he imagined the creation of good propaganda as equivalent to composing a 

symphony. This becomes clearer when we examine more closely James' methods of 

revolutionary political organization and his interpretations of philosophy, history and 

political economy. 

There is a tension in C.L.R. James thought between belief that ordinary people 

have the wisdom to govern and that politics is the realm of professionals (if those who 

recognize the truth of the former's capacity). In "What is Happening Everyday," an 

C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 31. James (1901-1989) views television as 
increasing, not mystifying, awareness of government policies and initiatives. He believes increases in 
mainstream popular newspapers, urbanization and centralization of industry, while having its oppressive 
qualities, is making racism increasingly irrational, and democratic participation by labor rational, in 
political economy from management's point of view. While this might be on one level the blind spots of 
an old man who is an unapologetic modernist, we must keep in mind there are certain truths in what he is 
attempting to explain, and the truths become greater in light of what he suggests is a historical outlook over 
his lifetime. Democracy, literacy, popular media has certainly advanced and racism as a managerial 
strategy has declined on a world scale in the span of the twentieth century (James' lifetime). But he also 
underestimates here that an asset in deconstructing racist or capitalist media is the immersion in a reading 
culture, emphasizing classical texts, which rigorously asks philosophical questions. That culture has 
declined, even among professional intellectuals. Few major revolutionary historical actor has not appeared 
on the world stage whose education is overwhelmingly a product of visual media alone. These are not 
likely to be many in the future. 

21 For an example of this view see Hazel Carby's Race Men. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1998; Nicole 
King. C.L.R. James and Creolization. Jackson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 2001; and Sylvia Wynter. "The 
Counterdoctrine of the Jamesian Poesis." In C.L.R. James's Caribbean. Paget Henry and Paul Buhle eds. 
Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1992. 
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interview with Jan Hillegas, C.L.R. James makes clear he is a type of social contract 

theorist. The root of revolutionary organization for James is the collective writing of a 

document which forges a voluntary association beginning as small as two or three people. 

That text will be a survey of the local, national, and/or international situation attempting 

to highlight obstacles to freedom historically, and the prospects for forces striving to 

refashion the future, with proposals for where to begin.22 

That political document becomes a social contract, an agreement to found a self-

governing polity based on autonomous perspectives which it is hoped will make their 

way in the world. James is willing to discuss, update and adjust such documents. Yet as 

he does so, this series of texts that become social contracts suggest for him an intellectual 

legacy. A continuity of ideas, whose accuracy appears to in substantial ways to hold up 

to historical events, become in C.L.R. James mind a type of social intervention or 

movement in and of itself. Perhaps this is a result of his view that social revolution is not 

finally an armed coup or general strike (though these can be crucial developments) but a 

commitment by everyday people to place forward programs and perspectives of their 

own. 

By recognizing and recording one's philosophical outlook on the world, the small 

revolutionary organization makes a commitment to forge a school of thought and action 

that will inspire the popular will toward freedom. Yet with James there is a tension or an 

eliding of the distinction between two forms of political organization with the creation of 

these documents that would be social contracts. For they appear both to be the 

measurements of the contributions of aspiring professional cadre attempting to legislate 

22 C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 33-35. 
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self-management through popular committees and social movements (within which are 

distinct and contesting perspectives) and the basis of small radical propaganda circles or 

groups sharing a unified program of direct democracy as an ideal. 

In an unpublished oral history, James, an advocate of direct democracy, makes 

clear he is no advocate of extreme democracy inside his own small political 

organizations. Rather, he views himself as an executive, with perhaps one or two others, 

with a mandate.23 He imagines a general staff with "no yes-men" who are experts in 

their fields but with none who oppose his basic program or social contract.24 There shall 

be discussion over strategy and tactics but not debate in perpetuity. He will sketch and 

chart the perspectives that will lead his organization forward. But this can become 

problematic if such a vision is installed in state power. The very program of direct 

democracy comes into conflict with the dangerous potential for it to be negated. But 

everyday people appear to perceive this contradiction—if only partially—in C.L.R. James' 

outlook. 

The very structure of modern society.. .compels democratic babblings to 
subordinate itself to a leader. The issues that have to be directed, economic, 
political, social, governmental, executive decisions, are not things to be discussed 
in Parliament. They have to be decided upon, from their very structure, and 
complication, by a single person in charge of an executive organization. So that 
democracy today is subordinated as far as possible to the executive. What is 

C.L.R. James. "Discussion IV" London 1964. Unpublished Transcript. Martin Glaberman Collection, 
Walter Reuther Labor Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 

"It has to be established in the organization that those who are in charge of it, and you alone cannot be— 
this belief, it is written in many places never so written as among intellectuals in the U.S., that democracy 
consists of a lot of people, each of them who have a view and they put it forward and after a discussion you 
decide on a majority and that is the decision, that is the utmost.. .nonsense. I have been fighting that for 
years in the U.S.. .The democracy consists of one or two or three persons who are leading the organization 
somewhere putting a stamp on it. That is democracy. It is not a lot of people having views and discussion 
and voting, and then you decide, and everytime something is to be done a lot of people sit down and tell 
you what they think and you decide by a vote. An organization has to be led and it has to be led by people 
who are in a position of leaders, and particularly a small organization of this kind. 

24 C.L.R. James. (1963) "Perspectives and Proposals," Marxism for Our Times, 141-142. 

25 



most striking is that the public, the mass of the people, seem to recognize that 
instinctively, and lean more towards supporting a particular individual leader as 
head or decisive factor of a political organization, of a government, and at the 
same time, mind you, recognize that these are absolutely unable to control, or 
have any control over these tremendous issues, some of which are a matter of life 
and death.25 

Freedom "is not an end in itself," perhaps contradicting his perennial opposition to the 

idea that freedom is utility or the increasing consumption of necessary goods. James 

peculiarly argues. 

If men fought it out against tyrants until the knife was plunged into the handle, 
they would not thereby free themselves from the yoke of slavery. In no stable 
democracy do all men govern themselves. Though an army may be all 
volunteers, it must be ruled by martial law. People who live in association with 
each other must delegate power.26 

While James is correct that a direct democracy based on associational life would 

have to delegate some power, we should be concerned about his assertion that freedom is 

not an end in itself and that a characteristic of a stable democracy is that all men do not 

govern themselves for this calls into question what his integrated humanism might 

otherwise be taken to mean. Perhaps human nature cannot be perfected where all exhibit 

self-governing qualities. But what if we are to understand a reconciliation of mental and 

manual labor as not an integrated humanism embodied in one person but in a society that 

intends to unite mental labor above society and manual labor below society in one 

common national purpose? Perhaps such a belief held by a governing regime should call 

C.L.R. James. "Letters on Organization." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James On Revolutionary 
Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1999. 105. This 
specific letter was addressed to Glaberman on January 20, 1963. 

26 C.L.R. James. (1953) Mariners, Renegades, and Castaways. Detroit: Bewick, 1978. 87. Though this 
study of Herman Melville was written partially as a pleading for asylum from US immigration authorities 
during McCarthyism, where James argues bloody revolutions are unnecessary and reform of society is 
sufficient, aspects of his political thought are not only accurate but profoundly insightful for analysis of his 
life and work though refracted from this lens. This passage representing his political thought I believe to be 
one that informs and is consistent with his more overt and explicit revolutionary theorizing and perhaps its 
limitations. 
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into question its revolutionary credentials? Let us keep this matter in mind and probe 

further. 

In C.L.R. James' "Education, Propaganda, Agitation" (sometimes called "the 

Americanization of Bolshevism") certain conceptions of the small revolutionary 

organization are illustrated. First, all studies of dialectic, historical materialism, political 

economy, working class history, and the history of revolutionary movements are "for the 

most part meaningless if they do not concretely contribute to and culminate in the 

theoretical analysis of party building." From James' vantage, theory should be rejected 

as an independent cultural adornment.27 

There is no reason for the belief that with the evolving upsurge of masses of 

people, the small revolutionary organization must grow into a large party. If it shall 

develop a larger following it can only do so if the majority of its members function 

intelligently among ordinary people, and industrial workers in particular.28 C.L.R. James 

teaches Lenin's Bolshevik Party was rooted in the national mold of Russia, and saw its 

"special task" as providing thousands of party leaders, propagandists, and agitators with 

material and method by which they could educate themselves and others.29 James thus 

imagines himself as a trainer of legislators of the popular will, not so much workers 

themselves. But he will assist in manufacturing leaders of the popular will who have 

experiences deep in the working classes. 

C.L.R. James. (1944) "Education, Propaganda, Agitation." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James 
On Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press 
of Mississippi, 1999. 3 and 34. 
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"Every great revolution is a truly national revolution which represents the historic 

and immediate interests of the nation and is recognized as such." Every revolutionary 

party and its class ideology must be cast in the mold of a national culture, rooted in the 

economic and social conditions of the particular country, its history, and traditions.30 

This has implications for imperial and peripheral nations. While James believes his 

observations of middle class nationalist politics in formerly colonized nations inform his 

understanding of the modern revolutionary politics greatly, he believes the historical and 

philosophical interpretation of imperial centers such as the United States and Britain are 

international tasks and central matters, the basis of political perspectives colonized people 

must understand as well.31 

C. L. R. James insists philosophy must come to conclusions about life. Many 

contemporary philosophers suggest the only conclusions that can be drawn are about 

epistemology or how we know things alone. "The ordinary man can have no patience 

with that, for they are in the process of crafting an actual life."32 For James it is "a lot of 

nonsense" to talk of a socialist project, and not conceive that ordinary people have at least 

a latent understanding of their circumstances. James emphasizes they "probably have 

30 Ibid, 16 

31 Ibid, 28-29 James does not mean here that imperial nations must be interpreted fundamentally as racist 
but that within those nations is a history of radical and democratic struggle among Europeans (and people 
of color) that must be respected on its own terms as contributing to positive qualities in their national 
identity. In contemporary scholarly critiques of racism and imperialism that focus on identity and culture 
that is often lost as a fundamental tenet of engagement. Behind this is the notion that the United States, for 
example, represents no definitive civilization or national character that is truly democratic as a result of a 
history of slavery and colonialism. For similar reasons respect for European civilization and national 
character among anti-racist thinkers has declined in political and philosophical terms. 

32 C.L.R. James. (1963) "Marxism For Our Times." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James 
On Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press 
of Mississippi, 1999. This essay is an edited speech originally entitled "Marxism 1963," an 
address to the Solidarity Group in London, England. It was originally published in the May 1965 
issue of Speak Out, the journal of the Detroit based Facing Reality group. Glaberman changed its 
title for this volume. 
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already" a comprehension of the political problems unfolding before them. Perennial 

belief that critical topics are over the head of mass audiences, for our protagonist, 

demonstrate that it is the "intellectual" or political thinker "who has failed." 33 

James, in contrast to his insistence on popular capacities to govern, asserts politics 

is a profession where projects have to be analyzed and watched over from morning until 

night. Intrigue and factional fighting while it can be "degrading" is a necessary aspect 

that must be taken seriously.34 This is difficult to sustain for those who have to arrive 

regularly at an alienated workplace for wage labor and have families to nurture. Yet 

James continues: "Only people who know about politics can write about it." He then 

contests, perhaps contrarily, "politics are made by people." 

People who live for politics, according to James, are hateful, loving, ambitious, 

mean, noble, jealous, kind, and cruel. "And all these human passions affect their 

politics." Political life may appear chaotic. Individuals take positions only to change 

them tomorrow because they desire to attain a career opportunity or fear losing a job or 

wish revenge on another human being. While this appears to be a truth of political life; 

for James the essence of politics is something entirely different. Political and social 

forces transform the conditions under which people exist in the world. It is not a matter 

of mere corruption of individuals. Corruption, in his dialectical analysis of history 

seeking to forecast the fate of humanity, is rejected as an evaluative category. 

Nevertheless, James has a tendency to speak of the need for morality in public affairs as 

33 C.L.R. James. "Letters on Organization." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James 
On Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press 
of Mississippi, 1999. 109-110. Letter to Glaberman January 20/26 1963. 

34 C.L.R. James. Letter to Constance Webb. Circa December 1943 or January 1944. 
In C.L.R. James. Special Delivery: The Letters of CLR James to Constance Webb, 1939-1948. 
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996. 85. 
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if at times he believes individual indiscretions in public office do exist and matter. James 

has often insisted that what is morally objectionable is always wrong in politics, if not 

immediately transparent.35 

Idealists, in contrast to opportunists, appear to stand their ground despite the 

opportunity for material security or prosperity. But these figures are undermined by 

vanity and other limitations. C.L.R. James imagines political life as animated by 

ordinary people who are basically honest and ethical. Nevertheless, they are not 

wedded to an enlarged concept of citizenship and are willing to follow one leader and 

then another. 

C.L.R. James sees the job of a professional propagandist as translating "the 

political and economic forces into living breathing human beings, so one gets interested 

in them as people." If that is not done perhaps one can write good history or politics but 

metaphorically speaking, as enchanting theatre, it does not move audiences. His explicit 

goal with the project of the Americanization of Bolshevism was to arrive at the 

development of enchanting cultured narratives, with a minimal scholarly veneer, which 

were convincing almost without argument. 

James believes the chief imperative is to help everyday people arrive at a 

consciousness of their own potential for self-emancipation. If there is a layer or veil of 

35 C.L.R. James. (1947) "Dialectical Materialism and the Fate of Humanity." In The C.L.R. James Reader. 
Anna Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 153-181; C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West 
Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 41. See C.L.R, James' discussion of the historical meaning of the 
Protestant Reformation as a foundation for his rejection of "corruption" as a principle for evaluating 
politics in the former text. But he seems to inconsistently apply this notion to African and Caribbean 
politics. An exception to this rule is the section on "Why do they behave this way?" which rejects sin in 
human nature as an explanation for political systems for a Caribbean audience. Behind such politics which 
condemns human nature James argues is the tendency toward an authoritarian state. See C.L.R. James. 
(1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 73-74. 

36 C.L.R. James. Letter to Constance Webb. February 4, 1944. Special Delivery. 96. 
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mystification that needs to be removed from the eyes of everyday people by insurgent 

activists it is the one which obstructs confidence in their own capacity for direct self-

government. Hence, any political perspectives which leads to them thinking of 

leadership as residing elsewhere besides within their "own bosom," or from coming from 

anywhere besides "the proletariat's own depths," is "a blow against it." 37 

James is opposed to the vanguard party for two reasons that have implications for 

direct democracy and national liberation. Vanguard doctrines, such as claims that those 

possessing professional education gives a mandate to manage society, "flatten out" 

whatever claims they have to reform or revolutionize society. They do this by emphasis 

on their competitive position as "legitimate rivals for coveted leadership positions" 

within official society, and among other political parties, instead of pointing the way 

T O 

toward direct democracy or workers self-management. Second, professional vanguards 

tend to stand upon legitimacy that they come from the working class or oppressed layers 

of society. Thus they capture the identity of who should directly govern and claim to be 

new authentic representation above society that can bewilder ordinary people for a 

time.39 

However, C.L.R. James while rejecting the vanguard party believes a mass party, 

whether with a social democratic, nationalist, or even a Stalinist character aspiring toward 

a one party state on some level is still valid if grounded in local conditions in peripheral 

37 C.L.R. James. Letter to Constance Webb. Circa 1944. Special Delivery. 176. 

38 C.L.R. James. "Letters on Organization." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James 
On Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press 
of Mississippi, 1999. 111. Letter to Glaberman January 20/26 1963. 

39 C.L.R. James. (1963) "Perspectives and Proposals." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James 
On Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press 
of Mississippi, 1999. 149. 

31 



nations. The evidence of this for James was their mass base and "victories" during the 

national liberation epoch. He arrives at this conclusion, while on some level but not 

always, rejecting the politics of these mass parties. In fact he suggests "the bourgeois 

mass party is not a political party in the sense the party of the proletariat is. It suppresses 

politics." 40 This raises an interesting conjecture for James' politics of national liberation. 

Did his political thought ever consciously or inadvertently seek to suppress popular self-

management in peripheral nations? Let us keep that in mind as we go forward. 

James' views about small revolutionary organizations aspirations to emerge later 

as mass parties or regional or global federations can be deceptive. He often emphasized 

the study of the taking or seizing of power. This appeared to be less a call for awareness 

of the art of a military coup. Rather, while counseling that one must keep an eye on the 

obscure leaders among the masses and their initiatives, and propagate the destruction of 

bureaucracy above society, James suggests one should carry out organizational affairs, 

particularly the editorial vision of political publications, as if they conceive of themselves 

as part, and project a type, of provisional government. l But this is the task of a 

revolutionary cadre out of state power not a mass party in state power. In peripheral 

nations, political journalism by those in state power, would appear on some level to 

desire to legislate the popular will while simultaneously contain it on some level. We 

will explore this subsequently. 

40 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 92; C.L.R. James. (1948) Notes on 
Dialectics. Detroit: Friends of Facing Reality, 1971. 192. 

41 C.L.R. James. The Caribbean Revolution. Washington, DC: Caribbean Unity Conference, 1973. 
In this speech particularly, published as a pamphlet, James suggests Caribbean Federation will become a 
reality after it is prefigured by an organization from below. In this case such an organization will have the 
professional, historical and theoretical capacity to facilitate dialogue on political perspectives and proposals 
by publishing simultaneously in multiple languages. 
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C.L.R. James insists an aspiring political leader must stand on a historical work or 

philosophical theory that conveys an authority or reputation in public arenas. A master of 

embodying discipline in times of crisis, political leadership is akin to an actor that can 

master one's inner emotions and demons and give a sweeping grand performance on 

demand. Such a leader can meet all peers in his social movement, holding a political 

position, and defeat them on the basis of superior oratory skills and argumentation.42 

James sees this as a democratic method without which politics quickly becomes violence 

and coercive acts. 

A small political organization is built by the conviction and association of a group 

of two or three individuals, sometimes a dozen or a score. Soon an office, a typist, and 

publishing capacities will be needed, as well as a full time executive who is financially 

subsidized. Whenever possible that small group should build itself into and have 

influence in a mass organization or a workplace, school, or neighborhood. That initiative 

does not make the group an aspiring vanguard. It is just the necessary engagement with 

the mass of the population. 

C.L.R. James' Johnson-Forest Tendency both within and outside the American 

Trotskyist movement, later fragments manifesting themselves as the Correspondence and 

Facing Reality groups, have a heritage that contains the production of many documents, 

newspapers, and journals, fomenting visions of direct democracy and workers self-

management. The tension that existed between its aspiration to be at times a small 

propaganda circle, and a mass party with these ideas, partially contributed to its failure as 

an organization. Despite heroic and influential moments within social movements among 

42 C.L.R. James. (1963) "Perspectives and Proposals." In Marxism For Our Times: C.L.R. James On 
Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1999. 
137, 142, 146. 
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sharecroppers, miners, and autoworkers, here and there during the Age of the CIO and 

beyond; it never sustained enough organic ties with a working class movement to become 

a coordinator or legislator of popular committees striving toward self-emancipation. But 

it accomplished something quite remarkable. 

C.L.R. James, with Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee, in the leadership, 

produced a remarkable group of philosophers, historians, and propagandists admired in 

labor, women's, Black, and anti-colonial freedom struggles. At its height of cohesion, 

with 75 odd members, no figure emerged with comparative charisma to C.L.R. James. 

Subsequently, JFT's rank and filers including James Boggs, Si Owens, Martin 

Glaberman, Johnny Zupan, Phil Singer, Morgan Goodson, Selma James, Seymour Faber, 

George Rawick, Constance Webb, Olga Domanski, Bessie Gogol, Filomena Dadario, 

Kathleen Gough, and Willie Gorman became a network of legislators of the popular will 

or visionaries of history who were keepers of the direct democratic heritage. Where they 

were not social movement leaders in their own right like Dunayevskaya, Grace Lee and 

James Boggs, and later Selma James, they provided crucial educational and 

organizational assistance to other individuals and movements more prominent in history. 

It is important to underscore what C.L.R. James as "founder," his own self-

conception, meant to this small political organization to grasp its subsequent legacies. As 

author of World Revolution and The Black Jacobins, and as a great orator, C.L.R. James 

came to the United States with the potential and platform for leadership. As James 

recalls, despite followers of Trotsky seizing state power in Ceylon (South Asia), his circle 

"was the Third World" in the Trotskyist movement. Many regret he didn't produce more 

major works like his account of the Haitian Revolution. But as the editorial visionary of 
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small newspapers and pamphlets James spent about twenty five years doing work he 

considered the most crucial in his own development. What did he do? 

C.L.R. James trained these activists, many women and people of color, with no 

formal higher education and from the working classes, in how to build a platform for 

themselves. His conception of small political organization was the group would be 

sustained not merely through external community organizing but through a dedication to 

their own self-development. Through methods such as the "third layer school" or what 

Raya Dunayevskaya called the "full fountain pen" the JFT leadership assisted its rank 

and filers in writing seminal texts capturing working class self-activity among 

autoworkers, housewives, and Black people. However, this was no exercise in oral 

history but a method of revolutionary organization. 

We had decided that although we had a basic proletarian theory, the only way 
that we could know what the workers wanted, was to ask the workers in our own 
organization what they thought. That is the way the idea originated, of a school 
where the pupils would teach the teachers instead of the teachers the pupils. It 
was a school primarily for the third layer to express itself.. .the idea was to write 
what we have to say in a way that the workers will be able to read from cover to 
cover. That means what you have to say is what workers want to hear. When 
that is done workers will be able to see that the[y] are people who understand 
politics and that politics corresponds to actual life.43 

Preparing a strategic orientation to the broader working class, the Jamesian idea 

was to rely on the rank and file of the group to teach him and the leadership politically 

and organizationally. It was a tactic, however unsuccessful at times, to prevent the 

leadership of the group from waging a tyranny of personality over the collective. The 

method was meant also to speak to the challenge of the ordinary member of the small 

political organization who listens thoroughly and agree with the group's political 

C.L.R. James. "Our Organization: American Roots and World Concepts." 1953. 64. Unpublished 
Manuscript. C.L.R. James Collection. Schomburg Research Library. New York City. 
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philosophy but could not effortlessly figure out what to do in terms of initiating their own 

propaganda and agitation efforts. 

Thoughts heard or experienced in the workplace, school and neighborhood, were 

written down and edited in personal and biographical narratives illustrating the desires of 

ordinary people for self-emancipation. Capitalism, patriarchy and white supremacy were 

deplorable systems that ordinary people instinctually wanted to tear down in these 

documents. But there was also consistently displayed another wisdom that the rank and 

file desired to govern, educate themselves, and co-operate under adversity in surprising 

manners. 

Central to C.L.R. James' own conception of his political work was the perennial 

writing of biographical studies of political leaders and rank and file workers where he 

conveyed the popular social forces behind a leader of a social movement's life and work. 

A movement newspaper for James is a reflection of the biography of political 

organizations and social movements read through current events. This reminds the 

conscious historical actors of their core ideas and tasks as they relate to the world, more 

than raising the consciousness of the uninitiated. James, despite constantly being 

implored to write his own autobiography, and at times writing many drafts of chapters 

under the persistence of others, never completed the task. It was never important to him. 

C.L.R. James felt a small revolutionary political organization retains a proper 

membership by making them aware that they are able to craft their own perspectives and 

proposals, that the leadership wants them to do it, and will take up the responsibility of 

publishing it. In this way a platform is created for others to stand tall.44 Yet by 

44 C.L.R. James. "Letters on Organization." In Marxism For Our Times. 88. 
Letter to Martin Glaberman. January 3, 1963. 
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enchanting and crafting the stories of others' thought and action, and tutoring and 

mentoring them in the ways of political organizing as he understood them, James 

invented his own political reputation as a philosopher of direct democracy. His disciples, 

undoubtedly with his stamp, became formidable figures in their own right. At his best, 

that was his intention, as impresario of the small revolutionary organization. 

C.L.R. James' Age of the CIO 

C.L.R. James' Age of the CIO (1936-1955) is a historical epoch were industrial 

and other workers aim at a revolution in the social relations of production. In response to 

American Fordism and Taylorism, a militarization and centralization of factory and 

economic life which mirrors the state centered industrial plans of Stalinist Russia and 

Nazi Germany, miners and auto workers, railway and dock workers, rubber and textile 

producers, farmers and civil servants, are examining what their bosses tell them to do and 

evaluating for themselves the way forward. This for James is the preliminary basis of 

rejecting capitalist political economy and a prelude toward total workers self-

management of industry and other workplaces.45 

In contrast to viewing gains in wages and benefits negotiated by trade union 

bureaucracy as an extension of Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal welfare state and the 

potential for an American social democracy, C.L.R. James views this as an authoritarian 

and corrupt regime seeking to obstruct a direct democracy trying to break out. 

The New Deal coalition for James was a moment where after the Great Depression 

radical and liberal intellectuals rallied around the state believing they could do better than 

the capitalists who had proven they could not fail to manage society without crisis. 

45 C.L.R. James. (1950) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. State Capitalism & World Revolution. 
Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 1986. 40. 
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While intellectuals and social workers imagined how to develop the workers, labor took 

every material gain they could get but always revealed contempt for this new army of 

officials.46 Subverting most so-called progressive notions, James insists this bureaucracy 

must substitute for workers self-management in production a program which imagines 

workers as consumers, preoccupied with pensions, vacations, and education to deflect the 

instinctive attack on capitalist political economy.47 

These compromises by the labor bureaucracy, defined as victories in the 

workplace contract which trade unions negotiate, compel a new type of revolt which 

transcends the initial sit down strikes of the CIO era which established the power of the 

union to organize the unorganized. But soon both management and union leaders strived 

together to lock the workers out. This became a lesson in the meaning of an official 

union strike.48 In response, the wildcat strike of rank and file toilers, unauthorized by 

union leadership and management confirms, be labor's payment high or low, that what 

workers are fighting for is to control the social relations of the workplace. They desire to 

eliminate the separation of government and politics from economic production.49 

For James, it is difficult to understand the trade union apparatus as "the 

bodyguard of capital" without a proper evaluation of the meaning of the wildcat revolts 

over what are often termed "local grievances" in the workplace. Quarrels over more or 

less overtime (whether a matter of fair distribution, scheduling, or its compulsory nature); 

46 C.L.R. James. (1956) With Grace Lee and Selma James. American Civilization Revisited. 13-14. 
Unpublished Ms. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Labor Archive, Wayne State University, 
Detroit, MI. 

47 State Capitalism & World Revolution, 41. 

American Civilization Revisited, 41. 

State Capitalism & World Revolution, 42. 
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when and how to introduce new forms of technology and automation; workplace 

temperature and environment; how fast the conveyor belt and speed of production; safety 

conditions, how clean the restroom, and how long breaks should be is a matter of 

relations between people. These underscore a desire to govern the workplace by ordinary 

workers.50 

In response to the imminent threat of dual power which independent labor poses, 

the trade union bureaucracy organizes "political action committees" which reduce trade 

union politics to lobbying the state and creating a left wing within the political party of 

"democratic" imperialists where they endorse candidates for elections.51 

C.L.R. James sees a fundamental conflict in the ordinary American worker's 

consciousness. He doesn't mean to suggest they are all self-identified communists and 

anarchists. Rather, he is aware most would sincerely repudiate that notion. Many vote 

for the Democratic Party and a significant number are still Republicans. Yet through the 

deep responses to their work, where otherwise they express conservative and even 

reactionary sentiments, everyday toilers learn to master the machine, take pride in the 

craft of production, and cooperate with each other to make social relations subvert any 

sense they are a mere cog in a machine or mule which drags a load.52 

James, similar to his penchant for surveying the editorial perspectives of elites in 

European newspapers for insight into the crisis of Western Civilization or "the self-

confessed bankruptcy of official society," examines the industrial literature and studies 

50 C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 
1974. 20-22. 

American Civilization Revisited, 48. 

52 C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Cambridge: Blackwell, 1993. 167. 
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management commissions and read. He underscores even they recognize there is a crisis 

not of economic wages and benefits among the rank and file but an alienation rooted in a 

sense in their lack of belonging, participation and ownership of the productive process 

itself. Thus the trade union bureaucracy's role was to defend a line of steel between an 

identity of workers as wage earners and consumers and "workers control or anarchism." 

This crisis of industrial civilization was theorized on a world scale. That mode of rule 

had generally a three pronged attack: production boards for centralized control economic 

planning, welfare agencies to dole out social benefits, and a pervasive police apparatus to 

instill fear in those who "cannot be persuaded into allegiance by the bribes." 54 

The state was destroying liberty, equality and fraternity and the associational life which 

for C.L.R. James was inherently part of American civilization. But instinctively working 

people were emerging as candidates to live in a new society to forge a different type of 

cooperative community. 

C.L.R. James' Karl Marx and Frederick Engels 

C.L.R. James' understanding of Karl Marx is animated by close readings of 

The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, Capital (Vol. 1), and Workers Inquiry. He is also 

motivated by what he believes is Marx's interpretation of the Paris Commune, and an important 

insight from Frederick Engels' Anti-Duhring. For James governing all economic notions are 

philosophical ideas and vice versa. Marx by studying Hegel's Phenomenology of Mind, believes 

James, was able to put his finger on the weakness of the classical school of economists—their 

limited and superficial conception of private property. 

Ibid, 167,170, 182. 

American Civilization Revisited, 24. 
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Private property may appear for many as the cause of alienated labor but for 

James, in his reading of Marx, it in fact is the consequence. An emphasis on the labor 

process would overcome the notion that relations of property are something outside 

humanity in this outlook. When one engages labor as a concept one must inquire about 

the condition of humanity not statistics of economic progress. In James' Marxism, 

freedom is an economic necessity and proletarian democracy an economic category. 

Marx asked important questions in what later could be termed an existential style. "If my 

own activity does not belong to me, and it feels forced and alien, who does it belong? If 

the product of my labor is alien to me, who does it belong?" This suggests an important 

consideration. 

Economic matters are affairs between people. James explains it is a process 

whereby some tell others on what terms and how to labor. Property is a matter of relation 

between people and things; for example who owns and controls land, factories, or mines. 

A society's economy can only produce based on what it possesses. National production 

is compelled, perhaps by necessity or by ethics, at least to attempt to deal with people's 

needs. If it is a peripheral economy, functioning within the world market, its surplus is 

strictly limited. Only minimal wages can be paid and nothing more to survive and 

compete. C.L.R. James' Karl Marx taught that once workers are degraded and 

humiliated, economic production, however much capital is placed in updating technology 

and machinery, can only expand at labor's expense. Even where productivity is sound, 

Karl Marx. Essays Selected From the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts. Introduction by C.L.R. 
James, Raya Dunayevskaya, and Grace Lee. First English Translation by Grace Lee. 13. In The C.L.R. 
James Collection, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York, NY. 
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new technologies quickly devalue such efforts, and competition insists on constant 

reorganization of production to insure competitiveness in the world market.56 

Even where the regimes approve of state ownership or nationalized property as 

part of their economic vision a dilemma is provoked. C.L.R. James highlights a reading 

of Frederick Engels' Anti-Duhring focused on state ownership. This form of property 

relations is said to conceal an astonishing condition. Capitalist society can only advance 

further by toilers taking direct possession of the productive forces as a whole. C.L.R. 

James' Engels suggests society has outgrown all authority save for workers self-

management. 57 

Capitalist society has a falling rate of profit and surplus value that it can not 

resolve save at the expense of labor power. If wages are not kept cheap, commodity 

prices can not be kept affordable. State capitalist corporatism is a natural outgrowth of 

this tendency toward property becoming partially publicly managed. But the antagonism 

between labor and capital under this arrangement is potentially greater. 

James is not an advocate of extending the capitalist market as an ideal expressing 

human needs and ambitions. He will not attribute artisan values or identities to the 

capitalists as some right wing libertarians. Neither is James a proponent of wage 

increases (though he is not opposed to economic reforms in principle) to create a market 

for consumer goods. Rather, per his reading of Marx, James proposes the increasing 

C.L.R. James. "A Brief Popular Outline of Political Economy." Caribbean International Opinion. 
October 1968. 50. 
57 Ibid, 51. 
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development of the worker as a human being, which he views as the reversal of capitalist 

degradation. 

Production by free association, consciously regulated by the workers themselves 

not professional planners, is the way out of crisis. For James economic production (and 

social reproduction) does not follow consumption. Rather, consumption follows the 

social relations of production. For James, workers don't revolt against the limitations of 

their wages, in defense of how much they consume (or don't) but because of the social 

relations in the workplace. They revolt against having their lives reduced to mere 

instruments of economic productivity. Thus as viewed by James' Marx, the free 

development of every individual must become the ruling principle of political economy. 

James does acknowledge that Marx's term "dictatorship of the proletariat" can be 

"misleading." While James' believed Marx thought that direct democracy would be the 

terms of nationalization of the economy, James contests if you read Marx carefully one 

can see he was aware bureaucracy was a possible outcome of nationalization of the 

economy. Thus, James reminds we must be vigilant against the tendency for a 

government claiming to act in the interests of labor to emerge which wishes to suppress 

it. "It does not follow" that a "proletarian [oriented] economy'Vith nationalized property 

will be distinguished by direct democracy. Thus in reality "the whole debate about 

nationalization should be mercilessly swept aside. It is no more than a means, and with 

bourgeois and Stalinists, a deliberate means of blinding the masses to the need for their 

Ibid, 52-53. 
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own self-mobilization." Nationalized property is still rooted in capitalist value 

production, it is merely state managed. 

Capitalist value production must waste not merely economic but social wealth on 

the reorganization of technology and machinery, as well laying off and reducing the work 

force only to hire them again at another juncture. A revolutionary analysis is not possible 

if one focuses on the absence of employment or the need for a higher economic standard 

of living. For this would keep one preoccupied with the boom and decline of capitalist 

economic cycles not rejection of them entirely. The elimination of capitalism for James 

must begin with the social relations of production, be his payment high or low.60 For 

James, talk of economic recovery or development without this is a fraud. 

Marx's Workers Inquiry was a questionnaire that was meant to guide a 

revolutionary method of community organization. On the surface it can be mistaken for a 

desire to do sociology or mere oral histories of workers. On the contrary, by asking 

working people about the contradictions of their workplace, James' Marx is attempting to 

read labor's self-activity and instincts for revolt. Marx inquires about the tiers of wage 

earners and modes of management, the environmental and safety conditions, whether 

overtime is compulsory, how much leisure time they have, and importantly the various 

means exploitation is administered and how they feel about it.61 

C.L.R. James was known for using this method to make philosophical treatises of 

ordinary workers' experiences and what they instinctively know about democracy, state 

59 C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 39-40; C.L.R. James. (1947) With Raya 
Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. The Invading Socialist Society. Detroit: Bewick, 1972. 6. 

60 Ibid, 54. 

61 Karl Marx. A Workers' Inquiry. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 

44 



power, and political economy but can not cogently convey in totality on their own. He 

could make this into a pamphlet or give back a greater sense of an individual's place in 

the world who encountered him. It was part of his regular routine to ask a dairy farmer, 

an office clerk, an autoworker, or an immigrant woman cleaning hotel rooms about the 

work history of their mothers and fathers, how they engaged technology and machinery, 

the conditions of their workplace, down to whether the common restroom was clean and 

how many breaks they were allowed.62 

C.L.R. James' interpretation of Karl Marx's account of the Paris Commune to be 

found in The Civil War In France emphasizes Marx was not a vulgar materialist. But 

James seeks to enchant further Marx's perception of workers' control, than perhaps Marx 

intended, as he also does with Lenin. Marx says of the Commune "it was essentially a 

working class government, the product of the producing against the appropriating class, 

the political form at last discovered under which to work out the economic emancipation 

of man." Yet James adds for Marx the Commune symbolized first and foremost a 

democracy distinguished by associational life, where labor thought and acted for itself. 

The assessment of why it failed was notable. Besides the treacherous French rulers' 

alliance with the imperial German army, there was a "lack of decision" among the Paris 

toilers in the striving for permanent self-management of affairs on its part.63 

Thus C.L.R. James and Karl Marx have a tendency to enchant the working class 

toward a holistic capacity for self-emancipation. Simultaneously they possess awareness 

George Rawick. "Personal Notes." In C.L.R. James: His Life and Work. Paul Buhle ed. London: 
Allison & Busby, 1986. 232-236. 

63 C.L.R. James. "They Showed The Way To Labor Emancipation: On Karl Marx and the 75th Anniversary 
of the Paris Commune." Labor Action. March 18 1946. 
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that such potential, in its greatest historical achievements, have ultimately gone 

unfulfilled. This is satisfactory when contrasted with the intrigue of rulers thought to be 

authoritarian and imperial but this raises problems for properly assessing popular self-

emancipation in the face of aspiring rulers imagined as progressive and inclined toward 

facilitating in some fashion a social revolution. 

C.L.R. James' V.I. Lenin 

C.L.R. James claimed one of his major intellectual contributions was to clarify the 

historical and political legacy of V.I. Lenin. In perhaps my most crucial challenge, I 

must confess I find this dubious. James effort was of course in the context of sincerely 

viewing Lenin's politics as legitimate revolutionary socialist perspectives and proposals 

for governance placing the interests of workers and peasants as central. Lenin, regardless 

of his stance as a revolutionary agitator outside state power, in state power by no means 

took such initiatives. It is necessary to quarrel with how much clarity James brings to 

understanding Lenin. For our purposes we might divide what C.L.R. James owes to 

Lenin into three broad frameworks. 

First, James admired Lenin's position during World War I as member of the 

Zimmerwald Left. While leading this coalition of revolutionary socialist thinkers, Lenin 

denounced the emergence of conservative social democratic thinkers, who liquidated 

their "anti-war" stance when their own national states declared war. Many of Lenin's 

adversaries offered support to their own ruling classes, even if under the premise of 

parliamentary or electoral criticism as a loyal opposition. Lenin's viewpoint was 

captured best with his slogan "turn imperialist war into civil war."64 

64 An excellent study of this aspect of Lenin's career is the following. R. Craig Nation. War On War: Lenin, 
the Zimmerwald Left, and The Origins of Communist Internationalism. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1989. 
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Lenin, as an insurgent activist, was for replacing bourgeois patriotism and 

national unity, even in times of war, with political efforts toward the defeat of those 

above society in one's own nation. He insisted on a revolutionary socialist perspective 

which is not mere aesthetic meditation and does not assume historical defeat. His "anti

war" policy was to support social revolution against empire not merely abroad but within 

his own nation-state not merely "progressive" electoral strategies among imperialists at 

home. This appears a sound perspective by both Lenin and James. Yet really this 

disposition is toward imperial and not peripheral nation-states. 

In peripheral nation-states under certain conditions, the nationalist middle class is 

imagined as a tactical ally, if not to be trusted fully, in an anti-colonial war against 

military, economic, and cultural domination by a foreign power. An outlook of "critical 

support" of nationalist middle class politicians is wielded, before and after the defeat of 

imperial relations. It is imagined this alliance partially can foster democratic struggles 

from below—if necessary it will be done at their expense.65 

Second, C.L.R. James imagines Lenin as someone who adjusted his perspectives 

and strategies to the self-activity of ordinary people whom he observed very closely. 

Thus C.L.R. James' Lenin is constructed before attaining state power, as shifting his 

approach from emphasizing the building of a vanguard party toward "all power to the 

Soviets." James came to view Lenin's What Is To Be Done (1903), a call for the building 

of a vanguard party of professional cadre who will tutor the working masses toward 

socialism, as obsolete in nations with a modern industrial working class. He also feels 

65 See C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 159. 

This tension is perhaps best express in the following passage. "It should be noted my wife has political 
reservations about Dr. Williams, as all people of our training and outlook have about bourgeois politicians, 
even though as international socialists we support nationalism and nationalist leaders." 
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confirmed in this viewpoint, because he imagines Lenin as breaking with this conception, 

as evidenced by the latter's State and Revolution (1917). 

This text for James is proof of a new adherence to a government that "can not 

properly be called a state" or a "type" of imagined state by popular committees who will 

administer the economy and judicial affairs. The appearance of the Soviets, popular 

workers' committees, in 1905 and 1917, is evidence for James' Lenin that "every cook 

can govern." James imagines a libertarian Lenin, who desires a minimalist or abolition of 

state power. 

It is very peculiar how Lenin's State & Revolution selectively quotes Marx and 

Engels to refashion them to appear as partially libertarian socialists. But this can be read 

as consistent with James' selective interpretation of Marx and Engels elsewhere. 

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize how in competition with anarchists Lenin bends 

Marxist state capitalist tendencies toward perspectives with a direct democratic veneer. 

Marx's late embrace of the politics embodied in the Paris Commune, as Lenin's late 

embrace of the Soviets in Russia, must not be allowed to obscure that they did not express 

libertarian socialist views before or after these experiences and opposed those who 

explicitly did so. The political content of the Paris Commune of 1871, as the Soviets in 

Russia in 1905 and 1971, and Hungary in 1956 for C.L.R. James, was not brand new. It 

was an opportunity for a new philosophical turn by Marx, Lenin, and James which was 

arbitrary not necessarily in principle, but in the decision that such a moment had arrived 

for the first time in history expressing some type of enchanted wholeness. 

Both texts can be found in Robert C. Tucker. The Lenin Anthology. New York: W.W. Norton, 1975. 
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C.L.R. James does not acknowledge this in his highlighting of a Lenin imagined 

as taking seriously the premise everyday people can or should govern. In Lenin's Can 

The Bolshevik's Retain State Power? (1917) the nuance is made explicit. 

We are not Utopians. We know that an unskilled laborer or a cook cannot 
immediately get on with the job of state administration. In this we agree with the 
Cadets, with Breshkovskaya and with Tsereteli. We differ, however, from these 
citizens in that we demand an immediate break with prejudiced view that only 
the rich, or officials chosen from rich families, are capable of administering the 
state, of performing the ordinary, everyday work of administration. We demand 
that training in the work of state administration be conducted by class-conscious 
workers and soldiers and that this training be begun at once, ie. that a beginning 
be made at once in training all the working people, all the poor, for this work. 7 

Thus Lenin's vision of every cook can govern or a new beginning, while 

appearing to be a break with the prejudices of ruling classes, is one of "training" and 

"administration." It is not an outlook of direct executive or legislative power for working 

people as it occasionally appears in James' optics. 

V.I.Lenin. (October 1917) Can The Bolsheviks Retain State Power? Collected Works. Vol.26 
Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1972. 87-136 

68 C.L.R. James. (1947) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. Introduction to Essays by Karl Marx 
Selected from the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts. First English Translation 2. The C.L.R. James 
Collection, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York, NY. 

James quotes Lenin with the following emphasis from Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power? 

"The most important thing is to inspire the oppressed and the toilers with confidence in their own strength 
to show them in practice that they can and must undertake a correct strictly ordered and organized 
distribution of bread, food, milk, clothing, dwellings, and so forth in the interests of the poor. Without 
this Russia cannot be saved from collapse and ruin; whereas an honest, courageous, and universal move 
to hand over the administration to the proletarians and semi-proletarians will arouse such unprecedented 
revolutionary enthusiasm among the masses, will so multiply the forces of the people in combating their 
miseries, that much that seemed impossible to our old, narrow, bureaucratic forces will become practicable 
for the forces of the millions and millions of the masses when they begin to work for themselves, and not 
under the whip, for the capitalist, the master, the official." 

James in a curious formulation comments: "This was not to come afterwards. This was the revolution itself. 
Lenin continued without a pause." But the fact that Lenin does not see working class self-mobilization, as the 
beginning of labor working for themselves, as anticipating the Bolsheviks rise to power, is no small matter. 
For he underestimates their executive and legislative capacities. James is aware of it but doesn't appear to 
fundamentally condemn Lenin for his way of seeing. But because Lenin appears aware of Engel's theory of 
what James terms "the invading socialist society" he gives Lenin a free pass. Again let's look at James' next 
quoted passage from and comment on Lenin. 
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C.L.R. James in his preface to State Capitalism & World Revolution illustrates 

how his vision of workers self-management by popular committees is partially indebted 

to Lenin's outlook on the Soviets in Russia. We must carefully consider the passages 

from Lenin's Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power? James is "fully and absolutely 

assured" about their significance. 

The Soviets are a new state apparatus, which, in the first place provides an armed 
force of workers and peasants; and this force is not divorced from the people, as 
was the old standing army, but is fused with the people in the closest possible 
fashion. From a military point of view, this force is incomparably more powerful 
than previous forces; from the point of the view of the revolution it cannot be 
replaced by anything else.69 

Lenin equates popular committees of workers with a new state apparatus. He 

does not mean here the negation of the function of state power by direct and complete 

popular self-management. If so it would be apparent and need not be said that the force 

is "not divorced" from or "fused with the people." How can everyday people be separated 

"Only then we shall be able to see what untapped forces of resistance are latent in the people; only then will 
what Engels called 'latent socialism' be made apparent; only them shall we find that for every ten thousand 
open or concealed enemies of the power of the working class, who manifest themselves either by action or by 
passive resistance, a million new fighters will arise, who until then had been politically dormant, languishing 
in poverty and despair, having lost faith in themselves as human beings in their right to live, in the possibility 
that they too might be served by the whole force of the modern centralized state and that their detachments of 
proletarian militia might be fully trusted and called upon to take part in the immediate, direct, day to day 
work of administration of the state." 

A mass movement brought Lenin to power and he observes millions are dormant and depressed. That is 
because the centralized state which has repressed them and co-opted their own self-emancipation is inviting 
their popular committees to "participate" in direct administration of government for redistribution of the 
wealth alone. The reorganization of politics would negate Lenin's populism above society. C.L.R. James 
responds in subtle defense of Lenin again. "The only slogan he could find to express it was 'Workers Control 
of Production' but what he meant by that was the uncoiling of creative forces imbedded in the sense of 
modern man and implanted there by the productive forces and the production process." 

At his best C.L.R. James meant this, but Lenin never intended political participation to go beyond the 
administration in economic production alone. If any other political thinker would have suggested this he 
would have torn them to shreds. 

69 V.I. Lenin. Collected Works. 4th English Edition Moscow: Progressive Publishers, 1964 Vol.26 104. 
See: http://www.marx2mao.com/Lenin/RSP17.html 
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from or fused with themselves? If the "point of view of the revolution" was from these 

ordinary people, organized in popular committees to directly govern, the question of their 

replacement or negation by some other force would be irrelevant. Here Lenin's way of 

seeing is from a one party state that claims ownership over the direct democratic aspects 

of the revolution as equivalent to its own subordinate apparatus.70 

In his Third World visions James' outlook on what "cooks" generally can 

accomplish in relation to state power is almost always identical to Lenin's. What 

everyday people can do or be allowed to do, or will be facilitated toward, is the 

maintenance of an aspiring progressive ruling class in state power. 

Third, C.L.R. James' Lenin in state power is conceived as an unsung theorist for 

democratizing the postcolonial or underdeveloped economy but never as a dictator. 

Through the promotion of mass literacy campaigns, peasant co-operatives, trade union 

participation in planning economic production, and the reorganization and elevation in 

importance of the workers' and peasants' inspection (where women would be especially 

encouraged to participate); Lenin as constructed from his last writings by James proposes 

a more productive national economy. Lenin terms this economic stage "state capitalism," 

curiously without criticism by James, supposing it will be enhanced by the participation 

of labor in organizing economic production and fighting bureaucracy.71 We must keep 

70 
Ibid. Lenin, continues "this apparatus," what he terms the Soviets, "provides a bond with the masses, the 

majority of people, so indisoluble, so readily controllable and renewable..." Lenin suggests the Soviets are 
a means for the state to bond with people. The people in fact do not directly control the state the same in 
this vision. The "popular committees" are a means for Lenin to coerce ordinary people if he wishes or he 
will dissolve them brutally and did. Lenin does believe that Soviets are a direct democratic form because 
they are based on elections and "instant recall at the will of the people without bureaucratic formalities." 
But it is a conveyor belt for "radical reforms which minimize bureaucracy" because it provides close 
contact with diverse occupations. Thus, policy will be legislated and executed by the state in conversation 
with different types of workers whose workplace is not a sight of politics save for a loyal opposition to 
Lenin, if he allows it. 
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this in mind when considering James' reading of the evolution of the Russian political 

economy toward "Stalinism." 

C.L.R. James projects this invention of Lenin as a model for democratizing 

Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana in the essay "Lenin and the Problem." Further, James sees 

Julius Nyerere's vision of Ujamaa Socialism for Tanzania favorably, for what he 

perceives as Nyerere's similar approach to Lenin. All the while James, the author of 

World Revolution, and translator of Boris Souvarine's Stalin, both anti-Stalinist accounts 

poses as an authoritative voice discussing Lenin's legacy in authentic context of social 

movement history with revolutionary intentions. 

C.L.R. James' account, in just that context, has some severe blemishes. He 

conceives it possible for Lenin to fight bureaucracy from a position of state power where 

workers and peasants, importantly selected for their political loyalty to the Bolsheviks,72 

will function as a type of ombudsman with no direct policy making power. Rather, this 

inspection will check the one party state's vanity and corruption by elevating its power to 

slightly below the party's central committee. The peasant cooperatives are imagined as a 

transitional model under the New Economic Policy, a mixed economic plan, where 

people viewed as illiterate, will be given "incentives" (that is allowed to produce under 

capitalist relations) so long as they show qualitatively their growing embrace of socialism 

as monitored by the Bolshevik state. The trade unions, not politically independent of this 

regime, will be consulted on economic production alone. Workers will not have any 

power directly over governance. To allow them to act independently to defend 

71 C.L.R. James. "Lenin and the Problem." In The C.L.R. James Reader. 
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 331-346. 
72 Lenin often termed the peasants ideal for this role as "non-party" affiliated. But he had made illegal all 
other political parties at this point. 
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themselves in their unions would be to allow them to challenge the "workers" who run 

the state and act in a privileged fashion toward the peasantry. 

C.L.R. James finds these policies consistent with a Lenin who proclaimed "All 

power to the Soviets!" But there are grave errors here in James' assessment of Lenin 

historically and politically. These begin with his acceptance of the Leninist myth that 

state power is in the hands of the working class when it is in the hands of the Bolshevik 

autocracy alone. Further, James in fact agrees with Lenin's notion that, in an 

underdeveloped society, workers associations are a fantastic way to build socialism or 

promote direct self-governance among an almost illiterate population. By this he does 

not suggest a thrilling manner but an implausible one. But this calls into question the 

progressive character to be found in even a reorganized "workers and peasants 

inspection." Similar to Lenin's call for a constituent assembly when out of state power, 

he will dissolve it when it is a threat to his regime in state power. 

James viewed the transition from the policy of War Communism, desiring the 

abolition of the capitalist market by decree, to the New Economic Policy as a sign of 

Lenin's sensitivity toward working class self-activity and his capacity to correct 

bureaucratic mistakes. James does not highlight that Lenin's Bolshevik state abolished by 

law, harassed, jailed, and killed many expressions of popular councils and committees 

with libertarian socialist politics. He does acknowledge in Notes on Dialectics that Lenin 

opposed syndicalist expressions that challenged the Bolshevik State by their insurgent 

independence, while at the same time encouraging aspects of autonomy of Soviets and 

trade union committees but within the prescribed limitations that they be loyal to his 
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outlook. These associations could help administration of economic production and 

culturally resist the state bureaucracy so long as they were in full agreement with the 

Bolshevik State politically. 

These popular forms which desired to maintain their independence of the state, 

and factions within the Bolshevik Party that opposed the centralization of power at the 

expense of direct democracy or workers self-management, were condemned aggressively 

and brutally under Lenin and Trotsky. Thus Alexandra Kollontai's led Workers' 

Opposition, the Kronstadt Sailors Rebellion, aspects of the internal party debate within 

the party about the political content of the Petrograd Soviet, Nestor Makhno's peasant 

movement in the Ukraine, and A.S. Antonov's "Green" peasant movement in Tambov 

province, all to the left of Lenin and Trotsky in important respects, were erased from 

history by even many dissident accounts of the Communist International. 

These are not small mistakes by Lenin but great evidence why direct democratic 

capacities from the vantage of state power do not seem strong, or alternatively need to be 

encouraged. The direct democratic aspects of the revolution, without enchanting them 

toward a completeness which human nature has not arrived at yet historically, were 

repressed by the very same state power led by Lenin that James' imagines subsequently 

as encouraging them. 

C.L.R. James can also be quite wooden in his method of reading the Mensheviks 

and anarchists historically. They often had more practical and greater revolutionary 

democratic visions than the Bolsheviks. James replicated a Leninist prejudice that 

obscures the anarchists are the proper originators, and sincere elevators, of a government 

of committees of working people. Further, the Mensheviks were not always 

73 C.L.R. James (1948). Notes on Dialectics. Detroit: Friends of Facing Reality, 1971. 170-171. 
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collaborators with imperialism. Lenin with the Treaty of Brest-Litvosk not only was 

himself a collaborator with imperialism but ceded the liberated zones led by Nestor 

Makhno's anarchists to the Germans. Makhno's vision of government desired to combat 

Bolshevik trends toward autocracy while acknowledging there were competing 

ideological tendencies that were not all pro-capitalist that had a claim on the popular will. 

Lenin actually is a conscious government leader of "a state-capitalist" regime and 

only breaks with conservative aspects of theories of social democracy to a point. 

Further, C.L.R. James is aware of many of these rebellions against the pre-Stalin led 

Bolshevik state, for they are critically highlighted in Boris Souvarine's Stalin, subtitled "a 

critical survey of Bolshevism," which he thought highly enough to translate. While 

Souvarine was seen as too libertarian by Leon Trotsky for his highlighting of Lenin's 

"opportunism", James modified his public criticisms to become a prominent Black 

Bolshevik in the Trotskyist movement, just as he would later be viewed as relevant, if 

independent elder, to the Pan-African movement. This is an important context, not 

merely for assessing James' later libertarian socialist views, but for viewing the limits of 

C.L.R. James direct democratic vision. 

The Ancient Athenian Direct Democracy & Its Contemporary Meaning 

The Ancient Athens of the fifth century for C.L.R. James is a city state 

distinguished by an integrated humanism and an enlarged concept of citizenship. As 

recorded in his famous essay and pamphlet "Every Cook Can Govern," Athens was a 

direct democracy of popular councils and assemblies taking responsibility for economic 

planning, judicial and military affairs, foreign policy and all cultural matters. The vast 

majority of government officials engaged in these organizational forms were chosen by a 
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random process. Called "sortition," this was equivalent to being chosen by lot. This 

mode of governance was distinguished by term limits and instant recall of necessary 

delegated representation where found to be unethical. Ancient Athens for James was a 

conscious rejection of representative government in James' account, there were "no 

experts" and nobody was given the status of professional class above society. 

The Athenian direct democracy was marked by its professed ethic of social 

equality and the claim that one was foolish who did not wish to directly participate in 

political life.76 Nevertheless, women and slaves were excluded from the status of 

citizenship and it was questionable even if the vast majority with citizenship status 

actually directly governed. It is mistaken to suggest C.L.R. James did not think the status 

of women and slavery blemished Ancient Athens. Nevertheless, he insisted the Athenian 

city state was the greatest civilization the world had even known. This is a bold claim 

intrinsic in any attempt to frame a claim on civilization, an assessment of the character of 

the sum total of humanity as a whole which almost always is exclusionary. Ancient 

Athens failed in James' eyes as a result of not taking into account how humanity labored. 

He was not concerned primarily that they did not implement a socialist society, however 

77 

primitive such a political economy could produce. Rather, he believed slavery and 

subordination of women ultimately killed the democracy. James emphasizes most critics, 

some radical, sneer and take a swipe at the form of democracy present in Ancient 

Athenian institutions, as a result of exclusion of women and slaves from citizenship. 

74 C.L.R. James. (1956) Every Cook Can Govern. Detroit: Bewick, 1992. 8. 

75 Ibid, 9 and 11. 
76 Ibid, 9. 

77 Ibid, 31. 
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Condemning the city state as a whole, behind this is a lack of commitment to actually 

extending these ideals of citizenship in the contemporary world. This is a profound 

assertion and still contemporary on one level. 

Following W.H. Auden's view of Ancient Athens, James argues modern society 

is distinguished by great works of culture, progress, and development but there are no 

well rounded civilized persons. Instead there are specialists, artists who know nothing of 

natural science, scientists who nothing of art and literature, philosophers who have no 

interest in religion, clergy who are unconcerned with politics, and politicians who know 

only politics, and a very superficial conception of that. Through C.L.R. James' optics, 

the average Ancient Athenian citizen, under the direct democracy, knew everything was 

political but also held forth on philosophical, literary, and cultural matters.79 Thus James 

is impressed with the fact that classical theatre and drama of Aeschylus and Euripides 

was in fact popular where the masses decided, not experts, as to which plays should be 

award winning.80 

Yet the organization of Athenian governance, in James' outlook, was such that an 

integrated humanism was fomented as a type of national purpose which justified in 

certain respects whatever hierarchy and bureaucracy was present. However, C.L.R. 

James was insufficiently aware, besides the subordination of women and slaves, how this 

society was divided by masses and elites. These elites, facilitators and legislators of 

government, often shaped the popular will through a type of crowd politics. They were 

C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Anna Grimshaw and Keith Hart eds. Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1993. 153. 

80 C.L.R. James. (1956) Every Cook Can Govern. Detroit: Bewick, 1992. 13-15. 
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often privileged with a well rounded education and skilled in persuasive oratory if not 

officially given the status of a class above society. 

Though James was aware that intellectuals such as Aristotle and Plato opposed 

the direct democracy, he inadequately takes issue with a subtle discourse of guardianship 

in the Athenian national ethos as best represented by Pericles' famous Funeral Oration. 

Despite a type of statesman being subject to recall, and he was despite a tearful defense 

on his part, Pericles famously argued all could not make government policy but the 

character of Athenian citizens was all could judge it. This seems a very profound 

limitation to be found in a government of popular assemblies and committees where, not 

merely theoretically but structurally, citizens are meant to be directly sovereign. 

Further, C.L.R. James' boasts in his reflection on Athens that the average 

contemporary trade union bureaucrat or parliamentarian would scoff at ordinary people's 

potential to directly govern society appears to have a dual character. On the one hand it 

is a swift condemnation of the fraud of representative government.81 However, at times 

it can function as a cautionary tale for those who would be progressive guardians above 

society. James, nicknamed "the Black Plato" by the London Times, could function as a 

critical dialogic mentor for those who aspired to govern above society, particularly in 

peripheral nations. 

The London Times labeling of C.L.R. James as the "Black Plato" must be 

perceived as that annoying Eurocentric disposition to categorize Black achievement in 

the shadow of assumed precursors of Western Civilization instead of appreciating Black 

autonomy and originality. James was neither annoyed, and in some respects subtly 

embraced this moniker, for he felt what the newspaper was saying was he had authored a 

81 Ibid, 8-9. 
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certain body of work of social significance. But this nickname becomes prescient when 

speculation about his tendency to advise "Black Jacobins" and not everyday people 

comes into focus. 

James believed Plato's Republic, striving through a speculative methodology to 

arrive at an ideal society to replace the direct democracy, mind you as a means to advise 

those who would rule above it, had totalitarian implications. Yet James questionably 

believes Plato, as a result of his rhetorical method, ultimately really concluded that the 

direct democratic form was the best type for Ancient Athens. 

Though curiously James argues, in addressing originally an American audience, 

"in the past" there was a justification for intellectuals considering the merits of Plato's 

speculations. In modern industrial societies James concludes there is no longer any 

reason to avoid direct government by the common people. However, in peripheral 

nations, James has a different outlook which is why it is worth revisiting this matter of 

"the Black Plato."82 

C.L.R. James' Ancient Athenian city state is a type of project of democratic order, 

a metaphor of what the Caribbean and Africa can be under the proper leadership of 

progressive guardians. Intellectuals, artists, and political leaders of the Third World by 

their singular example at times, whom reflect the popular forces from which they emerge 

in James' vistas but whom should not be confused with ordinary people's actual 

capacities in his optics, expose the fraud of meritocracy of governance in a world 

distinguished by a white supremacy and colonialism. On this basis a postcolonial regime 

led by the national bourgeoisie under certain conditions can be said to represent the 

82 Ibid, 8 and 26. 
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interests of everyday people for a time. It is in this context that James, in Modern 

Politics speaking to a Caribbean audience raises the spectre of Aristotle and asks "what is 

the good life?" When he speaks to an American audience about "the struggle for 

happiness," James proclaims freedom is on the road to being lost. But for a Caribbean 

audience as a result of the present condition of statecraft "the good life," and the 

concomitant relations between state and citizens to bring it about, "that today is 

impossible." Where his Athenian ideals to save American civilization are explicitly 

direct democratic, in a peripheral nation James' Athenian lesson is the creativity of the 

masses is present when the state properly organizes society. On some level, a project of 

democratic order is suggested for the state to implement. 

C.L.R. James and Jean Jacques Rousseau's Social Contract 

C.L.R. James' Modern Politics analyzes Jean Jacques Rousseau's idea of the 

social contract as a voluntary agreement where everyday people give mutual aid to each 

other forming a society not a state. James' viewpoint on Rousseau is that he is not a 

totalitarian thinker but a direct democratic partisan. James offers a vantage on Rousseau. 

.. .if any time that government behaves in a manner contrary to our original agreement, 
then all allegiance to it [is] ended, each man is on his own again. Now that was a 
ferocious doctrine. Other men had written about the social contract before—Hume, Kant, 
Hobbes, but they had, most of them, made the contract in regard not only to the 
association of men but a contract in regard to government. Rousseau says the contract is 
not in regard to any government at all. He says the contract is between us, as people, to 
form a society; but we have no contract with any government; the contract is strictly 
between us, and the whole trend of this thought is that any time a government does not do 
what is satisfactory, we are finished with it; the contract is broken; we have to start all 
over again. That is a doctrine of profound revolutionary implications.83 

Rousseau, like James, is theoretically if not always in practice, an opponent of 

representative government and believes electoral politics is a farce. Political parties too 

83 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 19. 
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deceive people they contest. Both James and Rousseau agree, when these parties quarrel 

with one another, it is really private and special interests that are clashing not legitimate 

debate about programs and perspectives for governance. James believes Rousseau's 

doctrine is inconclusive in suggesting recommendations to combat the fraud of 

representative government. But James believes explicitly that his idea of "the general 

will" is valuable, that his complimentary concept of "the legislator" is paramount. 

Rousseau shares with James a reliance on the archive and experience of the ancient Greek 

city state of Athens to theorize an alternative form of popular sovereignty. Rousseau 

contributes far more than scholars have suggested thus far to James' methods of bringing 

an aspiring free society closer. 

The general will is a notion framing the interests of everyday people as not merely 

a census or voting majority opinion validating a consensus on a regime above society, 

with disagreements over what might be necessary reforms. Rather, the general will is 

something to be divined by a political philosopher or leader who imagines and interprets 

instinctive desires of ordinary people, for the future in the present they would enjoy, 

where such ambitions are not manifestly clear. James' Party Politics in the West Indies 

borrows the notion from Rousseau's Social Contract the proposition "people don't know 

exactly what they want." The political philosopher or leader who attempts to shape this 

indecisive (but not always uninformed or unconscious) will toward a good life, national 

purpose, or a more advanced and direct democracy is an aspiring legislator of the general 

will. 

The legislator is not a parliamentarian. Rather, a founder of a polity not yet born. 

Commanding prestige to the extent she carries herself as a "disinterested" public citizen 
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or what James sometimes termed "without malice," she lacks all desire for personal, 

social, or state power other than the privilege of facilitating a conversation about the 

terms of popular sovereignty in the future. Often masterful in marshalling the power of 

historical argumentation, literary and aesthetic statement; the legislator seeks to convince 

the masses of their political potential, aspects of which popular opinion vaguely 

recognize or imagine as beyond their ken. 

C.L.R. James is correct to view the doctrine of the social contract, as one 

weighing heavily on those who might propose to divine the terms of voluntary 

association for governance or seek to become new ruling elite. Yet just as orators and 

legislators of popular assemblies in Ancient Athens had no official state power yet often 

functioned as mediators over a type of "crowd politics" where participation was still 

indirect; James and Rousseau offer imprecise, if contributive, formulations and 

methodologies. Both in fact historically advised equally states and ruling classes and 

insurgents from below on matters of democracy and national purpose. Rousseau 

famously advised Corsica and Poland; James framed visions for African and Caribbean 

nation-states. This makes it hard to totally extricate their legacies from populist 

representation they often detested and condemned. 

The legislator or founder of a direct democracy or governance based on popular 

self-management is further handicapped by a necessary obstacle inherent to this project. 

They will be a failure in interpreting and shaping the general will precisely to the extent 

ambitions to legislate are not understood and overtaken by everyday people in their own 

drive toward self-emancipation. Should they consistently be able to put forward 

See Steven Johnston. Encountering Tragedy: Rousseau and the Project of Democratic Order. Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell UP, 1999; Christopher Kelly. Rousseau As Author. Chicago: U. of Chicago Press, 2003. 
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perspectives and proposals for self-governance, not possess mere opinions, and 

implement them; the unique role of one or a few legislators becomes obsolete, for many 

emerge. If a self-governing populace does not emerge beyond the blight of representative 

government, the aspiring legislator often is misunderstood by those who admire her as a 

failure, if a heroic and ethical one, a mere oppositional politician. 

A danger of Rousseau's and James' outlook seeking to enchant the general will, is 

despite what is perceived as an anarchist spirit, they are aspiring organizers of a project of 

democratic order. This can lead them back to authoritarian and bureaucratic notions. 

Methods seeking to harmonize their own viewpoints with the general will strive for a 

unity of purpose, exemplified by the ideal of moving a crowd toward a consensus that is 

very rare. Their awareness of corruption in party politics leads them to imagine at times 

that competition between different points of view within a polity is inherently treasonous 

or unnecessary. Even if a community agrees on the same philosophical foundations, or 

political program, Rousseau and James seem not to anticipate what is to be done in times 

of political contestation other than a move toward intrigue and warfare. It is if one could 

found a polity with the proper principles and create a beautiful order where there will be 

unity around a common purpose all can understand and shall interpret similarly. 

C.L.R. James has a tendency to say "the general public" or will "is becoming 

more and more general." On the surface this can appear, or he means to suggest, an anti-

bureaucratic condemnation of the irrelevancy of leadership from on high. But James can 

take this inclination toward an advocacy of support of a one party state for imperial or 

peripheral nations. He concludes competition among two or more parties is unnecessary. 

Some people believe it's fundamental to have opposing elements. But I say, no, 
we don't need any two parties. One party is sufficient.. .the moment you split the 
party you have two organizations, and these two organizations then have it as 
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their main concern to remain strong and to seize power. I believe that one 
organization can put all sorts of people in and out.. .The moment you have two 
parties, you have two organizations and they begin to develop different 
perspectives, so that party policy then becomes not the working out of the best 
policies for the group, but which one helps this one into power... 85 

Now the claim that Rousseau is opposed to representative government, and is an 

advocate of direct democracy has seldom been scrutinized in a fashion that would 

illuminate dilemmas associated with C.L.R. James' interpretation. We must keep in mind 

a possibility. The direct democratic forms themselves, the popular committees and 

associations, can emerge as a competing "party" with a one party state. Let us put this 

challenge in conversation with the similar disposition Rousseau and James have towards 

popular culture. 

In Rousseau's Letter to D 'Alembert he argues against the notion that Geneva with 

a popular theatre would better approach the greatness of the Athenian city state. There 

are certain problems with popular theatre for inspiring a spirit of national purpose. Being 

emotionally and intellectually moved in response to this art form for Rousseau is no 

determinant of one's inclination for political action. It will only be cultural 

representation by the actual actors, and never the result or a sound measurement of the 

crowd's personal will to power, however much they enjoy the performance. 

For Rousseau, the only place for true theater is in life. He has a more favorable 

disposition in contrast to a military parade he experienced as a child. This event 

manifests a type of bacchanal of direct participation by the whole community in a 

carnival type atmosphere. His father suggests now he knows what it means to be "a 

Genevan." Aware of these distinctions Rousseau advises the monarch of Poland how to 

85 C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 29,48-49. 
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properly "nationalize the masses." Putting this knowledge in the service of a state and 

ruling class expresses certain authoritarian impulses. We must keep this in mind as 

James' interprets West Indian Carnival as part of the national pageant for Eric Williams' 

regime in Trinidad. C.N. Strong and Tracy Strong's has one particular insight which 

lights up this analogy of Rousseau to James. When his father and himself observe the 

military parade and "feel" they know its meaning for their identity and national purpose, 

they in fact are observing their own enchanted construction through a window. One 

or 

must "overlook" to capture the political meaning of cultural expression. 

C.L.R. James' disposition, as expressed in his American Civilization, has a similar 

dual nature. On the one hand Dick Tracy comic strips, or gangster characters in film, can 

be a basis of reading the general will or everyday people's instincts. For James these 

aspects of popular culture represent ordinary people's contempt for the law, where 

popular audiences instinctively desire, if they are not acting on it, to take matters into 

their own hands through armed force. 

Yet, he is an opponent of the Popular Front notion of progressive culture 

propagated by American communists for their intent, in his view, mirrors Stalinist 

Russia. He says the McCarthyistic mentality misunderstands that society. James argues 

Moscow does not outlaw cultural expression. How could this really be accomplished? 

Culture is merely but substantially the total way of life of a people. Rather, Stalinist 

Russia substitutes for the actual direct self-government of everyday people which they 

J.J. Rousseau. Letter to D 'Alembert and Other Writings For the Theater. Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 2004; C.N. Dugan and Tracy B. Strong. "Music, Politics, Theatre and 
Representation in Rousseau." In The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
UP, 2001. 332-336. 
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repress, popular cultural representations where no direct political, as opposed to aesthetic 

judgment, can be exercised. That is for James the totalitarian crime. 

Similar to Rousseau, this doesn't stop him from recognizing the emotional 

embrace of certain cultural representations by the masses. "New ideological systems in 

fact are put in place to reinforce decaying traditional values." In James theory they are 

new because they are partially the product of everyday peoples' actual desires for social 

change not a false consciousness. Thus posters and films in Stalin's Russia depict heroic 

and happy workers as part of the national pageant. 

C.L.R. James insists "it is an adaptation of tyranny to the deepest social needs to 

express the human personality in the modern age." James, an opponent of the one party 

state and the welfare state, can not embrace a progressive cultural apparatus that wishes 

to re-engineer representation. For this obstructs and obscures direct self-governance. 

However, at times when C.L.R. James advises African and Caribbean regimes, he 

actually through popular journalism and cultural criticism for a time, invests or seeks to 

reinvest the popular will back into state power, whose elites express a declining interest 

in freedom and democracy. 

Jules Michelet and Leon Trotsky 

C.L.R. James, influenced by the French Revolution school of historiography, has 

asserted that he is indebted to Jules Michelet's example the most. Though having little to 

say on "the colonial question," James' Michelet helps him to locate the importance of 

direct democracy in working class self-activity. Michelet perhaps is best understood as 

not a historian but a philosopher of history. Sensitive to critiques that he was more a 

C.L.R. James. (1971) "How I Wrote The Black Jacobins." Small Axe. 8 (September 2000) 76. 
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poeticist than historicist, Michelet exhibits a few characteristics one finds in C.L.R. 

James. 

Michelet, like James, tends to craft history as an overview of events where from 

above he makes legislative judgments. This perspective does not easily lend itself to 

class struggle or a viewpoint from below. Rather, Michelet tends to animate all classes as 

"the people" as part of a pageant of national purpose that is never resolved satisfactorily. 

Except in the most cynical, this vantage tends to furnish an enchantment and euphoria, 

relieving ignorance and chaos, and suspending fatigue from events. At a distance, 

simultaneous viewpoints of different moments, events, and personalities can be captured 

across time and space and yoked into one narrative. C.L.R. James' historical vistas can 

be said to have these characteristics. 

Always moving toward a purposeful goal or epiphany, and conveying a sense of 

anticipation, conclusions curiously are rarely arrived at definitively. Certain 

interpolations or prefatory remarks, footnotes or appendixes, allow the author recurrent 

glances into his historical narratives. It appears as if Michelet and James are participants 

in events, allowing a point of view to be injected, even if this was marginally so or not at 

all. Where that does not suffice, the heroism of exemplary lives (a similar influence to 

Rousseau) are made to deposit justice in history, and similar to Michelet's and James' 

rhetorical strategies, remind the reader of the character of national purpose or world 

civilization. 

The author as conductor of the heroic life appears to resuscitate ethical 

accountability in history. Michelet and James, as historians, through a type of magical 

action administers the philosophical estate of the dead. They enchant what in their lives 

67 



may have been incomplete, raw, blind, or absurd and restore a clear purpose with 

historical significance. A type of reversal of time is engineered where dead lives become 

renewed with clear and useful direction. If every flaw is not corrected in noble lives of 

the past, the audience for such a narrative is emotionally moved to begin where humans 

distinguished by great events in the past left off.88 

In contrast to Michelet, who tended to write pageants of national purpose 

animated by warmth restored to all classes of "the people," C.L.R. James is equally 

influenced by Leon Trotsky's History of the Russian Revolution. Trotsky imagines the 

Russian Revolution as standing on the historical development of Britain in the 

seventeenth century and France in the eighteenth century. Trotsky's account can not 

animate all classes equally. For his vision is one where discussion of distinct forces, the 

role of the masses (workers as distinct from peasants), the vanguard party, the state 

power, the function of popular committees (Soviets) for forging dual power, are crucial.89 

James reads Trotsky's History as an autobiographical account, with definite 

biases, of what Lenin and Trotsky did do, and what Stalin did not do politically. James 

concludes, with additional study, that he has no use for Stalinists or Stalinism. Thus, 

Besides my own observation and analysis of James' philosophy of history, I am indebted to the following 
critical works on Michelet. Roland Barthes. Michelet. New York: Hill & Wang, 1987; Arthur Mitzman. 

Michelet, Historian. New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1990. I have also consulted the following works by 
Michelet. Jules Michelet. History of the French Revolution. Gordon Wright ed. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1967; Jules Michelet. The People. London: Longman, 1986; Jules Michelet. The Life of 
Martin Luther. London: G. Bell, 1911; Jules Michelet. Joan of Arc. Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 1967. I am especially indebted to Barthes but with one important caveat. Barthes' study 
is part of the postmodernist turn that has contempt for "essentialism" to be found in politically 
committed writing. Where Barthes deconstructs Michelet's rhetoric and poetics, I am astonished and 
inspired by how he has explained his method for consideration not of literary criticism but political 
thought (and more importantly the implementation and construction of practice). I do not have a negative 
assessment of Michelet's philosophy of history and his associated rhetorical strategies in any fashion. 
Such does not obstruct my view of the potential authoritarian politics he may hold. Similarly, with 
Barthes' contributions. 

89 C.L.R. James (1971), "How I Wrote The Black Jacobins," 8. 67-68. 
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James learns from Trotsky that the crafting of historical narratives must not only suggest 

to readers what is to be done in the future but what disposition and loyalties they must 

craft in relation to the past.90 A mere enchanting pageant that sums up the past toward a 

future resolution can not accomplish this. A historian must convey, in James' outlook, 

the need to decide on whose side one is on in the past, suggesting a school of thought and 

action, to prepare to make political decisions for the future. Trotsky wrote history in a 

fashion conveying the authority, however untrue, that he was an accurate guide toward 

choosing one's loyalties. In what might seem a fundamental contrast, Michelet conveys 

at times in his editorial vision from above, a sense of peaceful reconciliation of class 

conflict. He could lament about the emergence of modern times, where this may no 

longer be possible, in what is most often a romantic almost theological-political narrative 

of history based on faith. But we might think again. 

While Trotsky obscures and misrepresents many self-governing visions and 

capacities not on the side of the Bolsheviks in state power in Russia, especially those 

which oppose their tendency toward autocracy; he suggests in his visions of "permanent 

revolution" and doctrine of "combined and uneven development" an enchanting vision 

for the peripheral masses of the world. In the empire of modernity, it appears, all classes 

do not have the equipment to forge a directly self-governing socialist society. In 

underdeveloped nations an industrial working class can not lead a social revolution 

because simply they are not present in large numbers. 

Nevertheless, Trotsky insists that the arrival of the national bourgeoisie as a class 

in state power is not a necessary stage of development in the struggle for national 

liberation or socialism. In societies subordinated by empire and distinguished by the 

90 Ibid, 68-69. 
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peasantry, through the interaction of town and country, technology and trade, different 

nations and cultures interacting through global capitalism; the ordinary people of 

peripheral nations can arrive at capacities for social revolution equal to a modern working 

class. Trotsky's vision of "permanent revolution" and "combined and uneven 

development," despite James quarrels with his intellectual legacies, especially around 

nationalized property, had a profound impact on James' libertarian Marxist vision, and 

thus his critiques of national liberation struggles. 

Dialectics and the Fate of Humanity 

C.L.R. James argues philosophy must become proletarian, not importantly, that 

philosophy must be brought to the proletariat.91 It is important to grasp what that means. 

In an oral history, and public addresses, James suggests he has no interest, and thinks it 

not productive, to teach popular audiences pure epistemology or the function of 

categories of cognition. In fact, he says one can think correctly without knowing 

dialectics.92 His Notes on Dialectics rather are grounded in political concerns. In 

politics, James asserts, we must be careful not to be stuck in our principles. Politics, or 

"the organic life of thought forms" must come "out" of contradictions or one's thought is 

"no good." 93 

If it is a chief error of thought to continue to think in one set of forms, categories 

or ideas, when the object of our thought and its content have historically and materially 

moved on, laying the basis for the development of something new. It is a more grave 

C.L.R. James. (1950) State Capitalism & World Revolution. Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1986. 128-132. 

C.L.R. James. (1948) Notes on Dialectics. Detroit: Friends of Facing Reality, 1971.27. 

C.L.R. James, Notes on Dialectics, 2 and 40. 
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error, James explains, for political analysis. Thus for our protagonist, as Lenin, Hegel's 

discussion of logic and dialectic was a means to prepare to observe better the evolving 

material practice of man's labor which was both social and economic. This has relevance 

for assessing state power and workers' self-emancipation. Dialectic for James was not 

merely that all history moved by contradiction. A method was needed to observe aspects 

of historical development in freedom struggles. 

Principles and regimes didn't so much turn into their opposites qualitatively. As 

time passed, through a disciplined speculation, one had to anticipate and find the new 

organizational forms and principles of freedom. Understanding of the past alone could 

not be transferred to explain present and future developments. In this way philosophy 

had to become proletarian. One had to observe the thoughts of the proletariat, and the 

parties and regimes they believed represented them for a time and ask, even if one 

disagreed, what was the objective basis for their present conclusions.95 

Yet also, should these be perceived as oppressive to ordinary people by the 

observer, one had to inquire about the process of attempting to overcome these partially 

self-created obstacles. This awareness of the partially self-created nature of 

institutionalized oppression was crucial. For James it did not suggest a hegemony or 

Notes on Dialectics, 4; Important for our analysis is to understand what C.L.R. James' unique dialectical 
vision, which incorporates direct democracy as a universal attempting to guide and discipline his speculative 
thought, means for his view of national liberation struggles. We must establish an important matter. James 
traces the development of modern revolutionary history, taking for granted with Hegel, Marx and Lenin, a 
primary genealogy of European civilization. A demonstrated opponent of the classic idea that Africa had no 
history and was "a dark continent" as expressed in Hegel's Philosophy of History, James did not imagine that 
Hegel's ugly blind spots should negate the value to be found in his methods for speculative reading of events. 
In fact there is evidence that C.L.R. James had a profound impact in teaching peoples of African descent in 
Africa, the Caribbean, and the United States the virtues of applying this method. 
95 Notes on Dialectics, 58-59. 
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false consciousness. Rather it insured an outlook that in fact everyday people had the 

capacity and did control their own destiny. 

Freedom struggles, for James, were based on historical leaps by working people 

to new organizational forms of freedom rarely accompanied by transparent philosophical 

statements on their part. One could be accused of, and James was, of being religious, 

teleological, and a mystical optimist about working people's capacity, especially when 

this potential was not immediately apparent to others.96 Further, on a mass scale ordinary 

people's consciousness appeared to retrogress for many observers in certain periods of 

time. 

James said one had to be disciplined in using dialectical method, as one was 

attempting to pursue speculative truth. This had to be guided by "a universal." That 

universal for James was direct democracy or workers self-management. He believed that 

must be the pursued end of revolutionary aspirations. Without that he contested one 

justified a politics of barbarism. 

So many dialectical thinkers read evolving contradictions of history and thought 

through an imagined progressive or guardian state power in relation to a popular 

consciousness they imagine as damaged or false as a result of various forms of 

oppression. This should not be surprising. Hegel believed the modern state was a type of 

secular ideal embodying a world spirit making leaps over more primitive superstition. 

Perhaps it is not sound to take Marx at his word, that he turned this Hegelian 

principle on its head. It would seem Marx, even when he embraced the Paris Commune, 

imagined a progressive state and ruling class as valuable. James did have a tendency 

toward this outlook at times. Yet, the universal, or guiding spirit, which disciplines one's 

96 Notes on Dialectics, 10-11. 
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revolutionary thought, for C.L.R. James, at his best, is the proletariat. Not because they 

are inherently revolutionary but it is through their self-movement that democratic history 

evolves. The proposition that workers can be self-governing is essential for dialectical 

method.97 

James says Hegel and Marx were merely giving a logical and material foundation 

to a notion which goes back to St. Paul in the Bible (Corinthians 1:15): the dead shall rise 

again. James imagines debates among the early Christians. What can this possibly mean 

"the dead shall rise again?" The most insightful revolutionists explained in James' telling: 

"Let this go and everything else goes."98 

If in revolutionary political thought, James warns, one let's this go, the rising of 

the seemingly dead or unconscious, under the guise of some version of dialectical or 

other reasoning, one arrives at a justification for a progressive or dual character of 

bureaucracy. Here direct democracy is not only thought to be a Utopian impossibility or 

an appendage of the state, but its forms must be permanently suppressed by state power 

and justified away when they arrive at their fullest independent expressions. However, as 

I've already suggested, James' Notes on Dialectics reveals under certain circumstances, 

that our protagonist is open to the notion of a progressive or dual character of 

bureaucracy. 

It is notable that this is based in an aspiring objective analysis of how in some 

respects there are positive aspects of state and party bureaucracy formed by popular 

demand, and created by ordinary people themselves in social movements. But also 

equally how some aspects of state, party, and trade union bureaucracy wish to repress 

C.L.R. James. (1948) Notes on Dialectics. Detroit: Friends of Facing Reality, 1971. 99. 
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desires for popular self-emancipation in social movements which seek to transcend these 

forms. For James, this second matter is almost always, but not at all times, considered 

abhorrent. It is crucial to understand how he justifies exceptions to the rule. 

To appreciate this aspect in his political thought one has to place close attention 

not to his abstract discussion of Hegel's categories of cognition in Notes on Dialectics but 

its concrete application to his concise outline of revolutionary history spanning from the 

Puritan to the French to the Russian Revolutions. 

The kernel of direct democracy emerged for C.L.R. James in the Puritan 

Revolution, first as represented by the battle of forces led by Oliver Cromwell against the 

monarchy of England, and subsequently the Levellers of John Lilburne against 

Cromwell. A debate was had over whether the king could raise a standing army or 

dismiss parliament at his own whim. Though the Puritan Revolution never really 

challenged the notion of monarchy fundamentally, it suggests the first major critique of 

the fraud of representative government where the popular will is not ultimately sovereign 

and can be enforced by direct action if necessary. The popular will at this juncture was 

framed by middle classes who had not yet subverted the authority of nobility to rule. 

They were reaching toward that so their own rule could be justified. James explains this 

debate would have had a greater historical impact but it happened among the 

revolutionaries and was not facilitated among the emerging artisan and working classes." 

Another aspect of direct democracy appears in the French Revolution. This event 

is often credited with inaugurating the modern nation-state with its initial toppling of the 

monarchy and its establishment of parliament as distinct from the privileges of nobility. 

99 Notes on Dialectics, 203. See also C.L.R. James [G.F. Eckstein]. "Cromwell and the Levelers." Fourth 
International. 10.5 (May 1949) 143-148; C.L.R. James [G.F. Eckstein.] "Ancestors of the Proletariat." 
Fourth International. 10.8 (September 1949) 252-255. 

74 



In this outlook Robespierre's Jacobins are imagined as heroic. But James explains that 

"state capitalism" appeared for a time, and than later disappeared, as the program of the 

Jacobins under the pressure of the mass democratic sentiments from below of the 

Sans-culottes, whose interests were articulated by Jacques Roux and Jean Varlet. 

This is peculiar, historical conventional wisdom suggests, because modern capitalism 

was only foreshadowed by these events. Nationalized property, and the welfare state, as a 

major feature of governance emerge more common in a subsequent epoch. Yet James insists 

the direct democratic sentiments of the sans-culottes, who I must emphasize in our 

protagonist's reading, did not have the administrative talents to organize and execute a 

permanent apparatus of government. They did wish to govern by popular association. But 

James explains this appeared as a compromise in the administration of Robespierre's Jacobin 

state. The Jacobins policies of economic re-distribution and calls for "participation" 

obscured their mortal fear of the direct self-governing potential of the Sans-culottes.100 

James sees a higher unity emerge of this phenomenon in the Russian Revolution where Lenin 

appears to him to embrace the Soviets and promote the popular desires for self-governance 

and not repress them. 

In short form, not emphasizing the categories of cognition in relation to the 

revolutionary history of Europe, James sums up the lessons of dialectical method in this 

manner. 

a) All development takes place as a result of self-movement, not organization or direction 
by external forces. 

b) Self-movement springs from and is the overcoming of antagonisms within an organism, 
not the struggle of external foes. 

100 C.L.R. James. (1948) Notes on Dialectics. Detroit: Friends of Facing Reality, 1971. 205-206. 
See also C.L.R. James. "Notes on France." Speak Out. April 1969. 4-5. The latter is an outline of French 
revolutionary history from 1789 to 1968 highlighting the relationship of political leadership to popular self-
management. 
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c) It is not the world of nature that confronts man as an alien power to be overcome. It is 
the alien power he has himself created. 

d) The end towards which mankind is inexorably developing by the constant overcoming of 
internal antagonisms is not the enjoyment, ownership or use of goods, but self-
realization, creativity based upon the incorporation into the individual personality of the 
whole previous development of humanity. Freedom is creative universality, not utility. 
101 

Carried to its logical conclusion, this should inform how we read C.L.R. James' 

outlook on Leninism and Stalinism. Further, how James' different outlook on both in terms 

of political economy suggests how he comes to view the development of everyday people in 

imperial and peripheral nations. Yet on some level James allowed utility to trump creative 

universality at times in his perspectives on state power and the destiny of colonized nations 

in particular. 

Stalinism: Tools of the Kremlin or a Product of Working Class Self-Activity? 

In our brief consideration of what C.L.R. James means by his opposition to Stalinism 

we might keep in mind a principle of his mature political thought to be found in his essay 

"Dialectical Materialism & the Fate of Humanity." There is no such thing as a society 

distinguished by "corruption." Corruption suggests moral indiscretions by individuals in 

political institutions which are basically sound. Under capitalism and the state, from a 

revolutionary socialist point of view, properly speaking that is an impossible proposition 

which borders on lamentation. He neither thought the Stalinist one party state was basically 

sound and represented the gains of the Russian Revolution, however degenerated, as Leon 

Trotsky and most of his followers believed often animated by their assessment of the 

meaning of nationalized property. James ruptured with authoritarian counter-revolutionary 

C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. 
Detroit: Bewick, 1974. 105. 
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parties and nation-states and made his official declaration of his position that the Communist 

International under Stalin had fallen at least by 1937. 

Yet C.L.R. James has a shifting interpretation away from Stalinist Russia as "a fascist 

state" or as possessing a bureaucracy that functions as "Tools of the Kremlin" toward 

illustrating how it was a product of working class self-activity that brought the Russian state 

capitalist regime to power.102 This has a certain purpose. Whatever Stalinist Russia and 

Eastern Europe's contradictions, these were importantly to a large extent both achievements 

and partially "mistakes." Thus the aspiring self-managing working class would have to work 

these contradictions out through their own experience. To be subjected to empire and a 

hierarchal labor regime under the premise of progress, was the mistaken place where the 

socialist or working class movement for self-emancipation had arrived at a certain historical 

juncture on their own authority. He was confident that toilers would in the future overcome 

these obstacles which were partially self-created. 

But there was a subjective quality in C.L.R. James' historical periodization of the 

development of the political economy of state capitalism since the Russian Revolution that 

suggests optics observing the declarations of state power about their attempts at planning not 

the independent creativity of the masses. In summary James viewed the trajectory of state 

capitalism in Russia in this fashion. 

1918: The Declaration of the Rights—every cook an administrator 
1928: Abstract mass labor—"lots" of it "to catch up with capitalism" 
1931: Differentiation within labor—"personalized" individual; the pieceworker as 
hero. 
1935: Stakhanovism, individual competition to surpass the norm 
1936-1937: Stalinist Constitution: Stakhanovites and the intelligentsia singled out as 
those "whom we respect." 
1939-1941: Systematization of piecework; factory competing against factory. 

102 See C.L.R. James. "Russia—A Fascist State." New International. April 1941. 
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1943: "The year of the conversion to the conveyor belt system." 

In their effort to establish how the capitalist law of value functioned in Stalinist 

Russia, to expose the social relations that negated popular self-management, James and his 

colleagues attribute the presence of the self-managing tendency of the Soviets as the negation 

of the law of value. Further, they make this synonymous with Lenin's regime. Further, 

James' analysis reveals the presence of Fordism and Taylorism, the embrace of capitalist 

conceptions of managing labor and assembly line production in the Stalinist regime with a 

total neglect for the obvious presence of these under Lenin's regime. Lenin is well known as 

a high modernist who embraced the rationalism of factory life and the conveyor belt which 

James attributes subsequently to Stalin's regime alone. Lenin even called his regime "state 

capitalist" with no critical response from James. Lenin of course died in 1923, and this 

accounts for James' periodization of the decline of socialism in Russia. 

There could be seen an implication in all this, even in C.L.R. James' rejection of state 

capitalism as an oppressive regime, that Stalinist Russia was after all "progressive." We 

already have established that James viewed Lenin's regime in this fashion but he did not 

view Stalinist Russia in that manner. Maoists, revolutionary nationalists, and other political 

thinkers who embrace James' break with Trotskyism (but curiously not his anti-Stalinism) 

can conclude from this reasoning C.L.R. James views Stalinism as progressive or that the 

Stalinist one party state represents the highest stage revolutionary workers have achieved 

thus far. But this obscures an important matter. 

Maoists, like other Stalinists and revolutionary nationalists, most often don't view a 

one party state as a mistake but as a transitional stage to be administered by a guardian class. 

103 C.L.R. James. (1950) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. State Capitalism & World Revolution. 
Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1986. 47. 
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James, at his best, in rejecting Stalinism wants to see the overthrow of those aspiring rulers. 

This is why Hungary represents something vibrant for our protagonist. But James, as we 

shall see, also inconsistently rejected the one party state as mistaken. 

Hungary 1956 

Tim Hector, the Caribbean radical from Antigua, has asked why are C.L.R. 

James' viewpoints on Eastern Europe not placed within conversations about Black 

Studies? To grasp the place of Hungary in James' political thought one must understand 

how it arrives as a symbolic events in his political life. The Hungarian Revolution of 

1956 sustained the confidence of his small revolutionary organization, after they had 

struggled in the political wilderness as defenders of direct democracy as not merely the 

end goal but embodiment of social revolution. 

For C.L.R. James, the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 restored his hope in human 

progress, which had been wavering though James would never admit it. It established the 

direction struggles against state power and bureaucracy must pursue to restore the 

character of the revolutionary socialist movement. As he would feel about the French 

Revolt of 1968, the centrality of the working class and their independent forms of 

freedom were necessary for popular self-management. Hungary becomes, for James, the 

touchstone of a new civilization. 

In C.L.R. James' vista the genius of the Hungarian Revolution was that shop floor 

organizations in the industrial workplaces demonstrated ordinary people could organize 

economic production. Yet this was not meant to assist or be an appendage of a 

progressive state power. This mastery was able to craft a society in embryo without 

excessive coercion. Workers self-management and "democratic government" by consent, 
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at this historical moment, were established as the same thing. Toilers control in the 

workplace established a democratic order and out of this coherence established their right 

to govern. James argues this was obscured by the population taking up arms against the 

invasion of Stalinist Russia's tanks during the Cold War. 

The decision to carry out a general strike was not declared by a central authority 

but by direct democratic processes in each factory. Not only was food distributed 

according to need but weapons were manufactured to be distributed to striking workers 

through the formation of a popular militia for civil defense. Production for use was not a 

theory but functioned with a remarkable ethic in the context of pursuit of self-

government. 

C.L.R. James makes clear the workers negotiated with the government for a time 

for how much it would produce in exchange for precise political concessions but they did 

not look to the government to carry out its demands. For example they demanded wage 

increases but implemented them directly having seized the apparatus of industry.105 In 

transition from the Kadar government, a satellite of Russia, and recognizing some 

centralized coordination was needed for an official center, the striking workers had a 

substantial say in appointing Imre Nagy. The Nagy government proposed to "legalize" 

the popular councils and committees, incorporating them into the existing administration. 

This would have recognized labor's right to participate in government. Yet, C.L.R. 

James' Hungarian workers made it clear in "their reply" that they were the legal 

C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Comeilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. 
Detroit: Bewick, 1974. 7. 

Ibid, 8. 

80 



administration and the power to define who directly governed society "rested with 

them."106 

Through popular self-management ordinary people decided who should occupy 

government posts and ministries and which should be dissolved. These same popular 

committees took up judicial affairs and showed restraint against the hated Stalinist secret 

police and judged on a case by case basis which of their managers of their workplaces, 

trade union officials, and the party officials could keep their jobs. They destroyed the 

records in the human resources departments, which had become means by which 

blacklisting and spying advanced. They rejected party politics in its entirety. When 

choosing workplace delegates they made it clear that each individual not be judged by 

party affiliation or associated ideology but by their individual merit. 107 

Hungarian peasants broke up collective farms which were in reality Stalinist 

imposed coercion and owned by the state. They organized communications with urban 

based workers taking them food and didn't wait to be paid but went back into the rural 

areas to bring new shipments jeopardizing their lives in the effort. The peasants did not 

wait to see if the urban workers would guarantee them ownership of the land before 

expressing solidarity. In fact, James suggests what urban revolutionaries have always 

took great pains to theorize and win was established in reverse. The peasants took all the 

risks to show their confidence in the workers. 

The Hungarian popular councils, as government, made foreign policy and 

negotiated for peace with the Russian troops who invaded, attempted to make direct 

106 Ibid, 9. 

107 Ibid, 9-11. 

108 Ibid, 12-13. 
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arrangement for them to retire, and offered them food. They organized provisions for 

emergency care and transport to hospitals across borders. But they made clear while they 

would accept aid from other nations they would not allow it to undermine their direct 

sovereignty.109 

C.L.R. James argues Hungary '56 symbolizes not a heroism but a 

"completeness"—a total confidence that everyday people could and did lay the basis for a 

free society. He held both the United States and Russia equally responsible for making 

their native land the ground for Cold War competition.110 There is a certain anticipation 

of James evolving concern for rethinking his vision of national liberation, in his 

commentary on the peasantry to be found in the lower frequencies of the Hungarian 

Revolution. 

Hungary But Not Kronstadt? 

Equally, important for considering national liberation in peripheral nations is the 

arbitrariness of James' elevation of Hungary as opposed to Kronstadt or some earlier 

heroic self-managing event calling into question once and for all state capitalist regimes. 

The capacity for popular self-management predates modernity and state power and is not 

predicated on scarcity of resources or any other challenge humanity might face. Self-

emancipation always must be pursued while overcoming obstacles. 

C.L.R. James believed the greatest obstacle humanity places in its own path is a 

notion, that social revolution through self-emancipation is not possible. The quarrel over 

the events of Kronstadt 1921 for C.L.R, James, as late as 1964 as indicated in an 

unpublished oral history, and as I will illustrate in this study to the end of his life, 

109 Ibid, 14. 

110 Ibid, 15-16. 
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represented more than a historical instance of direct democracy or workers self-

management challenging state power. It was an event which could be used, and was by 

defenders of the capitalist world system, to call into question not merely Stalinism but the 

whole Marxist-Leninist heritage.!l' 

C.L.R. James, like Trotsky in Their Morals and Ours, saw this heritage as not 

merely synonymous with the art and science of world revolution but his own claim to be 

a great historical actor. He was wrong on both counts. C.L.R. James greatest 

contribution to emancipatory ideas was as an enchanter of direct democracy and workers' 

self-management. That legacy he shares with many libertarian socialists, most who are 

rejected by adherents of Marxist-Leninism. James was correct to defend against the 

notion that atrocities during past revolutionary events should not be allowed to 

underscore the desire for social revolution "was wrong from the start." But the desire to 

prevent expressions of popular self-management from tarnishing the legacies of those, 

who aspiring to be progressive guardians above society in state power smashed them, was 

an error that was fundamental.112 It has been a great obstacle to clarifying the 

revolutionary content of C.L.R. James' political thought. Further, this has obstructed a 

proper assessment of the presence, contours, function, and absence of direct democracy 

and workers self-management in his vistas of national liberation in peripheral nations 

which we will now turn. 

111 C.L.R. James. "Discussion II." London, 1964. 2. Unpublished Oral History Transcript. Martin 
Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 

112 Ibid, 3. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Between The Peasantry & Representative Men: 
C.L.R. James' State Capitalism, Self-Activity, and the Making of National Liberation 

In the preceding chapter the rigors of C.L.R. James' commitments to direct 

democracy and some of the nuances have been examined. Some contours have already 

been suggested in James application of these ideas to peripheral nations in contrast to 

societies we might characterize by their modernity or industrial capacity. James' Age of 

the CIO in the USA and the Russian Revolution, at least in his earlier accounts, suggest a 

society distinguished by workers self-management is possible and in fact has emerged for 

a time. Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal welfare state and Stalin's one part state in his 

optics equally clash with and are irreconcilable with this movement and moment. 

Yet where the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 exposes the authoritarian character 

of Stalinism in Eastern Europe and the arrival of workers self-management, the Kronstadt 

Sailor's Rebellion of 1921 and its smashing by Lenin's Bolshevik state does not 

invalidate the latter regime as a dictatorship for C.L.R. James. Stalin is imagined as an 

authoritarian planner who brutalizes the peasantry, while Lenin is seen as a visionary of 

peasant development, and peculiarly not criticized for being a high modernist, and 

transparent self-proclaimed state capitalist. Instead James takes Lenin at his word that he 

desires for "every cook to be an administrator," even as this is Lenin's explicit strategy 

for maintenance of a one party state. 

Ancient Athens, as I suggested in C.L.R. James optics, is a metaphor for 

exposing the absurdity of capitalist representative government in imperial countries that 

claim its heritage where a direct democracy is said to be more appropriate. At the same 

time James can also be a read as proclaiming Athens a model for how peripheral nation-
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states could be organized by progressive ruling elites so intellectual and cultural 

participation of the masses, not necessarily direct self-government, could flourish. 

James' J.J. Rousseau is both a partisan of a legislator of the general will, a people's will 

which whatever else it may believe "does not know exactly what it wants" and must be 

tutored, and an advocate of a social contract, which interpreted as having a direct 

democratic spirit, is a mortal enemy of representative government. 

C.L.R. James' Marx and Engels believe a socialist political economy is measured 

by a unique standard of development. Reconciliation of mental and manual labor is not 

distinguished by state planning or nationalized property. Rather, the fostering of holistic, 

creative, self-governing workers who can directly govern and counter-plan from the 

commons. And yet C.L.R. James' appears to agree with Marx and Engels that the 

appearance of direct democratic forms among everyday people is not synonymous with 

their capacity to permanently organize an economy but only their future potential. 

Further, "the invading socialist society" appears to be possible only at a stage in history 

where properly has been nationalized by state power if only so its contradictions can then 

be resolved by popular self-management. 

The Double Value of C.L.R. James' State Capitalism 

In order to begin to grasp these contours I would like to suggest that while the 

theory of state capitalism is central to C.L.R. James' political economy as a whole it in 

fact has a dual character. While vital for contributing to greater understanding of the 

advanced capitalist economies, the former socialist economies of the Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe, and finally for the peripheral economies of the Third World; the 

relevance and function of James' theory of state capitalism, an aspiring assessment of a 
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world system, functions more or less differently in distinct locations. James' political 

economy has a double value that can make his analyses of states and ruling classes, and 

expressions of popular self-activity and self-management, appear at times protean and 

ambiguous. 

For example, in relation to advanced capitalist economies, the concept of state 

capitalism was seen as a very reactionary social formation. It was either blocking or 

delaying the transition to direct democracy or workers self-management as best 

personified by the CIO movement in the USA. State capitalism was a ruling class 

strategy that extended the life of a liberal welfare state or monopoly capitalism. 

Suggestions of its participatory nature or progressive possibilities were denounced by 

C.L.R. James. 

However, in relation to many peripheral economies such as those of Ghana or 

Trinidad and others I shall discuss, James saw state capitalism as a developmental and 

hence a progressive force. Even where he quarrelled with the specific form state 

capitalism took, critiquing policies or state plans he termed authoritarian or immature, it 

did not in this peripheral context perform the primary function of blocking the transition 

to a direct democracy. Instead, it at its best, in James' optics, enhanced the break with 

the colonial and plantation order and also appeared to prepare workers and peasants for 

the time in the future when they would be able to make the transition to popular self-

management. Lenin's approach to state capitalism, where Russia is now recast as a 

peripheral nation in James' later outlook and peasants' concerns trump the direct 

democratic possibilities of the proletariat in certain respects, is considered within an 
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assumption. A society distinguished by workers councils in a peripheral nation, though 

they may appear for a time, is not possible. 

The implications of these two different evaluations of the significance of state 

capitalism for James' political economy will be present in subsequent chapters where I 

evaluate the presence, function, contours, and absence of his advocacy of direct 

democracy and workers self-management for peripheral nations of the Third World. 

However, we must underscore a complimentary proposition for considering this 

apparent contradiction. C.L.R. James believes the principles of politics function in "one 

world." As my previous discussion of Trotsky and Michelet's influence on James shows, 

the toilers of the world experience a process of combined and uneven development. 

Flawed and incomplete people with absurd beliefs and prejudices become "whole," 

apparently consistent, ethical, and beautiful in pursuit of a clear purpose, at least in the 

summing up of historical moments in Jamesian narratives. Occasional acknowledgments 

by James, functioning as rhetorical devices to emphasize he knows this is not entirely so, 

only strengthens the overall case. 

Peculiarly, those who appear to be "backward" or assessed as not "modern" by 

others, and C.L.R. James himself, very often have something to tell the world about the 

practice of good governance. Just when a middle class tutorial in politics is thought to be 

needed, ordinary people jolt self-proclaimed experts' way of seeing. Whether through 

what is suggested as dialectical processes of the philosopher or poetic enchantment of the 

historian, everyday people leap across the rational and imperial claims about higher and 

lower prospects for economic and political development. White workers in imperial 

nations overcome their prejudices expressing solidarity, and peasants and workers 
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organize general strikes and form councils and committees to directly govern in 

peripheral nations. This is also the heritage of C.L.R. James' political thought in the 

libertarian tradition of the international labor movement proclaiming "one world" or a 

process of "world revolution" that from his point of view is never an absurdity. 

Just as C.L.R. James' vision of state capitalism for peripheral nations creates 

ambiguity and tensions in his assessment of the potential for popular self-management in 

the Third World, at times stepping on it awkwardly and in authoritarian fashion; he also 

defends that capacity in poetics and polemics where we might least expect it. James thus 

often argues on both sides of the national liberation struggle in peripheral nations, 

uplifting the national bourgeoisie at the expense of ordinary people, and at others the 

potential of direct democracy at the expense of states and ruling elites. This tension can 

be better examined by considering the relationship of the peasantry to C.L.R. James' 

outlook on national liberation. 

C.L.R. James' Peasantry 

One can overstate the political meaning of C.L.R. James not fully embracing 

African philosophies, theologies, and cultures on their own authority for self-

emancipation. He simply does not believe that the peasantry as a class, in any nation, has 

the cultural literacy to organize their own direct democratic government that can have the 

mastery over economy and technology. When James suggests the peasants are more 

modern and have assimilated the wisdom of Western civilization than they actually have, 

he is in a peculiar fashion suggesting they are approaching the self-governing potential to 

be found among the masses of any nation and any toiling class. Most Eurocentric 
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thinkers downgrade the peasantry's self-governing capacity from such optics. James at 

times in a sense is uplifting them by some of these frameworks. 

Biased assessments of the peasantry's capacity are related to modernist prejudices. 

Often historical narratives which seek to challenge Eurocentrism argue modernity, and the 

bureaucratic and guardian state's visions synonymous with it, was not invented by Western 

Civilization but had precursors in what today are peripheral nations of color. Whatever the 

merits of such narratives for valuing decentralized pre-colonial societies, it should be clear 

in more contemporary times "modern" bureaucratic state structures are not a monopoly of 

Eurocentric thinkers alone. 

One would be a poor observer of Africana intellectual and political thought not to 

see that many cultural nationalists, who correctly embrace and engage the liberating and 

self-governing substance of African cosmologies and ontologies, still in fact submit to a 

professional middle class administrative vista. Here most often the peasantry is still 

thought economically (if not philosophically and culturally) "backward." They can only 

participate, it is contested, as subordinates in a vision of sustainable development. It is 

assumed they cannot directly govern or organize an economy competitive in the world 

market by themselves without the assistance of professionals. 

For most Africana intellectual and political thought, as distinct from the peasantry 

(who do not tend to write books but who can speak for themselves), have a symbolic 

function. In national liberation they are to be the subjects of a type of postcolonial 

guardianship where the ethics of leadership will be evaluated by how they are seen from 

above. Understanding this proposition contributes to illuminating the contours of how 
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class struggle and popular self-management function in C.L.R. James' views of national 

liberation struggles. 

As we shall see C.L.R. James is aware of the Eurocentrism of most Marxist visions. 

The spectre haunting this outlook on the peasantry, as with all national liberation struggles, 

is James insufficiently is direct democratic in his outlook—something that the disavowal of 

white supremacy and empire does not inherently transform. Most scholars and activist 

thinkers who have emphasized the privileges of white workers and those in imperial 

nations have only obscured they have not aligned alternatively with the workers and 

peasants in the colonized world but their aspiring managers. This problem is at the 

intersection of how C.L.R. James' intellectual legacies have been evaluated thus far. 

C.L.R. James, in a letter to Martin Glaberman of April 6 1963 explaining by what 

politics should the Facing Reality group and its forthcoming organ Speak Out be publicly 

known, argues their perspectives should be "distinguished by consistent and unrelenting 

attacks upon the newly independent undeveloped countries and particularly their 

governments." Yet James in a curious formulation argues, "the fact remains, the 

economic fact," that these regimes, "now constitute the peasantry" in the "world 

economic structure." In the past "Marxists and radical organizations have treated them as 

a kind of well-meaning but poor relation." 

Thus James proposes "we must open fire" on these new nation-states and "keep a 

consistent attack upon them for not doing what they ought to do. The time is ripe for it." 

Aware that to do so risks being termed the "enemies" of the Third World, and that these 

new ruling elites and their fanatics will "raise hell," James insists the group must "attack 
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them and be known to be the merciless enemies of their deficiencies." "As far as I know 

nobody at all is doing it."1 

At first appearance, this letter could be read as a sharper indictment than it 

actually is intended. He manifests on one level a desire to be against Eurocentrism and 

for class warfare in peripheral nations. Yet C.L.R. James, has equated the peasant's 

destiny symbolically and materially with the new nation-states in the world capitalist 

structure. As a result James' critiques of aspiring Third World rulers, while they could be 

interpreted as desiring uncompromising and explicit war with them as a class, in reality is 

a critique of their policies for raising the capacities developmentally of ordinary people 

below them. James inconsistently has faith in the peasantry's independent potential for 

self-government. Despite periodic enchanting flourishes where the peasantry appear to 

be self-emancipating in James' optics, in a most cogent interview in his last years James 

explicit verdict is they cannot.2 But together with their middle class and aspiring rulers 

they constitute the arrival on the world historical stage of the colonized world. 

A proper understanding of C.L.R. James' evolving approach to national 

liberation struggles, and direct democracy's place in his evaluations, insists we must 

further grapple with both how he interprets the meaning of the industrial proletariat and 

the peasantry. The proletariat in his Trotskyist and post Trotskyist writings are the class 

whose independent self-governing capacities and their direct popular self-management 

distinguish whether a society can be evaluated as revolutionary socialist or not. But the 

industrial workers' self-activity, but especially that of the peasantry, also function as a 

1 C.L.R. James. Letter to Martin Glaberman. April 6, 1963. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter 
Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 

2 C.L.R. James. With Jan Hillegas. Every Cook Can Govern & What is Happening Every Day: 1985 
Conversations. Jackson, MS: New Mississippi Inc., 1986. 57. 
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means of evaluating the "way of seeing" of statesmen above society. Let us examine this 

dual character more closely. 

C.L.R. James' Hungarian Revolution of 1956 embodies popular self-management 

of the working class and is interpreted as underscoring the obsolete nature of the nation-

state, vanguard parties, and aspiring progressive ruling elites as in fact authoritarian under 

Stalinism. In contrast, James also assesses Lenin's populist embrace of the Soviets on 

certain terms. Proposals for the development of the peasantry, and workers and peasants' 

inspection which purportedly will fight bureaucracy, James takes as evidence that Lenin's 

Bolshevik state, or his own personal leadership from on high, has an outlook "from 

below." 

C.L.R. James' allegiance to self-governing popular councils in Hungary, while 

allowing Lenin to capture the meaning of these same forms of self-emancipation, even as 

Lenin repressed them for example at Kronstadt, must be seen by C.L.R. James as more 

than a failure of speculative or historical thought. It is a partially a product of his desire 

to project his own identity and political thought as having continuity with, a clarification 

of, and an advance on, the revolutionary Marxist-Leninist heritage. On some level 

C.L.R. James can be said to have made advances on that heritage and made it more anti-

authoritarian, but importantly his success is inconsistent. However, to disturb that 

authority is to partially call into question aspects of C.L.R. James' own intellectual 

heritage and contributions. 

These conflicting tendencies of direct democracy and defense of the terms for a 

progressive ruling elite found in C.L.R. James' unique speculative libertarian Leninism 

carry over into how he evaluates the self-governing capacities of ordinary people in 
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peripheral nations and their aspiring postcolonial ruling elites. This at times 

contradictory outlook fomented tumult among C.L.R. James' closest comrades. There 

were quarrels over how to assess government and politics in Africa, the Caribbean, and 

the Third World. 

George Rawick, in a letter to Martin Glaberman of February 25 1968 labelled 

"private and personal," disagrees that C.L.R. James political thought on the proletariat 

and peasantry is changing so radically. Rawick feels that James' public position on Cuba 

"follows out to the letter" an analysis he has made elsewhere. Rawick says there is a 

continuity in his speech to the Convention People's Party in Accra, Ghana in 1960, the 

second edition of The Black Jacobins (with epilogue and new footnotes) (1938,1963), 

Party Politics in the West Indies (1962), his "Nkrumah: Then and Now" manuscript 

(1966) which would later be published as Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution (1977), 

and "a dozen public speeches." Rawick explains: 

In these speeches and places he makes the following point: the mass political party 
cannot be dispensed with in the underdeveloped countries. The question is therefore how 
to tie these parties through devices like the workers and peasants inspection to the mass 
of the people so that the ever present pressure of bureaucratic distortions and worse are 
avoided.3 

Rawick sums up James unique optics on the Third World somewhat uncritically. 

He appears to agree with James that the fight against bureaucratic distortion in peripheral 

nations can not be trusted solely in the hands of ordinary people in peripheral nations. 

Sympathetic middle class parties and leaders must facilitate opportunities for workers and 

farmers criticism of their regimes. Yet this stance is incompatible with a "merciless" 

disposition against the postcolonial national bourgeoisie. In fact this suggests 

3 George Rawick. Letter to Martin Glaberman. February 25, 1968. George P. Rawick Papers. Western 
Manuscript Archive. University of Missouri at St. Louis. 
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collaboration between insurgents and this aspiring administrative class potentially to the 

detriment of popular self-management as distinct from criticism of policies from states 

above society. 

The very nature of this letter labeled "private and personal" reflected tensions in 

James' small political organization where it is assumed the intricacies of these political 

questions can only be grappled with by the highest leadership. To disclose them publicly, 

as Rawick suggests in the letter, is to undercut and call into question C.L.R. James' and 

the organization's political reputation. Nevertheless, quarrels over the meaning of direct 

democracy and/or national liberation where at the center of every split in the 

manifestations of C.L.R. James' small political organizations, including Martin 

Glaberman's final dissolution of the Facing Reality group in 1970. Efforts were made 

even after the final dissolution to not have political differences undercut personal 

affinity.4 Similarly, they were at the center of shaping C.L.R. James mature political 

thought as a break with American Trotskyism. It is a mistake, as I will now illustrate, to 

view those quarrels as irrelevant to evaluating national liberation struggles on their own 

terms, if partially for most observers this means evaluation of peripheral nation-states' 

approach to governing from above society. As I will show C.L.R. James broke with the 

Trotskyist movement not as a result of their overwhelming or unique Eurocentric 

4 Raya Dunayeskaya's News and Letters group, which split in 1955, was the major exception to this rule. 
Diinayevskaya and her group held personal rancor toward James, which should not obstruct seeing merit in 
their public political criticism of his views on some level. Not a few of their critiques were worthy of 
serious consideration, though their perspectives reveal a permanent affinity with ideas they shared 
originally with James. While there was a period when C.L.R. James and James and Grace Lee Boggs and 
Freddy and Lyman Paine would not speak with each other after their 1962 split, their personal relations 
improved over time. In recent years, Grace Lee Boggs has suggested otherwise. However, Selma James 
and Martin Glaberman maintained good relations with James and Grace Lee Boggs and the Paines. Marty 
Glaberman did his best to stay friendly with Raya Dunayevskaya as well. 

94 



disposition toward peripheral nations. Rather, it was their inability to defend popular 

self-management as a prism for the entire world. 

Trotskyism: The Balance Sheet for Direct Democracy and National Liberation 

C.L.R. James' quarrels within American Trotskyism (1938-1951) underscore how 

he came to be "fully and absolutely assured" the perspectives of direct democracy, and 

workers self-management were "the way out." Trotskyism, as a body of political ideas, 

over time could not hold an independent socialist position distinct from Stalinism and 

social democracy in practice. Though in the Balance Sheet (1947) and the Balance Sheet 

Completed (1951) he noted the Trotskyists did not elevate the independent validity of 

movements and instincts toward Black autonomy and women's autonomy to his 

satisfaction, for our purposes we must underscore his quarrels with that movement over 

the status of national liberation struggles. Keeping in mind the double value of James' 

state capitalist analysis, we must carefully consider our protagonist's grievances with 

American Trotskyism. For James wields his vision of state capitalism as one world 

system in a manner which defies easy bifurcation of first and third worlds and in defense 

of the direct democratic capacities of peripheral nations. 

These struggles within the Trotskyist movement are not merely of episodic value 

but illustrate much contemporary currency for understanding politics in both imperial and 

peripheral nations. Trotskyism, often characterized as a Eurocentric, sectarian, and 

marginal dissident world movement, in its rigorous intellectual debates actually 

anticipated many contemporary outlooks deemed social democratic, Stalinist, 

revolutionary nationalist, Third Worldist, and "progressive." 5 The fact is without a 

The claim, often heard from those sympathetic to Maoism, that suggest because their adherents' focus on 
people of color led bureaucratic regimes, who would be guardians of the peasantry, were thus qualitatively 
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pretense to a type of identity politics, the mistakes of most Trotskyist ideas up to 1951, 

that C.L.R. James and his colleagues examined, were quite similar to the ideals of most 

subsequent Maoist and Third World party politics. 

The inadequacy and dangerous qualities of these perspectives James most often 

stood in critical judgment. In certain respects, this contributed to the sharp quality of his 

analysis of both imperial and peripheral nations both inside and after the Trotskyist 

movement. But his differences with the standard bearers of the American and 

International Trotskyist movement can also be read as an archive of possible avenues of 

retreat from what were formerly his most cherished ideals. That would have disturbed 

close comrades like Martin Glaberman, who stayed loyal to James through Facing 

Reality group, and earlier Raya Dunayevskaya, who split with him to found News & 

Letters in 1955. Glaberman and Dunayevskaya were the co-writers of these balance 

sheet documents which summed up their experience together with James within 

American Trotskyism. 

As an intellectual and political minority tendency within James Cannon's 

Socialist Workers Party and Max Shactman's Workers Party, C.L.R. James and Raya 

Dunayevskaya's the Johnson-Forest Tendency witnessed perspectives emerge which 

began to shape the confidence in their own unique libertarian socialist outlook. First, 

certain SWP thinkers and activists began to sense a "workers' state without proletarian 

revolution" in peripheral nations was possible. Previously, the WP majority believed that 

less Eurocentric and more revolutionary, is a false one. Neither is it consistently accurate that most 
Trotskyists were more critical of bureaucracy as such than perspectives which could be found within 
Maoism. For two perspectives of this kind See Max Elbaum. Revolution In The Air: Sixties Radicals Turn 
To Lenin, Mao, and Mao. New York: Verso, 2002; Loren Goldner. "Didn't See The Same Movie: Review 
of Revolution In The Air." 2002. Online: http://home.earthlink.net/~lrgoldner/elbaum.html 
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in the United States workers self-management was not "a realistic possibility" and began 

to throw their lot in with the leadership of the trade union bureaucracy, especially Walter 

Reuther's United Auto Workers, as representing something progressive. 

These versions of party politics, due to their incapacity to pose the socialist 

revolution from below at home and abroad, and their skeptical outlooks toward direct 

democracy and workers self-management, came to be content to be the loyal opposition 

toward and the cultural workers of hierarchal labor regimes at home, and aspired to that 

role for radical nationalist and socialist regimes abroad.6 

In the WP James witnessed some thinkers emerge with a "blatant counter 

revolutionary pro-imperialist position," with the only "international left" they can 

imagine aligning with is the "labor advisors to the State Department." Not proposing 

military intervention by the United State abroad, they propose economic "recovery" or 

"aid" to peripheral nations as a basis of strengthening democracy and the labor movement 

abroad. 

In the SWP behind its defense of the "gains" of Russian and other purported 

workers' states in Eastern Europe is the mystification of another matter. They in fact 

defend police states that have crushed forces of libertarian socialism from below. With 

the SWP's transition toward critical support of Tito's Yugoslavia and Maoist China, 

though it was not a direct path over the years, they anticipated their future stance as loyal 

supporters of Third World one party states in Cuba, Grenada, and Nicaragua.7 

6 C.L.R. James. With Raya Dunayevksaya. The Balance Sheet Completed. 1951.4-5. Raya 
Dunayevskaya Collection, Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 

7 Ibid, 6-7; C.L.R. James. With Raya Dunayevskaya and Martin Glaberman. The Balance Sheet. 1948. 8. 
Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 
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It is notable that C.L.R. James, upon permanently leaving the Trotskyist movement, 

was disgusted with those who speculated about the "personalities" of those who were 

"rulers of state and administrators of the proletariat." His opponents within Trotskyism 

suggested his theory of state capitalism was "a literary theory." James feisty response was 

that "nothing can be further from the truth, and the final proof is the bankruptcy and 

degeneracy of those who think so." 

Personalities in bureaucratic positions, in the Johnson-Forest Tendency's Marxist 

analysis, ultimately were not to be imagined as representing the ordinary people's destiny 

below them.8 Rather the maneuvering of bureaucratic political leaders through certain 

optics could be representative of social tensions where the desires of ordinary people 

perhaps "pushed [ruling elites] from behind."9 But this was a difficult nuance to 

implement in strategic practice. One could easily in a populist fashion defend a 

bureaucracy as legislating the popular will, or how one imagined ordinary people's self-

governing desires. 

C.L.R. James became convinced the American Trotskyist movement could not 

see working people's self-governing capacities. The SWP leadership spoke of "the 

coming American Revolution" while at the same time having to pull back its ranks from 

the instinct to support Henry Wallace's presidential campaign of 1948. The WP 

promised a social democratic vision of "plenty for all" in economic terms through a 

larger welfare state for a future socialist United States. But something was wrong with 

these vistas to C.L.R. James. There was no evidence that socialism, in these vistas, was a 

product of the common people's self-activity. No proposals were placed forward where 

8 Balance Sheet Completed, 8 and 13. 

Balance Sheet, 15. 
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social revolution was where they took up matters of economic planning and judicial 

affairs through their own popular councils and associations. 

Despite quarrels with the Popular Front of American Stalinism as to what type of 

cultural front should be built, and what type of culture should be promoted among the 

masses, James found that the American Trotskyists increasing preoccupation with what 

were imagined as good books, art, and music, and social criticism of them in the party 

press, suggested they believed working people needed exposure to more "culture" as a 

prelude to being fit for self-government. James was irate politically, if composed, 

austere, and detached in his personal argumentation.10 

Socialist visions promising ordinary people economic gains through welfare state 

measures, electoral politics, trade union bureaucracy, aligning with one party states 

abroad, the State Department at home, suggested that self-emancipation of everyday 

people had become beyond the ken of the Trotskyist movement, or a mere symbolic 

cultural adornment. This is quite contemporary and not dusty trivia from the inception of 

the McCarthy era. 

As a result C.L.R. James saw party politics becomes "cliquism" where a small 

group of leaders decide on perspectives that are remarkably disposable and unstable. 

Behind the democratic appearance of endless discussion over ideological differences and 

"willingness to agree to disagree" within party life is lack of confidence in what is the 

way forward. For James, this can lead to nothing but retrogression or abdication of the 

anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist vision.11 

Balance Sheet Completed, 16. 

11 Ibid, 4. 

99 



The Max Shactman led Workers Party viewed the Johnson-Forest Tendency's 

position that everyday people be presented with the ideas an methods of their own self-

emancipation through popular committees at the workplace, school, and neighborhood 

level as "sectarianism."12 In contrast, James Cannon, leader of the Socialist Workers 

Party, could not understand why C.L.R. James' collectively resigned without 

"provoking." Sectarianism implies a senseless quarrel over knowledge of what is the 

absolute truth to be embodied in a proper political program. James, agreeing with 

Grandizo Munis, libertarian socialist active in the Spanish Revolution, just because there 

is "a lull in the offensive of the proletariat does not alter the validity" of a program of 

popular self-management. 

There is not an ounce of sectarianism in this and people who in one place preach 
the approaching downfall of civilization and then reject as sectarian a program 
for the international mobilization of the proletariat are playing with revolution.13 

Yet while agreeing with Munis that wherever a government of popular 

committees doesn't exist the immediate objective of everyday people should be their 

establishment, James believes Munis is sectarian in one fashion. Perhaps as a result of 

his experience in the Spanish Civil War, Munis doesn't respect the slogan "the 

Communist Party to power." It is surprising that James doesn't appreciate this since he 

was supportive of the same tendency in the Spanish Civil War that Munis worked. 

Nevertheless, James insists until we have the committees, "the Stalinist parties" on a 

certain level "represent a profound mass mobilization and must be supported." Grandizo 

Munis anticipated James final break with the notion of the vanguard party but as we shall 

12 Balance Sheet, 11. 

13 C.L.R. James. (1947) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. The Invading Socialist Society. 
Detroit: Bewick, 1972. 41. 
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see this outlook by James has implications for his advocacy of a mass party for peripheral 

nations. 

One provokes a factional dispute in party politics when one imagines radical 

power and influence in the world is a piece of a bureaucracy or a cultural apparatus above 

society. James at this juncture could not be imagined as holding such a disposition 

during his years in the American Trotskyist movement save under one circumstance. 

What if it was possible to transform the meaning of national liberation and socialist 

revolution into explicitly no revolution at all, under the premise of guardianship and 

development of ordinary people? As surreal as it sounds, the leadership of International 

Trotskyism began to do just that. By doing so they actually anticipated the emergence of 

the symbolic meaning of the Third World bloc of peripheral nations which subsequently 

became a common staple of most political parties of international socialists. 

The "Third World" Congress of International Trotskyism 

The Third World Congress of International Trotskyism in 1951 was not so named 

because it was concerned overtly with colonized nations as a distinct bloc in the world 

subordinated to white supremacy and empire. It was merely their movement's 

international body's third meeting. This meeting's substance was a culmination of 

philosophical trends found all over the world among Trotskyist groups over the past few 

years. However, it raised some ideas with profound consequences for the future of 

International Trotskyism's leadership that C.L.R. James opposed vociferously. This 

critically anticipated how many socialists would read the national liberation epoch or 

what would be later termed "the Third World" as inaugurated by the Afro-Asian 

Conference of 1955 at Bandung, Indonesia four years later. 
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The Third World or non-aligned countries as a political concept was pioneered to 

assess Tito's Yugoslavia, and secondarily early Maoist China. The Trotskyist movement 

anticipated these concerns when American Communists were still overwhelmingly 

Moscow centered, and hostile to the possibility that another regime could provide 

socialist leadership in the world not in their own orbit. 

Losing faith in the possibility of workers self-emancipation and the possibility of 

establishing "workers' states," International Trotskyist leaders, especially Michel "Pablo" 

Raptis, and to a lesser extent Ernest "Germain" Mandel, began to argue that nation-states 

could be defined as equivalent to "workers' states" where no mass movement for socialist 

revolution ever took place.14 In fact many nations in Eastern Europe were termed 

"socialist" even though they were militarily occupied and colonized by the Russian Red 

Army. Not merely by the leaders of those regimes but by Trotskyist analysis. This had a 

parallel in desires to support future African, Asian and Latin American police states as 

"progressive." 

"Deformed" worker states, explained Pablo could be created without the 

participation of labor and even against their will. Capitalism, it began to be imagined, 

could be overthrown without the masses revolutionary action. Stalinist forces could, in 

theory, overthrow capitalism and create "workers' states" if 1) these forces could be 

imagined as heading mass movements with insurgent aspirations and 2) the Western 

capitalist states launched a war against the Eastern European "workers states" and 

China.15 

14 Christopher Z Hobson. With Ronald D. Tabor. Trotskyism and the Dilemma of Socialism. Westport, 
CT: Greenwood, 1988. 350. 

15 Ibid, 350-351. 
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A transitional period was now being theorized where bureaucratic regimes, 

nationalist, social democratic and Stalinist, would be keepers of the flame for workers in 

a period of "retrogression" as a result of experiencing fascism and colonial wars. 

This retrogression was theorized earlier by the IKD tendency of German exiles and as far 

back as American intellectuals debate over the public defense of Leon Trotsky, who was 

fingered for his responsibility for repressing the Kronstadt sailors. 

In a strange manner for a Trotskyist, Pablo had decided that Stalinism was 

"progressive," adopting a political self-conception similar to the Popular Front which 

James opposed. Further anti-colonial revolutions led by middle class nationalists and 

their one party states could be termed part of a new reality termed "the anti-capitalist 

camp." Subsequently, nationalist led regimes were embraced as inherently "socialist" in 

their quarrels with Western imperialism. It helped that, on one level, white supremacy 

and capitalism, were seen as one to obscure the state-capitalist nature of people of color 

led "socialist" states.16 

Pablo advocated liquidating Trotskyist parties and boring from within Stalinist 

and social democratic parties. Such an orientation would not be to build explicit 

revolutionary fractions, as with "the French Turn" into the Socialist Party in the United 

States, in order to break away larger and more influential after a time. Rather, he 

suggested one should build the "centrist" tendencies and give organizational advice to the 

leadership of these parties.17 Pablo contended that the class struggle, as Marx understood 

it, had been replaced by struggles among nation-states or blocs, and that the "interests" of 

workers and oppressed nations are represented by a certain type of state—one which is 

16 Ibid, 353. 

17 Ibid, 354. 
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not controlled by the workers. Instead of workers organized as the ruling class or 

"dictatorship of the proletariat," Pablo projected the notion that the state, unlike what 

Marx appeared to think, existed neutrally above classes. 

It is important to clarify that while Leon Trotsky thought nationalized property 

was a gain and evidence that a working class revolution had existed in a nation (an idea 

for which James was critical), Pablo said the mere presence of nationalized property was 

enough to make a workers state, however deformed, even if there had never been a 

revolution in that nation. Where some of Trotsky's thinking could imply that history was 

determined by certain material laws, and on some matters he suggested that socialism 

could be created separate from the struggles of the working class—Pablo's entire outlook 

was based on those conceptions.19 

State capitalist regimes, under the pressure of Western imperialism, became 

equivalent to social revolution for the Trotskyists. Ernest "Germain" Mandel, agreeing 

with much of Pablo's argument, merely wanted to reserve the right to speculate on the 

terms of critical support, based on the quality of the political economy of such regimes 

and the Stalinist, nationalist, or middle class social democratic parties ability to actually 

lead rebellion against empire. 

C.L.R. James rejected Pabloism and Germain's political economy on the grounds 

that the end goal of revolutionary societies and the criteria forjudging regimes that claim 

to be socialist were their actual social relations—not what the Western imperialists 

thought of them. Was direct democracy and workers self-management present or did the 

capitalist law of value, even under state planning, dominate society? Centralized capital 

18 Ibid, 355. 

19 Ibid, 356-357. 
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in a one party state or welfare state was not progress but a form of institutionalized 

oppression. James emphasized "It was something entirely new in our movement to call 

the bourgeois police state the defender of the proletariat and its 'gains.' [James' 

emphasis]."20 

In leaving American Trotskyism with his associates, James had definitively 

located direct democracy and workers self-management as synonymous with the socialist 

society of the future. He would no longer discipline and mute this vision within a 

centralized aspiring vanguard party or socialist movement claiming to be revolutionary. 

He began to attempt to project it broadly as a public citizen. But he largely became a 

public citizen as defender of national liberation struggles. 

In his politics of national liberation and anti-colonialism in the second half of the 

twentieth century, C.L.R. James would begin to theorize and practice at times a politics 

that speculated about the representative meaning of the personality of political leaders 

and their nation-states for broader social development. James still insisted these 

representative men were being pushed by the self-mobilization of everyday people. 

However, he would also take up the difficult and dual stance of projecting political 

perspectives from above and below through "a mass party" striving to tutor ordinary 

people about their capacities and responsibilities. 

In James' optics, there was in the peripheral nations a lack of cultural literacy 

among the masses, who he otherwise and at times simultaneously located as extremely 

creative, which was an obstacle to self-government. James practiced a certain type of 

"centrism" where he counseled middle class political leaders, whose radical 

20 C.L.R. James. (1947) With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. The Invading Socialist Society. Detroit: 
Bewick, 1972. 36. 
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commitments were always dubious regardless of what Western imperialism's level of 

coercion was to their regimes. At his most enchanting James imagined the postcolonial 

masses placing forward programs and perspectives of their own and transcending mere 

electoral and party politics. But he could also equate everyday people's destiny with the 

states and ruling elites above them. 

C.L.R. James as mass party impresario, political and economic advisor, or 

sympathetic international critic of national liberation leaders and movements, had to 

strategically subordinate for a time his most cherished ideals to nation-states and ruling 

elites, in order to position himself to wield these critically against them when an 

opportunity presented itself. At times, through intrigue or popular demand he began to 

partially foment a type of insurgency. But the direct democratic character of this revolt 

had elusive contours that were not always clear and at times his vision of popular self-

management disappeared entirely. 

When his discussions of "politics as an activity" did appear within national 

liberation struggles it seemed calculated on one level, despite enchanting rhetoric, not to 

topple the national bourgeoisie. However much this class and the public misunderstood, 

James was strategizing in certain respects like Lenin, to help them retain state power at 

the expense of the smoldering insurgent instincts of ordinary people. 

In the face of peculiar veneration of an inadequate peasantry which was becoming 

so pervasive, and perennial critiques of white chauvinism though to be inherent in 

metropolitan workers, James occasionally could be silent in a political environment 

where in the era of Black Power and the Third World, for many "revolution" was 

becoming a cultural discourse not rooted finally in popular self-management but in a 

106 



quest to define identities that served new bureaucratic regimes. Still, he knew that in this 

period Stalinist interpretations of socialism were becoming popular among young people 

of color. He saw his authority with them as mentor based on a body of work that was 

written years before their arrival in politics, which was perceived as uncompromising and 

crafted without any intention of pleasing or co-opting them.21 

At his best, it could be said there was a certain continuity in James' political 

thought. Was he not engaging the frustration and anger of the masses, and the new 

leaders they threw up, and quarreling with all about the purpose of national liberation and 

socialism, attempting to legislate the popular will? Yet, to position himself, James had to 

minimize the tendency to be perceived as an out of touch "old man" from another 

generation even as Black Power activists and at times Third World regimes desired his 

mentoring. To make that turn, James could not always rigorously explain, save to the 

most attentive, where he politically came from. 

C.L.R. James began to recognize that to youth who wanted him to tell them 

stories about the Black radical tradition, the distinctions of ideological and party 

affiliation among the Red and Black were irrelevant—it was all "communism" because 

the white racists and capitalists said so and appeared to be threatened by such ideas. 

They did not understand that many of the Old Left had come to this conclusion also to the 

qualitative detriment not merely of how one viewed white workers or imperial nations 

but national liberation in peripheral nations as well. 

This ultimately tore apart the last manifestation of C.L.R. James' small 

revolutionary organization, as represented by the muted quarrel with his most loyal and 

21 C.L.R. James. Letter to Frederick Warburg. January 10, 1969. Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter 
Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 
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senior colleague Martin Glaberman. Glaberman was a partisan of a Jamesian state 

capitalist analysis whose "one world" outlook especially defended the direct democratic 

potential of workers in industrial nations. Such ideas, to the extent they were understood 

properly, were under attack in the Third World national liberation epoch. 

Glaberman in a Letter to C.L.R. James of April 3 1972, labeled in bold hand 

writing above the type "private: not sent," after one of the first conferences on C.L.R. 

James' life and work at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor terms it "a most 

successful and impressive event." Yet, Glaberman writes of his "disturbed" interaction 

with C.L.R. James personally and James' public perspectives at that gathering. Among 

those present were Walter Rodney, Trevor Munroe, Robert Hill, Archie Singham, Paul 

Buhle, Sylvia Wynter, and Ernie Allen. Glaberman "felt there was a tremendous gap in 

the proceedings—the industrial proletariat was almost totally absent." 

After Robert Hill inquired why he had not participated much in the three day 

gathering, and not wanting to be perceived as disruptive of Sylvia Wynter's presentation 

on culture or James' final speech where it might not be relevant, he courteously asked 

Archie Singham to make a brief comment. C.L.R. James apparently suggested publicly 

that he feared Martin Glaberman would make a quarrelsome "statement" and wished to 

debate him. As "time elapsed" Glaberman did not raise his perspective. In this unsent 

letter he is livid. 

Martin Glaberman, as perhaps James' most loyal disciple, should take pride of 

place in raising principled criticism of C.L.R. James. Nevertheless, out of loyalty and 

personal anguish Glaberman could not bring himself to send this critical letter which said 

the following. 
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That comment was totally unjustifiable politically, and extremely painful 
personally. What right had you to assume that I came to the conference to get 
into a debate with you? What I wanted to say was decided well before you made 
your speech. If Walter Rodney saying that the [white] American proletariat was 
counter-revolutionary, and Trevor Munroe's neo-Stalinism, and Archie 
Singham's confusion did not move you to debate them, what did you think I 
might say about the proletariat that you would have to take as a hostile 
intervention? Let me say first, that I have studiously avoided taking issue with 
you in public. We have had enough differences over the years (Czechoslovakia, 
China, some organizational questions, etc.) But when [Paul] Buhle proposed that 
I make the main contribution to a proposed symposium evaluating the [early] 
work of James I declined on the grounds that I was a long way from making final 
evaluations of a body of ideas that was still current and viable and that I was not 
going to raise points of difference between us publicly. I was prepared to 
introduce, or explain, perhaps, but not to settle accounts with a body of ideas as if 
it was all over and done with.22 

Martin Glaberman in this letter makes clear his contribution would have been 

there is "a basic theme" which "informs a major body of James' work." Beginning with 

World Revolution (1938), "continuing with" The Invading Socialist Society (1947), Notes 

on Dialectics (1948), State Capitalism & World Revolution (1950), Facing Reality 

(1958), and Marxism & The Intellectuals (1962), "there is put forward the conception of 

the revolutionary capacity of the proletariat, without which it is impossible to understand 

Marx or James." Subsequently, Martin Glaberman would make a major contribution to 

solidifying James' intellectual legacies by emphasizing this matter. 

Glaberman continues: "I would have indicated awareness of the racism of 

American white workers and rejected the idea that they will rally to support of blacks so 

long as capitalism existed. But there was plenty of evidence of their hostility to 

capitalism." Glaberman cites as the most recent evidence articles in Paul Buhle's 

magazine Radical America documenting revolts against automation at Pontiac and 

Chevrolet automobile factories in Michigan. James, in contrast and uncharacteristically, 

Martin Glaberman. Letter to "Dear Nello." April 3,1972. (Private: Not Sent) James and Grace Lee 
Boggs Collection. Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 
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suggested in his speech at Ann Arbor that automation was slowing down the 

revolutionary instincts of industrial workers. 

Glaberman contesting C.L.R. James' claim that in his speech the views he placed 

forward on the working class were "new," he suggests James is "taking the first tentative 

steps (at least I hope they are tentative) toward the views of Jim and Grace Boggs and 

[Herbert] Marcuse."23 In 1962, Glaberman and James, broke with the Boggs over their 

analysis of automation, racism and imperial consumption patterns in the American 

working class as an obstacle to workers self-management, and a more uncritical embrace 

of many national liberation regimes such as those of Nkrumah's Ghana and Mao's China. 

C.L.R. James always proposed that the basis of unity in his small political 

organizations in the United States should not be the nature of societies abroad such as 

Russia or China (or quarrels over them), but the revolutionary capacity of the proletariat 

as the basis of an American revolution. In the era of Black Power and the emergence of 

the Third World that became increasingly untenable if it ever was consistent and logical 

in the first place. 

It is interesting that Rawick and Glaberman in the above correspondence suggest 

a division between Jamesian political texts that address imperial and peripheral nations 

differently. C.L.R. James did view his Facing Reality and Party Politics in the West 

Indies as his definitive statements on political policy for modern and peripheral political 

economies respectively. James simultaneously, and this is Glaberman's emphasis often, 

explained that politics can only be understood as the pursuit of self-emancipation in "one 

world," and that state capitalism as an oppressive regime is a world phenomenon. 

23 Ibid, 2. 
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With this in mind we might shift to a consideration of James' sense of self as both 

an aspiring "founder" of a polity distinguished by direct democracy and substantially part 

of an illustrious group of radical intellectuals of the Third World who have made 

significant contributions to "world politics" "not even properly understood by their own 

people." "One of the tasks" James has "set [for] myself is to make people 

understand..."24 

The Dilemma of C.L.R. James' Heroic Representative Men 

In Chapter 2, we established a tension in C.L.R. James' political thought between 

his belief that ordinary people wish to govern themselves, that they tend to subordinate 

their desires to a leader, and yet instinctively they appear to know that one personality 

cannot resolve all the problems society poses. Thus James often wrote biographical 

studies and sketches of the social movement forces behind a political leadership 

personality. In this chapter we have already underscored that in C.L.R. James' mature 

political thought on direct democracy he insists there is no preoccupation with 

personalities above society for evaluating the radical content of governance. His outlook 

is not that of a literary theory which can only lead to ethical bankruptcy. And yet we see 

that for the Third World he sees the need for a progressive guardianship which defends 

the interest of the peasantry in the world economic structure distinguished by 

underdeveloped peripheral nations, even as he is willing to attack these aspiring rulers for 

not having a proper outlook and wielding authoritarian policies. 

These personalities, almost always statesmen or aspiring statesmen, are made to 

represent the capacity of national liberation of everyday people from peripheral nations, 

Martin Glaberman ed. Marxism for Our Times: C.L.R. James On Revolutionary Organization. Jackson, 
MS: UP of Mississippi, 1999. 78; C.L.R. James. "Black Power" In The C.L.R.James Reader. Anna 
Grimshawed. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 363. 
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and the prospects of Black and Third World provisional government as they seek the 

political kingdom in anti-colonial struggles. Whether statesmen or not, these figures are 

always noted for writing and speaking well. Often "pushed from behind" by ordinary 

peoples' desires, these representative personalities become the heroic embodiment of the 

masses' contribution to democratization of American, Western, and World Civilization. 

And with this is often an eliding of the distinction between aspirations toward popular 

self-management by ordinary people, even where elsewhere C.L.R. James calls into 

question these representative men's contribution to enhancing this potential in the 

postcolonial moment, or mutes or silences his quarrels with these aspiring rulers. 

Lenin, Gandhi, Mao, and Nkrumah; Aime Cesaire, George Padmore, Marcus 

Garvey, and Stokely Carmichael; from W.E.B. Du Bois to Frantz Fanon, and from 

Toussaint to Fidel Castro in various combinations; mark the "ultimate stage" of "the 

quest for national identity" in peripheral nations and for Black autonomy.25 They are 

legislators of the general will of oppressed nations, a concept from Rousseau he 

increasingly borrows to replace his syndicalist outlook of popular committees crucial in 

his analysis of advanced industrial nations. 

C.L.R. James, in his dedication to "Francis" in his Nkrumah and the Ghana 

Revolution, insists it was "never to be forgotten" that like Cromwell and Lenin, Nkrumah 

"initiated the destruction of a regime in decay—a tremendous achievement; but like 

them, he failed to create the new society."26 Thus, as anti-colonial organizers, these 

personalities fomented notions of provisional government for people of color. They were 

25 C.L.R. James. The Black Jacobins. Appendix. "From Toussaint L'Ouverture to Fidel Castro." New 
York: Vintage, 1963. 391. 

26 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence Hill & Company, 1977. 5. 
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revivalist campaigns in a world context where citizenship and self-government were 

denied. As we shall see this is the mature Jamesian perspective on national liberation 

which at times transcends his crisp class struggle perspectives which desire popular self-

management. Where these representative men fail to create the new society, as James 

understands it, two peculiar evaluations are happening. On one level he is investing 

responsibility in these leaders to define and insure the character of the whole society not 

ordinary people themselves. From another vantage though, as we shall see, he is 

vindicating them as heroic personalities by the standards of comparative modern 

revolution where their attempts at socialism and national liberation achieved 

"independence" "as much as any other" for nation-states in their peripheral predicament. 

This is consistent with his polemic with Grandizo Munis in The Invading Socialist 

Society where James argues simultaneously it is not sectarian to advocate a government 

of popular committees, but until they appear from below revolutionary socialists should 

support the idea of radical mass parties taking state power. 

His final account of Nkrumah is a culmination of evolving anti-colonial 

perspectives where, for example previously and intermittently, Gandhi, Mao, and Castro 

are chastised for either containing insurgent direct democratic struggles with populist 

acts, or reminding ordinary people in ominous ways that as statesmen they are guardians 

of their freedom as they encourage them to participate unevenly and from above society. 

The nuances and seeming contradictory Jamesian approaches over time to the latter three, 

which nevertheless reveal illuminating perspectives for consideration, cannot be found 

easily in C.L.R. James' political thought on Julius Nyerere before or after he boycotted 

the Sixth Pan-African Congress in Tanzania in 1974. Yet with this action James 
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expresses a fitting culmination to his political thought on direct democracy and national 

liberation that underscores why he is substantially a part of this panorama of iconic anti-

colonial figures and yet stands alone. 

As an anti-colonial legislator of the popular will, C.L.R. James, like Rousseau, 

may advise statesmen but never becomes one. His principled stance is properly speaking 

he is a public citizen, founder, and tutor of a new polity. James advises everyday people 

how to craft it while propagating the destruction of bureaucracy above them. His integrity 

is never quite smudged for having direct responsibility to administer a nation-state or 

political economy. James has thus been critiqued as idealistic, Utopian, abstract, and at 

times not pragmatic and irresponsible in his radical political thought. In actuality he 

secured a place in the anti-colonial canon second to none, despite his inconsistencies, as 

the most libertarian anti-colonial thinker. 

"The Chief Actor Is The People" 

Often viewed as a historicist, he is equally a poeticist in his anti-colonial political 

thought. I don't have in mind his contributions to literature and cultural criticism. 

Rather, how he enchanted "politics as an activity" of everyday people through incomplete 

fragments of the CIO, Hungary, and Ancient Athens, African peasant women, Haitian 

slaves, and Caribbean Carnival. Where such ideas should have been in the service of a 

sharper direct democratic perspective instead of assisting statesmen in some awkward 

fashion, James can be vindicated in the totality of his political thought. For just as he 

found no need to complete the writing of his own autobiography, like Jules Michelet he 

ultimately was convinced "that the people generally were far superior to their leaders." 
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Thus his entire career, even his one quixotic electoral campaign which we will discuss, 

underscores C.L.R. James found no need to be a statesman. 

Before considering James' outlook on the Third World, through the prism of 

India, China, and Cuba in the next chapter, we will close this one with an examination of 

a selection of Michelet's preface to his History of the French Revolution found in James' 

account of Nkrumah's Ghana. It best sums up the tension in C.L.R. James' own 

perspective on direct democracy and national liberation. 

The more I have dug into this history, the more I have found that was really 
mattered was below, in the obscure depths. I have seen also that these brilliant 
speakers, powerful men who have expressed the thought of the masses, are 
wrongly looked upon as the chief actors. They received the impetus far more 
than they gave it. The chief actor is the people. To find them once more, to 
replace them in their role, I have been compelled to reduce to their true 
proportions the ambitious marionettes, of whom the people pulled the strings, 
and in whom, up to now, we thought we could seek and find the inner movement 
of history. 

The recognition of this, I have to confess, has struck me with 
astonishment. To the degree that I have entered more profoundly in this study, I 
have found that the party leaders, the heroes of conventional history, have 
foreseen nothing, have prepared nothing, that they did not take the initiative in 
any of the things that mattered, and particularly of those which were the 
unanimous work of the people at the beginning of the revolution. Left to 
themselves at these decisive moments, by its pretended leaders, it worked out 
what was necessary to be done and did it.27 

James insisted "the truth is wholly on the side of Michelet, though in the twentieth 

century the relations are a little more complicated and intricate than he states. What it is 

exactly is always a matter of a concrete analysis of the concrete facts, but these facts are 

usually a little difficult to get at." That C.L.R. James marshals Michelet in this fashion, 

though acknowledging he offers generally little insight on the colonial question, in his 

Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution suggests the fundamental tension of our study. 

C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence Hill & Co., 1977. 105-106. 

Ibid, 106. 

115 



Do the brilliant speakers and powerful statesmen in colonized nations express the 

political thought of the masses? Are they wrongly looked upon as the chief actors of the 

national liberation epoch? Left to themselves at the decisive moment can ordinary people 

in the Third World take the initiative to be directly self-governing? C.L.R. James outlook 

on the peasantry and state capitalism for peripheral nations appears to suggest that is not 

probable. But as we shall see our protagonist has a way of reducing his heroic 

representative men to marionettes where he pulls the strings of history, and his own 

political thought, toward reconsideration of that direct democratic potential for national 

liberation where ordinary people are restored as "the chief actors." 
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CHAPTER 4 

C.L.R. James & The Third World: India, China, and Cuba 

C.L.R. James' viewpoints on the Third World, specifically India, China, and 

Cuba, suggest certain conflicting impulses in his political thought. There is a desire to 

distinguish direct democratic impulses in national liberation struggles from aspiring states 

and ruling elites. First, he desires to minimize political personalities on high and 

leadership cults as synonymous with authentic appearing representative government. For 

this may compromise popular self-management. Second, James wishes, awkward given 

the previous illustrated concern, to elevate the contributions of individual people of color, 

and national liberation struggles as a whole, as extending a radical tradition of political 

philosophy, opposed to white supremacy and empire. 

James is opposed to Cold War bloc theory, which posits certain nation-states (not 

merely those of the Third World) as non-aligned, progressive, or lesser evils compared 

with others as greater forces of empire. He begins to stretch the criteria for "new 

societies, new people" as including electoral politics by middle class people of color, and 

the self-activity of the peasantry, without allowing these to trump permanently the 

metropolitan proletariat. James is aware of disagreements, with his highest ideals inside 

anti-racist and anti-colonial movements where he has colleagues. Simultaneously within 

his small revolutionary organizations there are associates frustrated with what they 

perceive are his compromises, changes of perspective, or blind spots. 

All these perspectives in the movement and among his closest comrades cannot be 

reconciled. Finally, James at times mutes certain criticisms of Third World regimes, for 

some never raising his most rigorous outlook, and for others modifying them in the 
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public arena. For he is aware of the strategic assistance and symbolic meaning some of 

these Third World leaders and regimes provide associates in African, Caribbean and 

African American freedom struggles. 

At certain junctures, James implies direct democracy and workers self-

management were synonymous with true national liberation. He began to revise those 

conceptions. While he was still for direct democracy, James began to suggest with a 

strain of vindication, the postcolonial Third World, whatever those societies' 

shortcomings, were as free as any other. 

India and the Indo-Caribbean 

C.L.R. James was particularly interested in India's inspirational role for 

fomenting anti-colonial revolt worldwide, its meaning for the fight for multi-racial unity 

among peoples of Afro-Caribbean and Indo-Caribbean descent, and for tutoring among 

the working classes opposition to empire within Britain and the United States. He was 

also concerned with class struggle within the national liberation movement in India. This 

commitment to criticize aspiring rulers and leaders however progressive, and the 

mystification their personalities could foster, could not easily be reconciled with 

elevating them at times as representatives of national purpose and world historical 

achievement. At times the potential for the self-emancipation of ordinary people and the 

activities of party politics and intellectuals, however insurgent for a time, became 

awkwardly fused. 

An early pioneer of literature in Trinidad, C.L.R. James, with Albert Mendes and 

Albert Gomes, published and edited The Beacon. In August 1931, he contributed the first 

piece broaching the topic of the Indo-Trinidadian people, breaking a trend previously 
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concerned with what those of African descent alone had contributed to the national 

awakening. In a book review of C.F. Andrews' Mahatma Gandhi: His Own Story, 

C.L.R. James praises his theory and practice of non-violence, his activism in India and 

South Africa. James suggests Gandhi's life and "spiritual powers" are a metaphor for the 

potential of "underprivileged East Indians in Trinidad" of the streets, who he describes as 

"frail," "unkempt" and "scantily clad." This would be the first of many meditations on 

Gandhi for James.1 

In C.L.R. James' World Revolution (1937), a critical history of the Communist 

International written from a unique anti-Stalinist perspective, he predicted uprisings in 

India that would sweep out the forces of the British Empire. Besides a declaration that 

"There is no end to the violence and plunder which is called British rule in India," James 

seemingly did not have much insight to offer in this text. Yet his Pan-African colleague 

George Padmore was compelled by circumstances to write a letter to the London Tribune 

objecting to the British colonial authorities banned distribution of the book in India.2 In 

an essay "Imperialism in Africa" (1941), written the same year he met Ghana's Kwame 

Nkrumah in the USA, James believes the struggle in India will inspire greater anti-

colonial revolt in Africa. As James' essays on India will show, India for him was "the 

center" at that historical moment. 

1 Reinhard W. Sander. The Trinidad Awakening: West Indian Literature in the 1930s. New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1988. 37. 

2 C.L.R. James. (1937) World Revolution. Introduction by Al Richardson. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: 
Humanities Press International, 1993. xiii, 63. 

3 C.L.R. James. "Imperialism in Africa" New International. June 1941. Republished in Scott McLemee 
and Paul LeBlanc eds. C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism: Selected Writings 1939-1949. Atlantic 
Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 131-140. 
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Banned by Eric Williams, Modern Politics (I960), a publication of James' 

collected speeches given at the Trinidad public library, possesses some significant 

passages on India discussing the conciliatory visit there by British politician Harold 

Macmillan, and the hypocrisies often associated with such official visits even after the so-

called fall of empire. James explains: 

.. .Imperialism even when it goes is just below the surface, and the tendency is to 
say that Indians maybe they were a bit exploited, but look on the other hand what 
the British have brought to them. They gave them education. They gave them 
railway trains. They gave them this, that and the other, and therefore although 
they took they gave. It is a ridiculous argument...4 

An extremely subjective and poorly edited essay entitled "West Indians of East 

Indian Descent" was published in the newspaper We the People in two installments. The 

intended second part was accidentally published first.5 This was the mouthpiece of 

James' only electoral campaign vehicle ever, the short lived Workers and Farmers Party 

(WFP)ofl965-66.6 

The WFP was co-led by C.L.R. James and Stephen Maharaj, an Indo-Trinidadian 

and former trade union secretary of Uriah Butler, hero of the 1937 uprising in Trinidad. 

Despite attracting popular Oil Workers Union leader George Weekes, it was never able to 

make direct links to Trinidad's working class. However, noted as a pioneering multi

racial party in Trinidad, the campaign articulated criticisms that foreshadowed the 1970 

Black Power Revolt, while incorporating as equals, figures such as Basdeo Panday, who 

4 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit, MI: Bewick, 1973. 87. 

5 C.L.R. James. "West Indians of East Indian Descent." We The People. 1.7-8 (6 and 13 August 1965) 

6 Consuelo Lopez. "C.L.R. James: Rhetoric of A Defiant Warrior." Ph.D. Diss. Indiana University, 1983. 
For perhaps the only extensive scholarly treatment of the C.L.R. James' WFP campaign see particularly the chapter 
entitled "Cleaning Up The Mess." See also Walton Look Lai. "C.L.R. James and Trinidadian Nationalism" in 
Paget Henry and Paul Buhle eds. C.L.R. James's Caribbean. Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1992. 
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would become Trinidad's first prime minister of Indian descent in the future. This is 

indeed an ironic context for "West Indians of East Indian Descent" for it is still, in many 

respects, marked by severe blemishes. 

Aspiring to draw on Trinidadian popular culture to explain racial tensions in the 

Caribbean, James uncritically replicates Afro-Caribbean stereotypes of peoples of Indian 

descent about gender and their ethnic proclivity to accumulate wealth suggesting that 

they are in fact foreigners needing to be integrated into the new Caribbean nation 

imagined as Black defined and dominated. H.P. Singh has lambasted the essay as a 

"study in coolietude" (a play on Negritude) making a fair argument, whatever his own 

politics, it was not grounded in the type of historical analysis we would expect from 

someone of James' character and skill.8 

Nevertheless, in a letter to the editor of the same year to the Trinidadian 

newspaper The Vanguard, the organ of the Oil Workers Trade Union, Saduh Sundar 

Singh complimented C.L.R. James for previous essays by James he had read. "In my 40 

years of living I have never read such a fearless comment o[n] any island in the West 

Indies by the West Indian. He has given a different view to politics from the one to 

which we are accustomed." Singh subsequently expressed gratitude to James for 

7 Jerome Teelucksingh. "The Contribution of CLR James to the Labour Movement in Trinidad and 
Tobago." Unpublished Paper. Presentation at the CLR James at 100 Conference: Global Capitalism, 
Culture and the Politics of World Revolution. TheUniversityofWest Indies, St. Augustine. 2001. 8. The 
author surveys the WFP and finds besides Stephen Maharaj a future president of Trinidad, Basdeo Panday. 
Other East Indian Trinidadians who were mutual admirers of James' include Walter Annamunthodo and 
Doodnath Maharaj. 

See H.P. Singh's The Indian Struggle for Justice and Equality Against Black Racism in Trinidad and Tobago. 
Couva, Trinidad: Indian Review Press, 1993. The essay I refer to in particular is "The Indian Enigma." 
Originally published in 1965, it might be most easily found in this volume at this time. 
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illuminating the monumental contributions of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru to 

African liberation.9 

Sharing some of the same errors of judgment noted in the controversial text 

above, an earlier essay "The East Indians," to be found in James' Party Politics in the 

West Indies (1962), is more sensible in some respects, partially successful in challenging 

prejudice against Trinidadians of Indian descent. He wishes to explode the idea of'"The 

Indian' in Trinidad and Tobago [as] some kind of peculiar monster whom you ought to 

know and be on guard against." This is despite James' propensity to make 

generalizations about Indian's ethnic frugality even as he seeks to overcome such 

narrowness by equating these popular notions to wrongheaded American stereotypes 

about Jews. 

From the Indo-Trinidadian novelist V.S. Naipaul to the Indo-Guyanese politician 

Cheddi Jagan, the virtues of Islam and the Hindu religion, Mahatma Gandhi and 

Jawaharlal Nehru; James begins to celebrate, sometimes uncritically, representatives of 

Indian and Indo-Caribbean historical, philosophical, and cultural achievement. They 

become symbols of the creative genius and potential of ordinary people of Indian descent 

in his Caribbean narrative.10 An odd omission in his concise political genealogy of 

Trinidad to be found in his Party Politics in the West Indies, from Arthur Cipriani to 

Uriah Butler to Eric Williams, is Adrian Cola Rienzi, who was born Krishna Deonarine. 

An early Trinidadian trade unionist, Marxist critic of Cipriani, Butler's attorney 

and organizational strategist during the historic upheavals of the 1937-1940 period, early 

9 S.S. Singh. Letter to the Editor. The Vanguard. 11 June 1965. Cited in Teelucksingh, 2001. 8. 

10 C.L.R. James. "The East Indians." Party Politics in the West Indies. 
San Juan, Trinidad: C.L.R. James, 1962. 146-152. 
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advocate of multi-racial unity, an ethical defender of Indo-Trinidadians from racism by 

colonial authorities and Afro-Trinidadians; James notes Rienzi's contributions 

significantly, if rather obscurely, in A History of Pan-African Revolt (1939, 1969).n 

In a published speech circulated at the Black Power Conference in Hamilton, 

Bermuda in July 1969, where he was deported as an undesirable before he could give the 

address, C.L.R. James wished to place the global rebellion of students and youth in a 

world historical context. Seeing developments in Cuba, Tanzania, Vietnam, Mexico and 

France as crucial he noted significantly "what the youth have done in Pakistan" as well. 

A student movement had led to the collapse of the dictatorial regime of Ayub Khan.12 

The 1970 Black Power revolt in Trinidad was also distinguished by student 

rebellion. At the same time, the famous mutiny or attempted coup within Trinidad's 

military led by Raffique Shah, an Indo-Trinidadian admirer of James, was key in forging 

a spirit of multi-racial unity and undermining state repression. Shah would later become 

a leader of the United Labour Front (ULF), an attempt at forging a multi-racial labor 

party in Trinidad with a radical edge from 1976 to 1977. Shah's popular appeals for class 

struggle would ultimately fail in factional disputes with Basdeo Panday, who was 

increasingly making racial appeals among the overwhelmingly Indian sugar workers, 

who they led together, if awkwardly and nominally at that time. 

11 C.L.R. James. A History of Pan-African Revolt. Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1995. 109-110. For this brief genealogical 
sketch where Rienzi is absent see the introduction to Party Politics in the West Indies. Rienzi associated with socialist, 
anti-imperialist and Indian national groups in his student years in Britain (1931-1934) which overlapped James first years 
there. Four years James' junior, he was also a minor figure in the Beacon circle. For further discussion of Rienzi see 
Kelvin Singh. "Adrian Cola Rienzi and the Labour Movement in Trinidad (1925-1944." Journal of Caribbean History 16 
(1982) 10-35; O. Nigel Bolland The Politics of Labour in the British Caribbean. Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle, 2001; 
Ron Ramdin. Arising From Bondage: A History of the Indo-Caribbean People. New York: NYU Press, 2000; 
Ron Ramdin, From Chattel Slave to Wage Earner. London: Martin Brian & O'Keefe, 1982; Sander, 1988. 

12 C.L.R. James. "Opening Speech to the First Regional Black Power Conference: Hamilton, Bermuda" 
July 10-13 1969. 2. Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, 
Detroit, Michigan. 
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C.L.R. James' introduction to Ron Ramdin's From Chattel Slavery to Wage 

Earner: A History of Trade Unionism in Trinidad and Tobago (1982), is worthy of our 

attention for how he frames the Indo-Trinidadian working class' relationship to that of 

the Afro-Trinidadian. 

They have made many attempts but so far they have failed [to permanently 
racially divide Trinidad]. Dr. [Eric] Williams has written in public one important 
thing that he has done is to keep the Indian and the African people apart. In 
reality, it is my belief, and I say it plainly, that there is no salvation for the people 
in Trinidad unless those two sections of the population get together and work 
together.13 

For James, the only obstacle to the Trinidadian working class benefiting from all 

the advantages of their counterparts in the imperial metropoles are unity and the spread of 

modern technological knowledge. The latter being a prelude, in his political thought, to 

the possibility of instituting direct democracy. Historically, there has been "a division 

between blacks in advanced industry and the East Indians in the sugar plantation. But the 

East Indian in the sugar plantation is not a backward citizen." 

He has learnt the relation of agriculture to industry, he has learnt the value of 
sugar abroad, and he knows how to use fertilizer. He is not an ordinary peasant, 
he is a highly developed agricultural laborer and for some years now (and this is 
what is decisive) he has been trying to come to an understanding with the 
workers in the highly developed Oil Workers' Trade Union.14 

Thus from the early 1930s to the 1980s we see a progression in James' thought on 

the Indo-Trinidadian masses. From the wretched, who somehow within have the spirit and 

capacity of a Gandhi, a great man of history, James could be seen evolving to a perspective 

of Indo-Trinidadians as nearly a modern working class, capable of determining their own 

destiny as equals to Afro-Trinidadians and even workers of imperial metropoles. 

13 C.L.R. James. Introduction. From Chattel Slave to Wage Earner. By Ron Ramdin. London: Martin 
Brian &0'Keefe, 1982. 14. 

14 Ibid, 14. 
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Yet we must always keep in mind the dangers in James' predilections to define who is 

not "backward." Having a streak of vindication to be sure, James also has in the back of his 

mind terms by which he doesn't feel ordinary people can be self-governing. This is an aspect 

often overlooked in analysis which uncritically valorizes his life and work as embodying the 

principle "every cook can govern."15 

C.L.R. James, in somewhat contradictory fashion, when compared with 

previously discussed rhetorical strategies, rebukes the notion that Indians should be 

"tolerated" or respected as human beings because their civilization gave anti-colonialism 

"great men" "the caliber of Nehru and Gandhi."16 But James asserts as well, without 

these personalities there would have been a great void in the stages of development of the 

working classes that share their ethnic origins. 

The Question of India During James ' First British Years (1932-1938) 

C.L.R. James was particularly well versed in the most radical sectors of Indian 

anti-colonialism in Britain (1932-1938) prior to arriving in the USA. He was close 

observer and perhaps a friend of V.K. Krishna Menon's India League, the major lobby in 

Britain on behalf of Indian nationalism in the 1930s.17 Menon's India League was 

closely allied with Jawaharlal Nehru's position in the Congress Party of India. Starting 

See C.L.R. James. (1956) Every Cook Can Govern. Detroit: Bewick, 1992. Despite the essence of this 
title being suggested in many scholarly treatments of James, the actual text itself is rarely critically 
engaged. It is here that he makes his most succinct statement as to what he believes to be direct 
democracy. Unfortunately, it has become fashionable to suggest C.L.R. James' direct democracy is 
somehow reconcilable with capitalist democracy or social democracy. This text is evidence that such 
assertions are mistaken. 

16 "The East Indians," Party Politics in the West Indies, 148. 

l7PaulBuhle. C.L.R. James: The Artist As Revolutionary. New York: Verso, 1988. 54. 
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within the orbit of the Independent Labor Party, the India League would evolve to be 
I 

closely allied with Communist Party (CPGB) at the onset of the Popular Front. 

The India League was perhaps the only anti-colonial association better known in 

Britain during the same period of George Padmore's and C.L.R. James' International 

African Service Bureau (IASB), a coalition of Pan-Africanists many of whom were 

sympathetic to class struggle ideas but hostile for various reasons to Moscow. The IASB 

newspaper was named International African Opinion and edited by James. The IASB 

through its organ offered comparative views of the British colonial authorities' response 

to the Indian, African, and Caribbean national liberation movements. Particularly, they 

inquired about the emergence of periodic Royal Commissions investigating social and 

economic conditions in the colonies which they imagined as disingenuous. Following 

Indian nationalists' rejection in 1932 of such commissions because of their overwhelming 

membership of parliamentary Conservatives, and absence of people of color 

representatives, the IASB condemned the one which investigated the West Indian labor 

uprisings of 1937.19 

The IASB also offered greetings to Nehru, recently a political prisoner, on his 

visit to London in 1938. Pledging "support to the Indian workers and peasants in their 

struggle for national freedom," their newspaper also recalled India's solidarity with 

Ethiopia (then known as Abyssinia) during its invasion by Benito Mussolini's Italy, and 

the unity being built through the labor struggles in the Caribbean at that juncture. 
The Negro workers who form the vanguard of the toiling masses of the 
African peoples are at present struggling against capitalist exploitation in 
Trinidad, Jamaica, and British Guiana, side by side with their Indian brothers. 

18 Stephen Howe. Anticolonialism in British Politics. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993. 128-130. 

19 " S T O P P R E S S . " International African Opinion. 1.2 (August 1938) 1. 
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Unity between the two races [is] being forged in the course of their common 
struggle.20 

The IASB welcomed the declaration of the Indian National Congress that India 

can be no part of imperialist war and that the nation would not "join any war without the 

consent of her people." But the Pan-Africanists, James, Padmore and colleagues, offered 

a subtle disclaimer: "We feel confident that if we loyally adhere to these principles our 

two movements will.. .continue to march side by side [my italics]."21 

C.L.R. James in his first London years was also a leader of a small Trotskyist 

collective first named The Marxist Group, and then the Revolutionary Socialist League. 

From 1936 to 1938, James edited their small publication called Fight. As his editorials 

illustrate, their primary purpose was to oppose the Popular Front conception of 

uncritically uniting aspiring nationalist rulers with revolutionary socialists subordinated 

to them. His independent perspective in this period, with a greater emphasis on class 

struggle, was likely to be found here. Articles in this newspaper show an interest on "the 

colonial question" in India and an evolution from a critical stance on the socialist 

tendencies in Nehru's Congress Party toward outright hostility to their compromises.22 

As negligible as C.L.R. James political organizational efforts might historically 

seem, he actually inspired the development of Trotskyism as an intellectual current in 

India. There is evidence Krishna Menon wrote to Nehru concerning the spread of 

20 "Greetings to Indian Congress Leader." International African Opinion. 1.2 (August 1938) 15. 

21 Ibid. 

22 See Staffan Lindhe ed. Fight: Fascimile Edition of British Trotskyist Journals of the 1930's. 
Gotheburg, Sweden: S.L. Publciations, 1999. The following are the relevant articles. Singh. "The Indian 
Elections." 1.6 (May 1937) 11-12; B.C. Agarwal. "Congress and the Indian Masses." 1.11 (Nov 1937) 
15,17; B.C. Agarwal. "Ferment in India: Peasants on the March." 1.2 (May 1938) 4; Anonymous. 
"Stalinist Counter-Revolution in India." 1.3 (June 1938) 3. The numbering of the issues begin again in 
1938 because the newspaper was slightly renamed, that is its subtitle, under a small factional regroupment. 
However, they have been collected in the same contemporary volume. The latter anonymous article likely 
was written by C.L.R. James. As the party contacts referred to in the article were his own. 
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Trotskyist ideas as consolidating militant opposition to their own outlook. At the 

outbreak of World War II there were Trotskyist circles in Calcutta, Bombay, Gujarat and 

Bengal. The local chapter in Bengal, a historical center of Indian radicalism and 

intellectual thought spawning M.N. Roy, Subhas Chandra Bose, and Samyendranath 

Tagore among other insurgent luminaries, was the highlight of this development. The 

Revolutionary Socialist League (RSL) of Bengal was led by Kamalesh Banerji. Banerji, 

previously a member of the Congress, participated in the civil disobedience campaign of 

1930-32, for which he went to jail for six months. Banerji's classmate in Britain, Ajit Poy 

Mukerji, a founder of the RSL's Calcutta circle, previously was around the CPGB and 

joined the League Against Imperialism, but was won to Trotskyism by C.L.R. James as 

the taking on of James' organization's name attests.23 

It is important not to overstate the influence of C.L.R. James or Trotskyism on 

Indian anti-colonial politics. Compared to social democracy, Stalinism, various 

nationalisms and religious ideas such influence was truly minute. Yet in a small but 

significant way it is another Afro-Asian linkage to trace which may inspire future 

alliances. 

"What India Means..." to C.L.R. James in the early 1940s: A Content Analysis 

For C.L.R. James in the USA of the early 1940s, the meaning(s) of India, to be 

explained to "the American working class," or the small readership of Labor Action and 

The Militant 24, needed to be sifted through mass media's imagery which placed India, 

23 See Charles Wesley Irvin. "Trotskyism in India." Revolutionary History. 1.4 (Winter 1988-89) 

24 Buhle, 1988. 80. Labor Action claimed a circulation of 50,000. I have no data for the circulation of The 
Militant in this period. It was likely of a higher circulation as its parent organization, the Socialist 
Workers' Party (SWP) was larger than the Workers' Party which published Labor Action, and was a 
minority split from the SWP in 1940. 
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seemingly all of a sudden, at the center of emerging realignments of empire, and 

propaganda battles with anti-colonial nationalists during World War II. Similar to mass 

communications today conveying policy debates among ruling elites, and despite popular 

interest then and now, everyday people often have difficulty grappling with international 

events and their immediate impact on local and personal concerns. James is aware of this 

and argues: 

It is huge, complicated with all sorts of unknown factors. In addition the 
politicians and their press lie so much and are so skillful in confusing the 
workers, that unless one has a firm grasp of fundamental principles, one is likely 
to get lost in day to day detail.25 

Especially in times of imperialist war (and what other times are there?) ruling 

elite's foreign policies are justified as a fight for democracy and freedom. International 

solidarity can have a difficult time overcoming calls for the patriotism of fools, often 

masked in humanist endeavors. James unmasks calls for anti-colonial solidarity by 

imperialists and fascists. 

As frantically as Roosevelt and Churchill shout 'free enslaved Europe,' 
just as loudly do Hitler and Hirohito shout "free India." The American 
worker must watch these things and work out what is going on behind the 
abominable lies and hypocrisies of the politicians.26 

Thus India was paramount for understanding power relations in the lives of 

ordinary Americans as well as globally. C.L.R. James continues: 

The most important political development of the war so far is the awakening of 
the Oriental peoples. India today is the center. What the Indian workers and 
peasants do next may well be the final push which will unloose a revolutionary 
struggle in the Far East embracing nearly a billion people. All the ruling groups, 
in the Far East and out of it, are acutely aware of this and all statements, silences, 

C.L.R. James. (J.R.Johnson.) "On The Role of the Indian Ruling Class." Labor Action. 
December 14,1942. 

26 C.L.R. James. (J.R.Johnson.) "India and Its Relation to the Conduct of the War." Labor Action. 
December 7, 1942. 
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etc., must be closely watched and analyzed in relation to the particular interests 
of the parties involved.27 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 raised the possibility of the 

expansion of their empire from the east as the British Empire was crumbling. The "Quit 

India" civil disobedience movement led by Gandhi of 1942 and the large scale arrest of 

Congress leaders (the mainstream representatives of this freedom movement) destabilized 

its crown jewel further from within. Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

began a public and private war of words as to the future of the British Empire and the 

appropriate moment to permit independence of India. Diplomatic missions to India by 

the British Labourite Sir Stafford Cripps, and Americans Louis Johnson and William 

Phillips failed, as Churchill and Roosevelt ultimately wished to forestall a unilateral 

declaration of independence by India.28 The potential powder keg of full blown mass 

insurrection which lay behind Mahatma Gandhi's and Jawaharlal Nehru's Congress Party 

was being obscured by imperial "recognition" of coming independence in due time. 

Simultaneously, those anti-colonial nationalists not in jail (and some from jail) 

were attempting to negotiate future aid and development agreements from all sides of 

empire against each other—foreshadowing the dance of so-called non-alignment—as 

they stopped and started disobedience campaigns for leverage. All the while the entire 

C.L.R. James. (J.R. Johnson.) "A Socialist India Is The Only Genuine Solution." 
Labor Action. January 11, 1943. 

28 C.L.R. James. (J.R. Johnson.) "India and the International Situation." Labor Action. 
November 11,1942. See the following which are particularly helpful for contextualizing these James 
essays. Gary Hess. America Encounters India, 1941-1947. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins UP, 1971; 
Prakash Chandra. History of the Indian National Movement. New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1998; 
JimMasselos. Indian Nationalism: An History. New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1993; Satyavrata Ghosh. 
Indian Struggle for Freedom. Delhi: B.R. Publishing Corp, 1988. 
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colonized world, including African Americans as represented by their community 

90 

newspapers and organizations of the era, had their eyes on India. 

The following are four basic themes which can be said to summarize C.L.R. James' 

essays on India in the American Trotskyist press in the 1940s. First, "British imperialism 

and American imperialism [were] carrying on an inside struggle over who [was] to reap 

the profits of exploitation in India." Second, "the Indian Congress representing the 

landlords and capitalists, like all native ruling groups in 

the Far East, runs from one imperialist group to another. At present moment the 
Congress is seeking frantically to negotiate with Britain, hoping to use Roosevelt 
and American pressure to force concessions from Britain."30 

Third, "the central fact of the Indian struggle is the backwardness of the 

economy, whose agricultural production has been destroyed without the 
substitute of modern industry. This gives drive to the nationalist movement but it 
is on [this backwardness that] Indian landlords, money lenders and capitalists 
thrive. They are therefore incapable of unleashing the only force which can 
throw the British out, because to do so would destroy their own position." 

Fourth, James proposes everyday people locally and globally, even as Americans 

encounter India, need to imagine new social relationships including popular self-

management in economic and foreign affairs. 

Meanwhile the first necessity of conscious workers is to see India not as a 
land over there, in the Pacific, far, far away, but to see it as Roosevelt, 
Wilkie, and Churchill see it—as a land whose future is vitally bound with ours. 
They seek to win India for capital, that is, for imperialism. We can fight this 
only by seeking to win India for labor, that is, for socialism. They see it and fight 
for it as a subject of their perpetual exploitation. We must see it as a means of 
our immediate emancipation.. .We must recognize that they will win unless we in 

29 Sudarshan Kapur. Raising Up A Prophet: the African American Encounter with Gandhi. Boston, MA: 
Beacon Press, 1992; Brenda Gayle Plummer. Rising Wind. Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 1996; Penny 
VonEschen. Race Against Empire. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1997. 

30 C.L.R. James. (J.R. Johnson.) "A Socialist India Is The Only Genuine Solution." 
Labor Action. January 11, 1943. 

31 Ibid 
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our own way see that for us too India is a vital question. It is to contribute to this 
realization that these articles have been written.32 

C.L.R. James offers curiously no geography lessons for this "far, far away" place 

he wishes to bring closer to home, no discussion of caste in comparison to American race 

relations, and no discussion of the many ethnic groups or religious conflict in India. 

These articles addressed to an American working class audience would certainly have 

benefited from some brief outlines in these directions—even for a popular treatment of 

India. 

Instead, besides focusing on the foreign policies and strategies of the forces of 

empire, and what a socialist solution might be for India and its relationship to American 

workers; James spends an inordinate amount of time discussing "the role of the Indian 

Ruling" or "Capitalist Class" and the political economy of India. He treats both equally 

at times in unnecessary rigid schemas without the judicious poetic imagery for which he 

has become known. 

James' "A Brief Outline of Indian [Political] Economy" was published on the 

same page as an advertisement for a pamphlet published the month previously by Henry 

Judd (whose real name was Sherman Stanley) called India in Revolt?21 I do not know if it 

influenced his thought on these matters. However, he quotes one anonymous researcher, 

does not include Marx, and Engels negligibly is not worthy of mention. That he has no 

sources, even for a popular treatment for a working class audience, begs further reflection 

and research as to what archive of knowledge he may have had access to in this period. 

C.L.R. James. (J.R. Johnson.) "A Socialist India Is The Only Genuine Solution (II)." 
Labor Action. January 18, 1943. 
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Surveying "early Indian economy," remarking how "native industry [was] 

destroyed," and explaining how British colonial authorities destroyed native industrial 

initiative by the export of British goods; James' main argument is rooted in the 

backwardness of an agricultural economy where farmers access to land is ever shrinking, 

food production is decreasing, and debt to native landlords ever spirals upward. 

As his idea of industrial development is labor based, James contends local 

industry does not bring development because wages are kept down by "unemployment of 

over 100 million people" and thus technology doesn't advance because advanced 

machinery is not needed with the tremendous number of available laborers.34 

C.L.R. James on Gandhi in the 1940s 

Gandhi, in C.L.R. James' Trotskyist writings in the 1940s, is deconstructed as a 

personality who would obscure and obstruct postcolonial freedom. Even at the time of 

his assassination, James shows only the most obligatory sympathy. Instead James 

emphasizes what he perceives as the shallow symbolism of this representative man. 

The assassination of Gandhi was political news of the first importance, for 
Gandhi had become an international figure. His death has provided the capitalist 
press with an opportunity to wallow in hypocritical and sentimental outpourings 
of how extraordinary was the success of this religious personality in the hard 
brutal world of today. But this is nonsense. Gandhi was above all a political 
leader and it is this that explains his extraordinary career. 

C.L.R. James argues Gandhi's theory of non-violence obscures his class loyalties. 

The least important thing about him was his theory of non-violence, his 
saintliness, his love of his fellow man, etc. What is interesting to observe is how 
his political personality and methods fitted like a glove the economic and 
political needs of the Indian landlords and capitalists.35 

C.L.R. James. (J.R. Johnson.) "A Brief Outline of Indian Economy." Labor Action. December 28,1942. 
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James believed, at least in the 1940s, Gandhi was a "political gift" to the Indian 

ruling elite and he wanted to explain this to American working class audiences he wished 

to mentor. Here Gandhi is viewed as betraying the peasants by uniting them with their 

landlords. "Gandhi opened the way for them. His political gift to the rising Indian 

bourgeoisie was his dramatization of the plight of India's hundreds of millions, and his 

use of these masses against British imperialism without at the same time ever losing strict 

control over them." 

Thus he was able to torment and pressure the British and yet prevent a 
revolutionary outburst... When Gandhi began his work before World War I, the 
union movement was insignificant. To unite peasants, as peasants, meant uniting 
them against the landlord. And that Gandhi would not do. His simplicity of life, 
however, and the way he dramatized it, caught the imagination of the Indian 
masses. His loin cloth, his spinning wheel, his skillfully timed fasts, his 
campaigns against the British—these were the means by which he concentrated 
on himself, and himself alone, the attention and finally the political obedience of 
scores of millions.36 

We might quarrel with James' position that Gandhi was able to contain 

autonomous uprisings. These may have been at times violently racial and religious in 

nature towards fellow Indians. Gandhi perhaps rightly feared aspects of the character of 

such rebellions and spontaneity. This does not take away from what James says about 

Gandhi's relationship to obscuring class contradictions with his humble populism. From 

his boycotts to calls for non-violence, C.L.R. James goes on to explain the nature of 

Gandhi's approach in relation to Nehru's Congress Party. 

Gandhi never alienated the Indian capitalists and landlords. Gandhi might talk 
against industrialization and spin his few yards of cloth. But every boycott he 
declared against British goods meant increased opportunities for Indian 
manufacturers. Gandhi no doubt sincerely hated industrialism, but he 
collaborated with it. Here spirituality capitulated to political expediency.37 
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James ultimately sees Gandhi's tactics as ideal for a transition to a postcolonial 

nationalist ruling class. Gandhi forced negotiations for self-government while 

continuously getting the British and the Raj out of the jam of potential insurrection. 

Finally, the British were forced to "arrive at some sort of settlement with the 

native ruling classes" and subsequently the Congress Party had little use for Gandhi as 

they now were the ones responsible for suppressing labor leaders and subjecting everyday 

people to police brutality. Historically, C.L.R. James in the 1940s believed Gandhi 

deserves his due share of the credit for struggles against the British Empire. Yet, James 

also sensed he strengthened the position of the Indian capitalist class against ordinary 

folks and only they can regenerate the freedom struggle.38 

C.L.R. James' Reflections on Modernity and Nation Building 

Before bringing this section on India to a close we might suggest how C.L.R. 

James ideas might have been transforming at the dawn of the 1960s by drawing on some 

neglected and unpublished sources. In Facing Reality (1958), James begins to see the 

establishment of "the Republic of India," "the setting up of a parliament," and "the 

brushing aside of Nizams, Maharajas, Gaekwars, and Nawabs (feudal relics maintained 

solely by British power)" as a "renaissance" driven by the establishment of suffrage in a 

vast population largely illiterate." "The consolidation of the Congress Party" in state 

power is now seen as a favorable development. Ironically, in this same text C.L.R. James 

rejects perhaps more clearly than anywhere else both the one party state and the welfare 

state as he agitates for direct democracy. But this stance is expressed in commentary on 

the Hungarian Revolution. 
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In unpublished oral history transcripts from tapes recorded in London, we can 

infer that James was rethinking his approach to anti-colonialism and questions of 

modernity while reflecting on India and China in 1964. James challenges Leon Trotsky's 

theory of Permanent Revolution, which held industrial workers, however nominal in 

presence, must lead primarily agrarian societies to independence from empire and on 

toward socialism. James concludes in hindsight, "He was entirely wrong." 

"There was no proletarian revolution in India, there has been no peasant 

revolution in India, and nevertheless India is an independent country today as much as 

anybody else is independent."40 James similar thoughts on China suggest he was doing 

some reformulating. Perhaps, it was a Eurocentric bias of modernity to have ever thought 

the governing capacities of the vast majority of colonized people should be seen as 

especially degraded and non-radical in development should they play a role in bringing 

their very own national bourgeoisie to power. However, this could also be read as a 

retreat from an uncompromising stance by James, insisting on the integrity of the national 

liberation project as necessarily synonymous with socialism from below. The latter 

position, while not concerned with race as such, vindicates more in certain respects the 

self-governing capacities of peoples of Indian descent, if by which we emphasize 

working people as the democratic majority. 

In a 1968 speech at Detroit's Wayne State University, the symbolic meaning of 

Gandhi wearing the same loin clothe is reinvented by James as arguing for the centrality 

of peasant and rural life in India's national culture. In The Gathering Forces (1967), an 

39 C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee Boggs and Comeilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: 
Bewick, 1974. See page 78 for his treatment of India, page 1 for his libertarian reading of state power. 

40 C.L.R. James. "Discussion III" Oral History Transcript. Recorded in London, 1964. 17. Martin 
Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 
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unpublished manuscript written by James and his colleagues at a juncture when his own 

prodigious capacity for writing rigorous philosophical statements began to decline, 

Gandhi is seen more favorably as someone who "capture[d] the peasants' imagination." 

In this respect James comes full circle, returning to his stance in The Beacon and 

during the Trinidadliterary circles of the 1930s. Yet, in this text the peasants are now 

imagined as replacing in practice the industrial working class in the drive toward popular 

self-management in peripheral nations. Their past potential for revolutionary struggle, 

found in his earlier literary sentiments, is re-discovered. 

We learn that after "the Japanese invaded East Bengal" during World War II, 

"peasant committees began to administer affairs in the village and order justice there." 

Undoubtedly among the vital reasons that the British imperial authorities 
were prepared to leave the sub-continent, that is India and Pakistan, was the 
determination of the peasants to engage in uncompromising struggles which no 
amount of diplomatic conference [s] with the Indian Congress Party leaders could 
in any way obviate. An organic social rupture was taking place in the length and 
breadth of Asia with the masses of peasants as its centre and political 
independence as its viable result.41 

This text has perhaps among C.L.R. James' greatest valorizations of the peasantry 

as a social force. Kent Worcester has properly assessed The Gathering Forces as an 

awkward fusion of "First World Marxian-Humanism" and "command economy Third 

Worldism." Yet this celebration of the peasantry in this narrative ultimately validates the 

post-colonial state and ruling elite. I agree with Worcester that this is a "breach of the 

founding principles of American Johnsonism [my italics]." 42 But as I have tried to show, 

C.L.R. James. With George Rawick, Martin Glaberman and William Gorman. The Gathering Forces. 
Detroit: Facing Reality Publishing Committee, 1967. In George Rawick Papers, Western Manuscript 
Archives, University of Missouri at St. Louis. 

42 Kent Worcester. C.L.R. James: A Political Biography. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1996. 187. 
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this tendency in Jamesian thought actually, as the trajectory from Facing Reality 

illustrates, has at least a decade of development. 

The Chinese Revolution: Before and After Mao 

C.L.R. James' viewpoints on the Chinese Revolution, like his analysis of the 

Third World generally, are distinguished by shifting emphases. Early on the centrality of 

the workers councils of the urban based insurgencies of 1925-1927 frame an unfavorable 

view of both Chaing Kai Shek and Mao Tse Tung as representatives of national 

liberation. In such James is intolerant of any focus on their personalities as embodying 

independent cultural contributions of peripheral nations to modernity. At such junctures, 

their roles in crushing direct democratic expressions are decisive. However, beginning in 

his first American years, James also exhibits sympathy for an outlook that the Chinese 

struggle for national liberation as a whole informs anti-racist struggles by African 

Americans. The Chinese fight can also encourage an anti-imperialist outlook among 

American workers. 

By the 1960s and 1970s, James recognizes Mao Tse Tung's One Hundred 

Flowers Bloom, the Great Leap Forward, and the Cultural Revolution campaigns as not 

fighting bureaucracy as claimed. Mao's contempt for direct democratic expressions, 

as opposed to populist ones which he initiates from within his own position in the 

bureaucracy; and Mao's contempt for James' beloved Hungarian Revolution appears as 

the proof of the matter for our protagonist. Yet, nevertheless James begins to eschew 

direct democracy as a primary framework for evaluating national liberation in China. 

Revising his view in Facing Reality that the Chinese Revolution did not fully 
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express as yet its self-governing potential, as the state claiming to be communist has not 

been torn down by a direct democratic revolt; James in personal recollections among 

friends admits this was mistaken. It is wrong to say, that China is not self-governing yet. 

As a people, the Chinese working class is just as self-governing as any other in the world 

under a nation-state. On that basis, James reconsiders that they are a modern people and 

have made contributions to smashing the colonial order. 

C.L.R. James is not known for extensive commentary on the Chinese Revolution. 

He actually had a quite early and thorough interest in his first British years (1932-1938). 

James has admitted when he wrote World Revolution (1937)43, the first anti-Stalinist 

account of the Communist International, that despite original rhetorical flourishes and an 

already emerging libertarian point of view, which foreshadowed his later break with the 

Trotskyist movement, he borrowed much from Leon Trotsky's own writings.44 Further 

he was inspired, as was Trotsky, by both Harold Isaacs' The Tragedy of the Chinese 

Revolution (1938)45 (which James was instrumental in getting published by Frederic 

Warburg46), and Andre Malraux's two novels about the Chinese Revolution, The 

Conquerors (1928) and Man's Fate (1933)47. James followed with interest the evolution 

43 C.L.R. James. (1937) World Revolution. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1993. 

44 Les Evans and Russell Block eds. Leon Trotsky on China. Introduction by Peng-Shu-Tse. 
New York: Monad Press, 1976. This collection has writings by Trotsky on China from 1925-1940. 

45 Harold R. Isaacs. (1938) The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution. New York: Atheneum, 1966. 

46 For evidence of C.L.R. James' influence with Warburg leading to the original publication see the 
following. Paul Collin. "The Tragedy of the Chinese Revolution: An Essay On The Different Editions of 
That Work." Revolutionary History. 2.4 (Spring 1990) 1-9; Frederic Warburg. An Occupation for 
Gentlemen. London: Hutchinson, 1959. 214; Kent Worcester. C.L.R. James: A Political Biography. 
Albany, New York: SUNY Press, 1996. 

47 Andre Malraux. (1933) Man's Fate. New York: Vintage, 1990; Andre Malraux. (1928) The Conquerors. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1956. For two very different collections of essays discussing Malraux see the 
following. 
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toward Cold War loyalties of Isaacs and Malraux through their turn toward a more right 

wing social democracy, even as he commended them for their historical contributions for 

helping to chronicle the Chinese Revolution.48 

In World Revolution, James, in his chapter "Stalin Ruins the Chinese Revolution," 

reproduces the epic terms of debate culminating in the split among the Communist 

International between Stalin and Trotsky. After offering a brief outline of Chinese 

political economy suggesting pre-capitalist dynamics were confronted with the 

modernizing and oppressive influences of Japanese and British imperialism; James 

discusses the politics of the Kuo Min Tang (KMT), the nationalist "people's party" led by 

Sun Yat-Sen and Chaing Kai-Shek. Following Trotsky's interpretation of Leninist policy 

outlined earlier in this book, James argued the fledgling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 

was mistakenly enacting Stalin's policies. Encouraging the CCP to subordinate itself to 

the nationalist forces, these included both landlords and warlords. The KMT would be 

instrumental in smashing strikes and land seizures by workers and peasants in Canton, 

Wuhan, and Shanghai.49 

James asserted these troubles could be traced back to Sun Yat Sen, who he 

admired somewhat, though he did "not, in the Bolshevik manner organize a party based 

on a single class." 

R.W.B. Lewis ed. Malraux. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1964; Harold Bloom. Modern Critical 
Interpretations: Andre Malraux's Man's Fate. New York: Chelsea House, 1988. Ironically, the latter text 
(which covers more than Man's Fate) seems to be colored more by the Cold War than the former produced 
at its height. 

48 See C.L.R. James. (G.F. Eckstein.) "New Recruits for Norman Thomas' Campaign." The Militant. 17 
May 1948; C.L.R. James. (G.F. Eckstein.) "Malraux, With Aid of'Times', Slanders Trotskyism." The 
Militant. March 1, 1948. 

49 World Revolution, 229-268. 
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His reorganized Kuomintang was still a hotch-potch, a few big capitalists, the 
national bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, and workers and peasants. His 
programme promised the nine hour day to one, high tariffs to another, reduction 
of rents to a third, land from the state for landless peasants and tenant-holders, 
the right of self-determination for the various nationalities, democracy, all 
lumped together under one term—Socialism. A determined revolutionary and 
undoubtedly a great leader, even at the end of his life, he was only able to leave 
to his party a programme that Ramsay Mac Donald could have drawn up for him 
without any difficulty in half-an-hour.50 

Ramsay Mac Donald was the right wing social democratic leader of the British 

Labour Party who had little trouble collaborating with the bodyguards of capital among 

the British Tories. James in a humorous rhetorical flourish equates Sun Yat Sen's 

leadership of his party with interclass cooperation that promises both the rich and poor 

autonomy and economic empowerment. 

In a 1937 editorial he wrote for the British Trotskyist newspaper Fight, James 

challenges the image of Chiang Kai Shek in Stalinist literature and popular culture, 

distinguishing this from what he saw as a different reality. 

A cartoon in the Soviet newspaper "Isvestia" shows a little Japanese officer 
trying to ride a Chinese coolie and getting an unexpected knock on the nose. 
From this it would appear that the Chinese coolies are bestirring themselves, that 
the great liberation war against foreign imperialism has started. Eulogies of the 
great leader. We read about his oriental serenity, his romantic marriage, his age, 
height, weight, and calculating brain. How he reads his bible everyday and how 
he alone, inspired by his English educated wife and the ten commandments, is 
leading the Chinese proletariat and peasantry to the promised land.. .Undoubtedly 
Chiang Kai Shek is a great man. He is recognized as such by the international 
financiers.51 

This passage alone suggests an intermingling of themes we shall be considering, 

race, modernity, opposition to empire, the struggle for socialism. It would appear James 

is confronting Orientalist stereotypes and Western chauvinisms even as he accepts the 

50 Ibid, 233. 

51 C.L.R. James. (Anonymous.) "China Fights-For Whom." Fight. 1.10 (September 1937) 1. 
See the collected volume of this publication. Staffan Lindhe ed. Fight: Facsimile Edition of British 
Trotskyist Journals of the 1930s. Goteburg, Sweden: S.L. Publications, 1999. 
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term "coolie," a racial derogatory word for Asian labor he would be familiar with from 

the Caribbean. At this juncture James is not fond of seeing the personalities of national 

liberation leaders, regardless of their disposition toward their own working classes, being 

elevated as representatives of peripheral nations' contribution to world civilization. 

In C.L.R. James' first American years (1938-1953) his Johnson-Forest Tendency 

(JFT), extending their analysis of state-capitalism outside of the US and Western Europe, 

critiqued the limitations of Trotskyist methodology as applied to the Third World in 

general, and China specifically.52 While hoping for a better regime in the Soviet Union, 

the Trotskyists looked toward emerging communist states, such as Yugoslavia and China, 

as revolutionary regimes yet independent of Stalinism. Where the Trotskyists held both 

regimes were progressive because they were independent of Moscow and had 

nationalized property, the JFT explained that the Yugoslavian and Chinese ruling classes 

simply demonstrated the desire and ability to exploit there own working classes and 

peasants without interference from Stalin. 

C.L.R. James asserted at the time, "The S.W.P. is obsessed with speculation as to 

Mao's and Tito's future intentions. That is the path to ruination, not for Mao and Tito, 

who do not have to bother with such foolishness, but for the S.W.P. Mao and Tito can 

For a comprehensive state-capitalist analysis of the Chinese Revolution see Cajo Brendel, "Theses on the 
Chinese Revolution", 1969. 10 October, 2003. 
http://flag.blackened.net/revolt/disband/solidaritv/china rev2.html 
For a general state-capitalist analysis besides Johnson-Forest/Facing Reality see Corneilius Castoriadis, 
"Socialism or Barbarism", Political and Social Writings. Vol. 1 (1946-1955). David Ames Curtis ed. 
Minneapolis, MN: U. of Minnesota Press, 1993. See also "On the Content of Socialism I", Political and 
Social Writings. Vol. 1 (1946-1955); "On the Content ofSocialism II", Political and Social Writings. Vol. 
2 (1955-1960). 

53 For Johnson-Forest's differences with the Trotskyists over Yugoslavia see C.L.R. James, Raya 
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switch from Russian to Western imperialism without batting an eyelash. They are rulers 

of states and administrators of the proletariat." 54 

Fundamental social relations for James, in class and not anti-colonial terms, had 

not changed in either country. Like Yugoslavia, where the party and the state were 

"subordinating the workers to the petty-bourgeois intellectuals and administrators," JFT 

argued a similar process was occurring in China. However, while James does not see 

anything liberating in the political economy of the Chinese Revolution during his 

American years, he does imagine that the Chinese national liberation struggle as a whole, 

its many waves, has symbolic value for anti-racist and anti-imperialist struggles. James' 

writings in this period were meant to give global perspective to African American and 

working class struggle in the USA. 

In 1939 in an essay entitled "Revolution and the Negro," James illustrated how 

the slave revolts that led to the American Civil War had parallel developments in the 

Taiping Rebellion in China.55 In a text of a year later, James argued in a review of 

Richard Wright's Native Son, that Bigger Thomas' rebellion appeared on a world scale as 

part of an international constellation of forces including the Long March in China of 

1936. In a 1944 sketch outlining the international tasks of American labor, 

distinguishing American workers from their trade union bureaucracy, he points to the 

Soviets and general strikes of European revolutions as well as the events of 1925-1927 

C.L.R. James. With Grace Lee and Raya Dunayevskaya. "Balance Sheet Completed." Raya 
Dunayevskaya Papers. Walter Reuther Library. Wayne State University. Detroit, Michigan. 1951, 8. 

55 C.L.R. James. (1939) "Revolution and the Negro" C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism: Selected 
Writings 1939-1949. Scott McLemee and Paul Le Blanc eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 
1994. 83. 

56 C.L.R. James (1940) "Native Son and Revolution," S. McLemee and P. Le Blanc eds., 91. 

143 



and 1936 in "backward China" as inspiration for the insurrections that could be 

possible.57 

Finally in a narrative called "The American People in One World" he explained 

how among other things, "Every Chinese knows that it is impossible to have great class 

struggles in China without provoking the intervention of American imperialism." It is not 

clear from his other writings of this period that all Chinese are preoccupied with such 

concerns. Illustrating how "class struggle at home can check American adventure[s]," 

James explained while the Taiping Rebellion of the 1850s was not aided and thus failed, 

American imperial machinations in Formosa (now Taiwan) could be thwarted with direct 

action at home.58 

From Facing Reality (1958) to Modern Politics (1960), James also shows some 

friction within his methods for evaluating China. Facing Reality was written in response 

to the 1956 Hungarian Revolution against the Soviet Union. For James the revolution 

was the most recent and most spectacular confirmation of his direct democratic ideas. For 

two months workers and students rose up, creating militias, councils and committees to 

run production in the factories, offices, universities and the government. 

At first it seemed Moscow would capitulate, however, amidst speculation Soviet 

tanks and troops rolled into the country crushing the militias and councils, returning the 

country to the Party.59 Nevertheless, the uprising for a brief period broke the hold of 

C.L.R. James (1944) "In the International Tradition: Tasks Ahead for American Labor." 
S. McLemee and P. Le Blanc eds., 162. 

58 C.L.R. James (1944) "The American People in 'One World.'" S. McLemee and P. Le Blanc eds., 174-176. 
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state-capitalism, East or West, on the country and as such gave a glimpse of the future of 

revolutionary upheaval and consolidation. 

A non-aligned stance by peripheral nations for James meant, not the independence 

of its representatives in state power, but was rooted in the self-mobilization of the 

ordinary people. "Experience under the bureaucratic leadership of the Party and its Plan, 

the revolution from the very beginning seized power in the process of production and 

from there organized the political power. The Workers Councils did not look to 

governments to carry out their demands."60 And it was this historical experience, James 

speculates, that now widely characterized "the whole world."61 

It is notable for our purposes, Mao Tse Tung, in his "Correct Handling of 

Contradictions Among the People," expressed in his chapter "Can Bad Things Be Turned 

Into Good Things?," that the Hungarian uprising, James just described, was a "bad 

thing." "Everybody knows that the Hungarian incident was not a good thing. But it too 

had a dual character. Because our Hungarian comrades [in state power] took proper 

action in the course of the incident, what was a bad thing has eventually turned into a 

good one. Hungary is now more consolidated than ever, and all the other countries in the 

socialist camp have learned a lesson." 62 

For Mao popular uprisings were a warning sign that the state had become 

bureaucratic and this must be reformed, and the population must be brought back under 

59 While the Hungarian Revolution's main events were in October/November 1956, studies have argued the 
political dynamics of these events extended as far as a year later. See Andy Anderson. Hungary '56. 
Detroit: Black & Red, 1976; Terry Cox ed. Hungary 1956—Forty Years On. London: Frank Cass, 1997. 
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61 Ibid., 20. 

62 Mao Tse Tung. "Can Bad Things Be Turned Into Good Things?" Selected Works of Mao Tse Tung. 
Vol. V. Peking: Foreign Language Press, 1977. 416. 
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control. From a certain vantage, this could have been seen as favorable by C.L.R. James. 

Mao was seeking to observe working class dynamics in the world. Mao could be 

reforming state power, per a construction of Lenin which C.L.R. might identify, based on 

the self-activity of ordinary people. 

James later wished Kwame Nkrumah interpreted the general will of Ghana 

somewhat in that way, if with less repression, and praised Julius Nyerere in Tanzania for 

doing so. As with Lenin and Toussaint, James could tolerate state repression imagined as 

accidental, if the state reformed its bureaucratic outlook subsequently retraining its eye 

on the masses' desires. Yet in the appendix to Modern Politics, James views an instinct 

toward direct democracy in China, inspired by questions about what really happened in 

Hungary, seeking to overthrow Mao's state. At this juncture, James sides with that 

perceived spirit.63 

The idea of the official power of the one party state as a parasitic body over 

society was to inform another series of articles James' comrade Grace Lee Boggs wrote, 

in their newspaper Correspondence, on China in 1961, in the wake of the "Hundred 

Flowers Bloom" and the "Great Leap Forward" period. Mao's "Hundred Flowers 

Bloom" policy emerged in the shadow of Khrushchev's denunciation of Stalin and the 

Hungarian insurgency against the Soviet Union and the Communist Party. Attempting to 

assess the lesson of the Hungarian uprising for the Chinese Communist Party, Mao, 

reversing a policy of censorship, encouraged in a series of speeches open political 

discussion and criticism of the Party and conditions in China.64 James could have viewed 

Mao's approach as attempting to legislate the general will like Rousseau. But Mao was 

63 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 162-167. 

64 Jonathan Spence, The Search for Modern China. New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1991. 568-573. 
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not, importantly like Rousseau an aspiring founder of a polity, who proposes to advise on 

the terms of the social contract and then honorably walk away and let someone else 

govern. Mao was the personification of the authoritarian state. Thus, James sums up, in 

"Perspectives and Proposals," when the Chinese masses expressed themselves "43 days 

after" Mao placed "everybody who bloomed in jail." Our protagonist asks: "What kind 

of mentality, what kind of thinking is that?" 65 

The Great Leap Forward was an agriculture policy with the aim of increasing 

productivity in the countryside in order to support China's industrial growth. Nearly all of 

China's peasants were organized from the rural cooperatives into large communes and 

urban based party cadres were encouraged to go to the countryside.66 One might imagine 

from the Jamesian outlook of Grace Lee, the Great Leap Forward would be seen as a 

partial success. 

If direct democracy was to grow out of the "modern" workplace, bringing 

industrial production such as iron smelting to the countryside, however unprofitable, 

might inspire rural communities toward popular self-management. For their reading of 

Karl Marx's Capital suggested a more centralized production process inevitably pushed 

working people toward mutual aid and self-government. But both C.L.R. James and 

Grace Lee in this period were not fond of the state organizing a centralization of 

economic production.67 

C.L.R. James. (1963) "Perspectives and Proposals." In Marxism for Our Times: C.L.R. James on 
Revolutionary Organization. Martin Glaberman ed. Jackson, MS: University of Mississippi Press, 1999. 165 

66 Spence, 578. 

671 wish to thank Robert G. Lee for critical discussion leading to this reflection. Grace Lee, no relation, 
subsequently change her mind about what type of state was progressive. 
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Writing in Correspondence about the Great Leap Forward, Grace Lee argued that 

"in 1958 the Chinese Communists, determined to squeeze the capital needed for rapid 

industrialization out of the hides of the peasants, decided to organize the whole rural 

population into communes. By bringing every aspect of the personal lives and property 

of the peasantry under party control, the Communists thought it could militarize peasant 

labor." However, Grace Lee notes as a result of peasant resistance the state had to 

abandon the process, concluding, "the most effective anti-Communists are those who 

have had a taste of Communism." 69 

For James and his circle it was the 1925-1927 period in revolutionary China that 

set the tone for this reoccurring conflict inside China. In Shanghai in 1925 protests 

against foreign occupation and imperialism prompted British commanders to fire on 

crowds killing several dozen. News of the atrocities spread across China and solidarity 

protests erupted all over the nation. More deaths at foreign hands resulted. 

As agitation increased a revolutionary situation quickly developed where the 

creation of popular councils by organized workers and students began to be seen as a real 

possibility in several areas, most particularly in Shanghai. Meanwhile, agitation 

increased in the countryside with the growth of militant peasant associations. Organized 

masses moved to take over the city with the support of local CCP cadres. 

However, when nationalist and communist forces marched into the city the 

workers and students were disarmed. Conciliatory gestures were made to the local 

foreigners and capitalists, and the CCP began looking the other way while business 

68 Grace C. Lee. "The Best-Laid Plans in Communist China." Correspondence. July 1 1961. 3. 

69 Ibid., 3. Grace Lee Boggs subsequently transitioned to a politics partially inspired by Maoism and thus 
has desired to minimize in her autobiographical memory her previous adherence to a more critical approach 
to Maoist China. 
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owner's paramilitaries began attacking and killing union membership. Similar 

developments occurred in Canton and Wuhan.70 After 1927 the working class, peasant 

and student movements increasingly come under the control of the Chinese Communist 

Party.71 

Moscow and the Chinese Communist Party, ignoring the evidence of the Soviets 

of 1905 in the Russian Revolution, claimed that a bourgeois revolution was necessary 

before one led by workers and peasants. C.L.R. James argued that just as the party and 

the middle classes sought to halt the Russian Revolution, for reasons they did not control 

it, a feat to be repeated in the crushing of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956; these 

elements sought to halt revolutionary developments in China. "The people of China 

made their first modern attempt at self-realization in 1925-27. Stalinism ruined it. They 

supported the party and army of Mao-Tse-Tung. But they themselves have not yet come 

independently upon the stage as the Russian people did in 1905 and then in 1917."72 

However, James believes, "They will." 

The idea that party bureaucracy, economic plans and secret police can control the 

minds of hundreds of millions of people is a farce. Chinese history, for James, teaches 

humanity will express itself with an instinct for popular self-management in the streets.73 

C.L.R. James on China in the 1960s and 1970s 

In 1960 James gave a series of lectures, given under the auspices of the Trinidad 

Public library. During this period James was editing The Nation, the periodical of Eric 

70 Spence, 339-360. 

71 Arif Dirlik. Anarchism in the Chinese Revolution. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991. 288. 

72 Facing Reality, 79-80. 

73 Ibid., 80, 
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Williams' People's National Movement, the party which would lead Trinidad to 

independence from colonialism. These subsequently published speeches, collected as 

Modern Politics, were seized by Williams, after he and James had a falling out over 

charting the post-colonial future. Within this text is a remarkable comment on racism in 

the United States, changing representation of Asians in popular culture, and the Chinese 

Revolution. 

Analyzing the shifting perceptions of Asians in Hollywood films he sense a 

decline of "the yellow peril" theme as preoccupation with Japanese loyalty in during 

World War II has shifted to concerns about Mao Tse Tung and China. He views film 

images of increasing interracial relationships and marriages among whites and Asians as 

a means to win over Asian loyalty in the Cold War and thus there is a shift in racial 

attitudes by the state and in popular culture. 74 

This is consistent with more recent scholarship. However, James, in reading the 

impact of China on American civil rights, partially misunderstands the "yellow peril" as 

represented in film. Themes of integration and interracial relationships could also 

suggest through gendered representations that "Orientalized" Asia was feminine and 

submissive to be subdued by the "white male" West.75 

Nevertheless, James was observing how the state and official society, in the age 

of decolonization, was now willing to embrace non-Western peoples provided they are 

resisting the Soviet Union or perceived as anti-communists. This development was to 

74 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 125. 

75 These representations in popular culture could be read subversively and alternatively by Asian American 
audiences and imagined that Asia as represented by women had power over the West as represented by 
men. See Gina Marcetti. Romance and the 'Yellow Peril' Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1993; Christina Klein. Cold War Orientalism. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2003. 
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quickly characterize changes in the United States under pressure from the African 

American movement, and is indicative of the post-Civil Rights era. 

Illustrating modifications in his views of China, in a letter to Martin Glaberman 

on December 3, 1962 James states, "the only place where Marxism has had any success 

is in Communist China, and there it was an original doctrine, created by Mao Tse Tung 

on an entirely new basis out of the reach of official Stalinism."76 Yet in another letter to 

Glaberman on January 7 1963, James explains that the debate over the Sino-Soviet split 

was not unlike the dilemma between Trotsky and Stalin. Trotsky felt that the working 

classes, never able to hold on to a revolution where they were permanently sovereign, 

began to be fooled by the Stalinist one party-state of the Russians. 

Trotsky in a backhanded way offered his new vanguard party formulations as the 

new progressive ruling class to believe in, thereby encouraging "great masses of the 

working classes" as well to be dominated by the "conception of the two blocs." Thus 

Russia and China were seen by everyday people worldwide as "the opposition to 

imperialists and capitalists whom they knew for hundreds of years and whose crimes and 

mistakes had sunk into their bones." James further explains his position. 

The first and immediate point is that there is taking place a split between these two 
forces, Russia and China, which together in historical sequence and by their [previous] 
unity, have re-enforced and developed this conception of the two blocs. About the 
split I have to tell you only a few sentences...It is not a split between counter
revolutionary and opportunist Russia and revolutionary China. It is no more than a 
split between two branches of the bureaucracy of the bloc. Mao and the Chinese 

C.L.R. James. Marxism for Our Times: C.L.R. James On Revolutionary Organization. Jackson, MS: 
University of Mississippi Press, 1999. 70-71. 
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Communist Party are no more revolutionary than Stalin and the Stalinists were 
revolutionary during the Third Period. This is a bureaucracy defending itself...In this 
Russia vs. China business in which China is masquerading all over the place as the 
Marxist-Leninist revolutionary wing of what everybody calls "the socialist states," it is 
vital, a necessary part of a Marxist movement in the U.S. to be able to show and to 
explain what is really taking place. 

James apparently had contradictory thoughts on China within one month. On one 

hand he believed Mao made a new breakthrough in communist doctrine. On the other he 

felt the only distinction to be made was Mao represented a not so new struggle among 

Cold War "blocs" of aspiring bureaucracies and progressive ruling classes to rule over 

everyday people. This contradiction in C.L.R. James' thought would partially lead to the 

disbanding of Facing Reality, the final manifestation of the Johnsonite tendency. 

C.L.R. James, Martin Glaberman, George Rawick, and William Gorman would 

attempt to write an updated political statement subsequent to Facing Reality, the 

TO 

document previously co-written with Grace Lee. Their 1967 uncompleted draft, "The 

Gathering Forces," was never published for public consumption; though edited sections 

were published by Paul Buhle in his magazine Radical America in 1971. A major reason 

why it was not published is James' comrades could not agree with his stance on Mao and 

China. 

In "The Gathering Forces," C.L.R. James revises his view of the Russian 

Revolution on the fiftieth anniversary of this event. He now sees it primarily as a peasant 

movement in a backward society which Stalin crushed. "At the very same time, in the 
77 Ibid, 97-98 

78 Facing Reality the publication should not be confused with the subsequent organization named Facing 
Reality. Grace Lee co-wrote the document but split from Correspondence, the organization, taking the 
paper by the same name with her. Her split led to the formation of the Facing Reality group without her as 
shall be explained. 
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turn from the port cities of Shanghai and Canton to the peasantry in the interior that took 

place in 1927-28, the Chinese Communist Party made its own turn—but in an opposite 

direction." 

Emphasizing the independent self-activity of the peasants from Mao's leadership, 

James nevertheless accepts the conventional wisdom of the time that the Chinese 

Revolution contributed something unique to civilization, with a peasant based revolution 

that was "successful" and was thus not crushed by authoritarian means. Further, in this 

text he accepts the historical erasure of urban working class revolt in such places as 

Shanghai and Canton that he defended for decades.79 

This is part of an overall trajectory that argues for the Chinese Revolution's 

contributions to world civilization instead of specifying or suggesting strategies and 

tactics of liberation (or criticism of them) as James had a reputation for doing in the past. 

The following survey of "Asian power" informed by China among others is exemplary of 

this trend in his thinking. James has become enamored with logic eliding distinctions 

among Asians, where all modern statecraft and economic activity become the 

embodiment of progress.80 

79 C.L.R. James. "The Gathering Forces." 1967. George Rawick Papers. Western Manuscripts Archive. 
University of Missouri, St. Louis. 22-23. 

80 Ibid, 41-42. The following passage is exemplary of James' thought on "Asia" at this juncture. 

"The power of Asian ideas, men and machines, confronts both the United States and Russia. The Vietnam 
War is only an aspect of much larger transformations. As European influence and colonialism lose their 
impact on the world, Asia emerges from a long sleep. Some of the most important events of the last twenty 
years have taken place in Asia: Pearl Harbor, Hiroshima, the Chinese Revolution, the Battle of Dien-Bien-
Phu, the Bandung Conference, the Sino-Soviet split. The transformations of the modern world are Asian as 
well as European and American. The first Chinese H-bomb is exploded on June 17th 1967, and on October 
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James began to put forward ideas akin to Third World Marxism. Arguing for 

Asia's special contribution to world society as economic production on its own nation 

states' terms, even valorizing Maoist China's discovery of atomic capacity; James 

suggests a tension between the relative autonomy of elites in state power as equivalent to 

the rise and realization of everyday people's real potential. 

C.L.R. James comrade Martin Glaberman, from 1967 to 1969, argued with him to 

no avail. Writing a new draft preface to their State Capitalism & World Revolution never 

published, centering their previous critique of Mao's China, Glaberman updated it in light 

of what he perceived as the emerging dangerous popularity of the Three Worlds Theory. 

He desired to oppose publicly placing faith or remaining agnostic, in a people of color led 

state bureaucracy. Glaberman could not get James to endorse a vision of workers self-

management contrasted with Mao's state capitalist regime as the public platform of their 

group in C.L.R. James later years.81 

Fidel Castro's Cuba 

Darcus Howe has observed that in Caribbean political thought one must engage, 

oppose, or embrace C.L.R. James ideas when choosing one's loyalties—his ideas cannot 

1st 1967, the anniversary of the Chinese Revolution, more than a million people chanted in unison, "Long 
Live Mao!" A few years later, the Toyota firm announces from Tokyo that it has produced 1,452,900 
automobiles in six months, making it the second largest car manufacturer in the world. From Saigon, 
General Westmoreland announces, 'the largest gun battle in history is unfolding in Vietnam'. Millions of 
Asian people, representing two-thirds of the world's population, have been freed from foreign domination. 
Now they are beginning to realize their own potential, their own capabilities. This is taking place at the 
same time as the withdrawal of European capitalist imperialism on the one hand, and the retreat of 
European Communism on the other hand. With the exception of India, Asian prosperity is constantly 
increasing. The West however sees only an age of poverty in Asia, where only Japan emerges as 
"unrivalled champion of the growth of the national product before the growth." 

81 Martin Glaberman. Letter to Paul Buhle. June 18, 1970; Martin Glaberman. "Draft Introduction to State 
Capitalism & World Revolution." 1967'. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Labor Archive, 
Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. This manuscript was prepared for the third edition of State 
Capitalism & World Revolution which was published in 1969. This edition's published "Preface" has no 
remnants of the discussion of Maoist China to be found in this manuscript. 
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be ignored. Howe adds the only way to assess what is imagined as the Cuban 

Revolution, and not get preoccupied with ideas with their origins in Moscow, is to 

grapple with James analysis of state capitalism, developed within and later independent 

of the American Trotskyist movement.82 Further, James Millette recalls C.L.R. James in 

contrast to his opposition to Stalinist Russia had "a less strident" and at times subtle 

opposition to Castro's Cuba. 

A proper understanding of C.L.R. James' views on Cuba as well benefit from 

awareness of his internal organizational debates and commitments. These critically 

inform his public stances. The 1959 Cuban Revolution allowed him to be confident in 

shifting away from more compromised commitments editing The Nation for Eric 

Williams' PNM in Trinidad. His Correspondence group in the USA heralded the Cuban 

Revolution as a turning point. But James and Grace Lee Boggs new emphasis on 

national liberation struggles in the Third World as paramount, exemplified by Cuba, and 

their loss of faith in the self-managing capacities of the working class in the USA, under 

the burden of imperial and consumer privilege, compelled James and Glaberman to break 

with them. The latter formed the Facing Reality group in 1962. 

The Cuban Missile Crisis immediately provoked at times contentious debate in 

the new Jamesian collective. Cold War media portrayals of Cuba's subordination to, and 

dependence on the Soviet Union, left Frank Monico, their comrade who had been visiting 

Cuba, unconvinced. He preferred to imagine Cuba as in control of the missile bases on 

82 Ken Lawrence. "Interview [with Darcus Howe]." Special Issue on "C.L.R. James: His Life and Work." 
No. 12. Chicago: Sojourner Truth, 1981. 68. 

83 James Millette. "C.L.R. James and the Politics of Trinidad and Tobago, 1938-1970." In C.L.R. James: 
His Intellectual Legacies. Selwyn Cudjoe and William E. Cain eds. Amhert, MA: University of 
Massachusetts, 1995. 337. 
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their soil. In contrast, Seymour Faber felt that Cuba was too corrupted by Stalinist 

influences to be worthy of the group's support.84 

The FBI, at the same time, was harassing group members such as Constance 

Webb, James' second wife, at her workplace. In a letter of November 11 1962, she 

reveals security concerns for the group as a result of Frank's travels and the group's 

obvious close and public support of Fidel Castro. Webb reveals the James circle 

previously played a crucial role in arranging Castro's reception and stay at the Hotel 

Theresa in Harlem, where he had the famous meeting with Malcolm X.8 5 

From the very beginning C.L.R. James is very invested in the fortunes of the 

Cuban Revolution. He advises the group what their approach must be. Each member 

should be allowed to have different positions on Cuba. But similar to his past "blind eye" 

toward some members who were "burning up" to have a dispute about Israel, he advises 

Glaberman to not allow the debate to rip apart the group. James confesses, at the time of 

the Cuban Missile Crisis, he was unclear about the actual penetration of Stalinist Russia 

over Cuba. Nevertheless, as Marxists, "we have to be the last to abandon Cuba either 

practically or theoretically."86 

From 1960 to 1967, associates of C.L.R. James, including James Boggs and 

Grace Lee Boggs, Constance Webb, Kathleen Gough, and Selma James are in constant 

correspondence with Robert Williams in exile in Cuba, and Conrad Lynn his attorney. 

Conrad Lynn, is coordinating a defense campaign for Robert Williams, the Monroe, 

84 Martin Glaberman. Letter to C.L.R. James (Dear "J"). November 4,1962. Martin Glaberman 
Collection, Walter Reuther Archives, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 

85 Constance Webb. Letter to Martin Glaberman. November 11, 1962. Martin Glaberman Collection, 
Walter Reuther Archives, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 

86 C.L.R. James. Letter To Martin Glaberman. November 8, 1962.. Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter 
Reuther Archives, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI 
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North Carolina NAACP leader who organized a militia to repel the Ku Klux Klan. The 

C.L.R. James circle has been involved with Robert Williams and Monroe since the 

famous "kissing case," where two little African American boys were jailed and placed on 

trial, accused of kissing a white girl on the cheek under Jim Crow law. Conrad Lynn, 

earlier a friend but not a member of the Johnson-Forest Tendency, when he was in the 

American Trotskyist movement, receives vital assistance from his friends. 

Selma James re-routes the Williams-Lynn correspondence past the American feds 

through her residence with C.L.R. in London. Constance Webb, a white woman with 

origins in the southern United States, in daring and understated fashion helps Williams 

and Lynn by taking a trip to Monroe to gather intelligence for the defense case by flirting 

with the Monroe police chief with ties to the KKK and while in London sends Lynn 

contacts for a potential speaking tour and fund raising. James and Grace Lee Boggs help 

produce a major Correspondence pamphlet containing two speeches by Conrad Lynn 

called "Turning Point in American History." Kathleen Gough, among the most personally 

friendly with Lynn, discusses and mails her pamphlet "The Decline of the State and the 

Coming of World Society" to Williams in Cuba. These are all major reasons why the 

Correspondence Group is under surveillance in relation to the Cuban Revolution in this 

period.87 

Conrad Lynn, an African American and one of the first freedom riders who fought to desegregate 
interstate travel, earlier became a Trotskyist and a friend of C.L.R. James partially because his support of 
the Trinidad Oil Strike of 1936 compelled him to break with the American Communist Party who did not 
support it. In Lynn's correspondence at the dawn of the Nikita Kruschev era in the Soviet Union, after the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, Russia encourages its satellite party in the United States to work with the American 
state to label Robert Williams a renegade. The Communist International puts pressure on Cuba to extradite 
him back to the United States. This is a major reason Williams leaves to continue his exile in China and 
Tanzania. 
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In a February 18,1967 letter, in response to internal debate about The Gathering 

Forces manuscript, Ken Lawrence shares with his comrades his dissatisfaction with the 

section on Cuba. Lawrence's contentions about the diverse forces that overthrew Batista 

show that before James visited Cuba, he had access to critiques of Castro that could not 

lead easily to the conclusion that Castro was the most radical or democratic force in the 

Cuban Revolution. Thus, the James group had fruitful internal debate. 

Batista, in Lawrence's view, was overthrown primarily through sabotage and 

armed conflict in Havana not the rural campaign of Castro's July 26 Movement (J26M). 

The urban movement led by workers in the Labor Unity (LU) group and the 

Revolutionary Directorate (RD) took the major brunt of the casualties in the conflict. 

J26M had ten times less casualties and probably lost comparatively few leading cadres. 

It is significant to Lawrence that LU and RD were disarmed and their leadership 

replaced by choices handpicked by Castro. Many left wing critics of Castro, not merely 

counter revolutionaries, are known to be "rotting in his prisons." The circle around the 

journal Vos Proletario was also smashed. 

Robert F Williams. Letter to Constance Webb. December 19, 1961; Constance Webb. Letter to Robert 
and Mabel Williams. March 28,1962; Kathleen Gough Aberle. Letter to Robert F. Williams. June 10, 
1962; The Black Power Movement Part 2: Papers of Robert F Williams; Lexis-Nexis Microfilm. 

Conrad Lynn. Letters to C.L.R. James. May 20,1960, June 14,1960; Constance Webb. Letters to Conrad 
Lynn. October 30, 1961, November 16 1961; Grace Lee Boggs. Letters to Constance Webb. December 9, 
1961, December 11, 1961; Grace Lee Boggs. Letters to Conrad Lynn. April 6, 1962, May 1 1962; 
Kathleen Gough. Letter to Robert Williams (Fwd by Conrad Lynn). Aporil 19, 1962; Conrad Lynn. 
Letter to James Boggs. October 20, 1962; Kathleen Gough. Letter to Conrad Lynn. April 7, 1963; Conrad 
Lynn. Letter to James Boggs. April 28, 1963; Grace Lee Boggs. Letter to Conrad Lynn. May 15, 1963; 
Conrad Lynn. Letter to Kathleen Gough. Dec 14,1963. Conrad Lynn Papers. Howard Gottlieb Archival 
Research Center, Boston University, Boston, MA. 
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Lawrence argues while all of this may not be enough to indict the Cuban regime 

"in full," the James group should not speak so vibrantly of the personalities of Fidel 

Castro and Che Guevara as making immortal contributions to civilization. "Particularly, 

when they say things which we are so eager to believe..." Lawrence argues "I will be a 

lot more interested in them when they tell us something we didn't already know" about 

socialism, "or better still when they have proved us wrong about something." 88 

Thus the discussion in C.L.R. James' group has exposed him to critical outlooks 

on Castro's Cuba before he actually had a chance to visit. We must keep this in mind, 

even as James in published remarks on Ernesto "Che" Guevara from a 1967 memorial 

meeting in London, perceived him as the embodiment of world revolution and the heroic 

guerilla sponsored by the Cuban Revolution.89 

C.L.R. James visited Cuba for more than four months from late 1967 to early 

spring 1968. His "Cuba Report" suggests problems in evaluating the revolutionary 

content of societies after a short visit as guest of the state. "You know, I have listened to 

a lot of people who went to Russia in 1936, and they came back and said all they had 

seen, the number of people.. .getting on well and doing well.. .backward, but in reality 

full of hope and prospects." After the visitor's return, within a few months, Stalin created 

show trials and shot many of the people the visitors had met. 

Ken Burg. Letter to "Dear Comrades." February 18, 1967. George P. Rawick Papers. 
Western Manuscript Archive, University of Missouri at St. Louis. Ken Burg had not yet adopted the 
pseudonym "Ken Lawrence" under which he would be perennial political journalist for many years. 

For an old pamphlet and new book that asks similar questions to Ken Lawrence see the following. 
Sergio Junco and Nicolas Howard. Yanqui No! Castro No! Cuba S i! New York: YPSL, 1962; 
Samuel Farber. The Origins of the Cuban Revolution Reconsidered. Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2006. 

89 C.L.R. James. "Che Guevara." Speak Out. June 1967. 17-18. 
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Carrying the burden of anti-Stalinists in the 1930s and perhaps more subtly in his 

1968 analysis of Cuba, C.L.R. James challenged in public those aligned with Moscow. 

James reminds that he questioned past assessments by those who visited Stalinist Russia 

and thought what they saw was a progressive society. James' opponents dismissed his 

criticisms as that of a treacherous Trotskyite traitor. James explains "So they went back 

in 1937 and they came back and said 'Well this time, the folks we have met, I mean these 

are the real people.' They were scarcely back when Stalin shot more than he shot the time 

before." C.L.R. James introduces his "Cuba Report" with this cautionary tale perhaps 

hinting at his own concerns reminding "How wrong you can be, on an estimate it is 

difficult to say." 90 

James insists the achievements of Russia could not be reported by discussing the 

supposed economic and welfare achievements of their Five Year Plans. Though he 

wished Nkrumah in Ghana well, he knew discussion of all the factories and roads 

Nkrumah had built, and his Volta Dam project didn't explain properly his society either. 

Just because some ex-Trotskyist (Michel "Pablo" Raptis) was advising Ben Bella on his 

economic planning in Algeria, James asserts, didn't explain properly the character of that 

regime as well. 

Attempting to offer a perspective desiring not to get lost as a witness to a society 

based on a few days or months, C.L.R. James's "Cuba Report" insists he will not 

emphasize how many roads they have built or how many children have been sent to 

school. Further, James contends, the great number of professional people they are 

training, the doctors, engineers, and economists, are in fact a liability; not the much 

90 C.L.R. James. "Cuba Report" March 1968. Unpublished Transcript. Martin Glaberman Collection, 
Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 
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promoted advance they suggest. These can only create a bureaucracy who will imagine 

themselves at best as society's guardians.91 

After examining the historical legacies of Jose Marti, Maximo Gomez, and 

Antonio Maceo and the anticolonial struggle of 1898, and Fidel Castro's initial defeat 

at the Moncada Garrison in 1953 after which he gave his famous speech, "History Will 

Absolve Me," while on trial; James explains Castro's call for a greater democracy and 

justice for the peasantry captured the spirit of national purpose making inevitable his 

success in 1959.92 But unlike in the Russian Revolution where the appearance of Soviets 

(workers committees) preceded Bolshevik seizure of state power, and unlike the great 

Putney Debates in Cromwell's Puritan Revolution about the validity of a standing army; 

the Cuban Revolution for James, if not a mere coup, did not follow mass direct action 

initiating a challenge to bureaucratic conceptions. Without overstating the forces on the 

ground in Cuba fighting for a libertarian revolution in 1959, one could get the mistaken 

idea from James' analysis such were not present at all. 

"Is it a one party state? Is Castro's party the one party and other parties 

prohibited, prevented or sat upon in the same way as we have seen in Eastern Europe and 

which the world today is beginning to understand is the surest way to tyranny of the 

worst kind?" C.L.R. James suggests rather Fidel Castro's Cuba is faced with the 

challenge of initiating a democratic revolution after seizing state power with an army.93 

91 Ibid, 1-2. 

92 Ibid, 3-11 

93 C.L.R. James. "First Symposium on Cultural Congress in Havana." London, April 5, 1968. 14. 
CAM 5/6/4. Caribbean Artist Movement Papers, George Padmore Institute, London, UK. 
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The necessary socialist content, he asserts, only became clear to Castro after the Bay of 

Pigs invasion. 

C.L.R. James inspired by the writings of Lenin, who he insists 

"absolutely refused to be a dictator," that coercion applied to the middle strata of the 

peasantry does great harm. Facilitators of socialism need to avoid bossing this class and 

must become masterful communicators in their cultural idioms winning them to their 

side. James argues Castro's revolution has not only put an end to sharecropping and 

granted the peasantry ownership of the land but allows small family owned businesses 

not to be nationalized so long as they don't employ new wage earners. 

They have ended the practice of landlords over many houses who live by rent 

collecting, but have generously, in James view, not seized the homes of old Creole 

nobility. Castro's state capitalism, in James' eyes, has the habit of sensitive compromise 

unlike Stalin's approach. Shortly after the purging of Anibal Escalante, C.L.R. sees the 

Cuban Communist Party members he has met as, from top to bottom, superior people "in 

morality and general behavior." 

On the Isle of the Pines, Cuba is experimenting with a program educating young 

leadership to be "the new man." Seeking to stamp out consumerist and capitalist 

instincts, in exchange for financial arrangements taking care of their families' needs, the 

Cubans hope to develop skills making these youth "heroes in production" and 

internationalists like Ernest "Che" Guevara, who has just been killed in Bolivia shortly 

before our protagonist's visit.94 

C.L.R. James. Cuba Report. Unpublished Transcript. Track One, Tape Two. Martin Glaberman 
Collection. Walter Reuther Archive. Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 4-7. 
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James seems to imagine an effort at reconciliation of mental and manual labor. 

Encouragement of quality and quantity in production, participation in economic planning 

is happening, but not self-government at the point of production. However, James also 

explains in his "Cuba Report" that because the Cubans have the goal of socialism doesn't 

mean they are clear themselves how they will arrive at it. But they are attempting to 

innovate as an underdeveloped peripheral nation in the world economy which he attests is 

very difficult. 

At the Cultural Congress at Casa de Las Americas, James finds Cuba's 

conception of the role of intellectuals in the Third World and the proletariat in advanced 

nations is entirely wrong. Guests have been taken to see Cuban popular art, music, 

dance, and theatre. Yet James inquires why there are no ordinary Cuban workers and 

fanners participating in this cultural congress? He contests they should have been part of 

discussion and debate as to how to prepare this conference, not excluded and reported to 

in newspapers subsequently. James queries further. Why is there all this concern with 

shortages of food and oil in Cuba, yet the visitors are treated like royalty driven around in 

cars, put up in a hotel with a cornucopia to eat? 

James contests contra Stokely Carmichael, who has told Cubans of how the 

American white working class is racist and privileged, that in fact the white workers of 

imperialist countries do have revolutionary potential. To say they do not, he protests, is 

not Marxist, for per Karl Marx's Capital (Volume One), the proletariat is united and 

disciplined, be his payment high or low, by the very contradictions of capitalist 
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production itself. And the French workers shortly prove him right, despite being from an 

imperial nation, in their rebellion of 1968.95 

James has some interesting anecdotes to share about what has become a perennial 

debate: the extent to which the Cuban Revolution has eradicated racism. James after a 

few weeks shares what he observed about where that struggle has developed after nine 

years of the Cuban Revolution. To great laughter he says "Number one, the African 

influence, the African religion, the African art, have an enormous influence on Cuba and 

are still powerful to the present day. You know that is not so in Barbados."96 

Second, James did not see many dark skin people around the hotels in Havana 

where they stayed but saw a disproportionate amount at a public demonstration 

celebrating independence. While there weren't many Black people among the teaching 

fraternity and professional intellectual classes there seemed to be fairly represented in 

every other profession. "But elsewhere they couldn't move a yard without the support of 

Black people. If Black people were dissatisfied the thing would fall apart especially 

around Havana."97 

Now James observes in the Cuban newspapers that Black people are doing well in 

track and field, tennis and other sports. He inquires to Cubans of fairer skin what they 

think is the meaning of these disproportionate achievements in contrast to their 

comparative absence in government and educational jobs? He is impressed that their 

95 Ibid, 12 

96 C.L.R. James. "First Symposium on Cultural Congress in Havana." London, April 5, 1968. 31. 
CAM 5/6/4. Caribbean Artist Movement Papers, George Padmore Institute, London, UK. 

97 Ibid, 31-32. 
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responses "didn't fool around." Appearing sincere, those whom he was in dialogue with 

made clear they felt there was no problem that could not be overcome. 

His counterparts weren't anxious when faced with the proposition that Blacks 

appeared to achieve so much in sports and not in some other sectors of Cuban society. 

James recalled their reply, but was perhaps partially embellishing his presentation with 

his own style. Blacks had lived "a hard life." They disproportionately had come from the 

peasantry and ex-slave populations. If Blacks were given the same educational 

opportunities, they would be represented more in the upper echelons of Cuban society. 

James said "in America," in contrast, "they fool around and pretend" the problem 

"doesn't exist." "But the people I spoke to in Cuba, some intellectual, were very firm 

about it and that is something rather unusual." 98 

In another discussion on race and public housing, James explains the Cuban state 

has resettled many Black slum dwellers into brand new apartments. In a year or two 

these apartments are "in a tremendous mess." James suggests to his audience you may 

have heard a similar story before from other societies in response to this perennial social 

dilemma. 

"You see you can't do anything for them, you give them the house and look at 

what they do to it. [my emphasis]." James suggests this is often what is heard. But the 

Cubans "didn't tell you that. They said what is to be done." "Facing the problem 

squarely" the Cubans mixed classes and folks with different living experiences in the new 

development without preaching to anyone. The Cubans were aware that Black people 

Ibid, 32. 

165 



"were not what they should be" and they still haven't been "able to get it quite right up to 

now, but.. .have it in mind."99 

C.L.R. James attests he has never heard any middle class people or intellectuals, 

especially from the Caribbean, speak about poor people in that fashion. "They have a lot 

of problems to get fixed, they will still have problems, that is understood by everybody." 

But the Cuban leadership is seeing "with clear eyes" "and that to me is so profoundly 

important." 

C.L.R. James has been treated with great respect in Cuba. The regime's 

publishing house even came out with a Spanish language edition of his The Black 

Jacobins, encouraging the widespread reading in the Caribbean of his classic on the 

Haitian Revolution for the first time. But James explains, for those who would listen, 

there has been a misunderstanding if he is to report back to Europe and America of the 

great achievements Cuba represents. The Cubans misunderstand his own historical and 

cultural achievements in these metropolitan centers, and what that says about the 

potential of the working class in imperial nations. 

Highlighting E.P. Thompson's famous quote of 1967 that James has been among 

the most far sighted revolutionary critics of the morass that Marxist political thought has 

fallen during the twentieth century, our protagonist does not mean to arrogantly blow his 

own horn. Rather, James tells the Cubans that they falsely imagine he is merely a 

cultured man of the Third World. In fact his ideas, James attests, have received a 

tremendous response in the centers of empire, not merely among people of color. 

In a discussion with Armando Hart about the Cuban Communist Party, James is 

confronted with the matter that it is wrong for visitors from imperialist nations to 

99 Ibid, 32-33. 
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question whether Cuba is democratic. James hears protests that the question of 

democracy has not been solved world wide, thus it is not fair to place that burden on 

Cuba alone. Cuba's concept of mass democracy can be imagined as not unlike that of the 

Ancient Athenian assemblies with Fidel as orator and legislator. What is to be done about 

fuel shortages, how to fight bureaucracy in the political party or trade union, even what 

theme they should distinguish the year with, and by that set productive goals; those 

conversations, in a certain respect, are started by Fidel's charismatic lectures to the 

masses. Similar to Pericles' Funeral Oration, Castro suggests there is self-reliance in the 

national character of Cuba, even if the avenues where all citizens may express it are 

overstated. 

Andrew Salkey, Jamaican creative writer based in London, who traveled with 

C.L.R. James to Cuba, criticized Cuba's treatment of homosexuals and the large number 

of political prisoners in that society. 10° He views Fidel's "tribune style" as no different 

than Eric Williams' style of mass rallies in Trinidad. From his perspective, in both cases 

it is an illusion that ordinary people directly govern. 101 This might inform C.L.R. James' 

quip to John La Rose, another native of Trinidad based in London who also traveled with 

James, that their sojourn is something of a "homecoming." Yet James on the surface is 

not so critical of Castro's model of mass meetings but is largely taken in by them. 

Evaluating Castro as among the greatest orators of all time, James does not make clear 

the merit of this accomplishment for national liberation. 

Andrew Salkey. Havana Journal. London: Penguin, 1971. 135-137. 

" Ibid, 72-74. 
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C.L.R. James, in discussions with philosophy students at the university, witnesses 

Cuban's have propaganda rooted in Marxism but have no contemporary tradition of 

studying philosophy as a discipline. Many who perhaps once taught these subjects left 

the country after Castro's revolution. James capacity to discuss Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, 

and Locke impress the young students who confide in him at their dissatisfaction with 

their education.102 

At the grassroots James sees an over reliance on Fidel Castro as progressive 

guardian. Arguing with students about the journal Pensamiento Critical, confirming that 

its content and purpose is approved by the central committee of the Cuban Communist 

Party, James quarrels with them about the nature of freedom. The students believe that 

the perspectives in the journal, its editorial freedom, are revolutionary but strictly within 

the same project and terms of the Cuban state. The students insist Fidel wants them to 

have freedom. C.L.R. contests "The thing that I must say, I deeply regret is Fidel's 

insistence on telling the people, over and over again, that the democratic freedom 
of the vacillating Cubans will not be taken away from them. This insistence of 
constantly reassuring these people and the vast majority of the others of their 
democratic rights is unnecessary and, I would think symptomatic of the 
Revolution's uncertainty about its own position of strength in the people's 
estimation of the Government.103 

Here C.L.R. James shows awareness that a statesman who postures like Pericles 

may be obscuring limitations on freedom that citizens and subjects below experience. 

When one Cuban student contested Fidel hasn't spoken of this particular matter since 

C.L.R. James. Cuba Report. Unpublished Transcript. Track Two, Tape Two. 9. 

Andrew Salkey, Havana Journal, 58. 
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1966, C.L.R. says "I didn't say the point is still being stressed. That it should have been 

stressed any at all is something I regret a great deal."104 

However, at the Cultural Congress, a state sponsored event, C.L.R. James' 

presents a paper that suggests a different critical maneuver. Now, Castro's personality 

becomes legislator of the Caribbean general will through James' optics. Still he suggests 

intellectuals as embodiment of culture is a mistake only less grave than to make it 

fundamental. 

"The world ushered in by Christopher Columbus and Martin Luther no longer 

exists. Lenin, Gandhi, Nehru, Mao Tse Tung, Nkrumah, and Fidel Castro have shattered 

its foundations." The Caribbean, that has produced many of the delegates at this 

congress, has produced historical actors who played "a highly significant role in the 

destruction" of imperial control of one area, Africa. 

"The history of Western civilization cannot be written without "Bellay, 

Dumas.. .Leconte de Lisle, Jose de Heredia, St. John Perse, Aime Cesaire, and the present 

group of West Indian novelists [including] Alejo Carpentier and Wilson Harris, and the 

American revolutionary leader Stokely Carmichael, who was born in Trinidad." The 

colonial situation, slavery and underdevelopment, in the Caribbean has produced "using 

highly developed modern languages" a great number of formidable intellectuals and 

political thinkers culminating in the Cuban Revolution and "the work and personality of 

Fidel Castro." 

The Cuban Revolution should remind Caribbean and Third World intellectuals 

that their contributions abroad, or on the broader world stage, have not come to an end. 

But they must now be secondary to finding the substance of self-government in their own 

104 Ibid, 59. 
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homelands and populations. That everyday people in Cuba were not thought of as 

"intellectuals" who must take a central role in such a cultural congress, where they are in 

fact absent, is a grave mistake. For the origins of regional intellectual development, 

James contests, lies with them. All historical achievement literally grows out of their 

peculiar advanced insights and abilities. Ordinary people should not be thought of as 

symbols of socialism or democracy but as the direct source of all intellectual and political 

capacity. Thus James says the function of such a Cultural Congress in a revolutionary 

society is to "prepare the way for the abolition of intellectuals" above society "as an 

embodiment of culture."105 Perhaps, C.L.R. James couldn't make his point as explicit as 

he wished at the Cuban Cultural Congress. In an address to the Caribbean Unity 

Conference in Washington, D.C. a few years later he retold the tale to Black Power 

activists: 

I complained bitterly. I said this is a socialist society. We are having a 
body of intellectuals talking about culture. YOU HAVE NOT INVITED 
HERE THE SOCIALIST WORKERS OF CUBA TO TAKE PART. 
[James' emphasis].106 

In reply, Lajpat Rai, the famous delegate of India present at this Cuban Cultural 

Congress, looked doubtful. Recalling critically the memory of his two countrymen, 

Nehru and Gandhi, Rai asked: "could it really be true that the Third World intellectuals 

and statesmen really shattered the foundations of the imperialist world?" James told Rai 

it was necessary to "overstate his case," to proclaim "a warning to the dying enemy," in 

105 Ibid, 115-116 

106 C.L.R. James. "The Revolutionary..." In The Commonwealth Caribbean Into the 1970s. A.W. 
Singham ed. Montreal: McGill, 1975. 184. 
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he hope that his declarations may shape his audience's mind toward the immediate future 

where such may emerge true. 

It was very difficult for C.L.R. James to project serious and consistent public 

criticisms of Cuba. For as his appendix to The Black Jacobins "From Toussaint 

L'Ouverture to Fidel Castro" suggested, he hoped that Cuba would be a model of 

national purpose for Caribbean peoples in the present and future. Under attack by the 

forces of empire, James felt it was his duty to give Cuba critical support, and at times to 

even mute his public criticism. 

From Congo to Angola, Cuba's material and military aid to African and 

Caribbean nations, was crucial. James would have been aware of Cuban assistance, at 

times in underground fashion, to heroic individuals including Robert Williams, Raffique 

Shah, Walter Rodney and Assata Shakur. C.L.R. James, at his best, never placed the 

symbolic or practical value of an aspiring socialist or postcolonial regime in the 

international arena above the reality of whether the everyday people of that nation 

directly governed. There is a slight indication that James in his last years was not pleased 

with Cuba's influence on the Grenada Revolution in that very regard. 

How wrong C.L.R. James was in his varying tactical estimates of Cuba it is 

difficult to say. Yet it must not be forgotten that his "From Toussaint L'Ouverture to 

Fidel Castro" was also a reminder that not only the promise but also the historical 

obstacles to pursuit of direct Caribbean self-government had also reappeared over the 

centuries. Despite the Cuban state publishing C.L.R. James The Black Jacobins in 

Spanish, the coupling of Toussaint with Castro could be read not merely as a panoramic 

celebration but a warning hiding in plain sight. 

107 Andrew Salkey, Havana Journal, 117. 
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While C.L.R. James' critical commentary on the repression of direct democratic 

expressions within the Haitian Revolution was at first ambiguous in The Black Jacobins, 

in the second edition a sharper critique could be found in the footnotes. Perhaps on the 

lower frequencies, James' criticism of Castro's Cuba also was heard, if not stated more 

boldly as necessary. 
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CHAPTER 5 

C.L.R. James' Caribbean Politics and Revolutionary History: 

From Trinidad to Haiti 

This chapter will examine C.L.R. James' vistas of national liberation for the 

Caribbean by engaging his sojourns in party politics and the writing of revolutionary 

history. Whether supporting or opposing Eric Williams' Peoples National Movement in 

Trinidad, popularizing the idea of Caribbean Federation, or writing and considering how 

he might re-write The Black Jacobins, his classic account of Toussaint L'Ouverturre and 

the Haitian Revolution; James exhibits tensions and dilemmas consistent with how he 

imagines the potential of direct democracy and workers self-management. 

Enchanting popular self-activity and suggesting ordinary people are the basis of 

national liberation in the Caribbean, he also defends state plans for development under 

certain terms, and representative personalities of middle class elites who in various manners 

have entered the rules of the emerging postcolonial hierarchy. James recognizes everyday 

people's independent power and encourages its self-organization, their right to judge aspiring 

rulers and recall them. They no longer accept the terms of labor synonymous with a colonial 

or plantation regime. Yet there is a tension between this and his defense of aspiring 

legislators of the Caribbean general will as provisionally the embodiment of national 

liberation. C.L.R. James can be viewed as writing on both sides of the Caribbean national 

liberation struggle: justifying the containment of mass revolt by the national bourgeoisie and 

underscoring the terms of its legitimate direct democratic expression. 

C.L.R. James' Party Politics in Trinidad and Caribbean Federation 

From 1958 to 1962, C.L.R. James returned to Trinidad after twenty six years 

abroad to become editor of The Nation, the organ of Eric Williams' People's National 
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Movement (PNM), and secretary of the West Indian Federal Labour Party, the most 

prominent advocate of Caribbean federation in this historical period. His relationship 

with Williams collapsed under controversy and the Pan-Caribbean project with barely a 

whimper. Later in 1965-1966, in the only electoral campaign of his political career, 

James would challenge Eric Williams with the hastily organized Workers and Farmers' 

Party (WFP), as party secretary and editor of the newspaper We The People. The 

campaign failed to earn one seat in parliament. 

C.L.R. James is remembered by many as anticipating the type of vision that 

would be hallmarks of the postcolonial Caribbean rebellions in the Black Power period. 

Yet, he is also recalled, even by friends, as acting at times arrogantly and tactlessly, and 

having muddled political allegiances in Caribbean politics. At times James appeared to 

make a mockery of some of his most cherished political ideals obstructing building 

stronger alliances for the future. This chapter seeks to re-examine C.L.R. James' 

Caribbean politics by reconstructing the context of James' expressions of allegiance 

toward both the national bourgeoisie and seemingly a direct democracy of the working 

classes. But equally, his aspiration to legislate the Caribbean general will as a 

disinterested public citizen. James constructed himself as the embodiment of "the good 

life," with a pretense to total mastery of life in political and philosophical terms. As he 

strived to tutor the population, his private life was often fragile and on the brink of 

disaster. 

C.L.R. James as Rousseauian Legislator 

The two souls of C.L.R. James' Caribbean party politics reflect in many aspects 

the influence of the life and work of Jean Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau denounced 
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representative government as a farce. Yet at other times, he advised ruling classes how to 

capture a sense of national purpose by manipulating the masses through popular cultural 

activities. He shares with James an impulse to tutor the public toward proper citizenship, 

through the authoritative voice of the author. Rousseau, like James, at times waxed 

philosophic about what is the good life, as his health and personal life were in reality less 

than satisfactory. 

The British and American Background 

George Lamming has documented how C.L.R. James' life was in disarray when 

they first met in London in 1954 on Charing Cross Road in London.' After arriving back 

in Britain from the debacle of being jailed at Ellis Island and voluntarily leaving in 1953 

for passport violations during the politically repressive period of American McCarthyism, 

James seemed disoriented, in bad health, with the symptoms of Parkinson's disease 

(shaking hands).2 He would have been separated from, and concerned about his young 

son Nobby (C.L.R. James Jr.) by his second wife Constance Webb, for whom he wrote 

children's stories regularly.3 

James was also preoccupied with the future of the Correspondence group, his 

small revolutionary organization in the United States. After a split with Raya 

Dunayevskaya, who formed the News & Letters group, he was attempting, with Grace 

Lee Boggs, and his third wife Selma in London meetings at their home, to craft the 

1 David Scott. "The Sovereignty of the Imagination: An Interview With George Lamming." Small Axe. 
12 (September 2002) 134-135. 

2 To say James "voluntarily" left and was not deported is legally correct. This should not suggest however 
that him leaving was without coercion or his desire. 

C.L.R. James. The Nobbie Stories for Children and Adults. Constance Webb ed. Lincoln, Nebraska: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2006. 
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definitive popular narrative on American Civilization. This document, it was hoped, 

would place the fractured Correspondence group again on sound footing.4 

Soon the Hungarian Revolt of 1956 would buoy his long faith in direct 

democracy. An interpretation of this foundational event, condemning state power in 

absolute terms in contrast to direct democracy, plus part of their new formulations on 

American Civilization, and new perspectives on revolutionary organization and the 

meaning of the most current anti-colonial revolts, would be cobbled together as the small 

but influential book Facing Reality.5 Notably for this discussion, Facing Reality rejected 

the need for a vanguard party among metropolitan working classes, but suggested a 

"mass party" educating people in politics was appropriate still for peripheral nations. 

This would be developed further in James' sojourns into Caribbean politics. 

Eric Williams and the Origins of Every Cook Can Govern 

The years 1955-1956 were the height of what could be termed Eric Williams' 

"activist" years in Trinidad. Williams. At the apex of his reputation for addressing mass 

assemblies, in the park near parliament in Port of Spain, dubbed the University of 

Woodford Square, and public forums under the auspices of the Teachers Educational and 

Cultural Association, an alternative teacher's union, he was dialoguing with ordinary 

people in a peculiar fashion. 

Asking about everyday people's families, workplaces, and neighborhoods, Eric 

Williams was using the method of Marx's "workers' inquiry" as he would have learned 

or been familiar from the style of engagement of C.L.R. James. In his famous public 

4 C.L.R. James. (1956) With Selma James. "American Civilization Revisited" Unpublished Manuscript. 
Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 

5 C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 
1974. 
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debate with the Catholic priest Dom Basil Matthews, where he thundered "massa day 

done," he also waxed philosophic about the relevance of the classical Greek city state 

toward Caribbean self-government. Williams, never someone who regularly emphasized 

themes about Ancient Athens, was exchanging ideas with James, who was in 1955 

writing a draft article for the journal Correspondence. Every Cook Can Govern, this 

1956 essay would later become a pamphlet about direct democracy in Ancient Athens 

and its contemporary meaning.6 

George Padmore to Ghana, C.L.R. James to Trinidad 

Eric Williams came to London to consult with James, George Padmore, and 

Arthur Lewis in 1956 about the platform of the PNM.7 At this juncture, George Padmore 

was planning to move to Ghana to be Kwame Nkurmah's chief of staff for Pan-African 

affairs. With Padmore sojourning to Nkrumah's Ghana, the plan was hatched for James 

to play a prominent role in Caribbean federation, the provisional capital of the region 

being in Trinidad, and editor of the reorganized PNM newspaper, The Nation} 

James viewed this opportunity as a gift for a wayward soul to come out of the 

underground political wilderness, an opportunity to return home with a certain status. 

However, it would be a disciplined and invented identity. Many would feel it was not 

restricted or appropriate enough. C.L.R. James first appeared not as a revolutionary 

socialist, though there would be rumors about his past, but as a public citizen advising 

6 C.L.R. James. (1956) Every Cook Can Govern. Detroit: Bewick, 1992; Lincoln H. Douglass. "The 
Pedagogy of the Public Square: The Story of Eric Williams Adult Education Movement." Ed.D. 
Dissertation, Northern Illinois University, 2000. This is an outstanding source of oral histories which recall 
the experience of Eric William's audience in his most activist period and his manner of engaging the 
Trinidad public. 

7 C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 99. 

David Scott, "Sovereignty of the Imagination: An Interview with George Lamming," 139. 
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"The Doctor" and the national community as a noted author. James would fall back on 

that identity periodically reminding his counterparts of his publishing agenda and his 

responsibilities to his organization abroad.9 

In the local press this native son would be heralded as a remarkable expert, on of 

all things, Herman Melville. James' Mariners, Renegades, and Castaways must be seen 

as his first attempt to construct an image of himself as public citizen who would tutor a 

nation about democracy, in this case in the USA under McCarthyism. Conveniently, for 

this new project of party politics in Trinidad, James in the Melville book had established 

ambiguously his "anti-communist" credentials. He had been a revolutionary socialist all 

along but of a peculiar libertarian type. US immigration authorities, similar to 

Trinidadian intellectual life, could barely process the relevant distinctions between 

Stalinism, Trotskyism, workers self-management, and direct democracy. 

The Nation As Cultural Front 

As editor of The Nation, with the assistance of his wife Selma, and Walter 

Annamuthodo, C.L.R. James built a public reputation promoting a type of cultural front 

for Eric Williams' PNM. Whether promoting Caribbean federation, campaigning for a 

black captain of the West Indian Cricket team (Frank Worrell), discussing Pan-African 

personalities (Kwame Nkrumah and George Padmore), the relevance of the rhetoric of 

Lincoln, Pericles, and Edmund Burke for national purpose, or taking up the Chaguaramas 

military base dispute with the United States; C.L.R. James facilitated what many viewed 

as a lively newspaper that also gave prominent place for exposition and defense of Eric 

C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 69. 
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Williams' perspectives on governance. Yet James' argument about carnival as 

aesthetic of mass democratic expression revealed more than any other a dual character to 

this propaganda project. 

C.L.R. James argues entertainment, sports, and art appreciation are often seen as 

the realm of leisure divorced from ordinary people's labor. In fact this realm of national 

life often masks the repressed striving of everyday people for an integrated humanism 

denied by the authoritarian political economy of capitalist society. 

Now when we look at Carnival we have the extraordinary spectacle of.. .the 
practice of arts from one degree or another, being carried out by... all sections of 
the population, without any inculcation from above, without any educational 
instruction, without any encouragement and stimulus by philosophically 
minded.. .persons who are interested in the arts as such.11 

Carnival for C.L.R. James is evidence of the capacity of the masses for 

self-emancipation without the need of a tutorial by professional intellectuals. 

Hundreds of people get together in order to organize a display of a certain kind, 
put themselves under a leader, make all necessary preparations, make their 
displays for two days and then after a period settle down to do it again. The thing 
to note is it is self-organisation.. .Deprived of carrying on normal social and 
political activity they build something of their own.12 

Contesting that it is not an accident that the flowering of carnival has emerged 

simultaneously with the expansion of democracy and nationalism in Trinidad, James 

inquires in contrast to discouragement by middle class elites of official society, who 

attack the culture of Carnival as the activity of vulgar and lazy masses, what if the 

government sponsored and organized the spirit represented by the event? C.L.R. James 

10 C.L.R. James. "Abraham Lincoln." The Nation. February 7 1959. 2; "Looking Back at the Crisis." The 
Nation. August 7,1959. 1; C.L.R. James. "Notes on the Life of George Padmore." The Nation. 
December 4, 1959. 8; C.L.R. James. "Without Any Malice Whatsoever: Chaguaramas, Some Facts." The 
Nation. April 30,1960. 

11 C.L.R. James. (1959) "Carnival." In The C.L.R. James Reader. Anna Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1992. 286. 

12 Ibid, 287. 
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notes however that self-organization by ordinary people invariably means they 

voluntarily agree to delegate some authority toward leadership. 

Here James can be read as encouraging the PNM to more skillfully facilitate the 

independent self-organization of the Trinidad masses and "transfer" it "toward another 

object." But not making clear what that object should be (he suggests it must be 

"investigated"), James carelessly opens the door to government and corporate 

sponsorship and thus co-optation of the self-managing spirit of Carnival.13 Earl 

Lovelace, otherwise having views compatible with James' direct democratic 

perspectives, in the poetics in his novel The Dragon Can't Dance, cannot be reconciled 

with commentary on Carnival which suggested government or corporate sponsorship of 

popular culture. What are the origins of these dual instincts in C.L.R. James' political 

thought? 

This tension is consistent with how James views the virtues of Ancient Athens. 

The direct democratic city-state, where citizenship however enlarged in conception and 

limited in reality is expressed in popular assemblies, had a thriving popular theatre. 

James saw the popular character of the arts in Ancient Athens as corollary to the structure 

of government recognizing the masses wisdom. If not to make government policy or the 

arts themselves, they could stand in judgment of both aesthetics and politics. It is in the 

population's aesthetic judgment, independent of professional critics, which suggests their 

self-governing capacity. But C.L.R. James then asks simultaneously can the Trinidad 

state constructively recognize that potential for its own ends? 

13 Ibid, 286-288. 
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C.L.R. James' Personality and Party Politics 

"Without Malice," a regular column in The Nation by C.L.R. James, often spoke 

of prominent citizens and their families as having led exemplary lives. Speaking of the 

tradition of wisdom by old school masters and pan boilers, this was meant to convey a 

sense of national character and purpose to his readership.14 

However, well partially reminiscing about his own family, and anticipating the 

poetics of Beyond A Boundary, James could come off as if he had profound 

contemporary insight into Trinidad society in his very soul as he promoted his own 

personality above society. This could come off as an excessive indulgence.15 James 

could appear as bragging that while Trinidad did not know of his own importance, he 

knew instinctively the national pulse of the moment. George Lamming has reflected that 

having been away for over two decades James could come off at times as crass. But 

following at least partially J.J. Rousseau, as a constructed author and public citizen, 

James took this tack. He would subsequently carry over this methodology to the WFP 

campaign. 

Behind the scenes, Nicholas Simonette recalls, James is not merely editing The 

Nation but tutoring Eric Williams, offering political perspectives for the PNM. 

Simonette was astonished. For this was the only time he ever saw "The Doctor" taking 

extensive notes as someone advised this otherwise omnipotent intellectual personality. 

The most explicit manifestation of this mentoring in PNM party policy is found in 

"Perspectives for Our Party," an Eric Williams' address to the PNM's third annual 

14 Nicholas Simonette. Conference Presentation. Panel on "C.L.R. James, Political Journalism, and The 
Nation" C.L.R. James at 100: Global Capitalism, Culture and World Revolution. September 2001. CD 
recording. 

15 "Trinidad Families: The James Family." The Nation. June 17, 1960. 7; June 24, 1960. 8. 
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convention of October 17 1958. Simonette recalls hearing the presentation, and 

Williams' note taking, and concluded the address was James' ideas "without a single 

change."16 

For the first time, it is suggested in public by Williams, that as leader of 

government business, he would be suited by a party secretary and newspaper that took 

responsibility for ideological development of the party rank and file in philosophical and 

cultural terms. Simonette recalls at this convention Eric Williams, alluding to C.L.R. 

James at the convention, expressed they had someone in their midst who was suited to 

that task. Using his personal authority Williams informally forged consensus that James 

should function in the highest ranks of the party though for many years having lived 

abroad. 17 

C.L.R. James, as Eric Williams left flank, functioned to add a radical luster to 

what was always Williams' centrist leadership. In 1960 James' "A Convention 

Appraisal" illustrated this relationship best in a constructed reminiscence of their early 

days together in Britain. James recalls the unique character of Williams as a peculiar 

academic. Together in public debate they thrashed social democrats like G.D.H. Cole 

while strangely, as James tells it, they thought arguing with conservatives was a waste of 

time.18 

Williams also benefited, suggested James, from contact at Howard University 

with the African American intellectual heritage. Yet when James insists Williams, who 

16 Nicholas Simonette. Conference Presentation. Panel on "C.L.R. James, Political Journalism, and The 
Nation." C.L.R. James at 100: Global Capitalism, Culture and World Revolution. September 2001. CD 
recording. 

17 Ibid. 

18 C.L.R. James (1960) "A Convention Appraisal." In Eric E. Williams Speaks. Selwyn Cudjoe ed. 
Amherst, MA: Calaloux, 1993. 335. 
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had worked for the Caribbean Commission, knows "the Colonial Office and the State 

Department" "from the inside," he may obscure an important matter in this protean 

evaluation. Seemingly appraised by James as a worthy opponent against those who 

would obstruct independence, Williams in fact was previously an employee of the State 

Department in Washington, and the Foreign Office in Britain.19 

To embellish Eric Williams' character in this appraisal, despite having a reputation 

as a dismissive autocratic personality, James portrays a legislative personality who listens 

to ordinary people's grievances and proposals. This mystifies another crucial 

consideration. Williams, like James, often used the method of consulting with ordinary 

people on his political thought and policy proposals to enchant his own goals as the logical 

outcome of their desires. A legitimate desire to legislate the popular will, from another 

vantage it could veil that people often didn't know exactly what they wanted, and their 

loyalties could be captured convincingly in a populist fashion by the rhetoric of politicians 

radical or conservative. 

C.L.R. James asked Eric Williams' close lieutenants, such as Andrew Carr, J. 

Hamilton Maurice, and W.J. Alexander, to write something for the party press. The 

precedent of everyone hanging on Williams' every word was not enhancing the democracy 

of party life. James was attempting to function unofficially as party secretary, making 

statements such as these directly to Williams and among mixed company to the PNM's 

inner circle. Such an endeavor had a generous side, as James was offering to promote the 

writings of thinkers far to his right, as part of a panorama of the march toward national 

liberation. But C.L.R. James was not viewed favorably by PNM insiders as enhancing 

19 Ibid, 339; See Eric Williams and E. Franklin Frazier eds. The Economic Future of the Caribbean. 
Introduction by Tony Martin. Dover, MA: The Majority Press, 2004. Martin's Introduction makes this 
relationship more transparent. 
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party life but as striving to grab political power. Also coming after his personal 

investigation into party life on behalf of Williams, James was suggesting in fact the inner 

circle had been doing nothing. 

The PNM executive council would not allow itself to be run like the 

Correspondence group, where James as "first layer" trains and reproduces legislators and 

community organizers. At least this was insulting to suggest for the most entrenched 

conservative and middle class layers who did not view the party beyond electoral politics. 

But another layer of the party bureaucracy as represented by Nicholas Simonette did see 

merit in the strategic outlook C.L.R. James offered. Simonette witnessed James tutor and 

animate many local party organizers in the art of using a newspaper in mobilizing the 

population.20 

Nicholas Simonette as Jamesian "Nationalizes the Masses" 

Nicholas Simonette as PNM organizer in San Fernando, later party secretary, 

viewed C.L.R. James' direct democratic politics as reconcilable with a party he viewed at 

first as a radical nationalist force, only to be disappointed in hindsight with what was in 

practice the limitations of its conservative middle class base.21 Simonette, inspired by a 

Jamesian vision, similar to that of Rousseau's advice to the ruler of Poland to 

"nationalize the masses," facilitated what he believes were important achievements on 

behalf of the party in postcolonial state power. 

Nicholas Simonette, Conference Presentation 2001, CD recording 

21 Simonette ironically became party secretary of the PNM at the same time of CLR James' Workers and 
Farmers Party campaign in 1965-66. We must keep this in mind in assessing Simonette's achievements 
during that period. 
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First, he organized the professionalizing of steel band culture, into a touring group 

inspired by the example of the London Philharmonic. Second, he created a Creole market 

where the urban PNM middle classes could hob knob with rural farmers, as they were 

guaranteed beforehand the purchase of their produce. Third, Simonette promoted support 

by the PNM for laws defending protectionist trade policies giving preferential treatment 

to local vendors in Trinidad.22 Important programmatic initiatives for a middle class 

party with a populist disposition these did not elevate in any way the rank and file's direct 

responsibility for governance. 

Simonette was also instrumental in organizing the publication of C.L.R. James' 

lectures at the Trinidad Public library which became Modern Politics. James invoked 

Aristotle to inquire "what is the good life?" Good governance distinguished by the 

flourishing of mass creativity among ordinary people was impossible where a state power 

did not explicitly sponsor it. "That today was impossible, [my italics]" This message, 

properly speaking for practice, cannot easily be reconciled with condemnation of 

representative government in James' interpretation of Rousseau in these same speeches.23 

Simonette also encouraged James to write Party Politics in the West Indies (1962) 

in the form it finally took. On the surface it appeared to be edited poorly. Aspects of 

James direct democratic politics, and new historical and cultural narratives, were weaved 

in, seemingly unevenly, with previously private letters and memos to Eric Williams. 

C.L.R. James would reveal an insurgent political method he would use again as an 

aspiring public citizen at the expense of Kwame Nkrumah. James' private letters or 

Nicholas Simonette. Interview with Author. Summer 2004. 

C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 103. 
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political memos as social contract could function as a ticking time bomb to explode 

subsequently as an open letter to the public rupturing political relations. 

Party Politics, though it had certain direct democratic sparks, could not properly 

be read as vision from below. Rather, it was meant as a clarification of how to enhance 

representative government for the benefit of a premier in a peripheral nation imagined as 

progressive. That Williams did not embrace James' proposals, and subsequent 

assessments have suggested he was retreating from more radical commitments, should 

not obscure that reality. The direct democratic elements produced for this text were 

encouraged by Simonette, for it was desired by the supporters of C.L.R. James that he 

finally unveil to the general public the unique nature of his politics that he had been 

disciplining as a loyal supporter of Williams before his break. Though his rhetorical 

strategies could suggest otherwise, James' prescriptions for peripheral nations and the 

metropolitan working classes were not the same, 

"Politics As An Activity" 

With new essays and sketches pointing toward national purpose, there was also a 

decidedly new if unheralded narrative offered his Caribbean audience. Meant to introduce 

aspects of his political vision voluntarily disciplined and kept mute while editing The 

Nation, these were perhaps the most poetic and definitive passages James ever wrote 

describing and defining "politics as an activity" as distinct from statecraft. However, this 

new narrative was not highlighted as a thesis on direct democracy but was cobbled 

together with suggestions for what a progressive ruling class could do with a population 

they tutor toward the brink of self-government. Party Politics in the West Indies would 
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become James' definitive statement on the purpose of a mass party in postcolonial 

politics. 

Politics was an activity where everyday people placed forward programs and 

perspectives of their own. Ordinary people needed to think and act for themselves, and 

when they observed political mistakes, of their own making, they were implored to 

correct them by trying again. A major mistake, it could be interpreted, was excessive 

reliance on the national bourgeoisie. To think of politics as a mere election, as James 

made explicit, was a form of "degradation." Alluding to Williams, James argued there 

was a limit to how far you could give speeches to the population for politics was neither a 

performance in a theatre, a classroom, or lecture hall. But James was suggesting the 

masses needed political tutoring.24 

Encouraging everyday people to think and act for themselves through independent 

organizational forms for governance, James argued such suggestions are not "Atheism 

Unlimited" or "Murder Incorporated" as some critics within the PNM suggested. They 

need not "limit government," here ambiguously conceived as not state power alone but 

neither transcending it.25 Yet our protagonist knew how to denounce state power in 

fundament terms when he wished. In Facing Reality he condemns the one party state and 

welfare state. Williams and Simonette had previously read this text and been made aware 

of C.L.R. James' previous stance.26 

James proposes that a mass party's leader should function like a legislator of the 

general will and provide information to ordinary people as to how social problems are 

24 C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 126. 

25 Ibid, 125-127. 

26 C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 1974. 5. 
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solved elsewhere, setting an agenda, shaping morality in public affairs by founding and 

defining terms of a new polity. But there is a tension in all this. Simultaneously, 

political leaders must be conscious, for their own self-interest, of the need for ordinary 

people to be independently politically organized. 7 But for ordinary people to completely 

be self-managing they would have to be their own legislators. They would have to take 

the reins of national purpose away from elites in state power. 

The Type of People Who Are Legislators & With Whom James Is Associated 

One fragment of Party Politics that should not be neglected is a political letter 

from Grace Lee Boggs. She personally believed this correspondence to be rushed and 

disorganized. Yet James views it as exemplary of political thought and organization for 

any would be legislator. Discussing Hungary, China, The Puritan Revolution, automation 

in the Detroit auto industry, a book about peasants in India, and current events all in 

numbered points; Grace Lee Boggs advises James what he should include in his public 

lectures in Trinidad that became Modern Politics. James emphasizes that the letter, 

signed "G," is from a highly educated Asian American woman, who subordinates her 

professional pedigree and middle class skills to organizing political life—including his 

own.28 This letter has other functions as well. 

Underlining "the type of people" James associates with, and that he is a 

disinterested legislator, he takes on the identity of an author with a publishing schedule 

where others expect great things from him. But here, as well as elsewhere, there can be 

read a tone of a public citizen subordinating a busy life to some nonsensical 

unappreciative people. James suggests it is beneath him to want a bureaucratic position. 

27 C.L.R. James, Party Politics in the West Indies, 125-127. 

28 Ibid, 181-184. 
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But in fact he suggests, in not the most veiled fashion, that he wishes to be secretary 

general of the PNM. His internal memos advise of the type of person who should have 

such a job to ease the burden off a prime minister that has affairs of state to manage. 

That person is in fact himself, and for a time that is the actual role he has been playing. 

Eric Williams imagined at a certain point James' emphasis on popular self-

organization was a stance subtly encouraging his own overthrow or at least was a liability 

in negotiating with imperial regimes abroad. Perhaps, there were tentative instincts in 

that direction. The Cuban Revolution of 1959 suggested new possibilities for the 

region. Yet, C.L.R. James contested this emphasis on popular self-activity was intended 

as exactly the opposite. 

An anti-colonial party that encourages a new beginning and doesn't deliver 

creates expectations that go unfulfilled. When the people rise up, the aspiring 

progressive ruler is in a terrible position of having to shoot them down with the army and 

police.30 C.L.R. James thus, similar to Frantz Fanon's Wretched of the Earth, in his 

Party Politics encourages the postcolonial state not to fear mass participation. Ordinary 

people should be invited to enhance state power which they will not directly control, 

though they may independently self-mobilize. 

Party Politics also has an essay about "our middle classes." James reminds they 

are "not intellectually deficient" in their capacity for achievement. However, the national 

bourgeoisie is ripe to become an authoritarian bureaucracy for so many go into politics in 

pursuit of wealth. They are middle men to industrial and financial institutions that they 

do not own. They have no experience of properly managing them, for those opportunities 

29 "Editorial: Cuba and the West Indies." The Nation. February 12, 1960. 8. 

30 C.L.R. James, Party Politics in the West Indies, 13. 
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had been previously restricted. Similar to Fanon's vitriolic statements against the 

national bourgeoisie, where they are characterized for their stupidity and incapacity to 

govern, a careful reading of James here, suggests on what terms "our" middle classes 

should in fact be central to governance.31 

Party Politics was written to inform the public of his own unique views. Yet, 

James has no prescriptions for the working and farming people here as distinct classes. 

He recognizes attendance at mass rallies have been declining. The populace comes to 

political meetings not for discussion of abstract or historical ideas. Rather, they 

instinctively are looking to refashion their future. If they are disappointed in what they 

find expressed in party politics the workers and farmers retreat. But the discourse of the 

popular will is far from entirely their own, but shaded by populist middle class notions. 

The Nation, under his editorship, did not discuss labor revolt in Trinidad, nor 

Indo-Trinidadians in any substantial fashion. These seemed beyond James' self-

imposed boundaries in his first venture into Trinidad politics. But it was not beyond the 

reach of his Correspondence group comrades James Boggs and Kathleen Gough, who 

with Grace Lee Boggs, visited C.L.R. James in Trinidad when he worked with Eric 

Williams. Here is where can be found some insight on missing and awkward 

perspectives by C.L.R. James in this period. 

James Boggs' "I Saw A Trinidad Strike" explained to an American audience what 

strategies could be learned for their own struggles from the Trinidad oilfield workers. 

31 C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 130-139. 

32 Nicholas Simonette recalls James spoke with an Indo-Trinidadian farmer in the rural outskirts of San 
Fernando and recognized their experience was not properly being depicted in The Nation. Subsequently, he 
recalls James initiated a series called "down on the farm" which popularized the paper among the sugar 
estates in Rambert village, Pinar and Devi. Nicolas Simonette, Conference Presentation, 2001. 
See for example George Phillips. "Down on the Farm." The Nation. March 13, 1959. 8. 

190 



Despite the inconveniences of an eighteen day strike, he noted the tremendous confidence 

of the workers, how The Nation as government mouthpiece took a non-interventionist 

stand despite condemnations from the rest of Trinidad's media and the oil companies. 

Boggs emphasized some workers he met saw the government's non-interventionist stand, 

and the possibilities it opened up, as a moment of "workers self-government." Perhaps 

James imagined partially he was subtly mentoring Williams in that direction. 

Kathleen Gough, later a prominent socialist scholar of India, with Nicholas 

Simmonette's assistance as tour guide, wrote a multi-part series on Indo-Trinidadian 

village life at Granville, Cedras District.34 Suggesting the deplorable conditions of their 

life was evidence of the bankruptcy of the welfare state whether in imperial or peripheral 

countries; Gough speaks of the authoritarian character of the labor regime on the sugar 

estates which they would revolt against a few years later. Gough's other report on 

William's response to the labor revolt of the oil field workers, of which James Boggs 

writes, is more profound. 

Gough, alluding to C.L.R. James as "a well known Trinidad socialist writer" 

contrasts his break with Russian communism and advocacy of workers self-management 

with an OWTU trade union bureaucrat known to be an ex-communist but who seems to 

trail behind the workers self-activity. By chance she meets with a British public relations 

manager of an oil company who fears James' influence, but doesn't know of her 

affiliation with him. This fellow commends the compromises being made in the labor 

negotiations. Gough explains Trinidad workers are beginning to recognize there is 

33 James Boggs. "I Saw A Trinidad Strike." Correspondence. September 24 1960. 3. 

34 See Kathleen Gough. "Indians in Trinidad." Correspondence. April 8, 1961. 4; Kathleen Gough. 
"Trinidad: The Indian Sugar Workers." Correspondence. April 22, 1961. 4; Nicholas Simonette, Interview 
With Author, Summer 2004. 
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collaboration between the union and management and are starting to rebel against the 

union hierarchy. 

Kathleen Gough recognizes Eric Williams' regime embraces the symbolism of 

Nkrumah's Ghana and Nehru's India. Yet Williams is curiously silent about the Cuban 

Revolution, and has an economic policy toward multi-nationals more akin to Puerto Rico. 

Williams lecture, from Gough's chronicling, at a public rally of the oilfield workers has a 

dual character. Williams conveys he both supports labor's autonomy to strike but 

simultaneously had some concerns he wanted to share. The workers perhaps did not 

realize that by stopping production they were undercutting the financial basis for building 

roads, schools, and the offering of other social services Williams knew they desperately 

wanted. Gough penned a pregnant notion. It was not entirely clear whether Williams, 

though he professed to remain neutral, was scolding the workers for being on strike.35 

Similarly, imprecise but intriguing was whether Williams was actually carrying 

out a version of C.L.R. James' party politics which our protagonist would agree. Despite 

Eric Williams' rejection of many of James prescriptions, he was indeed clever in 

interpreting much of what James shared toward his own ends. But James vision for a 

mass party cannot be easily enchanted toward hopes self-managing labor would 

transcend what is hoped will be progressive leadership in state power. This reality must 

be faced when assessing the direct democratic elements to be found in C.L.R. James' 

Party Politics in the West Indies, James' definitive prescription for a mass party in 

postcolonial politics. 

Kathleen Gough. "Trinidad Workers, Unions, and Management." Correspondence. 
December 24,1960. 4; Kathleen Gough. "Trinidad: Workers and Government." (Part 2,3 and 4 under the 
same headline) Correspondence. January 28, 1961. 3, January 28, 1961. 4, February 11, 1961. 4. 
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Caribbean Federation 

As secretary of the West Indian Federal Labour Party (WIFLP), C.L.R. James was 

the most prominent advocate and coordinator of desires for federation of the British 

Caribbean islands and Guyana from 1958 to 1961. These efforts were never extensive or 

grounded in the grassroots. Working closely with Eric Williams' Trinidad, the 

provisional federal capital, Norman Manley's Jamaica, and Grantley Adams' Barbados, 

James was placed in a peculiar position. He had to navigate the egos of middle class 

politicians and their nation-states. As well, national chauvinisms finding every excuse 

not to forge a broader, integrated, and planned economy and striving to reject new human 

relations through an enlarged concept of citizenship founded on a region wide identity. 

C.L.R. James' public lectures to mass audiences and letter writing on these 

matters to statesmen exhibit a perennial conflicting trend for his political thought. At his 

best, C.L.R. James raised aspects of direct democracy and themes of national purpose 

while simultaneously attempting to foist these on capitalist politicians. They are merely 

concerned about winning the next election in their own country instead of exhibiting a 

desire for legislating the Caribbean general will toward a higher and more qualitative 

political unity. Attempting to overcome what he saw as petty quarrels over trade and 

immigration among the islands, and proposals among the gathering forces as to who 

would be the figure head of the federation, and how much power they should have; James 

raised some important foundational ideas that would accumulate luster as time passed. 

C.L.R. James, harnessing a theme he had developed for many years, argued the 

nation-state as a unit of politics has come to an end. Detailing many examples from 

European and African politics, he suggested the only way the Caribbean islands could be 
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economically competitive is if they federated. One concept of citizenship and a state plan 

coordinating the economy would bring together the resources of the region. By this plan 

James did not mean an obsession with nationalized property, the government 

monopolizing foreign trade, or attempting to abolish the market domestically. Neither 

did he mean industrialization by invitation to foreign firms with all sorts of back breaking 

incentives handed out by the new federated state.36 

Instead, he imagined through dialogue with firms, such as automobile companies 

in the United States and chemical companies in Germany, there could be a coordinated 

training of future managers of the economy in the interest of regional stability and 

sovereignty. But this would only be possible as a regional economy where bauxite, oil, 

agricultural, and tourist sectors were pooled. He joked a federated state could bargain for 

this type of non-aligned arrangement, not merely dependent on aid and loans, without 

commitment to major insurgency. If the imperial powers did not embrace such an idea 

more coercive and centralized "state planning" could possibly emerge through future 

revolts and the building of Communist Parties in the region.37 Globally, James asserted, 

this specter tended to provoke social democratic planning in response by multi-national 

corporations and governments of underdeveloped societies working together. Again, he 

would marshal his own peculiar "anti-communism," which could annoy progressive 

forces, while leaving reactionary forces in disbelief. 

James also grappled with the matter that within Jamaica Alexander Bustamente 

and W.A. Domingo propagandized among the masses anti-federation sentiment, playing 

36 C.L.R. James. (1959) "Federation: What Now?" In At the Rendezvous of Victory. London: Allison & 
Busby, 1984. 122-124. 

37 Ibid, 122-124. 
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to a more narrow conception of national identity. Norman Manley, seeking to be 

competitive in electoral politics, called for a referendum on federation. A small aspect of 

direct democratic politics in certain respects, but not one of its more revolutionary 

elements, Manley would not risk making his position clear on the matter in public. 

Instead of courageously attempting to legislate the masses toward more radical 

commitments, Norman Manley wished to protect his electoral aspirations against the 

1 • - - 39 

parliamentary opposition. 

Cheddi Jagan was rightfully resentful that the Caribbean island governments did 

not defend his nation in Guyana's repressed struggle with the British Empire. He neither 

wanted to advocate Caribbean federation. After the Jamaican referendum failed to 

produce popular support for federation in Jamaica, Eric Williams in Trinidad began to 

waver and gave up on the idea. 

James attempted to rally sentiment two more times. He offered his services to 

Grantley Adams' electoral campaign in Barbados. He proposes the publication of a book 

there which would situate Barbados as part of the pageant of a broader Caribbean nation 

yoking together the history of democratic struggles against colonialism while 

highlighting its economic potential for development. James was trying to encourage 

Adams to be in the forefront of a transitional federation with the smaller islands of the 

region after Jamaica and Trinidad withdrew.40 Finally, C.L.R. James in 1962 published 

38 C.L.R. James. "Without Malice." The Nation. October 2,1959. 1; "Domingo's Folly." The Nation. 
October 23, 1959. 7. 

39 C.L.R. James. Letter to Carl La Corbiniere. October 23, 1961. C.L.R. James Collection. 
UWI St. Augustine, Trinidad. 

40 C.L.R. James. Letter to Grantley Adams. April 3 1961. C.L.R. James Collection. 
UWI, St. Augustine, Trinidad. 
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letters from Kwame Nkrumah, originally privately addressed to Caribbean statesmen, 

marshaling Pan-African sentiment to encourage federation.41 

However, C.L.R. James in popular education for federation was at his most direct 

democratic when he suggested each element of the potential federation should host 

constituent assemblies. A constitutional basis for the federation, it was imagined, could 

be debated there. Drafts of the constitution could be rejected by ordinary people if they 

were unsatisfied, encouraging those framing them to make the vision more precise.42 On 

the surface this could appear that James was seeking populist mechanisms to build 

support for quarreling middle class politicians. In affect such assemblies, as Lenin did in 

Russia, were to be called into being and could be dissolved from above society 

Yet, with some tactical ingenuity, C.L.R. James foreshadows a later showdown 

between aspiring legislators of the Caribbean general will who desired to undercut middle 

class party politics and their narrow hold on local state power animated by a perspective 

of direct democracy. If it was not to be in this period, and he concurred "we failed 

miserably;" James would in a few years become the animating force behind just such a 

movement with a base in exile in Britain, Canada, and Washington, D.C. before entering 

the field to raise these notions in more concentrated form yet again. 

From House Arrest to Parliamentary Intrigue 

On March 12 1965 James returns to cover a cricket tournament and is placed 

under house arrest the next day by Eric Williams's regime at Olive James', his sister's, 

C.L.R. James. Kwame Nkrumah and the West Indies 1962. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 

C.L.R. James. (1958) "Lecture On Federation." In At The Rendezvous of Victory. London: 
Allison & Busby, 1984. 102-103; C.L.R. James. Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, 
Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 144. 
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home in Barataria. Across the island there are labor uprisings on the sugar plantations 

of mostly Indo-Trinidadian workers. It is thought by Williams' regime that C.L.R. James 

plans to influence these labor revolts. There is concern about his health for another ulcer 

attack ensues. International and local protest is mobilized to release C.L.R. James. Most 

are afraid to visit James at Olive's home for it is under police surveillance. 

Dalip Gopeesingh, an acquaintance of James' sister and at the time a small 

entrepreneur, having heard James speak on BBC radio about Shakespeare's MacBeth in 

1964 but knowing little of his political views at that time, arrives to meet and chat him 

up. Gopeesingh was a member of a small study circle, Elton Richardson's Tuesday 

Group, which published two pamphlets criticizing the Williams regime, suggesting social 

democratic reformist perspectives and proposals for governance. James paid Gopeesingh 

a compliment. Gopeesingh was, "like Gladstone," a dangerous and ethical person as a 

result of this young man believing in everything he thought and said to James.44 

Gopeesingh recalled that when the local media came to interview James, he was 

sick, and shrewdly would not allow them to take his photograph lying down. Had his 

condition been leaked to the press at that time, the terror which was C.L.R. James' 

reputation would be no more. Soon, the house arrest would be lifted but Olive James 

would be diagnosed with terminal cancer. James went to live in Dalip and Brenda 

43 Selma James. Letters to Martin Glaberman. March 21,23 and 24 1965; Richard Small. Letter to Martin 
Glaberman. March 19 1965; Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Archives, Wayne State 
University, Detroit, Michigan. Small, now a well known human rights attorney from Jamaica, was part of 
the famous study circle with Walter Rodney and C.L.R. James in London from circa 1965. With this letter 
he forwarded a copy of a Trinidad newspaper of March 14th reporting the news for Selma James who "will 
write soon" but is presently out working. The copy of the clipping does not make clear which newspaper it 
is from. But the headline says "Police Put Curfew On CLR James." Between 6pm and 6am he could not 
leave the house. And he had to apply for written permission to travel during the daytime. 

44 Dalip Gopeesingh. Interview with Author. Summer 2004. Gopeesingh was not aware of the article 
referring to Gladstone James previously had written for The Trinidad Evening News. See Elton 
Richardson. Trinidad: Evolution or Revolution. Port of Spain, Trinidad: Tuesday Group, 1964; Elton 
Richardson. Onward Trinidad. Port of Spain, Trinidad: Tuesday Group, 1964. 

197 



Gopeesingh's home. He held forth like a revered philosopher to visitors and grandfather 

to his young children. C.L.R. James, importantly for his political career, had found 

another patron. The Gopeesingh family would be very loyal and supportive, caring for 

him through his periodic illnesses, asking for no compensation in return. 

Meanwhile, in response to the sugar worker strikes, and Eric Williams' forging of 

the Industrial Stabilization Act (ISA) criminalizing these independent labor actions; some 

interesting parliamentary maneuvering was going on among the opposition Democratic 

Labour Party (DLP), whose adherents were overwhelmingly of Indo-Trinidadian descent. 

Opposition leader Stephen Maharaj threatened certain members of parliament with 

replacement if they supported the ISA against their Indian working class brethren. 

C.L.R. James joined the predominantly Indo-Trinidadian DLP to subvert the growing 

racial nature of party politics.45 In populist fashion Maharaj named his suggested 

replacements in the press who would never support such anti-labor legislation. These 

would be political thinkers with a radical history and reputation, Adrian Cola Rienzi, 

Clive Phil, and C.L.R. James. It was significant that the last two were of African descent, 

and Adrian Cola Rienzi (born Krishna Deonarine) with Uriah Butler, was a heroic leader 

of the 1938 general strike. 

C.L.R. James, responded to this intrigue by suggesting that Stephen Maharaj was 

breaking new ground in the history of Trinidad politics. That here was a sentiment for a 

true working class oriented party that transcended racial divisions in the country. 

Maharaj, after negotiations with James, left the DLP. The Workers and Farmers Party 

would be born with Stephen Maharaj as leader and C.L.R. James as party secretary and 

45 C.L.R. James. Letter to Martin Glaberman. July 5, 1965. Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther 
Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 
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editor of We The People. Major organizers and candidates for office included C.L.R. 

James, George Bowrin, Clive Phil, Jack Kelshall, James Millette, Lennox Pierre, J.M. 

Dube, M.A.S.A. Khan, Basdeo Panday (future prime minister of Trinidad), Dalip 

Gopeesingh, and Roderick Thurton. 

George Weekes did not take an official position in the party or campaign but was 

elevated as a personality in the pages of We The People. Weekes, a leader of the radical 

tendency within the Oilfield Workers Union, had been attempting to maneuver the 

predominantly Afro-Trinidadian OWTU into an alliance with the overwhelmingly Indo-

Trinidadian sugar workers. In a front page political cartoon above an interview C.L.R. 

James did with George Weekes, a boxing ring with Weekes having just knocked out Eric 

Williams is displayed. An Indo-Trinidadian referee whose uniform reads "We The 

People" counts him out. Representatives of multi-nationals Tate & Lyle and Texaco, 

with James and Maharaj wearing Weekes t-shirts, sit ringside cheering.47 This gathering 

of forces appeared to unite Indians and Africans, sugar and oil toilers. 

The premise of the WFP campaign in theory was to be based on a reassessment of 

where Eric Williams' PNM had steered Trinidad. PNM came to power rejecting 

racialism and nepotism only to have Williams subsequently make bitter rhetorical attacks 

on the Indian population, while in fact collaborating with the Rudranath Capildeo led 

46 "James Calls For A Change of Government." Trinidad Guardian. June 16 1965. 4. "James: Capildeo 
Is A Liability." Daily Mirror. (Trinidad) June 16,1965. 7; "Maharaj Doesn't Say Why After All." Daily 
Mirror. Daily Mirror. (Trinidad) June 19, 1965 1; "CLR Talks Of A New Party: 'I Will Fight PNM At 
Polls.' Daily Mirror. (Trinidad) June 19, 1965. 1; George Harvey. "Maharaj's Plan To Sack Senators 
Backfires: Opposition Leader Is Ousted." Trinidad Guardian. June 22, 1965. 1; Leslie Fitzpatrick. 
"Maharaj Sacked As Opposition Leader: GG [Governor General Solomon Hochoy] Ends Bid To Make 
James A Senator." Trinidad Guardian. June 22, 1965. 

47 "George Weekes: A Battle Has Been Fought, A Battle Has Been Lost, A Battle Has Been Won." 
We The People. July 30, 1965. 1 and 8. See Khafra Kambron. For Bread, Justice and Freedom: A 
Political Biography of George Weekes. London: New Beacon, 1988. 
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Democratic Labour Party and authoritarian trade unionists, which kept the allegiance of 

Indo-Trinidadians on the sugar estates while subordinating them. PNM came to power 

rejecting the colonial economy in theory while in practice allowing the national economy 

through a series of tax rebates and concessions to be controlled by two or three foreign 

firms. Oil, sugar, the banks and media were all controlled by outsiders. The commitment 

to federation and the return of Chaguaramas, the US military base in Trinidad, was 

fumbled away by PNM.48 

Independence as it turned out had not altered Trinidad's subordinate status in the 

world. James taking large credit for orchestrating Williams' former public program and 

international prestige felt he must contribute to "cleaning up the mess." But James 

seemed oblivious to how he not only contributed to the false stature of Williams but 

actually embraced what was in reality his initial centrist path. Perhaps, Eric Williams' 

so-called progressive period had been manufactured from the beginning. We must keep 

this in mind as we explore the challenge of the WFP campaign and its periodical's 

editorial vision. 

We The People, as a newspaper did not exhibit C.L.R. James intellectual and 

political thought at his best. As James Millette has suggested, when it was coherent and 

sharp James' political thought was a recycling of aspects of his body of work developed 

over the past two decades. He was in a quite frail condition and in fact had been ailing 

for years since his car accident.49 

C.L.R. James. "Dr. Williams's Trinidad: An Attack." Venture. January 1966. 

49 James Millette. "Toward The Black Power Revolt of 1970." In The Black Power Revolution of 1970: A 
Retrospective. Selwyn Ryan ed. St. Augustine, Trinidad: UWI, 1995. 77. 
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More often than not We The People, for a time with most of its articles 

overwhelmingly written by James signed or unsigned, projected two major proposals, a 

rejection of anti-labor legislation and a state plan to reorganize agriculture. This latter 

proposal was not for a new centralization of agriculture but a break up of large estate 

holdings into smaller privately owned plots among the sugar workers. This was 

consistent with his new appendix to the second edition of The Black Jacobins (1938, 

1963) which subtly rebuked his former commitment through Toussaint L'Ouverture's 

persona, of the need to modernize and centralize agriculture for national economic 

development, even at the violent expense of toilers. 

Occasionally, the goal of a new type of education or abolishing unemployment 

would be raised. But the WFP campaign press was handicapped by the fact that winning 

the election seemed to be its first goal, though James in some of his writings in We The 

People would contest that sentiment. Dogged by the PNM's accusations that the party 

was "communist," opposition to the empire of capital was rarely ever suggested. In "We 

The People Defeated By The Communist Menace," an unsigned article, C.L.R. James 

seeks to concisely explain how he is being tarred with the brush of anti-communism by 

Eric Williams. Discussing briefly Marx, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao, James explains 

Williams is suppressing his book Modern Politics, which would explain clearly to the 

public why C.L.R. James's viewpoints are not a menace to society. After periodic 

lampooning of Williams anti-communism through rhetorical strategies inquiring if one 

communist could be found on the island proved an unsuccessful shield, James took up the 

"We The People Defeated By The Communist Menace." We The People. September 3 1965. 1. 
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Steering around this state sanctioned perception that forces aligned with James 

were a terror, and suggestions that a win by his party could mean imperialist invasion, 

meant being subject to unprincipled attacks physically not merely in the media. 

The WFP campaign was distinguished by at times extremely trying public rallies where 

C.L.R. James was heckled and shadowed by state surveillance. His close comrade 

Walter Anamuthodo was shot. At another event a heavy projectile was thrown just 

missing our protagonist's head. James feared assassination.51 Navigating this context at 

times gingerly made the WFP campaign appear mildly social democratic, where the 

middle classes were speaking for labor. Direct democracy or workers self-management 

in the party press was never raised as explicit guiding ideals. A populism instead salted 

the campaign's flavoring. 

We The People was distinguished by, besides the writings of core candidates and 

activists, contributions from Trinidadian and Caribbean intellectual luminaries, including: 

Elsa Goveia, Norman Girvan, Edward Braithwaite, Arthur Lewis, Derek Walcott, and 

Earl Lovelace.52 A regular column focusing on women's issues was written by Brenda 

Gopeesingh, who typed James' famous open letter to Kwame Nkrumah, ostensibly 

breaking with him for deposing the chief justice in Ghana.53 

C.L.R. James. Letter to Martin Glaberman. September 2 1966; C.L.R. James. Letter to Martin 
Glaberman. September 3 1966. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Labor Archive. Wayne 
State University, Detroit, Michigan. 

52 Derek Walcott. "Ruins of a Great House." We The People. July 16, 1965. 4; E.R. Braithwaite. "From: 
To Sir With Love." We The People. July 23,1965. 6; Arthur Lewis. "Abolish Unemployment: We Can Do 
It." We The People. July 30, 1965. 3; Earl Lovelace. "Going to Freeport." We The People. August 27, 
1965. 5 and 9; Earl Lovelace. "Arts & Letters: Extract from While Gods Are Falling." We The People. 
September 3,1965. 6; Norman Girvan. "Jamaica's Woes Will Rebound On Britain." We The People. 
September 17,1965. 4; Elsa Goveia. "The Past and Future of the West Indies." We The People. October 
1, 1965. (Reprint from New World) 5-6; 

53 Brenda Gopeesingh. Interview with Author. Summer 2004. 
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The women's column was decidedly conceived in a middle class manner where 

how to decorate a better home, child care, fashion, and cosmetics were thought to be 

central gendered and unquestionable tasks for housewives. This was some of the first 

journalism Brenda had ever written and James was her mentor, encouraging her to write 

what she desired. But one "masculine editor's note" by James, appended to one of her 

articles, questioned if every woman really was preoccupied with fashion, cosmetics and 

desiring to appear more attractive to men as primary concerns. He asked his readers to 

write in and express their views on the matter.54 

C.L.R. James regularly wrote autobiographical columns under the heading 

"Without Malice." These suggested a projection of his personality above society most 

often instead of radical perspectives and proposals. Reflecting the many humorous 

cartoons gracing the cover of the paper by J.D. Humphries, James imagined this 

campaign as partially a gladiatorial battle between Eric Williams and himself. To this 

end James told more funny stories. One used the trope of his father who had a pet bird, 

which accidentally escaped out the window one day when the birdcage was being 

cleaned. Leaving the window and cage open the bird returned after singing high up in a 

tree. His father learned to allow the family's pet bird the freedom to fly out the window 

to great heights only to observe regularly its voluntary return behind bars. 

James, suggests to the readership of We The People an appropriate pet name be 

found for this peculiar bird which knows not the meaning of independence. This while 

funny at Eric Williams' expense, suggested in fact James was not "without malice." 55 

54 Brenda. "Women." We The People. June 25,1965 3; July 2,1965 3; July 16, 1965. 6; August 20, 1965. 
7; September 10, 1965 7; October 1, 1965. 6. C.L.R. James "editor's masculine note" can be found after 
the September 10, 1965 column. 

203 



This proposition was also suggested by anonymously authored accusations in We The 

People suggesting Williams could not embody "morality in public affairs" for he had 

stolen public funds which he kept in swiss bank accounts abroad. 

C.L.R. James' closest comrades abroad thought this hasty campaign was a mess. 

Selma James, Marty Glaberman, George Rawick and George Lamming pleaded with 

James to not take up this campaign.56 Constance Webb was among the few of James' 

inner circle who saw potential in these efforts.57 James at a certain point confided to 

Maharaj that the campaign was a total disaster, where he was financially neglected and 

was not given the organizational assistance needed to properly orchestrate the project. 

George Lamming, Eusi Kwayana, and Martin Carter facilitated a restful visit to Guyana 

where his address "Tommorow and Today" imagined the Caribbean potential as a city-

state the likes of classical Athens and Renaissance Flanders. 

The WFP campaign can partially be seen as successful. The party's political 

program, which James boasted as exemplary and the saving grace of the project, had 

certain virtues such as the proposal of instant recall of unaccountable parliamentarians. In 

reality it was largely timid and vague in contrast to his personal political ideals. Yet to 

imagine how the WFP campaign was intended to impact Trinidad at its best, one has to 

look at the relationship between James' call for the population to organize the WFP as its 

C.L.R. James. "Without Malice." We The People. June 19, 1966. 4. 

56 Selma James. Letter to Martin Glaberman. July 4, 1965; Selma James. Report of WFP. August 20, 
1965. Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 

57 Constance Webb. Letter to Martin Glaberman. September 9,1965. Martin Glaberman Collection. 
Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 

5 C.L.R. James. "Tommorow and Today: A Vision." New World. Guyana Independence Issue. 1966. 
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own and how this effort could anticipate the power of instant recall in an overall 

framework of parliamentary government, not an explicit direct democracy. 

The campaign allowed James to speak at many public meetings, some of which he 

was able to win over the crowd, and give classes on how to build small political 

organizations and editing a political newspaper. In these encounters he was likely to 

raise aspects of his more full direct democratic politics. 

In "The Workers and Farmers Party Bulletin No. 1" published in We The People 

on September 3 1965, classes for the training of party leaders are advertised. Lennox 

Pierre will speak on law and democracy, J.M. Dube on Agriculture, and Stephen Maharaj 

on the course of politics in Trinidad and Tobago since 1950. James will speak on party 

organization. These will explain "the fundamental reasons for the existence of the party." 

Recalling aspects oi Party Politics in the West Indies, James reiterates the tasks of a mass 

party: 

The party does not merely convey the ideas, actions, and projects of the political 
leadership to the people. It does not merely transform these ideas into shapes and 
language that the people are able to absorb. A mass party of this kind is the sole 
means by which the developing consciousness of the people can be [harmonized 
with] the stages of development of the party... Thus the party becomes, and 
members feel themselves to be, the pulse of the political development of the 
country.59 

In an editorial, "The Party," James explains "organize your party," "that is all 

West Indians need to put them in the forefront of the peoples of the world." Claiming the 

PNM "started with good intentions" but is "now on their knees before the very 

organizations they swore to bring under their control," this is partially as a result of the 

population's reliance on "the leader." As a result of the collective memory of slavery and 

59 "Workers and Farmers Party Bulletin No. 1." We The People.. September 3 1965. 2; C.L.R. James. 
Party Politics in the West Indies. San Juan, Trinidad: Vedic, 1962. 14. 
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colonialism weighing down on them they allow their government to be "(a cheap) 

imitation of colonial governors." Imploring the masses to sell We The People and 

transform it into a "dazzling" periodical by their participation, otherwise they will "end 

up" with The Nation. James advises "choose your policy first and afterwards choose your 

leaders to suit the policy."60 James insists this will only be possible if local chapters of 

WFP are initiated at the neighborhood level and party education becomes self-organized 

in a decentralized fashion away from the capital city of Port of Spain and throughout the 

nation. 

C.L.R. James ultimately attempted to take the campaign to the militant sugar 

workers of the period whose self-organization struck fear in the heart of the Williams' 

regime. C.L.R. James, over four weeks in late 1965 at the Couva Community Center, 

organized public lectures for the Sugar Workers Study Group. On October 11, he 

discussed "The Greek City-State" highlighting Heraclitus, Plato, and Aristotle. On 

October 18, "The City State in the Middle Ages, James focused on St. Francis, Dante, 

and Thomas Aquinas. On October 25, "The Birth of the Modern World" examined the 

importance of Descartes, Shakespeare, and Cromwell. On November 1, C.L.R. James in 

his presentation on "The Birth of the Nation-State Concept of Democracy" looked at the 

political thought of Rousseau, Jefferson, and the Haitian Revolution. 

Brinsley Samaroo recalls he questioned C.L.R. James if Indo-Caribbean sugar 

workers, who barely had transcended their peasant origins, could possibly understand the 

significance of Ancient Athens, critiques of representative government, and the meaning 

of direct democracy. James replied impatiently, but consistent with his own political 

"Editorial: The Party" We The People. July 9, 1965. 1. 
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philosophy, it was the intellectual who did not understand common people's latent ability 

to comprehend the historical and political problems the face.61 

On October 8,1965, in "What Kind of Convention," C.L.R. James argues the 

W.F.P. must have a gathering which is consistent with the political period of which they 

live. It is not a "routine" or "revolutionary" period in national history, but one where 

"people know now, as they really did not know in 1956" that there must be tremendous 

changes in the economic system of the country. Caught between a few who seek "a 

Castro solution," and those who think "we are a small, insignificant people" where 

"foreigners will always rule," James proposes fortifying and increasing strength in the 

parliamentary system. 

There are times where representative government can so discredit itself that "the 

population can turn elsewhere for a solution." But James insists they do not live in such a 

historical moment. And thus the party convention must seek to build a mandate to 

mobilize the population to participate in the reorganization of society humbly while not 

suggesting "we have an answer for everything."62 

C.L.R. James would also make it appear on one level the WFP campaign, in 

contrast to suggestions in We The People, was not really about winning an election. 

James attitude toward electoral politics could be more nuanced than he is often given 

credit. These nuances are greater than viewing how folks vote as a measurement of an 

aspect of their self-activity. In an essay "Negroes and Bolshevism" (1944), C.L.R. James 

argues a revolutionary's disposition toward capitalist electoral politics should view it as 

merely a tactical campaign vehicle. 

61 Brinsley Samaroo. Interview with Author. Summer 2004. 

62 C.L.R. James. "What Kind of Convention." We The People. October 8, 1965. 2. 
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There is an opportunity to propose, in contrast to capitalist and middle class 

centered perspectives, an alternative. Everyday people educated and encouraged to 

decide on their own politics, should form their own government independent of state 

power, and select their own representatives subsequently. With such a disposition 

winning the election is not taken seriously as a goal. Rather, building or being a catalyst 

of a mass movement is desired.63 If We The People did not always reflect these strategic 

notions explicitly, they must inform at least partially James' WFP campaign as not 

merely a grave deviation from his ideals. 

On another level, C.L.R. James imagined that somehow through the force of his 

personality the Trinidad masses, who could directly govern in theory, in practice by 

popular demand might ask him to govern through a parliamentary democracy he in 

principle detested. In a nuanced and revealing "Without Malice" column in We The 

People, our protagonist insists "I am not dodging the question of C.L.R. James as Prime 

Minister. But If you want to discuss or hear me on that subject, remember that you know 

little about me really, and less about the position of Prime Minister." 

James contests he doesn't want to serve as some "Jack in the Box," as a 

professional politician who pops up to serve the public. While some are motivated to be 

politicians by principle, most lose their principles along the way and conclude the country 

is secondary, the party first. Professional politicians learn the art quickly of fooling the 

people. And this is true, James attests, of most parliamentary parties in the twentieth 

century. The dissatisfaction with representative government is why the specter of 

fascism and communism emerges. James argues "we" put up with parliamentary 

democracy, but he would rather have street sweeping as his profession first. Arguing he 

63 C.L.R. James. "Negroes and Bolshevism." Labor Action. April 7 1947. 
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will not enter that profession for one day, for it is "a most unpleasant hole," James still 

must explain then why the WFP advocates a certain type of parliamentary democracy for 

Trinidad. 

In a type of Caribbean exceptionalism, James argues democracy can be defended 

through parliamentary means in peripheral nations based on an audacious imagining: "big 

capital cannot win one seat," for it is "not native." With parliamentary democracy, "we 

can make these islands into a tropical paradise. Without it the blood will flow in the 

streets." C.L.R. James, "although not burning up to be" prime minister, and preferring 

"that a local man be P.M.," reveals "if the public should insist on me O.K. I will grin and 

bear it."64 

In many respects James concise essay of January 1966, "Dr. Williams's Trinidad: 

An Attack," in the British Fabian journal Venture illustrated a dilemma in political 

thought the next generation would take up. "British Caribbeans (and not only they) are 

watching to see if" the WFP's challenge "to the old colonial system still dominant 

throughout the West Indies, except in Cuba, can be accomplished by parliamentary 

democracy."65 In the 1930s, C.L.R. James made it his practice to lecture the British 

Fabians that they were the comedians of the modern political world to think such was 

possible. In a subtle way, while taking up this project, he was reminding them again. 

The WFP As Genealogy of A New Beginning 

One member of the P.N.M. Youth League, who came to heckle him at a Mt. 

Lambert-Mt. Hope rally, became a lifetime supporter. Bukka Rennie, the teenage future 

New Beginning Movement leader, recalls James dazzled his audience when he raised the 

64 C.L.R. James. "Without Malice." We The People. August 6, 1965. 8. 

65 C.L.R. James. "Dr. Williams's Trinidad: An Attack." Venture. January 1966. 
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direct democratic idea of instant recall of unaccountable government representatives by 

unsatisfied constituencies.66 Rennie has reminisced that such politics have never been 

raised in Trinidad before or since. 

Roderick Thurton, under James direction, was carrying on a correspondence with 

Tim Hector, future leader of the Antigua Caribbean Liberation Movement (ACLM), who 

was greatly inspired by James controversial campaign.67 Hector was in Canada with 

Alfie Roberts and Robert Hill and shared an apartment with Franklyn Harvey. Robert 

Hill, previously radical leader of the Young Socialist League and future editor ofAbeng 

in Jamaica, was compiling C.L.R. James' Notes on Dialectics as a book for the first time 

in 1966. Hill started a C.L.R. James Circle. They invited him to give a public lecture on 

"The Making of the Caribbean Peoples."68 

Alfie Roberts, having received many of James' books from Marty Glaberman in 

Detroit while the WFP campaign was in motion, joined with Glaberman in sending 

materials for a study group in Robert's homeland of St. Vincent. This inspired the 

Kenneth John and Kerwyn Morris led circle around the magazine Flambeau.69 George 

Lamming, with Lloyd Best and Norman Girvan, helped found the journal New World in 

Guyana, Jamaica, and Barbados. The George Weekes led left wing of the Trinidad Oil 

66 Bukka Rennie. Conference Presentation. "Revolutionary Organization." C.L.R. James, Labour, and 
Caribbean Politics Panel. At C.L.R. James at 100: Global Capitalism, Culture, and World Revolution. 
U.W.I. St. Augustine, Trinidad. September 2001. CD Recording. 

67 Tim Hector. "Death of a Father and a Brother in the Afternoon." Outlet. March 24, 2000. 

68 C.L.R. James. The Making of the Caribbean Peoples. Guest Lecture at the Second Conference On West 
Indian Affairs Held in Montreal, Canada, Summer 1966; Robert A. Hill. Letters to Martin Glaberman. July 
6, 1965, August 30,1965, February 13, 1966, October 21,1966; Martin Glaberman. Letter to C.L.R. 
James. July 12, 1965; Martin Glaberman. Letter to Robert A. Hill. August 22, 1965; C.L.R. James. Letter 
to "Dear Comrades." circa November 1966. Robert A. Hill. Letter to C.L.R. James. November 21,1966. 

69 Alfie Roberts. Letters to Martin Glaberman. November 15, 1965, June 16,1966. Martin Glaberman 
Collection, Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 
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Field Workers Union (OWTU) had been offered an enlarged conception of itself by the 

WFP campaign. The OWTU, the New Beginning Movement, and the Black Power 

Revolt of 1970 would take the potential to be found in this campaign a step further than 

James could imagine. 

The postcolonial middle class would soon be challenged by great intellectual and 

political upheavals inspired partially by our protagonist. If James had not cleaned up the 

mess, if he had not clarified the relationship of aspiring legislators of the general will and 

popular self-management by everyday people, he would soon inspire and train aspiring 

revolutionary nuclei who shortly would attempt such an insurgent project. 

Conclusion 

Whether encouraging Eric Williams to contain mass revolt or fomenting "politics 

as an activity" to contain Eric Williams' state power, giving speeches on federation 

internationally as secretary to middle class nationalist elites while advocating a 

constituent assembly, where everyday people could tell them what to do from below or 

reject them entirely in theory; or advocating instant recall of representatives of official 

society as he ran for office to be a parliamentary representative of the Workers and 

Farmers Party campaign; C.L.R. James' party politics in this period definitely has many 

conflicting shades of both direct democracy and progressive guardianship. These 

tensions continue in how he writes, and discusses the potential for the re-writing, of his 

revolutionary history of the Haitian Revolution. 

On "Both Sides" of the Haitian Revolution? 

In C.L.R. James' 1971 lectures on The Black Jacobins (1938) at the Institute for 

the Black World in Atlanta, Georgia our protagonist makes a profound assertion. If in 
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desiring to write a history of a social revolution, an attempt is made to craft a balanced 

account striving to be fair to "both sides;" James argues one accomplishes "nothing" at 

all. One can be on the side of insurgent proceedings or oppose them. He adds scholars 

who oppose insurrectionary acts often illuminate, despite their contempt and fear for 

crucial events, their radical character. An account responding to the world turned upside 

down by a vantage claiming to be liberal and sympathetic, yet drawing a line suggesting 

where revolutionary proceedings have gone "too far," James sees as having no value.70 

This proposition is an ironic criterion for reconsidering this classic account of Toussaint 

L'Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution. 

Paradoxically C.L.R. James, radical historian and revolutionary political 

philosopher, in certain respects, writes on both sides of this national liberation struggle. 

From a certain perspective one could contest this. James could be understood as seeking 

to capture the changing forms of thought and action, spontaneity and organization in the 

Haitian revolutionary movement. But James' historical interpretations of other social 

revolutions placed in conversation within his Haitian narrative, despite pioneering 

depictions of the insurgent potential of the slaves, suggest certain limitations for how he 

bears witness to the self-governing capacities of ordinary people. 

The Black Jacobins: A History From Below? 

Rethinking C.L.R. James' The Black Jacobins must begin by questioning whether 

this narrative is in fact the heralded history from below we have come to know by 

reputation. Aspects equally appear of an authoritarian administrative vista from on high 

animated by centering the perspective of an emerging postcolonial state power. It is not 

always Toussaint's deficient optics. A vision from above society is more often than one 

70 C.L.R. James. (June 14 1971) "How I Wrote The Black Jacobins." Small Axe. 8 September 2000. 78. 
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might think C.L.R. James' way of seeing. Here we have a question of principle. How is 

the achievement of national liberation and self-government to be understood? 

We can not merely be concerned here with a second or postcolonial liberation as a 

potential outcome. Rather we must focus on how C.L.R. James imagines aspiring rulers in 

the abolitionist and anti-colonial revolutionary period of the Haitian Revolution as forces of 

freedom, and whether they repress or prefigure that later aspiration. Alex Dupuy in his 

own reassessment of The Black Jacobins makes the valuable point that our capacity to 

re-evaluate C.L.R. James' reading of the Haitian Revolution is partially indebted to his own 

methodology of writing history, and his self-critical evaluation of his own intellectual 

legacies.71 This must be acknowledged as a profound contribution by C.L.R. James even if 

we disagree with his personal interpretation of certain historical events. 

C.L.R. James, in his revising of the second edition of The Black Jacobins, and his 

1971 lectures on how he wrote and would re-write the story of the Haitian Revolution, 

suggests for our protagonist shifting meanings of these events based on comparative and 

contemporary considerations. In conversation with the French and Russian Revolutions, 

Haiti is a cautionary tale on a number of levels for the modern political projects of Black 

freedom struggles in Africa, the Caribbean, and the United States. 

The Riddle of the Black Plato: Advice for Progressive Guardians? 

Originally written in a manner suggesting C.L.R. James' disposition was partially 

that of a "Black Plato," there is a type of discourse present in The Black Jacobins 

reminiscent of Plato's Republic. Perhaps, acknowledging aspects of direct democracy as 

prefiguring a more ideal form of society, the insurgent creativity of the masses functions 

71 Alex Dupuy. "Toussaint L'Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution: A Reassessment of C.L.R. James's 
Interpretation." C.L.R. James: His Intellectual Legacies. Selwyn R. Cudjoe and William E. Cain eds. 
Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1995. 106-117. 
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more in fact as a cautionary tale for those future Black Jacobins whom would be tutored 

by C.L.R. James' text as a primer for aspiring progressive guardians above society. If not 

why should the original aspiring Haitian ruling class, and Toussaint in particular, be 

elevated as the catalyst of the epic in the original crafting? 

Thus for future Black Jacobins of the African world the self-mobilization of 

everyday people is a test for their way of seeing and, at their best, their potential for 

leadership to coordinate or centralize popular forces. Subsequently, especially through 

his added footnotes and subsequent lectures, C.L.R. James suggests an awareness that 

The Black Jacobins, in its original form, is not sufficiently animated by a direct 

democratic perspective. 

Shifting from symbolically anticipating anti-colonial revolt in Africa during the 

early twentieth century to drawing lessons for postcolonial and post civil rights revolts 

for Black autonomy among African Americans and the Caribbean in the latter half of the 

same millennium; the contemporary need for, and historical meaning of, popular revolts 

against aspiring Black ruling elites begins to change in C.L.R. James' outlook. At times, 

falling just short of embracing a type of anarchist spirit in recasting what James now 

imagines as the class struggle of "the Black Sans-culottes," going beyond the influence of 

Jules Michelet, and mirroring Daniel Guerin's and Peter Kropotkin's reading of the 

French Revolution; one wonders if this would be the title of the proposed re-written 

account.72 Reminding that to re-write the The Black Jacobins in the fashion he desires in 

Daniel Guerin. Class Struggles in the First French Republic. London, Pluto Press, 1977; Peter 
Kropotkin. The Great French Revolution. Montreal: Black Rose, 1989. James illustrates his debt to 
Guerin in "How I Wrote The Black Jacobins." 77. In his bibliography to The Black Jacobins, C.L.R. James 
states "the best general book in English is still Kropotkin's brief history of over fifty years ago. Kropotkin 
thought the Revolution was a wonderful event, and was neither afraid or embarrassed to say so." 383-385. 
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1971 would make it a fundamentally different book, he reflects on himself in the first 

person "poor James" is now "confined to the footnotes" for making new interventions. 

From the French to the Russian Revolutions 

Yet there are significant passages C.L.R. James does not propose to recast or 

rewrite or even footnote. Certain events can not or will not be transformed by adding new 

interpolations, sticking his hand back through the ages to make events depicted in his 

classic account of the Haitian Revolution sharper for contemporary significance. In 

conversation with the Russian Revolution, there is a discourse that compares Toussaint to 

Lenin. Similarly, the rebellion led by Moise against Toussaint's regime is shaped by 

C.L.R. James' peculiar understanding of Trotsky as an historical actor, and the famous 

1921 Kronstadt Sailors Revolt against the Bolshevik State, and to a lesser extent the 

Petrograd Soviet. 

There is no evidence that C.L.R. James is prepared to rethink his interpretation of 

the Russian Revolution, which despite being an anti-Stalinist vision has authoritarian 

implications. His view of Russia through Bolshevik eyes is still less libertarian than his 

mature outlook on the French Revolution, viewed not through the Jacobins but through 

the sans-culottes and their spokesmen Jacques Varlet and Jacques Roux. Both 

comparative viewpoints, as represented in the The Black Jacobins, and highlighted in his 

own public readings, inform the meaning of his Haitian narrative. 

A conflict could be seen between the implications of James' comparative readings 

of the Haitian/French revolutions and the Haitian/Russian revolutions for the meaning of 

direct democracy and national liberation. However, this is obscured if we read The Black 

Jacobins primarily as a vindication narrative or a discourse on tragedy. The new 
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nationalist ruling elites not only "make history," by achieving a modem nation-state, but 

the tasks and achievements of self-government are possessed by them, with the toiling 

masses imagined as their subordinate appendages, distinguished by limited capacities to 

permanently organize a direct democracy. The burden of making history "but only the 

history it is possible to make" is clearly that of the emerging national bourgeoisie. But 

did the Haitian slaves need or desire authoritarian representative government above 

society as their modernity? 

To better understand how such a reading is problematic, but not far from 

impossible, we must examine C.L.R. James' treatment of the self-activity of everyday 

Haitians under slavery in the text more closely. How does our protagonist weigh and 

contextualize their potential for direct self-government before and after the Moise revolt? 

Further, in conversation with Toussaint's personal character, and against Toussaint's 

regime? 

Haitian Self-Activity: From Sundown to Sunup 

C.L.R. James meticulously documents the sadistic brutality the Haitian slaves 

were subjected and the false portraits of their contentment by white supremacist 

historians sympathetic to the slave masters. The Africans accommodated themselves to 

their institutionalized oppression by displaying false public masks, "a profound fatalism 

and a wooden stupidity before their masters" as self-preservation.73 But their relationship 

to their workplace and social conditions was something else entirely. Out of their 

master's sight these oppressed toilers, deemed inferior, illustrated remarkable self-

governing capacities for economic planning, moral philosophy, healthcare, military, and 

C.L.R. James. (1938) The Black Jacobins. 2nd edition. New York: Vintage, 1963. 15. 
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judicial affairs. These Jamesian insights are the origins of later projects of sketching 

direct democratic possibilities. One in particular is worth mentioning here. 

Animated by these principles, C.L.R. James' comrade George Rawick's wrote 

From Sundown to Sunup, which introduced a project of multiple volumes which 

reconstructs American slave narratives as autobiography. Transforming the field of 

American slavery studies, it was a fundamental blow against the notion that African 

Americans were psychologically and culturally "damaged" and "debased" by this 

monumental experience of oppression. Africans in America did not become the Sambo 

stereotypes the mythology of white supremacy (and some Black nationalists) persisted in 

imagining.74 

Black autonomy among slaves in Haiti could be difficult to fathom with a rational 

gaze that values a non-violence and human self-preservation at all costs in the face of 

white supremacy and empire. The Africans' lives were subjected to so much random and 

irrational assault, self-government began with schemes to take back the terms on which 

they would live and work from their slave masters. 

"The Property" Comes Alive 

The slaves' bodies, property and the means of production of the plantation 

economy, became the site of rebellion of their own invention. When carried out not as 

individuals but in groups these rebellions approached a status of dual power, where in 

certain respects another society existed side by side with the official order. Often carried 

out by means of poison, many Africans placed knowledge of plants for medicinal 

purposes into strategies of self-governance. 

George P. Rawick. From Sundown to Sunup. Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1972. 
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The slaves, as in the Middle Passage, at times committed suicide. Slave women 

would poison each other in competition to be the master's mistress. A discarded mistress 

would poison the slave master's wife and children. A slave master who robbed the wife 

of a slave was often poisoned. If a planter desires a young slave girl, the mother would 

often poison his wife, in the hope her daughter would take her place. These case studies 

represent largely subjective reasoning animated partially by a struggle for happiness 

under difficult interpersonal circumstances marked by brutal social inequality. But as 

with the latter case there was an incipient understanding of slavery's relationship to 

political economy. 

The chattel would poison the master's younger children to influence the line of 

succession who would manage their workplaces in the future. This often had equal 

implications for protecting their own families from being divided for sale on the market. 

Slave children were killed by their parents and nurses to save the individual children 

degradation. But also the adults desired to avoid an increase in workplace production 

associated with a larger workforce capacity. An induced jaw-sickness by Black mid-

wives insured many newly born babies, where pregnancies were often a product of rape 

and otherwise unplanned save by the slave master, could not eat and would die off 

quickly. Black nurses who worked at hospitals poisoned colonial soldiers who brutally 

policed their community's labor. Horses, cows, and mules were killed by this means to 

throw disorder into production and the possibility that they could be transported away 

from their family by this means for sale. 

Following Trotsky's doctrine of combined and uneven development, and the 

conception of the workplace and labor process found in Karl Marx's Capital Vol. 1, 

75 C.L.R. James. (1938) The Black Jacobins. 2nd edition. New York: Vintage, 1963. 16-17. 
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C.L.R. James argues the slaves who worked together in gangs in the hundreds on huge 

sugar plantations experienced a type of factory life where they had an experience equal to 

the modern proletariat whom through economic production the tasks of governance are 

instinctually learned. 

C.L.R. James contests the intellectual level of the Africans in contrast to the 

planters' image of them as sub-human, irrational, beyond ethics, morality, and merit, was 

quite vibrant away from the master's gaze.77 There were differences between most 

slaves behavior on, and away from, the plantation workplace. A sense of intellectual and 

cultural superiority to their masters and willingness toward animated story telling and 

opinionated discussion could be found away from their workplace. Their religious 

practices, African derived linguistic expression and song, which the colonizers attempted 

to ban, animated a moral philosophy of an emerging independent nation or people. 

Liberated zones in the mountains of free maroons (often seen by historians as 

runaway slaves) took direct action to raid the colonizer's plantations in an effort to 

establish a dual power in a military sense. At its best this resistance, led by Mackandal, 

an orator who was said to have spiritual revelations, not only returned to plantations to 

pillage and massacre whites but to propagandize, make converts to the movement for 

self-government, and spread a vision of the destruction of white civilization in Haiti. 

James explains the Mackandal movement did not ultimately succeed perhaps because of 

his personal indiscipline that led to his capture and lynching.79 

76 The Black Jacobins, 85-86. 

"Ibid, 17. 

78 Ibid, 17-18. 

79 Ibid, 20-21. 
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The Origins of the Vanguard and the National Bourgeoisie 

All the slaves, despite great demeaning hardship, did not undergo an instinctive 

conversion to nationalist values. A "small privileged caste" emerged including the 

plantation foreman, coachmen, cooks, waiters, butlers, maids, nurses, female companions 

and other house servants. These figures tend to be the subjects of historians, who persist 

up to the writing of The Black Jacobins in imagining a paternal and colonial trusteeship 

between master and slave. Distinguished by the airs, vices, and assimilated culture of 

their masters, dressed in cast off clothes better than the average slaves' rags, James 

contests the house slaves often behaved like "trained monkeys." This social layer, in 

James' interpretation, likely did not attempt to fool their masters through masking as 

much as the field slaves. They truly defined their struggle for happiness as partially 

assimilating European values. Still, since they were positioned closer to their master's 

more vulnerable private lives they could better position themselves for subversive action 

should they have the inclination.80 

Out of this class, in James view, emerged subsequent revolutionary leaders who 

were able to critically educate themselves about the cultural system they would soon 

attack. Exposed to Catholic missionary institutions, and urbane public gathering places 

where European business and intellectual exchanges commenced; a few were able to 

learn French and Latin, and sparsely read and write. Out of this layer Toussaint emerged. 

For Toussaint having an opportunity to manage livestock on his estate, where he 

was still himself property and where such a job usually was held by white men, allowed 

him to learn concrete administrative abilities, and approach whites, informally, in a type 

of peer relationship. In his spare time he read books, among which were Roman political 

80 Ibid, 19-20 
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thought, and the French political thinker Abbe Raynal on natural rights, the will to power, 

heroism and leadership.81 Toussaint is depicted by C.L.R, James as both coming to the 

Haitian Revolution late, and yet still, better prepared than the average slave. 

C.L.R. James intervenes in the closing of his chapter on "the property" by 

suggesting the tragedy of mass movements is that they need and can rarely find adequate 

leadership. "Opportunity could be seized but could not be created."82 But Toussaint only 

on some level appears as being more prepared then the ordinary rebellious field slave. 

He creates few profound opportunities for revolutionary victories though he has some 

ideas that go unfulfilled. His military victories are mirrored by independent triumphs not 

beholden to him alone in his domain, in other parts of the country before, and parallel to 

his ascendancy. What Toussaint personifies in C.L.R. James' Haitian narrative is a 

Leninist ascetic who has the capacity to plan and strategize. In reality Toussaint is one of 

the many who could do this. We must not forget the qualities I have already highlighted. 

The ordinary slaves also are depicted by our protagonist as having that capacity, even if 

C.L.R. James did not initially appreciate their full implications. 

Toussaint As Leninist 

C.L.R. James constructs Toussaint as the "incarnation" of the "determination of 

his people never to be slaves again." But there is a dual character portrayed of a peculiar 

bureaucratic personality. On one level Toussaint has certain capacities which most 

slaves, who James surprisingly and subsequently characterizes as intellectually "dulled" 

and morally "degraded," do not possess. With the training of his mental faculties, 

1 Ibid, 24-25. 

2 Ibid, 25. 
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Toussaint, through reading and writing (with assistance) he appears to reconcile mental 

and manual labor in his identity like no other Haitian ex-slave. 

For Toussaint had the opportunity to manage the livestock of the plantation where 

he was held as property, holding a position normally reserved for white men, and had 

previously possessed concrete administrative authority and experience of interaction with 

others who ran it, approaching informally a peer relationship with whites. Where James 

enchants ordinary slaves as instinctually having some of this experience by association 

with the economic processes of the workplace, despite concrete strategic ingenuity he has 

depicted and intermittently minimizes among ordinary toilers, Toussaint is elevated as 

extraordinary for what appear his progressive bureaucratic capacities. 

Toussaint is extremely efficient, rational, and careful of details—it appears at 

first. He takes pride in his labor partially out of a latent desire for racial vindication, 

showing that the false hierarchy of merit based on white supremacy is a sham. But he 

also develops a physical mastery of his body through exercise, diet, and an increasing 

modest and conservative disposition to sexual and family life. Having an ascetic 

personality like Lenin, Toussaint slowly starts to develop a cadre fighting force where 

mistakes and shortages of technical ability in warfare are corrected and education in 

French is paramount. This initiative was partially overlooked by the slave masters for 

they were politically divided, and the slave revolt was at first perceived by these 

overlords as an amorphous if perpetual uncoordinated riot that would soon be put down. 

The Ethics of the Early Haitian Revolt 

C.L.R. James in fact does not depict the early Haitian revolt, before Toussaint's 

ascendancy, as without self-governing capacities, at least as we will now discuss here, as 
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represented by other aspiring Haitian leaders. James asks readers to witness Toussaint 

first compared with ordinary people, and now with other "leaders" to the former's 

advantage. Mackandal, the best of his generation, we will recall he was creative but 

without discipline in contrast to Toussaint. Boukman is also recognized as a prophetic 

African theologian who propagandizes African revolt. Yet it is clear James favors not a 

shift in the geography of reason and believes Toussaint a superior thinker. 

It is not clear why James appears to condemn Jean Francois and Bissou for taking 

up French military regalia, and not Toussaint for appropriating French conceptions of 

citizenship which he wielded in a populist fashion. Yet both these leaders, in James' own 

assessment, embodied as well "a sense of order, discipline, and a capacity to govern." 

But at the same time, James argues Francois and Bissou could motivate the masses to 

powerful strikes and could "keep order" but had no idea what was to be subsequently 

initiated. In James' depiction, they showed a unique sense of ethics and judicial affairs. 

Francois even placed on trial and had executed another Haitian leader, Jeannot, for war 

crimes within an early stage of the national liberation struggle. This was no small 

accomplishment. Yet Francois, initially with Toussaint as accomplice, soon negotiates 

with the French after military victories to recognize the sovereignty of select leaders in 

exchange for them leading the Haitian slaves back to slavery. Even later in Toussaint's 

thwarted ambition to a greater military victory, he does not totally break with this 

conception of "keeping order" and restoring subordination under a new ruling elite. 

C.L.R. James takes this opportunity to highlight a principle of revolutionary political 

philosophy. 

Political treachery is not a monopoly of the white race, and this abominable 
betrayal so soon after the insurrections show that political leadership is a matter 
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of programme, strategy and tactics and not the colour of those who lead it, their 
oneness of origin with their people, nor the services they have rendered.83 

This is a very crucial intervention by C.L.R. James, as with this philosophical 

pivot, he anticipates the postcolonial condition in certain respects when independent 

people of color led nation-states in the early twentieth century were unimaginable and 

thus had not yet arrived, even mistakenly in a thorny manner, as emblematic of the self-

governing capacities of everyday people of color. Perhaps James had his own discontents 

and an elevated awareness through his solidarity work to defend Emperor Haile 

Selassie's Ethiopia from Italian invasion. The conjecture of Ethiopia in 1935 is mirrored 

in The Black Jacobins. 

Yet James bifocal narrative continues to be loyal to "both sides." He observes 

from above and from below. More specifically he defines a perspective from below as 

what aspiring rulers should possess. Sensing that Toussaint's understanding of the 

possible terms of independent political economy was superior to the other leaders, and 

aware this way of seeing had accompanying vices for envisioning popular self-

government; James acknowledges the slaves revolted because they wanted total freedom 

which no aspiring ruler above society, however progressive, "can ever admit." 

A Populist Autocrat's Way of Seeing 

C.L.R. James acknowledges Toussaint L'Ouverture was a paternal and populist 

autocrat. He imagines the Haitian masses as both his brothers and children. He idolizes 

how much they resist and suggests the character of being African is to suffer the most. 

Yet Toussaint laments he loses sleep over how much of their own blood has been spilled, 

even as he acknowledges the sentiment, not his own, that vengeance must be pursued. 

83 Ibid, 106. 
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There is another dynamic. Toussaint has a tendency to subtly lecture the masses. 

Appearing to desire to minimize bloodshed, Toussaint as much as possible, with a 

paternalistic, centralized, and yet on another level a dialogic leadership style towards his 

fellow Africans (or as we imagined them French citizens), underscores there is a limit to 

how much everyday people can directly govern. 

Soon it will be the masses blood on Toussaint's hands. But at first it is not so 

easy for observers to imagine this. Toussaint can be read as a favorable model for 

personalities such as Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere or Eric Williams. James 

anticipating this need constructed the narrative as a warning to imagined future 

compatriots about certain authoritarian tendencies in entering the rules of hierarchy. 

The rise of Toussaint is attributed by C.L.R. James to his ability to go among 

ordinary people and listen to their concerns. He is largely not depicted by James as 

summing up great insights into governing at the grassroots. They appear most often, 

through Toussaint's eyes, to be few. But instead Toussaint navigates the "ignorant, 

starving, badgering, and nervous" to gain their confidence. Again, James' Haitian masses 

don't always appear to have creative capacities—this is his assessment in which he 

situates Toussaint. This is satisfactory to the extent that individuals of all stations can be 

found to be bereft of political acumen, unstable, and unpredictable as a result. 

Nevertheless, Toussaint does not always appear to enhance the legitimate popular 

self-activity he observes but blunts it into an emerging administrative order. Awareness 

that the freedom and social equality the slaves have been fighting for appears on the road 

to being lost, direct action for self-emancipation bubbles up among the rank and file. 

Toussaint is merely able to affirm that this sentiment is justifiable. 
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At the first hint of insurrection in any part of the country he would travel by 

horseback to gather Africans to lecture them on how to conduct themselves. In the 

districts of the Northern Province (Limbe, Plaisance, Marmelade, Port de Paix) the early 

centers of the revolt, Toussaint had particular difficulty there putting his own stamp on 

regional politics. Assassinations against whites continued even as Blacks began to hold 

the reins however tenuously of representative government. Toussaint counseled 

retribution was not the way to redress grievances. Yet expressions of white 

discrimination were still pervasive. 

There continued to be a tension with the former slave masters owning the political 

economy even as slavery was abolished. Satisfactory prices for the ex-slaves agricultural 

products were elusive through the market which they could not control. Toussaint 

appeared to suggest in response only an ethic of obedience and hard work. At a rally in 

Port de Paix, Toussaint raised the slogans of liberty and equality as he appointed a 

military commander loyal to him over the population. Though Toussaint was cheered 

and left, soon after there was another local tribunal not beholden to him. His appointed 

leader and twelve associates were shot. 

Toussaint returned "without firing a shot," "arrested no one," and talked to the 

masses to encourage them to go back to work. But the shadow of his ability to militarily 

conquer if need be informed the reception of his dialogic stance. That to a courageous 

democratic mind or a competing warlord could be intolerable. Toussaint wasn't always 

successful and was once shot at, conjuring later revolutionary history when Lenin and 

Nkrumah were shot at by dissidents with legitimate grievances. James never highlighted 

the former but made much of the social meaning of the latter. 
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C.L.R. James raises the matter of how difficult it is to evaluate how authoritarian 

Toussaint's efforts were at centralization of an emerging state power as it was in the 

midst of conditions of dual power, imperialist intrigue, and civil war. Yet James sees 

Toussaint's evolving legitimacy as a national leader of all of the regions of Haiti 

consistent with his aspiration to consolidate a growing centralized army and maintain the 

loyalty under duress of Black labor. The coercion of Black labor he was now aspiring to 

implement himself. 

Restoring Agriculture, Establishing "Free Labor" Under Feudal Capitalism 

Toussaint, in James' account, has a certain vision of the quality of self-

government from the first days of his command. Political power is only a means to a 

good life based on work redefined on virtuous terms. These terms would be framed in 

terms of the aspiring state and ruling elite's needs. The freedom struggle could not just 

function in a type of permanent Luddism, perpetually burning down the plantation 

workplaces. But a more decentralized federation of independent self-governing 

producers was not considered. The political economy of agriculture would have to be 

restored, and built back up on new centralized terms. 

For Toussaint, in a context of civil war, "liberated zones" had to be distinguished 

by compulsory and militarized plantation workplaces with a new character. The coercion 

would be done directly by a Black military loyal to Toussaint. The ex-slaves were at first 

impressed that work hours were limited and wages from the white former masters, now 

workplace owners, were guaranteed. If the wages were not remunerated their property 

(the land) would be confiscated. But Toussaint could be read as favoring the former 

slave master in certain respects. Their class had "knowledge, education, and experience" 
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and "culture" which Toussaint perceived a few Mulattoes had and none of the African ex-

slaves. Collaboration with the white plantation owners in some regards appeared 

necessary to make Haiti's political economy functional under certain terms which would 

minimize total external dependency. 

C.L.R. James compares Toussaint as a representative man to Thomas Jefferson, 

Marx and Engels, and Pericles. Noting he is a leader of "a backward and ignorant mass," 

James views Toussaint as greater than these figures in a certain respect for out of the 

language of Diderot, Rousseau, Raynal, Robespierre, Mirabeau and Danton he excelled 

them all by not hesitating in articulating Black freedom where these other figures did 

waver. The French bourgeoisie could not understand this resolute stance by Toussaint. 

But there is evidence that the Black masses did not view Toussaint's stance as 

uncompromising. Further, James here is not merely depicting Toussaint's views but his 

own, a sign of regression in his faith in ordinary people's distinct creative capacities to 

govern. 

James is enamored that Toussaint's program for the country was often presented in 

distinguished oratory and "framed like a philosopher" to both blacks and whites alike. 

Toussaint lectures "Learn to appreciate the glory of your new political status.. .do not 

forget the duties it imposes on you." "The age of fanaticism is over. The reign of law 

has succeeded to that of anarchy." 84 Toussaint suggests freedom for labor is tied to the 

soil or economic production not in any special role in direct governance. The glory to be 

found in their new status of citizens is debased not merely on account of race. Although, 

Toussaint attempted over time to work out a satisfactory relationship with France 

acknowledging the uneven historical development of the colonizer and former enslaved 

84 Ibid, 206. 
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populations. James appears to view favorably Toussaint's belief that there should be "no 

distinctions of rank outside the public service."85 This claims the peculiar importance of 

social equality under what in fact is a hierarchal bureaucracy. 

C.L.R. James so captivated with Toussaint's philosophical capacity only unevenly 

captures that Toussaint's conception of the new citizenship for Blacks as "free labor" is 

not as enlarged as it could have been fashioned. His criticisms of Toussaint as legislator 

of the general will do not approach a solution to this problem. The "dreadful mistake" of 

Toussaint for James is not negotiating with the French for he does not trust the "liberties" 

of the ex-slaves to the "promises" of the imperialists. Rather, Toussaint neglects his own 

people by a decline in his patience to "explain" what he was attempting in policy to "his 

own people." 

C.L.R. James' Toussaint "does not know exactly what he wants" himself. James 

imagines him, animated by Rousseau's ideas of the social contract, to be both legislating 

the general will and personifying its inconsistencies and lack of clarity. Toussaint's 

temperament was overconfident. He was of the belief if he merely spoke the Haitian 

masses would desire to follow. It was "dangerous" to explain to insurgent masses the 

dependent relations of global political economy. It was hazardous to examine in public 

why the promises of national liberation seemed to be incomplete and unfulfilled. 

Toussaint's administration erected schools, fine buildings, and monuments. In 

proclamations, laws, and decrees he uplifted religious toleration, free trade, and racial 

equality. He desires to publicly illustrate the duties and responsibilities of citizenship 

animated by morality and law and order. He had to combat crime which was a legacy of 

the instability of the insurrection and which could not always be considered motivated by 

85 Ibid, 248. 
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social injustices of past and present. Toussaint's personal example and leadership 

modeled a psychological liberation which had taken hold among the Haitian masses. But 

James argues something of which we must take notice. 

It was the propaganda of a dictatorship, but not for base personal ends or 
the narrow interests of one class oppressing another. His government, like 
the absolute monarchy in its progressive days, balanced between the 
classes, but it was rooted in the preservation of the interests of the 
labouring poor. With the growth of a black ruling class, complications 
were already arising. But for this period his form of government was the 
best.86 

Now this might seem like a peculiar revolutionary Marxist perspective by C.L.R. 

James. It is unclear where Toussaint as equivalent to Lenin and Robespierre begin and 

where Toussaint as "a Black Napoleon," despite his opposition to Bonaparte's racist 

desire to restore slavery, ends. Of course Bonaparte's historical contribution was to crush 

aspects of direct democracy which had overtaken the Jacobin regime in France and were 

termed "the terror." Yet where Stalinism and Trotskyism ends and "Bonapartism" begins 

has always been a grey area of revolutionary Marxism. A ruling class that functions like 

a monarchy should be imagined as progressive, and acting "in the interests" of the 

working class, is not easy to explain. Why such a regime should not be immediately 

assessed as a disaster and the rightful subject of a campaign to be toppled, is a product of 

two peculiarities. 

First, it is an expression of the orthodoxy of authoritarian revolutionaries. An 

aspect of this logic James agrees with here. Second, it has been a commonplace of the 

process of historical social revolutions, for the consolidation of organization of the 

consciousness of an alternative form of revolutionary government based on popular self-

management has always been present, possessed an insurgent quality, but partial. But 

86 Ibid, 247. 

230 



revolutionary consciousness itself of the oppressive quality of new populist rulers most 

often doesn't develop in stages. If there are not doctrines held closely by ordinary 

people, there are experiences that shed light on matters early on. 

As other aspects of James' story illustrate, there are present all along self-

governing instincts among, and the capacity for, an alternative form of government by 

everyday people where they hold the reins. This consciousness is at its height not after 

the law and order of a new bourgeois government is firmly established but while it is 

being constructed under dual pressures of the still burning self-mobilization of the masses 

and outside imperialist pressures. But James finds ways to assess Toussaint's exploitive 

regime as a success based on economic production as administered by the state not by the 

quality of self-government of the toilers. 

No doubt the poor sweated and were backward so that the new ruling class 
might thrive. But at least they too were better off than they had been. 
While on the one hand the authority, social ease and culture of those who, a 
dozen years before, had been slaves, amazed all observers, the success of 
Toussaint's administration can be judged by the fact that in a year and a half he 
had restored cultivation to two thirds of what it had been in the most flourishing 
days of the old regime.87 

Toussaint, through the force of his personality, is given overwhelming credit for 

the consolidated advancement of the social forces of the slaves as represented by their 

cultural and economic progress. His new state is the administrative vehicle for that 

consolidation in James' view. Nowhere else in this narrative is James' orthodox 

Trotskyist view more present, that a degenerate regime can from a certain outlook be 

defended as progressive and embody the gains of a social revolution. But within 

Toussaint's centralized bureaucracy, not totally firmed up or without debate about how to 

govern from on high, there were to arise fissures of how to manage "free labor" whom 

87 Ibid, 248. 
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were actually submitted to a regimen of forced plantation labor under a shortened (or now 

established) work week. 

The quality of this ugly reality, that rebel workers were whipped by Black 

military leaders for not working to specifications under their "free status," can be 

obscured by two matters. That it was an insult administered on a plantation still owned 

by whites. The new Black Haitian regime had an apparent proto-socialist or state 

capitalist nature. That is the ex-slaves were paid not merely wages but a percentage of 

their produce under farming arrangements where the plantations could be said to be 

partially owned by the former white slave masters and partially owned by the new state. 

This militarized economic production was partially to prepare for a final military battle 

with Napoleon Bonaparte. 

After, negotiations broke down. It became clear there would be a French 

military campaign by Napoleon to restore slavery. Anticipating the future of Fidel 

Castro's Cuba's successful defense of the Bay of Pigs, a militarized authoritarian labor 

regime in Haiti justified by "national purpose" would be coupled with militia training 

where guns were stockpiled for invasion in a centralized restricted location. Training the 

masses to defend the nation from invasion was not meant to have a domestic class 

struggle implication. But class struggle within the Black nation is what Black ruling 

elites can not "explain" to the masses. 

The Meaning of the Moise Revolt 

In the irrepressible cauldron of the Northern Province, the first major uprising of 

the second liberation of the Haitian Revolution took place. It is interesting that James 

labels these forces from places like Plaisance, Limbe, and Dondon subsequently "the 
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vanguard of the revolution" and yet Toussaint was never able to maintain steady loyalty 

of that region of the nation. The failure of Toussaint, as James describes it, or the decline 

of his ability to legislate the general will of the nation was his inability to communicate 

with these forces in particular. 

Toussaint throughout most of The Black Jacobins is characterized as the vanguard 

of the Haitian revolution despite this disconnect. It must be credited to James that it is 

through his narrative that the discerning reader can see this. Yet C.L.R. James' 

assessment, in preparation for war with Bonaparte, Toussaint was "busy sawing off the 

branch on which he sat,"88 for it is not clear what he did to earn this base in the North. 

But then James appears to makes a leap in his narrative interpretation. Toussaint, 

and all educated observers, argues James, would have thought that he would have 

permanently owned the loyalty of Black labor. But he did not. Toussaint temporarily 

owned their loyalty for he was thought on some level to embody the Haitian revolution in 

his personality. But when Toussaint's policies consistently created disillusion they 

discarded him for another leader. That leader was Moises, who commanded the Northern 

regional military, who while adopted in a sense by Toussaint as his nephew, openly 

disdained Toussaint's authoritarian labor regime. The only way to maintain some 

semblance of order in that province was for the letter of the law not to be imposed. The 

rising popular forces would not stand for it. Moise articulated this discontent and thus 

they rebelled in his name: "Long Live Moise!" 

The Haitians in the Northern Province resented working for the whites who still 

owned the plantations. They appeared to desire land reform where they could work their 

own plot of land without producing a surplus for the state. Moise appeared to represent 

88 Ibid, 275. 
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this desire. He had a strong reputation as being sympathetic to labor and opposed to 

continuing white power after the movement to abolish slavery took hold under the 

emerging postcolonial regime. James argues these revolutionaries for a second liberation 

desired to massacre the whites, overthrow Toussaint's government, and some hoped to 

put Moise in his place. Our protagonist in telling this account suggests a comparison of 

these insurgent forces to the Cordeliers of Revolutionary France and the Vyborg workers 

of Petrograd in Revolutionary Russia. But before we examine the Jamesian conjecture of 

comparative revolution from below, let us look again at how Toussaint's leadership 

qualities are reclaimed. 

Anticipating his later essay "Lenin and the Problem" where he suggests how 

Kwame Nkrumah went wrong in Ghana, James argues what Toussaint needed to explain 

to the Haitian masses was why the whites were excluded from political power but were 

retained for assistance and collaboration in economic reconstruction of the nation. They 

would have to be used until ordinary workers developed the full cultural capacity to 

maintain an independent government in the dependent relations of the global economy. 

In C.L.R. James' narrative, like Lenin, Toussaint should have patiently explained each 

step of collaboration and the exact position of the ex-slave masters' role in his aspiring 

revolutionary regime. Instead, Toussaint made a grave mistake in putting the rebellion 

down, which resented white property and privilege's place in this postcolonial regime, 

and having Moise shot. Toussaint implemented in response a most fierce police state in 

the Northern Province. 
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Toussaint and The Problem 

The problem with the manner C.L.R. James evaluates Toussaint at this juncture of 

the Moises revolt, even as he shifts the reader's awareness as to what social forces are 

now vanguard of the revolution, is that James justifies the direct democratic forces 

suppression. It is understandable that in a C.L.R. James' narrative, often differentiated 

for a direct democratic flare, this can be difficult to grasp. Behind James' discourse of 

Toussaint taking his eyes and ears off what the masses think and do and not just the 

machinations of the imperialists is a framework. Toussaint crushed "his own" left wing 

and sealed his "own" fate.89 The "tragedy" for James was there was no need for that 

specific action. There is a tension between James' portrayal of Toussaint as "needing" 

the Black sans-culottes and a sense that he has ownership of them—specifically their 

political meaning and destiny. "After Toussaint himself, Moises symbolized the 

revolution, [my italics]"90 

James argues there was no fundamental difference in aim between the social forces 

of the Moise revolt and Toussaint. But this is as absurd as James' recommendation that 

Toussaint should have covered the country "not" with "reprisals" but with his past "homely" 

way of talking to the masses. 91 Toussaint, like Lenin in Russia, consolidated state power in 

Haiti by a most ruthless dictatorship, however populist, before the Moises revolt, against 

other sincere revolutionaries, however obscure in name, with a greater outlook than himself 

from below. Toussaint was even shot at previously and his minions in the Northern Province 

overthrown by popular forces. 

89 Ibid, 286. 

90 Ibid, 278. 

91 Ibid, 285. 

235 



James continues to write on both sides of the direct democratic revolt. On the one 

hand Toussaint should have brought these social forces closer to him. On the other he 

"crushed the revolt as he was bound to do. [my italics]" 92 James emphasis here is not 

that Toussaint likely or inevitably would do this. Rather, Toussaint must do this. 

Burdened by the philosophical shackles of modernity, James invests the civilization 

qualities, and sovereignty of the Haitian Revolution, in the postcolonial ruling elite who 

seeks to centralize state power. This new class above society, acting in the interests of 

labor by in fact subordinating it to a state plan, represents the consolidation of freedom. 

There is a certain authoritarian high modernism that C.L.R. James' Leninism/Jacobinism 

shares with all modern statist visions. 

C.L.R. James in comparing a certain Leninist narrative of the Russian Revolution, 

which is objectionable in many regards, to the Haitian Revolution, he obscures the 

validity of direct democracy in this national liberation struggle. In contrast, by further 

enchanting the comparative analysis of the French Revolution with the Haitian 

Revolution in 1971, James suggests a different outlook on those who would justify the 

Black Jacobins as rulers above Haitian society, whatever their contributions to the anti-

colonial stage of the revolution. 

Toussaint & Lenin; Moises & Kronstadt 

In C.L.R. James' Russian/Haitian comparative discussion Toussaint is placed in 

conversation with Lenin's political dilemmas. The Moise Revolt is first likened to the 

Vyborg workers of the Petrograd Soviet which anticipates spontaneously, from a 

questionable Trotskyist outlook, the Bolshevik consolidation of state power with their 

Ibid, 286. 
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own direct democracy. The crushing of the Moise revolt is framed as comparable to the 

Kronstadt sailors revolt of 1921. 93 

Scholars know substantially more about the political goals of the Kronstadt revolt, 

and did so in James' time (if less so) than the politics of the Moise revolt. The Kronstadt 

sailors was among the last major manifestation of popular committees of workers and 

soldiers (soviets) maintaining independent politics from the Bolshevik led Russian one 

party state after 1917. 

Lenin, despite a pretense to workers participation in economic planning, outlawed 

and brutally suppressed all independent political self-organization not loyal to the 

Bolsheviks. He did this under the pretext of the need for national unity in a time of civil 

war and imperialist war, and an economic plan "War Communism" which militarized 

society. Lenin attempted to eliminate the market and destroyed the economy of the 

country under the dictates of the assumed demands of modern production in a presumed 

backward culture. This created a civil war not merely with counterrevolutionaries but 

with direct democratic political forces to his left, the very Soviets that his state suppressed 

and hijacked their identity and meaning as luster. 

In C.L.R. James eyes, Toussaint is heroic by anticipating these so called dilemmas 

of modern politics and economics with far less education than Lenin. He arrives on his 

own authority and embodies an embryonic Black radical tradition in political thought. 

Yet Toussaint shooting Moises was the equivalent of shooting Trotsky in James' eyes for 

how it bewildered militant Haitian labor.94 But this is an awkward and confusing 

Ibid, 285. 

Ibid, 284. 
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analogy. Trotsky, later seen as a dissident in exile in contrast to Stalin, actually led the 

military repression of the Kronstadt sailors. 

C.L.R. James argues Toussaint, just as Lenin from his perspective, could have 

recovered from repressing the Moise Revolt and executing Moises, for this huge event 

was deemed "a mistake." Not a small dilemma, it was a foundational event in the future 

development of the nation. The Haitian Revolution could have recovered, James 

believed, by easing up on the militarization of society. They were to somehow do this 

like Lenin, while still maintaining a dictatorship. Toussaint could have implemented 

some of the demands of the Moise Revolt, such as land reform, even after he suppressed 

its advocates. James suggests at his most critical this was the first major "error." It was 

probably the final blow that defeated a more libertarian quality in the social revolution. 

C.L.R. James explains "It was in method, and not in principle, that Toussaint 

failed." 95 This stance is irreconcilable with the C.L.R. James that would come to more 

fully advocate a direct democracy. For this suggests popular self-management exists 

merely to be the luster of a populist state that subordinates or murders it. In 1971, C.L.R. 

James lecturing Black Power movement audiences in the United States knew that such a 

conclusion was unacceptable for scholars and activists looking for a way out of the 

postcolonial and post civil rights moment where again freedom appeared on its way to 

being lost by a new form of managerial society. James makes his intervention by 

re-enchanting his comparative view of the French and Haitian Revolutions to be found in 

The Black Jacobins. 

Ibid, 238. 
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The Meaning of the Black Sans-Culottes 

The meaning of the Moise Revolt in the Haitian Revolution would apparently be 

much enlarged if C.L.R. James took up the task, as he proposed, of re-writing The Black 

Jacobins. It would not leave hanging a suggestion supported by certain aspects of James' 

narrative. This is best summed up in what Toussaint was purportedly to have said to 

Moise before executing him: "Could I a former slave, work toward the re-establishment 

of servitude?"96 When one exchanges a hierarchal form of governance for another with a 

re-engineered representation anything is possible. The quality of citizenship of the rank 

and file in relation to political economy, if in cultural expression, need not advance. A 

new framework for institutionalized oppression can be quite deadly. 

In C.L.R. James initial narrative the Haitian rebels of the Northern Province are 

mirrored by "the Paris Masses." There is a series of ruptures of popular assemblies and 

committees. These both make and break Maximillian Robespierre's Jacobins, which 

C.L.R. James initially labels "the extreme left wing." The sans-culottes through a 

process of instant recall of the Girondins, who did not wish to implement from above in 

state power aspects of their desires formulated in public policy, replaced them with the 

Jacobins. 

C.L.R. James suggests that the radical reforms of Robespierre in state power are 

imposed on his faction, the Jacobins, by the popular forces below them, whose politics 

for our protagonist anticipates communism. Jacques Varlet and Jacques Roux, who led 

the Enrages who spoke for the sans-culottes as a class, the independent artisans and 

laborers who anticipate in James view, and are ancestors of the modern proletariat. 

96 Laurent DuBois. Avengers of the New World. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004. 247. 

97 Ibid, 138. 
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This could be evaluated in a strange fashion if one suggests the Black sans

culottes desired a new kind of freedom called totalitarianism. Instead, C.L.R. James 

believes through their desire for direct self-government, the Paris sans-culottes through 

trial and error, brought about a regime whose contradictions were new, partially a product 

of their own creation, and which they needed to figure out. 

Most orthodox Marxists view the Jacobins as ancestors of the Leninist vision. 

But C.L.R. James has a peculiar libertarian Leninist vision. Capitalism had not yet been 

consolidated to be opposed in France. But state restrictions on the profiteering of the new 

ruling elite and provisional aspects which anticipated the welfare state came into being 

during the so called "terror" which discarded and killed Robespierre, who feared his left 

wing's growing power and took steps to repress them. 

As C.L.R. James clarifies his view in Notes on Dialectics the sans-culottes desire 

to be directly self-governing made "state capitalism" appear for a time. As a doctrine and 

program, it was a compromised aspect of their own will to power more than a century 

before it would be a basic staple of modern statecraft in the twentieth century. In a sense 

the progressive quality of the Robespierre led Jacobin state, if it could be termed 

positively on some level as it was attempting to suppress the sans-culottes, could be 

attributed to the self-activity of ordinary people and not the middle classes. This was 

meant to suggest pregnant possibilities for the comparative meaning of the Moises revolt 

in Haiti. 

But C.L.R. James in his new footnotes in the second edition of The Black 

Jacobins goes further by quoting the lectures of George Lefebvre, the historian of the 

French Revolution. 

The Jacobins, furthermore, were authoritarian in outlook. Consciously or 
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not, they wished to act with the people and for them, but they claimed the right of 
leadership, and when they arrived at the head of affairs they ceased to consult the 
people, did away with elections, proscribed the Herbertistes and the Enrages. 
They can be described as enlightened despots. The sans-culottes on the contrary 
were extreme democrats: they wanted direct government of the people by the 
people; if they demanded a dictatorship against the aristocrats they wished to 
exercise it themselves and to make their leaders do what they wanted.98 

Through Lefebvre, C.L.R. James appears to condemn Toussaint, the 

personification of the Black Jacobin, by proxy as authoritarian in outlook. C.L.R. James 

adds the Paris sans-culottes saw very vividly "what was required at each stage of the 

revolution at least until it reached its highest peak. Their difficulty was that they had 

neither the education, experience, nor the resources to organize a modern state if only 

temporarily." James does not make clear here if he means the revolutionary state should 

be provisional and whither away (and quickly) or that he was skeptical that this class 

animated by a near anarchist vision of direct democracy could organize a regime with the 

necessary centralization to consolidate its desires in a transitional period. 

C.L.R. James believes this is almost the same situation the revolutionaries of the 

Northern Province of Haiti (in Plaisance, Limbe, Dondon) found themselves in relation to 

Toussaint. Save for the matter of the Jamesian conjecture that as ex-slaves, they and their 

aspiring leaders, had less political education than the French Revolution masses and 

leaders. But C.L.R. James can not escape the judgment that while he is correct to 

vindicate Toussaint as an intelligent person, he shows Toussaint had no special 

knowledge that would fulfill the direct democracy and neither did the Jacobins in France. 

The Jacobins, regardless of race, were simply opposed to the direct self-government of 

everyday people with representatives above society subject to instant recall. James 

C.L.R. James (1938). The Black Jacobins. 2nd Edition. New York: Vintage, 1963. 276. fh.6 
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implies vaguely this is so, something he would never suggest about Lenin and the 

Bolsheviks. 

Yet from a certain libertarian Marxist perspective, both the Enrages and 

Bolsheviks could be viewed as personifying the self-activity of ordinary people and 

embodying their will—as C.L.R. James might imagine himself. And thus there could be 

said a unity of outlook in James' Russian and French readings of Haiti and Toussaint. 

The questions would still remain which class does Toussaint speak for, the Black 

Jacobins or Black Sans-culottes? 

What form of government does he speak for? Should it be a direct democratic 

government of popular councils and assemblies? Or does Toussaint speak for a nation-

state with a progressive ruling class? Is Toussaint a recallable delegate or a populist 

untouchable executive on high? Just as the program of the Moise Revolt cannot be known 

for certain, these questions can only remain speculation. But C.L.R. James insists if you 

study history merely diagnosing the past without speculating about the future it is of no 

use to practical political thought. These are the type of questions C.L.R. James wants his 

audience to be asking. 

2000 Leaders to Be Taken Away 

C.L.R. James most powerful and challenging intervention in his own re-reading of 

The Black Jacobins is a greater emphasis on the implications of General LeClerc's 

military intelligence report on the failed French campaign to restore slavery, after the 

capture of Toussaint. He advises Napoleon Bonaparte he has been mistaken in his war 

strategy to have thought by capturing Toussaint the French had taken away the Haitians' 

leader. "There are two thousand leaders to be taken away." 
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James in his 1971 lectures advises his Black Power audience in Atlanta "now you 

are beginning to understand why I wrote the book, how I wrote" The Black Jacobins. A 

history from below must be characterized by looking for and elevating the self-governing 

capacities of ordinary people. 

C.L.R. James in certain respects did this in 1938. However, he also tried to show 

Black people possessed "great men" who could lead a revolution. Historical actors, cadre 

elites in contrast to ordinary people with perhaps latent abilities, could show how a 

revolution was made. In contrast to W.E.B. Du Bois' Black Reconstruction, C.L.R. 

James suggests he was partially mistaken to attempt to prove or vindicate this capacity— 

though Black radicals such as Paul Robeson and George Padmore felt affirmed by this 

narrative. W.E.B. Du Bois, at least in the work C.L.R. James compares The Black 

Jacobins with, asks the reader to assume this. Du Bois thus depicts the actual political 

thought of the rank and file ex-slaves during slavery and Reconstruction in the United 

States, in certain respects more sharply in James' own opinion, than in James' classic 

history of Haitian revolt. 

Instead of relying on "sympathetic observers," C.L.R. James would focus more on 

the political thought towards self-emancipation by the Haitian masses themselves, if he 

was to re-write the book. Confident the sources are there, if he had the proper way of 

seeing the first time around, the elder C.L.R. James would have written a very different 

book. James, seeing his historical narratives as a type of social contract with his students 

and comrades, a platform for mutually supervising proper political thought; he is willing 

to amend, endorse, and encouraged new scholars of the Haitian Revolution who craft 

narratives further from below. James wrote the foreword to Jean Fouchard's The Haitian 

243 



Maroons, acknowledging their self-activity was underdeveloped in his own narrative. 

C.L.R. James, with French Revolution historian George Rude, mentored Carolyn Fick in 

writing her classic The Making of Haiti: The San Domingo Revolution From Below. 

Fick was a member of the Facing Reality group in Detroit as a young college student. 

At a moment when disillusion is looming over the Black liberation struggle in the 

United States, C.L.R. James offered his re-reading of The Black Jacobins as a new 

parable for future struggle, revising in certain respects the Black Plato type discourse he 

meant to assist the African Revolution. Black media and educational institutions were 

lamenting the rise and fall of epic leaders such as Malcolm X, Martin Luther King and 

the jailed and killed Black Panther activists. New Black corporatist politicians were 

perceived as solidifying a new managerial regime corrupting the free society struggling to 

be born in the USA. Urban rebellions in Watts, Detroit, Harlem, Cleveland, Newark and 

Washington DC were imagined, by many a friend and foe alike, as tragic and misguided 

rioting subject to brutality and chaos. This was so even as they were defeating or 

withstanding military assault and showing the capacity for self-government otherwise 

thought irrational and anarchic as in the Haitian Revolution. There were melancholy 

reflections that perhaps Black people can't be trusted to achieve self-governance on a 

high ethical level after all. 

C.L.R. James reminded the duty of the Black scholar and Black Power activist 

was to document and see the political thought of the "obscure two thousand leaders" in 

the Black liberation struggle, and not be disappointed or bewildered. If one can no longer 

find 2000 revolutionary leaders among African Americans, a ratio of approximately 1 in 
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10 in 1971, perhaps James suggests the Black freedom struggle has not reached the 

proportions some claim for it. 

He explains the revolution will not accurately be televised. It will not be defeated 

by, nor is it reliant on, one or two leaders above society, heroic or corrupt. Political 

betrayal is not a special quality of leaders of a certain race. Official society will not 

acknowledge everyday Black people's capacity to be self-governing. One has to know 

where to look for that capacity. "I'm going to wait until I see it in your eyes—'All right, 

all right, all right, we understand'—and then I will stop saying it to you." " 

Yet James concludes these lectures on The Black Jacobins seemingly on both 

sides of the Haitian Revolution again. He returns to Toussaint's personality and the 

matter of tragedy but in a nuanced riddle. James suggests, in my reading, Toussaint was 

not a tragic figure. Tragic figures are distinguished by their mortality for they face 

insurmountable obstacles that they nevertheless hurl themselves at in pursuit of freedom 

and by which their noble character is reflected. 

But Toussaint's character as a "civilized" man, in James' viewpoint, is what made 

him not tragic. For it was the restraints and knowledge that he possessed that helped 

build the state and army which was subsequently led by Dessalines, "the barbarian," to 

"victory." C.L.R. James perhaps views Toussaint's repression of the direct democratic 

aspects of the Haitian national liberation struggle as part of his "decline." That the ex-

slaves were masters of their own fate Toussaint appears to instinctively know, in James 

final outlook, and by this he can "atone" for his bloody "mistakes." 

Conclusion 

99 C.L.R. James. (June 18 1971) "How I Would Re-Write The Black Jacobins." Small Axe. 
8 September 2000. 108. 
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In Every Cook Can Govern, C.L.R. James study of Ancient Athens, direct 

democracy and its contemporary meaning, our protagonist in 1956 finds a place for Plato 

as well at the rendezvous of victory. That Plato's Republic was an authoritarian project 

hostile to the direct democracy James has no doubt. Yet James suggests Plato had a 

certain method which for many years was something one had to consider. He explains 

Plato acknowledged direct democracy as an ideal but impractical. Thus Plato organized a 

dialogic discourse about alternative terms of governance by aspiring progressive 

guardians which appeared to be objective. James insisted this was no longer relevant to 

"modern" society.100 But national liberation struggles out from under empire, however 

much distinguished by self-governing capacities from below, for James did not take place 

in modern societies. There is no doubt C.L.R. James wrote on "both sides" of the Haitian 

Revolution, as he did all national liberation struggles, for how he evaluated the contours 

of direct democratic potential. 

100 C.L.R. James. (1956) Every Cook Can Govern. Detroit: Bewick, 1992. 26. 
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CHAPTER 6 

C.L.R. James' African American Politics: From the Age of the CIO to Black Power 

C.L.R. James' African American politics is distinguished by two distinct periods 

in his life and work. In his first American sojourn (1938-1953), within and independent 

of the American Trotskyist movement, he begins to theorize a unique vision of Black 

autonomy during the Age of the CIO. Carrying out public lecture tours at the beginning 

and end of this era, he organizes with sharecroppers in South East Missouri. Observing 

closely autoworkers in Detroit and miners in West Virginia, James also propagandizes 

against World War II, exposing its claim to be a democratic war against fascism led by an 

American nation distinguished by Jim Crow. Prodigiously writing in obscure militant 

labor newspapers as an underground man distinguished by pseudonyms through the bulk 

of his stay; when interned on Ellis Island he is in the process of making a unique 

argument about direct democracy and Black autonomy as part of American civilization's 

character at the height of the Cold War and McCarthy era political repression. 

James foreshadowed an outlook which anticipated the direct democratic content 

of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, and its epistemological challenges to 

white supremacy and empire. The independent validity of the struggles of African 

Americans appeared to be their instinctive move toward a type of libertarian socialism 

where the claims of the state and capital and the emerging Black middle class were called 

into question. Where Black freedom struggles were not explicitly framed by their own 

self-activity in this fashion, they appeared to James to approach such wisdom, and acted 

as a consciousness raising force on the aspiring revolutionary proletariat, and thus stood 

on their own authority. 
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C.L.R. James in his second American sojourn (1969-1979) was no longer the 

underground man of the Age of the CIO. In 1957 and 1960 C.L.R. James visited Kwame 

Nkrumah's Ghana and in 1964 was that regime's first public critic from within the Pan 

African movement. From 1958 to 1962 and 1965-66 he was at the center of intrigue in 

anti-colonial and postcolonial Caribbean politics. In 1966-1967 he helped to animate the 

Caribbean student and immigrant community in Canada through study groups and a 

lecture tour. From December 1967-January 1968, C.L.R. James had visited Castro's 

Cuba, Ibadan, Nigeria, and spent a few days in post-Nkrumah Ghana. In August 1968, 

James visited Tanzania and Uganda. In October of 1968, he was a major figure at the 

Congress of Black Writers in Montreal which was instrumental in internationalizing the 

Black Power movement in the United States.1 

Not merely by reputation from a past era, over the last decade C.L.R. James was a 

renewed international African, and was perceived as a man of the Third World with 

reinvigorated experiences to share with Black Power activists. His earlier experiences as 

a revolutionary socialist in the former era were often seen as refracted by the latter 

period's sensibilities. We must keep this in mind particularly when considering the 

shifting meanings of James' early propositions both about the direct democratic content 

of African American freedom struggles, and "the independent validity" of Black 

Nationalism and desires for self-determination. 

The Independent Validity of Black Autonomy: The Striving for Popular 
Self-Management in the United States on African American's Own Authority 

African Americans in the United States during the Jim Crow era may be a 

"minority" but for C.L.R. James in language, religion, culture, education, and political 

1 C.L.R. James. Letter to Frederick Warburg. January 10, 1969. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter 
Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 
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perspectives they are an organic part of American civilization. Thus Blacks are arriving 

at a consciousness of themselves as citizens of the American nation and of the world 

rejecting subordinate status. They do not seek any "special privileges" or separate 

"statehood" but demand freedom and equality.2 The struggle for racial equality and Black 

autonomy is not a simple matter of economic or political resolutions, a matter of 

government policy reforms or opposition to the injustice of capitalism. Rather, behind 

legally sanctioned inequality, poverty, fascist attacks by Ku Klux Klan, and police 

brutality is the matter that violence is on the mind of everyday people, black and white, 

and can be brought in to settle all disputes. 

Informally, Black bodies can be lynched, raped, mutilated, drowned at the bottom 

of a river or tossed into the gutter for asserting one's right to vote, organizing a union, or 

even inadvertently being perceived as sitting in the wrong place or talking to the wrong 

white person as social equal or implying an intimate interest in white women. Race riots 

can begin as an orgy of white supremacist violence and/or a response of Black armed 

self-defense. Thus among ordinary people personal discipline and prevention in the face 

of real risks that a revolver can quickly come into politics is a self-governing instinct that 

distinguish racial matters in American civilization.3 

In the face of this reality, while C.L.R. James is sympathetic to the emotive 

response to gains which appear to confirm African American citizenship rights, all the 

fuss about legislation opposing hate crimes, promoting affirmative action in employment, 

advancing voting rights, attempting to equalize public education and accommodations 

even if passed, are of no fundamental consequence. The different sections of the 

2 C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993. 201. 

3 Ibid, 202-203; C.L.R. James. [G.F. Eckstein] "The Iron Heel." Fourth International. August 1949. 209. 
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American capitalist government, federal, state, and local, and regional will not wage 

conflict among themselves to enforce social equality without a direct action movement at 

the local level that is in advance of such efforts.4 

Initial steps to racially integrate the military or government bureaucracy are 

prompted by a desire by the state to maintain the nation's reputation for foreign policy 

concerns, and to capture the ideal of multi-racial association pioneered by the CIO 

movement and transfer it from the insurgent working classes to the middle classes.5 

The rise and fall of A.Philip Randolph's March on Washington Movement, Randolph's 

opposition to the Jim Crow military, and the forging of the Federal Employment 

Protection Commission (FEPC), a early equal opportunity commission, underscore for 

C.L.R. James that the Black freedom movement must recognize that all government 

reforms are a response to their own self-activity.6 Further all initiatives by Black middle 

class leaders however tepid need to be reinforced and extended by their self-organization 

in local popular committees. The Black masses cannot stop and start their initiatives 

while observing back door negotiations of Black leaders on high who aspire to enter the 

rules of hierarchy, or who see protest as merely a vehicle for reform. 

4 Ibid, 203. 

5 C.L.R. James. [J. Meyer.] "Road Ahead In Negro Struggle." Fourth International. June 1949. 175-176. 

6 W.F. Carlton. "FEPC Program No Aid To Negro Labor." Labor Action. September 20,1943; C.L.R. 
James. [W.F. Carlton] "Speech of Railroad Lawyer at FEPC Hearing Shows Up Hypocrisy of American 
Racial Policy. Labor Action. September, 27, 1943; C.L.R. James. [W.F. Carlton] "FEPC Has Failed: 
Committee Appointed by Labor Needed." Labor Action. October 25,1943; C.L.R. James. [W.F.Carlton] 
"Randolph Prepares a New 'Demarche.'" Labor Action. December 6,1943. C.L.R. James. C.L.R. James. 
[J.R. Johnson] "One Tenth of The Nation." Labor Action. December 11,1944; C.L.R. James. [J.R. 
Johnson] "One Tenth of The Nation." Labor Action. December 18, 1944; C.L.R. James. [G.F. Eckstein] 
"Resist Jim Crow Draft, Randolph Urges. The Militant. April 12 1948; C.L.R. James. [G.F. Eckstein] 
"Randolph's Anti-Draft Proposal Sharply Divides Negro Leaders." The Militant. April 19, 1948; C.L.R. 
James. [G.F. Eckstein] "Randolph's Campaign. The Militant. April 26,1948; C.L.R. James. [J. Meyer] 
"Jim Crow Is Maintained In Army's New Program." The Militant. October 10,1949; C.L.R. James. 
[J. Meyer] "Jim Crow Puts Liberals On Spot." The Militant. January 3, 1949. 
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The reformist state apparatus in response to this movement for Black autonomy 

and racial justice creates a Black middle class and intellectual layer which will administer 

the adjustments in government and social institutions protecting the essential inequalities 

of the system while transforming its representation. There will emerge in the Black 

community the equivalent of the trade union bureaucracy in the labor movement. This 

layer of new Black representation will become invested in the maintenance of separate 

and unequal schools, inferior social services, and undercapitalized businesses and 

imagine that these represent a qualitative Black cultural autonomy.7 

In contrast, consistent with the tendency toward pursuit of political autonomy 

through associational life which is part of the tradition of American Civilization, Black 

churches, media, charitable associations, educational and welfare organizations all project 

as at least part of their program freedom, justice, and equality. Contained by a middle 

class leadership as represented by the NAACP, the suppressed bitterness of the Black 

working class, as reflected in Black popular culture, especially dance, sports, and music, 

have the potential to explode and call into question the basic features of electoral party 

politics, the welfare state and the claims toward radical solutions as represented by 

Communism. These instincts it was thought were repressed and forced to be expressed 

merely through popular culture in all its vibrancy. 

Thus C.L.R. James perhaps found the essence of what he perceived as the self-

governing instincts of Ancient Athenian popular theatre at Harlem's Apollo Theatre, 

where the crowd not experts presides over aesthetic judgment of amateur night. Holding 

7 C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1993. 206-207; C.L.R. James. 
[J. Meyer]. " 'The Talented Tenth': Negro Leadership and Civil Rights." Fourth International. April 1949. 
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forth on their own authority, African Americans often but not always made remarkable 

judgments as to what was creative and beautiful with an explosive energy.8 

The Black community also produces intellectuals, in C.L.R. James' view, such as 

Chester Himes and Richard Wright, whom pose certain philosophical problems of Black 

liberation. They expose the false promises of the welfare state, trade union bureaucracy 

and the corruption and betrayal of Black and anti-colonial struggles by socialist regimes 

abroad, and their satellite parties in the United States. Unlike dissident white intellectuals 

who break away from these bureaucratic socialist forces only to reconcile with capitalist 

democratic traditions as perhaps a loyal opposition, among the African American 

community emerges a growing radical tradition which stands on its own authority in 

pursuit of Black autonomy.9 

C.L.R. James asks a profound question which still informs the struggle against 

white supremacy in the twenty first century. "Does cheap patronage cancel [racial] 

oppression?"10 For James politics is an activity where ordinary Black folks place 

forward programs and perspectives of their own and carry them out. Politics is not a 

discourse on what the state and economy owes and must distribute, or the African 

8 C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Anna Grimshaw and Keith Hart eds. Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1993. 210-211; Scott McLemee. "Introduction: The Enigma of Arrival." C.L.R. James On The 
' Negro Question.' Scott McLemee ed. Jackson, MS: University of Mississippi Press, 1996. xi-xxxiii. 

The judgment of the Black masses exhibited at Apollo's amateur night is instructive. It affirms both Blacks 
(and whites and other ethnic groups) for excellence in performance in the context of the aesthetic values of 
the Black community. But it also has tendency to boo people off the stage or affirm them equally for how 
they look, how they dress, their sex appeal, and give to folks only intermittently who hesitate or begin slow 
under pressure of the audience's gaze. This is consistent with the crowds and assemblies of Ancient 
Athens and their popular theatre. We might question though the merits of such behavior for fostering a 
direct democracy. 

9 C.L.R. James. (1950) American Civilization. Anna Grimshaw and Keith Hart eds. Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1993. 210-211. 

10 C.L.R. James. [W.F. Carlton] "Negro Viewpoint: Does Cheap Patronage Cancel Oppression?" 
Labor Action. August 14, 1944. 
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American middle class' obligations, though he recognizes Black people are 

disproportionately represented among the American nation's poor. 

The Negroes too have to make a step forward. Their immediate field of action is 
the struggle for equality, as far as that is possible in bourgeois society. Jobs for 
Negroes, abolition of discrimination, these occupy the thoughts and strengths of 
millions of Negroes. But something more is required. Exactly what is to be the 
future of American society. What role will Negroes play in it? How can they 
assist in the formation of a type of society which will give them their just and 
equal rights?11 

C.L.R. James believes this intellectual and political development attempting to 

break out in Black associational life among the working classes, although it is carried out 

under the banner of democratic, civil or human "rights," will mirror the strengths of the 

popular committees which distinguish the direct democratic character of the CIO 

movement. He is prophetic for the sit down strikes of miners and autoworkers arrive as a 

tactic of the southern civil rights movement. This imagined movement will intervene 

with great force on the national character and leavens the struggle for revolutionary and 

independent socialist perspectives, approaching their philosophical conclusions on its 

own terms, and with a validity all its own. Its acts as "a ferment" in the revolutionary 

transformation of society. Consistent with the experiences of slavery and abolition, the 

Civil War and Reconstruction, behind any attempt to enforce promises of institutional 

reform such as reparations looms a military question and the possibility of terrible 

repression. On that basis the need for civil and armed defense by revolutionary anti-

racists and independent socialists is posed. 

11 C.L.R. James. [J.R. Johnson] "One Tenth of The Nation: Roosevelt and the Negro Question." 
Labor Action. May 7, 1945. 

12 C.L.R. James. (1948) "The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro Problem in the United States." 
In C.L.R. James On The 'Negro Question.' Scott McLemee ed. Jackson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 1996. 143. 
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C.L.R. James in attempting to propagate Black revolutionary perspectives and 

proposals at times overstates the radical and egalitarian instincts among African 

Americans on a mass scale. He suggests Blacks do not believe imperialist wars are 

struggles for democracy based on their own experience of white supremacy and what is 

called democracy at home which excludes them. Their experience of white racism, 

especially in the Jim Crow South, calls into question the state power's claim to be a 

neutral institution which mediates fairly between classes. Democratic processes such as 

lobbying, writing letters to Congressmen, and voting, given Black disenfranchisement, 

are obviously, in James' analysis, mystifications and forms of degradation. The two 

party system, where both parties maintain white supremacy and empire, suggest to 

African Americans that building independent political parties is part of pursuit of Black 

autonomy.! 

African American self-emancipation and self-organization, James suggests at the 

workplace, school, and within the army are distinguished by "no elite parties, no 

conspiratorial organizations, no specially trained leaders to formulate their slogans or 

develop national policy for each stage." Here he means primarily that of white socialists, 

though James wishes to insinuate a disdain for all vanguards, elements of which 

of course are always present. Rather, this movement for Black autonomy is guided by 

the fundamental moral authority of its cause, termed "democracy and total integration," 

its principled politics, and the objective crisis of American civilization at home and 

abroad. Organically internationalist, their attempts at a people to people foreign policy 

transcend the failures of nation-states and representative government globally. This is in 

fact the outlook of a political avant-garde which has limitations even in the best of 

13 Ibid, 140. 

254 



times. 

The significance of the independent movement for Black autonomy, C.L.R. James 

contests, is at every stage it anticipates where the fight for advancing democracy in 

American civilization will have to eventually arrive. The essence of the "principled 

politics" which distinguishes the striving for Black liberation is it is characterized by a 

type of "revolutionary defeatism." If James' claim about the Black freedom struggle is 

overstated, he suggests at its best the Black movement is willing to go down to defeat 

before its oppressors rather than demoralize and destroy the movement by "adopting 

means in irreconcilable conflict" with its goals. 

The implications of the Black movement are so "total and historic" they cause 

white workers to be alternatively attracted and repelled by emerging Black autonomy. In 

the face of challenges too great for them to accept about the character of American 

Civilization as a whole, their own future is posed by the fight for Black freedom.15 

Black self-emancipation and self-organization expose certain white supremacist myths 

about American civilization. Protection of white women by white men, in the face of 

irrational fear of rape and the sexuality of Black men, is revealed to be patriarchy. The 

protection of jobs is exposed as the preservation of a racial aristocracy of labor. Defense 

of the white neighborhood is exposed as the break up of community ties and the 

neighborhood as a direct democratic political force. White flight in housing, and racial 

profiling by police reflects, under the guise of protecting the safety of whites, a rejection 

of the pioneering effort by Blacks to transform American Civilization toward social 

14 C.L.R. James. (1956) With Selma James and Grace Lee. "Negroes and American Democracy: Towards 
Total Integration." In American Civilization Revisited. Unpublished Manuscript. Martin Glaberman 
Collection. Walter Reuther Labor Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 123. 

15 Ibid, 124. 
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equality. Freedom of association exclusively among whites is unmasked to be fascism 

The enjoyment of full citizenship by whites at the expense of Black autonomy is an 

attack on the citizenship of all. In contrast, the pursuit of Black autonomy is suggested 

by C.L.R. James "creating a new concept of citizenship and community..." that is "the 

end of representative" government.16 

However, with all this C.L.R. James is an implacable foe of any doctrine of 

"white privilege" that suggests white workers are counter-revolutionary and inherently 

only fit for a cage and bananas. He is confident they will come to revolutionary 

conclusions through their own experience of capitalism and state power not for any 

inherent predilection in their general will to qualitatively oppose racism. Whites simply, 

when in radical motion, will not allow their racial prejudices to undercut their political 

and economic interests.17 C.L.R. James promotes armed direct action against white 

supremacist organizations, whether of Klu Klux Klan or police brutality. But beyond that 

James is confident in whites' capacity to be comrades in multi-racial and insurgent anti-

racist organizations and movements. For James, "white workers prejudices" are a 

product of the fact that the national culture of segregation has degraded even those who 

are well meaning. They are rarely exposed in everyday business or through national 

media and culture to African Americans standing on their own professional, educational, 

16 Ibid, 127. 

17 C.L.R. James. (1939) "Revolution and the Negro." C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism. Scott 
McLemee and Paul Le Blanc eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 86-87. James held this 
basic perspective throughout his life. This outlook can be reconciled with a perspective on white privilege 
which suggests for whites to follow one's political and economic interests necessitates giving up one's 
racial interests and identity for a higher loyalty and solidarity with people of color. While James is open to 
that solidarity being fostered he does not suggest he believes whites will ever give up racial prejudices 
without the experience of revolutionary struggle. Thus he doesn't allow it to excessively preoccupy his 
psychology. 
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and cultural authority. Through increasing multi-racial relations the individual merit, 

character, and achievements of all will be come clear to all who are sincere. 

C.L.R. James' discussion of Black Nationalism and self-determination with Leon 

Trotsky, though advocating the independent validity of Black nationalism short of 

aspirations to a separate state (which he observes correctly the masses of African 

American's do not desire), and an independent Black organization and publication 

subsequently was interpreted by the Black Power generation as the Black radical tradition 

could stand on its own authority from the Anglo-American Left. While not an incorrect 

interpretation of C.L.R. James' discussion with Trotsky in broader philosophical terms, it 

obscures that James proposed that such an organization (while not "a front organization") 

and its independent Black publication (affiliating with George Padmore's International 

Opinion was discussed) was to be sponsored by the overwhelmingly white SWP. 

Further, beyond the SWP, and later the WP, his perspective on Black 

Nationalism was offered and adopted to whatever ultimate advantage as primarily to 

educate his white comrades. Though, it was proposed as a policy for the entire 

organization which had other people of color as members.19 James felt it was important 

to educate his white colleagues as peers, where the implications of their own political 

18 C.L.R. James. "One Tenth of A Nation: White Workers Prejudices." Labor Action. April 10,1945. 
In CLR James On 'The Negro Question.' Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1996. 46-48. 

19 It is important to recognize that James and members of his Johnson-Forest Tendency were not the only 
people of color in both the Socialist Workers Party and the Workers Party in the American Trotskyist 
movement. He did always agree on political policy with other people of color members. Despite being 
friendly with Conrad Lynn, while members of the SWP together, they did not agree on many political 
matters though it is fair to say their views on Black nationalism were similar. In the WP while working 
with David Coolidge (Ernest Rice McKinney) on the SE Missouri sharecropper strike of 1941, they were 
never friendly and did not agree on many political questions. Coolidge, though an African American, was 
a class reductionist and saw little value in Black nationalism. 
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thought was equally important, and thus needed to be properly developed with the 

understanding that they too could stand on their own authority on race matters. 

Black Power and Black Studies: 

C.L.R. James' Second American Sojourn 

C.L.R. James' second American sojourn (1969-1979) found our protagonist 

mentor and colleague of Black Power activists, and by popular demand among the most 

prominent public lecturers on Black Studies. James became an associate of many young 

people with experience in radical political organizations such as the Student Non-Violent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Black Panther Party (BPP), the League of 

Revolutionary Black Workers (LRBW), and Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM). 

Seeking to assist, coordinate, and globalize many initiatives he found in workplaces, 

schools, and neighborhoods by facilitating African and Caribbean linkages; James was 

instrumental in facilitating heightened discussion about direct democracy, national 

liberation, and revolutionary organization. That influence was particularly strong among 

an activist nexus stretching far and wide from the Washington, D.C. to the Detroit 

metropolitan areas and radiating beyond. 

C.L.R. James began in public lectures to contribute to cohering what we now 

know as the Black radical tradition of historiography. Historically intellectual trends and 

personalities, who saw themselves in conflict at one time or another, were reconciled in a 

narrative arguing for stages of development toward a more full Black autonomy. 

Illustrating a transition from the distinguished authority of middle class intellectuals 

across the African world towards making the self-activity of African Americans of rural 

and urban working class communities paramount, James learned as much from the Black 

Power generation as he taught. Particularly, this was true in challenging James to more 

258 



fully embrace the power of a philosophy of history which centers an African cultural 

heritage, the profound impact of Black political prisoners, and revealing to him in greater 

depth the capacities of African American women as community organizers. Yet he 

always seemed bewildered by a Black consciousness that was emotive and prideful but 

through his eyes not very historical. 

C.L.R. James encouraged the Black Power generation to take matters in their own 

hands and to not hesitate to disagree with him in finding their own modes of expression, 

though these might not be his own formulations. Yet, simultaneously he was not beyond 

quarreling, chiding, or making plain his own perspectives and proposals. These were 

particularly acute in the forging of a debate about the perennial attempt in this period to 

establish a Black political party aspiring to function as a vanguard. 

For some Black Power activists, the value of James' independent political thought 

was not so much his anti-Stalinism, his critiques of Trotsky, his elevation of direct 

democracy. Rather, his career was evidence that the authority of European socialists 

could and must continue to be de-centered for impulses toward Black autonomy could 

stand on their own radical authority. James' prodigious theoretical work on revolutionary 

organization, particularly on the need to Americanize Bolshevism and "the independent 

validity" of movements for Black self-determination, were an inspiration to legislate the 

African American freedom struggle as a vanguard formation on their own terms. 

In contrast, another circle of Black Power activists thought the perennial attempt 

to establish a Black vanguard party was mistaken and obstructed the direct democratic 

impulses of the movement. Black autonomy did not necessarily mean for these activists a 

desire for racial separation or a separate state. Finding James' specific libertarian reading 
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of Lenin, and emphasis on the significance of the Hungarian Revolution, compelling, this 

tendency produced an original analysis of the relationship of spontaneity to political 

organization in the Black Power movement. Persuasive, this project illustrated the rise 

and fall of the Black Power movement must be attributed to its inability to combat the 

increase of bureaucratic and authoritarian politics. 

As a result, an inability to maintain a viewpoint from below on Black autonomy 

came out of certain Marxist perspectives, not merely cultural nationalist perspectives. 

Allowing an aspiring managerial class among African Americans to emerge with 

declining criticism of that development, this contributed to a vulnerability to new multi

cultural strategies of administration of state and capital in the United States. 

Negro Americans Take The Lead: A New Concept of Citizenship 

In Negro Americans Take The Lead (1964), C.L.R. James' Facing Reality group 

interprets ten years of the "Negro Revolution" as a movement for popular self-

management. They imagined Black liberation not as a transition from integration to 

nationalism but as a development where struggles for Black autonomy exhibited new 

concepts of citizenship shaping American Civilization. The perspectives of this pamphlet 

remind what C.L.R. James' contribution might have been to the Black freedom 

movement had he not been compelled to leave the USA in 1953 at the height of 

McCarthyism. This particular Jamesian intervention fills a void, and offers a synthesis, 

between the political thought of Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, which often framed 

movement debate in 1964. Further, it captures a transitional moment between his first 

and second American sojourns. Consider the following highlights of this direct 

democratic vision. 
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The Montgomery Bus Boycott, with the Rosa Parks incident as flashpoint, 

"organized their own transportation system" in the face of police harassment, "chose and 

tested a local leadership," "raised and spent large sums of money" illustrating capacity 

for economic planning, fought local court battles after breaking laws they deemed unjust 

and showing the capacity to live by their own laws, "organized the physical protection of 

leaders of the movement," and "developed a system of direct democracy based on the 

involvement of the whole community in mass meetings." 20 

In Fayette County, Tennessee a Black agricultural community of farmers and 

sharecroppers began a long struggle for voting rights confronted by political and business 

leaders that threatened to "starve them into submission." "Tent cities were built for those 

driven from their land, supplies of food were raised from all over the United States, forms 

of economic co-operation were introduced to combat the white economic boycott." 

"The struggle, led by Robert Williams and Dr. Albert Perry, in Monroe, North 

Carolina, lasting for several years, demonstrated the ability and willingness of a Negro 

community in the deep South to organize its own physical defense to maintain order 

against the Klan and the local 'law enforcement' agencies." Eventually defeated, 

Williams was forced into exile. Facing Reality contests this was "only" after the Monroe 

freedom struggle "was left isolated by the NAACP and the traditional Negro 

leadership."21 

20 Negro Americans Take The Lead. Detroit: Facing Reality, 1964. 4. Published specifically in September 
of 1964, signed by Martin Glaberman (but not on the cover as featured author) this Facing Reality 
pamphlet was in actuality collectively written. James had a significant hand in it. As "J.R. Johnson," his 
theories on "the Negro Question" were still projected as central to the organization's statement. However, 
it was part of his arrangement with the immigration authorities in 1953 that he was not to be present in the 
country until again lawfully admitted. This opportunity came in 1969 officially. Though, from time to 
time, James did sneak in across the border to Detroit from Windsor Canada., from time to time. 

21 Ibid, 4. 
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In 1960, Southern students began the spontaneous sit in movement, "completely 

independent of the older Negro organizations," launching "a frontal attack" on Jim Crow 

social institutions. One year later, started by CORE, Northern blacks and whites together 

built the freedom ride movement to desegregate transportation facilities. Out of the sit-

ins across the South emerged SNCC, Student-Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, "a 

uniquely American form of organization." SNCC took up the task of organizing in "the 

most backward Klan-ridden areas" to work with local communities in voter registration, 

education and desegregation of public facilities through direct action. 

The membership was "fluid and works on a bare subsistence with no leaders than 

those who do the actual work." Based on the unity in action of students and middle class 

people "with poor Negro farmers and agricultural workers," "the actions of the organizers 

are of heroic proportions." But "the heart of the matter, the real historical leap" is the 

experience of those who have endeavored to register to vote.22 

For the Facing Reality group this movement toward freedom by popular self-

management is not to reform or renew representative government. James' circle is not 

concerned with the ballot or who folks vote for specifically. Instead, African Americans 

are "taking the lead" in expressing an enlarged concept of citizenship for American 

Civilization by taking direct action to assert Black suffrage. 

They are militantly hostile, in the Jamesian interpretation, to the notion of 

dependence on an omnipotent national leadership in the Black community. Understated 

leaders are thrown up by local committees including those leaders of national stature at 

times but independent of them. The whole concept of "national leadership" is suggested 

as a false notion. Gloria Richardson in Cambridge, Maryland; Jesse Gray the rent strike 

22 Ibid, 5. 
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leader in New York City; Reverend Albert Cleage in Detroit, Michigan all facilitated the 

needs of local people as defined by popular forces from below.23 

The mass movement also has the capacity to use talents of leaders on a national 

scale without permitting them to "stifle or restrict the movement with narrow" ideological 

conceptions. "The legal talents of Roy Wilkins are used while his political advice is 

consistently ignored. The obvious acceptance of Reverend King.. .does not prevent the 

masses of Negroes from going far beyond his Ghandian philosophy." "The oratorical 

talents and burning indictment of white society of Malcolm X are treasured by many 

thousands of Negro workers without it tempting them in any way to move toward a 

separate state or the Muslim religion."24 

"The danger to the movement lies in the continuous attempt of the ruling class to 

cut off a section of the Negro movement and incorporate it, as much as possible, into 

American society and thus to behead and demoralize the mass movement. Facing Reality 

insists in 1964 the American ruling class "know they have to give something, and they try 

both to give as little as possible and to give it to the rising middle class in order to split 

the Negro community." 

Still termed the "independent Negro struggle" in 1964, C.L.R. James' Facing 

Reality group sees this movement as breaking up the Democratic Party and electoral 

politics as American civilization has known it for generations. "Invitations to the White 

House and spectacular appointments here and there" will not transform the humiliation 

and suppression of Black autonomy. "When the Negro masses move" out of looking 

23 Ibid, 9. 

24 Ibid, 9-10 

25 Ibid, 10. 
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toward official society and its guardians, whether in domestic or foreign policy, "the 

Negro middle classes will come running behind them. That is exactly what.. .in 1964 is 

taking place."26 

Ken Lawrence, a Facing Reality group member, recalls SNCC members Stuart 

and Gloria House, Pat Bridges, and James Forman found this Jamesian analysis 

compelling. Much of James Forman's speech at the 1965 House Un-American Activities 

meeting in Chicago, where SNCC led protests that disrupted the official gathering, 

echoed the direct democratic line of this pamphlet.27 

However what Negro Americans Take The Lead could not anticipate was the 

emergence of a Black Power movement that at once internationalized this new enlarged 

concept of citizenship based on aspects of direct democracy but also quickly became 

demoralized at the prospects of social revolution in the United States. 

Black Power and Stokely Carmichael 

While C.L.R. James officially returns to the United States in 1969, it is valuable 

to assess his second American sojourn as beginning in 1967 for this is when he begins to 

publicly engage the Black Power movement. James first expressed his stance, on the 

meaning of Black Power in the United States, to a public audience as a central facilitator 

of Stokely Carmichael's (later Kwame Ture) visit to London in 1967. James returned 

briefly to Detroit in this same year to lecture at Albert Cleage's Shrine of the Black 

Madonna Church, offering the historical perspective of Black autonomy he believed 

missing for a sharp contemporary assessment of the freedom movement. 

Ibid, 22. 

Ken Lawrence. Correspondence With Author. E-mail: December, 2006. 
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Stuart House, a teenager around the Facing Reality Group in Detroit from the early 

1960s, and a SNCC organizer in Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana, introduced Stokely 

Carmichael, the SNCC leader, to C.L.R. James for the first time in Windsor, Ontario on 

January 14th 1967. He recalls also attending the "secret speech" in Detroit a week before, 

across the border, as James was not supposed to enter the country. James' public address in 

Canada on "World Politics Today" was published in Facing Reality's Speak Out newspaper 

that same year. Primarily about European history, the obsolete nature of the nation-state since 

World War I; House recalls at first Carmichael was not impressed with James' ideas. 

Yet in March, James and Carmichael would correspond shortly after the latter's speech 

at Sir George Williams University (now Concordia University) in Montreal two months later. 

James would attempt to mentor Carmichael and encourage him. In the letter among other 

tasks, James explains that Carmichael faces specific dangers having arrived as a prominent 

public leader at such a young age. Further, Carmichael, as a Trinidad native himself, is part of 

a Caribbean tradition of intellectuals and political figures shaping world politics including 

Marcus Garvey, George Padmore, Aime Cesaire and Frantz Fanon. James locates himself as 

substantially part of this illustrious group, and with that authority, calls into question certain 

aspects of Carmichael's political thought in their correspondence.29 

Stokely Carmichael's visit to London in the summer of 1967 was an opportunity 

for C.L.R. James to elucidate two matters in a public lecture in his defense. First, the 

idea of Black Power was not a call to race war as it was being misunderstood in the 

American and British media but Black autonomy. It was confronting the white 

28 Stuart House. Correspondence With Author. Email: Ferbruary, 2007. 

29 C.L.R. James. "Black Power" In The C.L.R. James Reader. Anna Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1992. 363-364. 
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supremacy of police brutality and the Ku Klux Klan. Not opposed to white people as 

such, the Black Power perspective was challenging to white liberals, who in their 

growing vision of cultural pluralism did not appreciate the violence Black people were 

subjected on a daily basis. 

However C.L.R. James, unlike Stokely Carmichael, did not view Black autonomy 

in conflict with the cultural achievements of Western Civilization. James did not view 

them as primarily racial and colonial, for those specific aspects were barbarism to be 

sure, and not accomplishments. In the mind of C.L.R. James' these could be clearly 

separated. Rather, he viewed the struggle for Black freedom as an inspiration as well to 

democratic minded white people, and a contribution to the democratization of Western 

civilization as a whole. 

At an international congress on the Dialectics of Liberation at the Roundhouse in 

London, where Allen Ginsburg, R.D. Laing, Paul Sweezy and Herbert Marcuse were 

present, Stokely Carmichael's address was the featured event. He spoke on the centrality 

of the Third World and its philosophical meaning for this epoch.30 Tariq AH, an audience 

member recalls James was an understated presence at that gathering. However, despite 

hardly raising his voice James was cheered on that day as well. "Elegantly, but without 

mercy" he "demolished the black nationalist case, while defending its cause."31 

In a long letter of August 1 1967, from George Rawick to Marty Glaberman, a 

report to the Facing Reality group on C.L.R. James' and others' encounters with Stokely 

Stokely Carmichael. "The Dialectics of Liberation." In Stokely Speaks: Black Power Black to 
Pan-Africanism. Ethel Minor ed. New York: Random House, 1971. 77-100. 

31 See Tariq Ali. Street Fighting Years. New York: Citadel, 1991; Cited in James D. Young. C.L.R. James: 
The Unfragmented Vision. Glasgow: Clydeside Press, 1999. 264. 

266 



Carmichael in London is given. A reception at John La Rose's home for Carmichael, 

finds CLR and Selma James, Richard Small, George Ware, and Michael X. 

According to Rawick, as Carmichael was leaving the Dialectics of Liberation conference 

he "dramatically" "spied Nello and he went up.. .and embraced and kissed him." James 

"took the opportunity" to "whisper" in his ear to beware of Michael X, who had attached 

himself to Carmichael. Michael X, a Trinidad native like Stokely, and a British Black 

Power figure popular for a time, took up the mantle of Malcolm X. Yet he, unlike 

Malcolm made a virtue, without a redemptive mission, of his present identity as a 

murderer and a pimp.32 

Michael Thelwell, of SNCC, who also traveled with Stokely Carmichael to London in 

this period, was initially skeptical that C.L.R. James would support and defend their vision of 

Black autonomy. He imagined James, as a result of his well known Marxist disposition to 

privilege the proletariat and multi-racial unity, would find a manner to subtly rebuke them as 

Black nationalists. In hindsight, Thelwell came to view James, like Shirley Graham Du Bois 

and Kwame Nkrumah, as uniting whatever their differences, to be protective of and mentor 

this activist generation. James indeed saw Carmichael's youthful talents and prominence as 

akin to his own past and approached him as a proud grandfather.33 

Yet, C.L.R. James and Carmichael could not agree on the weight to place on 

cultural imperialism, nor could they concur on the value to be placed on socialism, which 

before the Cuban and Chinese revolutions, were seen in Carmichael's worldview as 

animated by a Marxist doctrine whose most prominent proponents were white people. 

32 George Rawick. Letter to Martin Glaberman. August 1, 1967. George P. Rawick Papers. Western 
Manuscript Archives, University of Missouri at St. Louis. 

33 Stokely Carmichael. With E. Michael Thelwell. Ready for Revolution. 
New York: Scribner, 2003. 579-580, 624. 
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George Rawick recalls, Carmichael's interest in Mao Tse Tung, compelled James to 

reflect that the significance of China would become a perennial topic in this period. 

C.L.R. James attempted to solidify in Carmichael an appreciation for the socialist 

heritage of which for him Black self-determination was a constituent element. Stokely 

would affirm this in his own way when visiting Cuba subsequently. He imagined Fidel 

Castro as both a person of color and one of the greatest threats to empire in the Western 

hemisphere.35 Yet things would move quickly. In another letter by George Rawick to 

his comrades of June 7th 1968, less than a year later, he reflects that Carmichael's 

marriage to Miriam Makeba has led him to "the heart of the jet set" in changing times. 

Carmichael begins to be distrusted by militants in the movement for his 

vacillations in his advocacy of socialism and his inconsistent personal views on multi-

racialism. His featured place in the preparation of the Facing Reality Group's 

unpublished Gathering Forces document, as personifying a remarkable turn toward 

socialism by the Black Power movement proves, at least at this historical moment, to 

have been hastily crafted and mistaken. The establishment press has applauded his Black 

Power, written with Charles Hamilton. 

George Rawick. Letter to Martin Glaberman. August 1,1967. George P. Rawick Papers. Western 
Manuscript Archive. University of Missouri at St. Louis. 

35 James would become prematurely encouraged with Carmichael's socialist credentials, and perhaps was 
not appreciative enough of Stokely's challenge to the Eurocentrism of most Marxist doctrines he had been 
previously exposed. Carmichael continued to quarrel with Eldridge Cleaver of the Black Panthers and John 
Watson of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers on the relevance of socialism and multi-racial 
alliances to Black freedom struggles. His arrival at a solid Third World Marxist disposition would come 
later under the tutelage of Ghana's Kwame Nkrumah and Guinea's Sekou Toure. As Kwame Ture, Stokely 
Carmichael would become a Pan-Africanist seeing Black Power for peoples of the African Diaspora in 
terms of sharing and developing a land base on the Africa continent. 
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The Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver and John Watson of the League of 

Revolutionary Black Workers offer critiques of Carmichael, suggesting to George 

Rawick that within a year, he appears now for many Black militants as "pretty tame." 

Eldridge Cleaver located a contradiction in Carmichael's political thought. He 

was advocating racial separation in public and had interracial alliances in private, 

including economic and intimate ones. Carmichael broke with Cleaver's Oakland BPP 

publicly on the basis of disagreement over the latter's transparent commitment to multi

racial alliances. John Watson editor of The Inner City Voice and shortly after part of the 

leadership of the Detroit based League of Revolutionary Black Workers saw this tension 

in Carmichael's public persona as well. He further was angered and termed it "bullshit" 

Carmichael's tendency to give speeches abroad advocating socialism only to then speak 

in the United States to African American audiences suggesting socialism was irrelevant 

to Black freedom.36 

From W.E.B. Du Bois to Frantz Fanon 

On January 7 1967, C.L.R. James briefly crossed the Canadian border at Windsor 

to give a lecture at Albert Cleage's Shrine of the Black Madonna church in Detroit. This 

speech, "From Du Bois to Fanon," later a pamphlet and circulated in fragments in 

community newspapers such as the Inner City Voice, edited by the League of 

Revolutionary Black Workers, captured succinctly the radical intellectual foundations of 

Black autonomy.37 His emphasis was the Black radical tradition is crucial to 

36 George Rawick. Letter to "Comrades." June 7 1968. George P. Rawick Papers. Western Manuscript 
Archives, University of Missouri at St. Louis. See Eldridge Cleaver. "My Father and Stokely 
Carmichael." Ramparts. 5 (April 1967) 12-13; John Watson. "Black Editor: An Interview." Radical 
America. 2.4 (July-August 1968) 30-38. 

37 C.L.R. James. From Du Bois To Fanon. East Lansing, MI: Black Liberation Front International, 1970. 
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understanding not only the struggles of peoples of African descent but the struggle to 

democratize Western and American civilization. 

W.E.B. Du Bois (1868-1963), as a scholar and advocate in C.L.R. James' 

narrative, endeavored to make Africa central to world civilization. Among the foremost 

historians, sociologists, literary figures and politicians of his generation, writing many 

volumes he foreshadowed the future significance of Africa in an era distinguished by no 

apologies for its subordination. Arguing the enslavement and colonization of African 

peoples was not only an "indignity" but "a burden" to Western Civilization, Du Bois 

understood what few ministers of foreign affairs, travelers, and journalists of the early 

twentieth century could fathom: the necessity of involving peoples of African descent in 

politics and government. 

W.E.B. Du Bois, with the Trinidadian attorney Henry Sylvester Williams, 

organized the first Pan-African Conference of 1900 in London. Subsequently he chaired 

four Pan-African Congresses in 1919, 1921, 1923, and 1927 which gathered in London, 

Paris, Brussels, Lisbon and New York City. Playing a leading role in shaping protest of 

colonial land theft and global racial discrimination; he drafted letters to European and 

American rulers, appealing to them to fight racism, promote self-government in their 

colonies, and to demand political rights for Blacks in the United States. 

Where W.E.B. Du Bois' sphere of influence was the production of professional 

scholarly literature and advocacy before racist and imperial regimes, Marcus Garvey took 

up the task of building a Pan-African movement of everyday people where a self-

governing vision of Black autonomy was propagated for the first time on a world scale. 

Through mass oriented journalism, uplift programs promoting health, alternative 
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education, entrepreneurship, and the trappings of military regalia Garvey's Universal 

Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) invented notions of provisional government for 

African peoples. Inspiring art, music and literary representations, Garvey's doctrine 

defended the continent as homeland in disenfranchised African Diaspora communities, 

restoring pride in an African past and confidence in a vibrant destiny. 

James views Garvey as at times unpolished, romantic, and bombastic in his 

intellectual claims. At others, he was less than transparent in his business dealings. 

Despite being an autodidact always in pursuit of knowledge, Garvey did not always have 

precise knowledge of African personalities and civilizations he wished to defend through 

his own philosophy of history. However without a professional and scholarly pedigree, 

possessing limited resources, James emphasizes Marcus Garvey revitalized independent 

political ambitions for multitudes of ordinary people of African descent. 

George Padmore, native of Trinidad, from 1928 to 1935 with the authority of 

Moscow and the Communist International, produced books, journalism, and strategic 

guides that fomented a global network of Black toilers, labor strikes and anti-colonial 

revolt. During World War II, the Soviet Union subverted socialist ideals by, among other 

means, forging an alliance with Britain, France and the United States against Italy, 

Germany, and Japan. Ending their policy of promoting national liberation struggles in 

the African and Caribbean colonies, James reminds George Padmore was asked now to 

encourage friendship with "the democratic imperialists." He refused this absurdity, 

surfacing instead in London, forming the International African Service Bureau with 

C.L.R. James to defend Ethiopia from Italian invasion, and continued broadcasting the 

task of smashing of all colonial regimes worldwide. 
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Working with future African independence leaders, such as Kenya's Jomo 

Kenyatta and Ghana's Kwame Nkrumah, Padmore maintained and extended his vast 

network. These efforts culminated in the 5 Pan African Congress of 1945 held in 

Manchester, England. A watershed event, this assembly gathered for the first time vast 

numbers of African activists, many of whom were trade unionists and students. This time 

few proposals merely to lobby colonial authorities were discussed. Rather, the 

commitment to mass politics and armed struggle, if necessary, to establish self-

government on the African continent was a giant step. Padmore ended his career as 

Nkrumah's advisor on African affairs upon Ghana's independence in 1957. 

Whereas Padmore organized various people to prepare for the African 

Revolution, Frantz Fanon, a colonial from Martinique, went to Algeria and "joined it 

himself." His book The Wretched of the Earth, clarified that in an anti-colonial 

revolution not only must the imperialists be opposed, but also freedom fighters must be 

against many of the nationalist leaders that emerge. The intellectuals to find a truly 

national culture must dig deep into the mass of the population. For if they rely on their 

Western education alone they are bound to corrupt the freedom movement. C.L.R. James 

concluded "now I think that is the final stage which we have reached thus far. I don't 

know where we will reach tomorrow. That is a consistent sequence that tells not only the 

history of the development of the Black intellectuals, but the history of the development 

of ideas which are of the greatest value to civilization as a whole."38 

From Northwestern University to Fred Hampton & The Chicago Black Panther Party 

C.L.R. James' second American sojourn begins in 1969 with a semester at 

Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. A surviving syllabus informs what he had 

38 Ibid, 3. 
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in store for one of the first Black studies classes. The old and new testaments of the 

Bible, Greek literature, and Shakespeare were to be coupled with the Puritan and French 

Revolutions. The American Civil War and Abolitionists, Frederick Douglass and Harriet 

Tubman were followed by W.E.B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, and Malcolm X. Kwame 

Nkrumah's Ghana, Julius Nyerere of Tanzania and the Arusha Declaration, and the Mau 

Mau of Kenya were to be discussed as was his The Black Jacobins, C.L.R. James' 

account of the Haitian Revolution. These were to be covered in sweeping anecdotes in 

one semester. 

On the surface surveying many topics of the history, philosophy and literature of 

Western Civilization at a moment when popular condemnation of Eurocentrism was at its 

height; C.L.R. James' syllabus in fact is structured in such a fashion that makes clear 

themes of opposition to empire, vistas of national liberation and revolution in both 

classical and contemporary texts. For example, James plans to discuss on September 30 

Exodus (Ch 1-3) as "the revolt of a colonial people," Esther (Ch 1-10) as "the revolt of 

women against second class citizenship," Romans (Ch 8:36-39) as "the faith of the 

oppressed," and First Corinthians (Ch.15) as "the politics of the oppressed." 

On October 7th , James plans to lecture on Aeschylus's Prometheus Bound under 

the heading of "the model revolutionary," Euripides's Medea will illustrate "the revolt of 

women against second class citizenship," followed by the "Politics of Liberation" 

through Demosthenes' On the Crown. Shakespeare's Othello, Shylock, The Tempest, and 

King Lear are proposed as vehicles to discuss race, class, colonialism and the peasantry. 
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Halfway through the semester he proposes to cover more conventional Black political 

thought in this sociology "seminar in race and radicalism." 

John Bracey recalls C.L.R. James' quip that he was "a Black European in training 

and in outlook," at its best, meant that it was misguided not to place the heritage of the 

entire world in the service of Black insurgency.40 Ostensibly, James was hired to teach 

Caribbean history but Bracey recalls "of course he taught what he wanted" and heavily 

marshaled into service his lectures collected as Modern Politics. Bracey was a key 

leader in the militant black student activism that compelled Northwestern to invite C.L.R. 

James to teach there. His own intellectual trajectory informed friendly quarrels with our 

protagonist. 

Bracey had much movement history behind him and many political viewpoints to 

share with James when they met. His undergraduate years (1959-1964) at Howard 

University in Washington, D.C. and Roosevelt University in Chicago exposed Bracey to 

many influences. At Howard there was a contradictory fascination with nationalism and 

Marxist ideas within African anti-colonial politics present in a faculty ironically 

distinguished by what Bracey recalls as their middle class elitism. Many African 

politicians visited the campus. There was a Caribbean presence on the Howard campus 

as well; SNCC activists Stokely Carmichael and Michael Thelwell he knew intimately 

among these students. 

C.L.R. James. "Seminar on Race and Radicalism." Syllabus. Northwestern University. Department of 
Sociology. Fall 1969. Martin Glaberman Collection. 

40 John Bracey. "Nello." In C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism. Scott McLemee and Paul Le Blanc 
eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 54. 

41 John Bracey. "The Questions We Should Be Asking." Introduction to Facing Reality. By C.L.R. James. 
Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 2006. 
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At Roosevelt University, John Bracey was a classmate of Franklin Rosemont, 

partisan of Wobbly heritage and Surrealist literature, and a founding member of Sterling 

Stuckey's Amistad Society. He took part with Rosemont in inviting Joffre Stewart on 

April 22 1964, long time Chicago area Black anarchist-pacifist and poet, to campus. 

Stewart was part of the original Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and as a youth was 

around C.L.R. James' faction of the Workers Party. Stewart burned small American, 

Illinois, Chicago, and U.N. flags in a classroom demonstration that was meant to 

condemn state power. Very controversial, this made all the daily newspapers.42 

Bracey took classes with St. Clair Drake, who knew C.L.R. James from a 

previous Kenya solidarity project, and August Meier at Roosevelt University. In 1964 in 

Meier's class he read James' The Black Jacobins and subsequently read everything he 

could find, published by the Facing Reality group in Detroit. He found copies of 

Mariners, Renegades and Castaways and Facing Reality in used bookstores. 

Joining Chicago Friends of SNCC, a group which anticipated the Black 

nationalist turn in SNCC itself, Bracey carried out some of the most militant direct 

actions of that period in with CORE activists. Bracey interacted in Chicago with Black 

communist Ishmael Flory, and the two Black communists employed by Elijah 

Muhammad to edit the Nation of Islam's Muhammad Speaks. He also at this time was 

influenced by Black Communists like Harry Haywood and Queen Mother Moore, Max 

Stanford's Revolutionary Action Movement, and Robert Williams, the exiled renegade 

NAACP leader who founded a militia to fight the Klan in Monroe, North Carolina. 

42 Franklin Rosemont. Darrein' In the Streets! Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 2005. 13 and 20; Maxwell 
Stanford. "We Will Return In the Whirlwind: Black Radical Organizations, 1960-1975." PhD Dissertation. 
Union Institute, 2003. 152. These two sources appear to disagree whether this Stewart related event was 
1963 or 1964. In 2007 this Stanford dissertation was published as a book by Charles H Kerr Press under 
his pseudonym Muhammad Ahmed. All further references will be to the dissertation. 
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Bracey for a time was uncertain about the proper philosophical and organizational 

formulations for liberation he would choose. He felt confidently Communists and 

Trotskyists were relevant for their revolutionary ideas not their multi-racialism. Bracey 

did not perceive socialism as mandating interracial cooperation in the United States or in 

Africa and the Caribbean. 

Bracey felt it was unfortunate that white socialists saw Black liberation as merely 

an aspect of socialism for, from his vantage, they were far more racially chauvinist than 

they realized. James, an old colonial, was not always aware of some of the Eurocentric 

implications of his own Marxism. Nevertheless, he always held that Black autonomy and 

multi-racialism, while perhaps taking on different organizational forms, were not 

irreconcilable in socialist or Black intellectual thought. 

Bracey felt what Marxists offered was not the idea of integration but the 

nationalist implications to be found in their works on Black history. Herbert Aptheker's 

American Negro Slave Revolts was for him an antidote to the view that Blacks lacked a 

history of struggle, as was C.L.R. James' The Black Jacobins. From James' perspective, 

Aptheker's work did not highlight Black autonomy enough, and subordinated African 

American's actual contribution to American Civilization by being faithful to the Moscow 

line of "black and white, unite and fight." Aptheker had the tendency to emphasize 

African American's organic heroism and character but not their political thought, which 

James viewed as not subordinate or in coalition with white Abolitionists, but equal to and 

in many ways anticipating the latter's insights and commitments. 43 To be fair, C.L.R. 

James concluded during the Black Power era, his own account of the Haitian Revolution 

43 See C.L.R. James. (1949) "Stalinism and Negro History." Two Parts. In C.L.R. James and Revolutionary 
Marxism. Scott McLemee and Paul Le Blanc eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 
188-208. 
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could have done a better job of highlighting Black autonomy in more direct democratic 

terms. 

For John Bracey, Aptheker's Documented History of the Negro People was an 

archive that proved his African American ancestors anticipated "the form and content of 

every strategy or tactic that we thought we were inventing for the first time." Yet no 

evidence of James' life and work can be found in those many volumes. This suggests a 

historical quarrel not to be taken lightly. C.L.R. James hostile relationship with the 

American Communist Party and fellow travelers had only barely begun to thaw in this 

period. While Aptheker's Documented History did represent liberal, middle class, and 

even nationalist sentiments independent of the Communist Party, it was circumscribed in 

clear ways. While it can be viewed as copious, it was not ideologically comprehensive. 

The origins of this conflict was not of a petty nature or a personality quirk of 

James' but were historical and politically significant. James' gloss on George Padmore, 

in "From Du Bois to Fanon" made explicit why that was relevant to Black liberation. But 

many heard that story as merely that white socialists could not be trusted, not that all 

Stalinists were in important ways authoritarian behind their claims to fight against racism 

and for democracy. While he published an essay in John Henrik Clarke's and Shirley 

Graham Du Bois' Freedomways in 1964, which had certain nationalist and Pan-African 

strains, James was still averse to working closely with Black communists sympathetic to 

Stalinist Russia. 

From 1963 to 1965 John Bracey's circle desired to combine SNCC activism (the 

courage and skill he admired, the non-violence and integration he did not), Malcolm X's 

Black nationalism, and Robert William's advocacy of armed struggle. He found the 
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Nation of Islam and surviving Marcus Garvey groups too politically inactive and 

burdened by mysticism. Ultimately he found Harold Cruse's ideas important for they 

clarified how segregation and ethnic patronage were built in characteristics of American 

civilization, and how not viewing this clearly adversely affected Black radical visions of 

the past. 

In contrast, C.L.R. James found that Harold Cruse's account was too subjective. 

He did not like West Indians or Jews, and that the political zig-zags Cruse experienced 

came from adherence to Moscow not an inherent chauvinism of any ethnic group.45 

Cruse, a product of the Popular Front period of American Communism, actually placed 

C. Wright Mills' theory of the cultural apparatus in the service of Black nationalism. 

Cruse made radical intellectual interventions for some, but the logic of his politics 

suggested a conservative outcome. He suggested Black nationalists, through media and 

cultural work, could be more pragmatic in shaping American power relations through 

electoral and ethnic patronage politics. Cruse was prophetic of the future. 

But Bracey, after the Watts rebellion, began to be confident in a Third World 

Marxism that Cruse could not totally be comfortable. Bracey assumed he was living 

through the first stage of the national liberation of Black America. The writings of Ho 

Chi Minh, Mao Tse Tung, as well as Fanon and Nkrumah were in heavy rotation. 

August Meier and Elliott Rudwick. Black History and the Historical Profession, 1915-1980. Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1986. 204-206. There is substantial biographical information in this volume 
on John Bracey's activist experiences. 

45 C.L.R. James. (1969) "Black Studies and the Contemporary Student." In The C.L.R. James Reader. 
Anna Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 400; Interview with C.L.R. James. See Kas-Kas: 
Interviews with Three Caribbean Writers in Texas. Austin: African and Afro-American Research Institute, 
University of Texas at Austin, 1972. 39. See also Winston James. "Postscript: Harold Cruse and the West 
Indians: Critical Remarks on The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual." In Holding Aloft the Banner of 
Ethiopia. By Winston James. New York: Verso, 1998. 262-292. 

278 



Bracey recalls critically that at the time, while they read Lenin, any socialist doctrine 

which focused on details of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe as a glimpse of the 

future required a conceptual and emotional leap his circle was not ready to make. 

Thus James' emphasis on the Hungarian Revolution in Facing Reality in contrast 

to the state capitalism of the Soviet Union was not appreciated in detail. For Bracey it 

raises a series of questions but did not offer answers for an era where the anti-colonial 

struggles in Africa and the Cuba Revolution were center stage. C.L.R. James' Facing 

Reality for Bracey was too much focused on the politics of the Cold War and British 

Shop Stewards.46 John Bracey eventually joined the Republic of New Africa and 

Revolutionary Action Movement. 

In 1968 Bracey, with his close colleagues Eric Perkins and John Higginson, were 

a part of a series of major student strikes across the Chicago area which transcended the 

student revolt at Northwestern University. They were part of linking rebellions on 

college campuses with some students from all black high schools like Dunbar, DuSable 

and Cabral, and the tracking program at Evanston Township High School. The October 

1968 school boycott was coordinated by the Afro-American Student Association and by 

the Umoja Black Student Center, leading 40,000 students in demonstrations. 47 

Ken Lawrence would later take C.L.R. James to visit the Umoja Center on 39 

Street. James was very impressed with the community programs of the Chicago Black 

Panther Party to be found there.48 Bracey in conversation with Fred Hampton of the 

46 John Bracey. "The Questions We Should Be Asking." Introduction to Facing Reality by C.L.R. James. 
Chicago: Charles Kerr, 2006 

47 Maxwell Stanford, "We Will Return in the Whirlwind: Black Radical Organizations, 1960-1975." 208-
209. 

48 Ken Lawrence. Correspondence With Author. E-mail 2006. 
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Chicago Panthers attempted to advise him of security liabilities, including thoughts that 

his organization was infiltrated by police and about the vulnerability of his residence, 

before his assassination on December 4th 1969. This epic event punctuated C.L.R. 

James' one semester in the Chicago metro area.49 

The Meaning of C.L.R. James to Max Stanford & Revolutionary Action Movement 

Max Stanford (Muhammad Ahmed), the major leader of the underground 

Revolutionary Action Movement (RAM), is distinguished for being among the most 

subversive threats to state power during the Civil Rights and Black Power era. Yet he was 

successful in maintaining a minimal public reputation in a period distinguished by 

television icons and personality cults. He recalls the inspiration of "Queen Mother" 

Audley Moore who guided him to train many cells and cadres who would be faceless in 

communities across the country. Further, he took to heart Ella Baker's contention that 

"strong people do not need strong leaders." After the assassination of Malcolm X, who he 

worked closely with to found the Organization of Afro-American Unity, he became more 

convinced of low profile organizing. 

He was a crucial advisor to Stokely Carmichael and Amiri Baraka, without 

necessarily weighing heavily on their politics or agreeing with them at all times. 

Stanford helped shape east coast Black Panther Party chapters, the League of 

Revolutionary Black Workers, the Black Guards (forerunner of the Black Liberation 

Army), African Liberation Day and the African Liberation Support Committee. His 

group was also instrumental in engineering the nationalist split in what was multi-racial 

SNCC. Stanford shares with C.L.R. James the distinction of being an underground and 

49 For the most comprehensive study of the Chicago Black Panther Party see the following unpublished 
dissertation. Jon F.Rice. "Black Radicalism on Chicago's West Side: History of the Illinois Black 
Panther Party." PhD. Dissertation. Dekalb, Illinois. Northern Illinois University. 1998. 
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prodigious theorist that anticipated so many developments offering perspectives and 

proposals to those who aspired to insurgency. 

Max Stanford was also mentored by James Boggs, a disciple of C.L.R. James who 

split with him in 1962. Boggs' American Revolution (1963) suggested the white working 

class in the United States was too corrupted by consumerism and imperialism placing 

primary revolutionary hopes in the anti-colonial revolts of the Third World. C.L.R. 

James opposed the notion that the working class, regardless of race, in imperial nations 

had lost their revolutionary potential and this was a major basis of their parting. Boggs 

also penned the influential Manifesto for A Black Revolutionary Party so crucial to 

Stanford's development.50 Yet with all this, C.L.R. James' influence on Stanford could 

be misunderstood as minimal. 

For Max Stanford, C.L.R. James discussed a generation before the possibility of 

the rise of an independent Black nationalism and its relationship to largely white socialist 

formations. James conceived that African Americans would develop an independent 

movement approaching socialism and need not be subservient to the Anglo-American 

Left. On that basis Stanford suggests much of the Black Power generation revered him. 

Yet for Stanford, James' ideas to be found in his essays on the Americanization of 

Bolshevism were also influential. C.L.R. James' notions of "the three layers" of 

revolutionary organization, his definitive ideas on political journalism, recruitment of 

adherents, a grounding in industrial workplaces, and a vision contextualized in their 

society's national character were all influential on Stanford. 

All studies of history and political economy, attests Max Stanford's assessment of 

James' political thought, are useless if they are not animated by concern with the 

50 James Boggs. Manifesto for A Black Revolutionary Party. Philadelphia, PA: Pacesetters, 1969. 
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prospects of party building. C.L.R. James explains that propaganda is to discuss the 

theoretical aspects of struggle. In contrast, agitation clarifies oppressive social 

conditions, calls for direct action, and poses alternative forms for society. James' theory 

on revolutionary organization, in Stanford's outlook, was very relevant to the Black 

Power generation.51 

Though RAM was animated by a Maoist Third World revolutionary nationalist 

perspective which James would quarrel and never embrace, Stanford believed RAM's 

analysis of racism and privilege among the white working class was consistent with 

C.L.R. James' call to place the lessons of Bolshevism in line with America's national 

character. However, James' correspondence with his comrade Martin Glaberman, about 

his letter to another member of RAM, Luke Tripp, informs the meaning of this 

proposition. 

Luke Tripp, Black Nationalism, and Multi-Racial Organization 

Luke Tripp participated in the Detroit based Uhuru collective before joining later 

the LRBW. He was on a panel at a public forum with Glaberman discussing Black rage 

in response to police brutality. Their correspondence was an opportunity for James to 

clarify his perspectives on racism, white privilege, Black Nationalism and self-

determination. 

C.L.R. James in the 1960s was more sympathetic than ever to Black autonomous 

politics. Yet he most often viewed Black Nationalism and self-determination from a 

perspective striving to build multi-racial organizations as his own political base, and for a 

51 Maxwell C. Stanford. "We Will Return In The Whirlwind: Black Radical Organizations, 1960-1975." 
PhD dissertation. Cincinnati, Ohio. Union Institute, 2003. 10-14. This dissertation has just been published 
under the same title by Chicago: Charles H Kerr Press, 2007. I cite the dissertation here. In this 
dissertation Stanford's appendix documenting oral histories further shows James influence on activists of 
the civil rights and Black Power generations. 
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more harmonious society. Black autonomy for James' personal political work in the 

United States and Britain was primarily a banner for mass coalition work. 

This was the original context of C.L.R. James' reminder of "the independent 

validity" of Black Nationalism in his famous 1939 discussion with Leon Trotsky in 

Mexico. The historian Peter Linebaugh has insightfully detected a subtle smugness in 

this phrase "the independent validity" as if to suggest in fact it was a corollary to what 

James viewed as more important political foundations.52 While there was racism of white 

socialists to overcome, whites (and people of color) in multi-racial organizations for 

James were valid as well in their own aspirations. They were being reminded of this 

"independent validity" by James, as comrades of the same organization, in and 

subsequent to the Trotskyist movement. 

It was with that outlook that C.L.R. James originally spoke about the merits of 

Black autonomous politics and thus James in a similar context chides Martin Glaberman 

about his dialogue with Luke Tripp.53 Glaberman was wrong to publicly suggest to Tripp, 

Peter Linebaugh. Conversation with Author. June 2005. 

53 Glaberman wrote Luke Tripp thanking him for participating in a shared forum in 1963. At the forum the 
progressive character of black hatred of white folks was proposed for discussion. It was remarked that if 
such instincts led Black people to resist police brutality it could bring a new society much closer. 
Glaberman wrote to say it is not essential for their groups, Facing Reality and Uhuru, to agree on every 
point. And within Facing Reality there is debate and disagreement. But Glaberman argues "what we all 
have to understand" is 1) that the policies of Black organizations need only be approved by their own 
membership, 2) no one else has any right to stand in judgment, 3) they are in agreement that the Black 
movement should be led by Black people, and 4) the actual struggle against racism places the Black 
movement in fundamental opposition to capitalist society and spearheads the fight for socialism. 

James replied to Glaberman. 1) It is not true that the policies of Black organizations need not be 
concerned with what anyone besides themselves thinks. The point is of course they should not be 
concerned with pleasing or not pleasing sections of the white population. And while he understood 
Glaberman's intention, the idea could be dangerously misinterpreted. All revolutionary political ethics and 
strategy must be concerned with what potential allies think. Everyone has a right to stand in judgment. 
It is in the nature of politics for many actors of different viewpoints to do so. 2) That the Black movement 
should assert it be led by Blacks is a new stage and of tremendous importance. The movement is 
organically in opposition to capitalist society but James' does not like him saying this to a member of a 
Black liberation group. He says that is appropriate for our own organization's political statements but it is 
an incorrect premise for engaging the responsibilities of a leader of a Black liberation circle. It should not 
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from James' vantage of their small multi-racial revolutionary socialist organization's 

viewpoint, that Black autonomous politics inherently approaches the conclusions of 

socialism. 

Further, while Black political movements must be led by African Americans, and 

James affirms this new consensus in the Black Power period, he argues it should not be 

suggested that African Americans need not care what whites or others think about their 

political perspectives. This stance cannot be the basis of multi-racial unity or 

revolutionary developments. For it is in the very nature of public life, that all political 

perspectives are subject to debate and criticism, and that Black militant youth should be 

prepared to respond intelligently to such, and not remain aloof from potential opponents 

or coalition partners. 

Though before he left the Socialist Workers Party in 1952 his ideas were not 

made central to party work as much as they could have been, C.L.R. James' contributions 

toward theorizing Black Nationalism and self-determination were thought to be 

influential on George Breitman in particular. The SWP's eventually played a major role, 

if detested by many Black nationalists, in the coalition to defend Robert Williams. 

George Breitman's subsequent collaboration with Malcolm X, which led to Malcolm's 

speeches at The Militant Labor Forum, and their subsequent publication and distribution 

be suggested that an aspiring leader of a democratic struggles, by definition, assumes such burdens. 3) 
Finally, James reminds Glaberman while the capitalist state opposes the anti-racist struggle, the Black 
liberation struggle is not organically in the vanguard of socialism. James is very adamant about that. In a 
subsequent exchange James reminds Glaberman that their group are not partisans of white privilege theory. 
The "subjective attitudes" of white to blacks (and vice versa) has never governed their conceptions. That in 
the process of the struggles among the working class, true revolutionists "patiently explain" to challenge all 
chauvinisms but do not write off whole sections of the class as being permanently damaged and 
dehumanized—even the white racist people. These basic principles James carried with him as he engaged 
the youth of the Black Power generation a few years later. 
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through The Militant newspaper and Pathfinder Press, has been credited by some to 

C.L.R. James' pioneering theorizing on Black nationalism and self-determination.54 

The League of Revolutionary Black Workers 

From 1969 to 1971, The League of Revolutionary Black Workers was the most 

prominent development among Black liberation organizations influenced by C.L.R. 

James' ideas of workers self-management. The LRBW was led by Luke Tripp, General 

Baker, John Watson, Ken Cockrel, Mike Hamlin, Chuck Wooten, Ron March, John 

Williams, Gwendolyn Kemp, and Glanton Dowell. A Black Power organization, it 

defined its trajectory as coordinator of wildcat strikes at the point of production in 

Detroit's automobile industry. Strike committees termed "revolutionary union 

movements" critiqued both capitalist management and Walter Reuther's UAW union 

bureaucracy as racist.55 

The LRBW for a time was a coordinating council, of popular committees with 

class struggle and anti-colonial ideas, seeking to fight white supremacy in the workplace. 

They agitated against environmentally unsound workplace conditions and defended fired 

Black workers who rebelled against management. Through journalism propagated 

through Inner City Voice and The South End, the Wayne State University student 

See Anthony Marcus. Malcolm X and the Third American Revolution: The Writings of George Breitman. 
Amherts, NY: Humanity Press, 2005. 

55 Dan Georgakas and Marvin Surkin. Detroit I Do Mind Dying. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1975; 
James Geschwender. Class, Race and Workers Insurgency: The League of Revolutionary Black Workers. 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1977; Ernie Allen. "Dying From the Inside." In They Should 
Have Served That Cup of Coffee. Dick Cluster ed. Boston: South End Press, 1979. The following 
documents can be found in the League of Revolutionary Black Workers Papers, The Black Power 
Movement, Lexis Nexis Microfilm. John Watson. "To The Point of Production: An Interview." Detroit: 
Radical Education Project, 1969; Ernie Mkalimoto. "Revolutionary Nationalism and the Class Struggle." 
Detroit: League of Revolutionary Black Workers, 1970; Eric Perkins. "The League of Revolutionary Black 
Workers and the Coming Revolution." Radical America. 5.2 (March-April 1971) 50-61; Kenneth V. 
Cockrel. "From Repression to Revolution." Radical America. 5.2) March-April 1971) 81-89; Richard 
Thomas. "Interview with General Baker." Catalyst. No.9/10 (1981) 59-75. 
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newspaper that John Watson and friends edited for a time, before being ousted for their 

views on Third World solidarity and Palestine solidarity in particular; the LRBW was 

able to capture the imagination of the Black freedom movement for a time. There was a 

hope that the LRBW would transcend the "pick up the gun" adventurism popularized by 

Huey Newton and Bobby Seale's Black Panther Party.56 Luke Tripp, a member of the 

LRBW, founded the Detroit chapter of the Black Panther Party to pre-empt a valorization 

of the lumpen that was being theorized out of Oakland. But the contradictions of the 

street force, an aspect of any mass organizing which must be grappled with, as there is no 

steel curtain between the working class, unemployed, and criminal element in working 

class families and neighborhoods, plagued the LRBW as well. 

John Watson of the LRBW perhaps most explicitly immortalized and popularized 

C.L.R. James' vision of class struggle at the point of production, which could be found 

expressed in both Modern Politics and Facing Reality, as relevant to African Americans 

where he argues for the potential of a general strike in Detroit in the film Finally Got The 

News. 51 

During the life of the LRBW, C.L.R. James was aware of all its distinct qualities, 

receiving regular briefings from various sources on the internal and external 

organizational dynamics, and its attempt to consolidate its power as a radical Black 

working class organization. There were two sources James relied on most for 

information about the LRBW besides direct linkages of members to his Facing Reality 

56 LRBW members organized the Detroit chapter of the BPP in an effort to contain such sentiments locally 
and focus them toward solidarity with labor struggles among others. It was not that the LRBW opposed 
armed self-defense against police brutality. Rather, they disagreed it should be a focus of public 
propaganda as it would provoke unnecessary state surveillance and repression. 

57 Stewart Bird, Rene Lichtman, and Peter Gessner. (1970) Finally Got the News. A film produced in 
Association with the League of Revolutionary Black Workers. New York: First Run/Icarus Films, 2007. 
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group colleagues. These were the Marcus Garvey Institute based in Lansing, Michigan 

and the Caribbean Unity Conference which was housed at 14 street in Washington, D.C. 

James forged a unity between these organizations which "allowed him access to reliable 

information" and gave him a base to influence "all political tendencies" and "new social 

forces" he "deemed important."58 Before discussing further the LRBW, let us discuss the 

background to these groups. 

The Caribbean Unity Conference 

C.L.R. James was a founding member and honorary chairperson of the Caribbean 

Unity Conference. The Caribbean Unity Conference was based around Caribbean 

students attending Howard University in Washington, D.C, where James taught a 

literature class. Under his direction, Tony Ferguson and Valerie Andrews were charged 

with the responsibility of researching and disseminating information about the LRBW to 

radical political groups in the Caribbean, such as in Trinidad, Jamaica, Antigua, Grenada, 

and Guyana as well as formations in non-English speaking territories.59 It was hoped in 

particular that by placing the League of Revolutionary Workers in conversation with the 

Jamaica based Independent Trade Union Advisory Council (ITAC) both would be further 

radicalized. The LRBW example perhaps could have inspired a curbing of ITAC's 

evolving tendency to function as an alternative trade union bureaucracy under the 

pretense of "non-political" unionism. ITAC's most radical faction, led by George Myers, 

could have by sharing his workplace experiences at the Meatpacking plant in 

Kimathi Mohammed. "Beyond Measure: C.L.R. James' Influence In Relation to Dynamics of the 
League of Revolutionary Black Workers." Unpublished Manuscript. 17. Martin Glaberman Collection. 
Walter Reuther Labor Archive. Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 

59 Ibid, 17. 
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Westmoreland, Jamaica injected into the LRBW a greater of vision of direct democracy 

in the workplace. 

At Howard University C.L.R. James was very close to the late Archie Singham, chair 

of the political science department. Friendly with the historian Chancellor Williams, author 

of the influential cultural nationalist text The Destruction of Black Civilization, James was 

also close friends with Leon Damas, the often understated figure of the triumvirate of leading 

male members of the Francophone Negritude literary movement (the others being Leopold 

Senghor and Aime Cesaire), who taught literature on that campus as well. Damas had first 

befriended James in the Paris of 1937, helping him with translations on his research for The 

Black Jacobins. 

Some of the most notable Caribbean students at Howard University included Ken 

Forde, native of Trinidad, who worked with Owusu Saudaki's and Abdul Akalimat's Youth 

Organization for Black Unity (SOBU/YOBU), Barbados' Hillbourne Watson, Guyana's 

Cecil Josiah, and the Trinidadian Carole Boyce-Davies, who studied with Damas, and is now 

the prominent teacher of Africana Women's literature. 60 

John McClendon remembers C.L.R. James' place among the Howard faculty during 

the Black Power era was a very unique. In a period where there was grand talk of what a 

"Black University" might look like, James was situated among various Black nationalist 

thinkers such as Haki Madhubuti, Francis Cress Welsing, Tony Brown, P. Chike Onwuachi, 

Frank G Davis and Acklyn Lynch, who was friendly with James. These figures tended to 

view Black capitalism in various manners as an ideal mode of economic development, and at 

60 See A.W. Singham ed. The Commonwealth Caribbean Into the Seventies. Montreal: Centre for 
Developing Area Studies, McGill University, 1975. In particular "On the Tasks Facing Caribbean Students 
and Intellectuals" by Valerie Andrews, Ben Brodie, and Kenneth Forde, "Leadership and Imperialism in 
the Commonwealth Caribbean" by Hilbourne Watson, and "The Revolutionary" by C.L.R. James 
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times had their own peculiar racialist views. In this context, McClendon recalls C.L.R. 

James maintained a certain "power and charisma." He spoke of "Lenin's theory of the state," 

Marx and Engel's critique of nationalism as "bourgeois ideology," and Greek direct 

democracy. l 

The Black Power revolt of February-April 1970 in Trinidad took his Caribbean 

students by surprise at Howard University. On April 17 1970 some of the Howard students 

asked him to speak on a topic of his choice. James chose "The Caribbean—The Impending 

Confrontation." He tried to explain that middle class politicians in the Caribbean don't 

understand that seizing state power by mass movements is "the order of the day." 

C.L.R. James was always enchanting the self-activity of ordinary people toward 

confrontation. His students had learned, like many, a gentle skepticism in the old man's 

presence. On the following Wednesday a group of students read in the press that in fact the 

confrontation had begun in Trinidad. "They confessed that they had not understood what 

[he] was talking about but now they did." The Raffique Shah led mutiny within the armed 

forces against the Eric Williams regime had commenced.62 

The Caribbean Unity Conference hosted two gatherings in April 1972 and 1973 at 

Howard University where C.L.R. James, Wally Look Lai, Richard Small, Robert Hill, Walter 

Rodney, Sylvia Wynter, and George Myers spoke about the meaning of the revolutionary 

developments in the Caribbean in conversation with the African Americans Greg "Malcolm 

2X" Kelley, Kimathi Mohammed, and Mamadou Lumumba among others. A joint 

declaration was issued as a press release in December 1972 signed by groups from Grenada, 

61 John McClendon. C.L.R. James'Notes on Dialectics. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005. 7-8 and 
Ch. 1 foot notes 21 and 25. 

62 C.L.R. James. "The Caribbean Confrontation Begins." Race Today. September 1970. 311-314. 
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Jamaica, Guyana, Trinidad, Antigua and St. Vincent. They denounced the regional 

development of Caribbean nation-states attempting to forge a "Common Market" which they 

felt only obscured imperialism's aid to repress freedom movements in the region. The 

second gathering in 1973 was to be an international congress to propose a Caribbean 

federation based on "all power in the hands of workers and farmers to the last individual." 63 

C.L.R. James' The Caribbean Revolution (1973), a rare pamphlet of an address given 

to the Caribbean Unity Conference sheds light on the types of conversations James was 

having among this circle in this period. He joined increasing direct democratic criticism of 

Castro's Cuba with his rethinking of his own The Black Jacobins from a perspective deeper 

from below. James chided his audience they must study "the taking of power" in light of 

increasing guerilla warfare in Trinidad led by the National United Freedom Fighters (NUFF), 

a group similar to the Black Panther offshoot the Black Liberation Army. NUFF forces had 

recently successfully robbed a bank only to be caught sleeping with the money a few hours 

later still in Trinidad.64 James felt this occurrence had both heroic, unfortunate, and 

embarassing qualities revolutionists should take notice. Further, he asserted Caribbean 

Federation must be a project that is organized from below. All intellectual and 

organizational activities by the circle must be conducted, including publishing in Spanish, 

French and English, as if these activists are the nucleus of Caribbean Federation. They must 

"Declaration of the Caribbean Unity Conference." (1972); Caribbean International Congress Bureau. 
Letter to "All Organisations That Are Working Towards the Realization of the Caribbean Social 
Revolution" August 21,1972. It is suggested correspondence be mailed to Anne Cools address in 
Montreal; "Proposals For A Caribbean International Congress" unpublished manuscript; "Caribbean Week: 
Schedule of Activities." (1973). All these documents can be found in the Martin Glaberman Collection, 
Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 

64 See Brian Meeks. "NUFF At The Cusp of An Idea: Grassroots Guerillas and the Politics of the 1970s in 
Trinidad and Tobago." Social Identities. 5.4(1999) 415-439. 
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anticipate it in their small revolutionary circles and publishing projects. State sanction of 

such genuine revolutionary internationalism will come last if at all. 

The Marcus Garvey Institute 

The origins of the Marcus Garvey Institute must be understood as the 

development of an independent freedom school that emerged as a result of student revolt 

from 1969 to 1971 on the campus of Michigan State University, in Lansing, Michigan. It 

spilled over to the predominantly Black working class community on Lansing's 

segregated west side. Lansing was the capital city of Michigan. About an hour from 

Detroit, it was chronicled in the student and local press of this period as the racist place of 

Malcolm X's childhood, based on the authority of his widely read autobiography.65 A 

dynamic and charismatic student named Stanley McClinton, from Savannah Georgia, 

emerged as a draft dodger who was arrested for his protest by the FBI.66 Taking on the 

name Kimathi Mohammed, he would be part of a Black Studies movement that 

condemned the African studies program at Michigan State as State Department oriented, 

suggesting community control of the African studies center was needed. 

In a Black History Week display at Michigan State University a quote from Malcolm's Autobiography 
was posted that read: "When we lived in Lansing, Michigan, I remember being suddenly snatched awake 
into a frightening confusion of pistol shots, smoke and flames. Two white men had set fire to our house." 
See Michigan State News. Welcome Week edition. September 1969. CIO. Also see "Things Malcolm 
Had To Say." Westside News. February 14 1970. 7. On East Lansing: "In these days Negroes weren't 
allowed after dark in East Lansing proper. That's where Michigan State University is located.. .East 
Lansing harassed us so much we had to move again." 

66 "BLFI Man Arrested For Draft Law Violation." Michigan State News. February 16, 1971. 1; Veronica 
Carter. "BLFI Leader Arraigned." Michigan State News. February 18 1971. 1. 

67 Jeanne Saddler. "BLF Protests at Africa Center." Michigan State News. October 17,1969 3; Jeanne 
Saddler. "BLF Pickets Afro-Studies Center." West Side News. November 29, 1969. 1; 
Jeanne Saddler. "Black Groups Propose Center Re-Organization." Michigan State News. November 10, 
1969. 1. 
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Kimathi also mentored high school strikes against racial inequality and 

harassment such as the revolt at J.W. Sexton High School.68 Often he propagandized 

with a collective called Black Liberation Front International (BLFI), which included Chui 

Karega, Mike Hudson, and Sam Riddle. The BLFI had its own stenciled and 

mimeographed journal and placed manifestos, often in coalition with the Pan African 

Student Organization, in the local Black press.69 

Tony Martin, the later prominent Marcus Garvey scholar was in the Black Student 

Union with Mohammed.70 Maina wa Kinyatti, the later controversial Mau Mau scholar and 

future political prisoner from Kenya, who led the Pan African Student Organization, was also 

part of the student activist scene at that time as a graduate student. Together with others they 

produced a remarkable Pan-African journal Mazungumzo, which means conversation or 

dialogue in Swahili. With regular features by Mohammed, Martin, and Kinyatti, they wielded 

some historical and philosophical writings and bold intellectual challenges to their 

professors. The ideas of Issa Shivji, Walter Rodney, Yoweri Museveni, Ngugi wa Thiongo, 

Rosie Douglas, Chui Karega, Kofi Natambu, Karim Hirji, Bill Riviere, and Julius Nyerere 

could also be found in these pages. Even the words of prisoners from the education program 

C.L.R. James taught in at Lorton Reformatory in Virginia outside Washington, D.C. 

68 Oba Chiru. "54 Students Arrested at J.W. Sexton." February 20,1971. 1; "200 Black Students Take 
Over J. W. Sexton." Westside News. February 20,1971. 4. 

69 "BLFI Issues Manifeso-Proposal." Westside News. November 8, 1969 5; "PASOA-BLF Issues Second 
Manifesto." The Westside News. January 15, 1970. 2; Black Liberation Front. The Insurrection. 1.1 
(cl971); 

70 See Tony Martin. " 'Black Power' Exists in England Too." The West Side News. December 12, 1969. 2. 

71 See for example. Tony Martin. "On African History As Ideological Repression." Mazungumzo. 2.2 
(Winter 1971) 1-7 and Tony Martin. "George Padmore As A Prototype of the Black Historian in the Age 
of Militancy." Mazungumzo 2.2 (Winter, 1971)35-42; Maina wa Kinyatti. "African History and the 
Western Scholar." Mazungumzo. 2.2 (Winter 1971) 7-21; Maina wa Kinyatti. "The Pitfalls of White 
Liberal Africanists." 3.2 (Winter 1972) 7-11; Maina wa Kinyatti and Kimathi Mohammed. "African 
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Chronicled in West Side News, a newspaper edited by young protegees of Kimathi 

Mohammed, led by Greg "Malcolm 2X" Kelley, C.L.R. James spoke at least twice in two 

Lansing area and campus forums and would often visit with Professor James Hooker at 

Michigan State, still the lone biographer of his friend George Padmore. On May 30 1970 

it was reported that "Black Historian Explains Black Studies Meaning." C.L.R. James 

explained "Black Studies should not be understood as a concession made to Black 

students" but was "essential for proper knowledge of Western civilization." He reminded 

no other university studies have ever been the subject of such popular interest. Further, 

in speaking about Africa he suggested a shift away from focus on ancient civilizations 

distinguished by bureaucratic state structures like Songhay of ancient West Africa toward 

an appreciation of the "hospitality" to be found in "village life."72 

In another speech of October 24, 1970 in Lansing, it was reported James rated 

"Black Power" as one of the greatest political slogans of world history on the level of 

anything Lincoln, Jefferson, Rousseau or Marx ever suggested. He reminded Black 

Power, properly understood places African American identity in an international context 

of the Third World and suggests a complete overturning of the existing regime. James 

also said the notion makes no sense if it doesn't mean power to the common people. He 

implored his audience that they must tell "people who are fighting the police" "where 

Intellectuals: A New Definition." 2.2 (Winter 1971) 43-49; Chui Karega. "Interview with Rosie Douglass.; 
Mwalimu Julius Nyerere. "The Rational Choice." Mazungumzo. 3.3 (1973) 8-16; Walter Rodney. 
"Tanzanian Ujamaa As Scientific Socialism." Mazungumzo. 17-34; Bill Riviere. "West Indian History in 
the Service of Decolonisation." Mazungumzo. 3.3 (1973) 47-50; Kofi Natambu. "National Consciousness 
and Pan-Africanism." 2.1 (November 1971) 60-65; Issa Shivji's The Silent Class Struggle was reprinted 
in its entirety in the 1972 issue. See Y. Museveni. "On the Silent Class Struggle." 3.2 (1972) 116-120. 
This is not included in the original publication. 

72 "Black Historian C.L.R. James Explains the Meaning of Black Studies." Westside News. 
May 30, 1970. 1. 
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they are going." Thus it was out of these activist and educational experiences in 

Lansing, that an alliance was forged between C.L.R. James and Kimathi Mohammed and 

the Marcus Garvey Institute. 

C.L.R. James's Strategy of Intervention For The LRBW 

At C.L.R. James' request the Marcus Garvey Institute sent him frequent accounts 

of developments with the LRBW and "arranged private meetings between him and 

various members who were in the ranks of leadership, such as Modibo Kadalie," a leader 

of the Highland Park sphere of League activities.74 Around the Pan-African Institute of 

Pontiac, Michigan, there was also a circle of young activists who were largely from Black 

working class communities in Detroit, including prominently Kofi Natambu (Michael 

Ray). "They not only kept C.L.R. James informed about the League but often looked to 

him for guidance."75 

Natambu, in a beautiful poem to James' memory, recalls our protagonist as a 

"prophet" who had amazing skills. James' wisdom appears in Natambu's prose to be both 

"scholastic," and based on "sci-fi" type insights into the future. He recalls these could be 

both "quirky" yet enchanting for their grounding in ordinary people's experiences.76 

All of the initial organizers of the LRBW had been exposed, if not profoundly 

influenced by James' writings and viewpoints through the Facing Reality group. Perhaps 

John Watson and Luke Tripp had the most exposure. Some of the leadership forces had 

taken classes with George Rawick at Wayne State University and Oakland University, in 

73 Karen Fitzgerald. "Historian Talks on'Black Power.'" Westside News. October 24,1970. 1. 

74 Kimathi Mohammed. "Beyond Measure." 17. 

75 Ibid, 17. 

76 See Kofi Natambu. "For C.L.R. James" In The Melody Never Stops. Detroit: Past Tents Press, 1991. 
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Rochester, a suburb of Detroit. Kimathi Mohammed would later agitate at Oakland 

University. Others had taken informal classes in labor history by Martin Glaberman 

where they read Marx's Capital and C.L.R. James' works together. 

Norman Richmond, a music critic and member of the LRBW, who wrote regular 

columns on African liberation movements for the Inner City Voice and a Canadian 

newspaper called Contrast, recalls when the League was founded, you couldn't be at the 

center of radical politics in Detroit without knowing of the ideas of C.L.R. James. 

Richmond was particularly influenced by A History of Pan African Revolt. While he 

disagrees with aspects of C.L.R. James political thought, Richmond is very respectful and 

thankful that he broadened many LRBW members thinking. Recalling he moved some of 

us "away from the narrow limits of black nationalism," Richmond recalls discussing the 

music of Charlie Parker, John Coltrane, Miles Davis, and Bob Marley with our 

protagonist.77 

"Whenever C.L.R. James met privately with any members of the League he 

expressed deep concerns not about the various black nationalist tendencies" that were 

pervasive within but about the group's "executive leadership style" which was becoming 

"too absorbed" in "the treacherous waters of Marxism, Leninism, and Maoism." Kimathi 

Mohammed believed James knew "the ideological implications and potential theoretical 

pitfalls well and was always quick to remind" young novices in the movement that he 

studied Hegel, Marx , Lenin, and every aspect of the Russian Revolution for many 

decades.78 

In July 1970, the executive leadership published a document titled The Overall 

77 Kimathi Mohammed. "Beyond Measure." 17-18. 

78 Ibid, 18. 
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Program of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers in which they stated: "It is clear 

to us that the development of our struggle based on concrete realities dictates the need for 

a black people's liberation political party. We state unequivocally that this must be a 

black Marxist-Leninist party..." This declaration, circulated as an "official redefining 

statement of the League" rather than an internal document for debate. It attempted to 

shift what previously was a type of coordinating council of popular committees of 

workers in automotive plants leading their own autonomous strikes to a conception of a 

centralized vanguard party. Subsequently, fierce debate ensued inside and outside the 

LRBW over whether Marxist-Leninist methods of thought were applicable to the Black 

liberation movement in the United States.79 This movement debate would continue in the 

movement culminating in a sense at the 1974 Sixth Pan-African Congress in Julius 

Nyerere's Tanzania. 

By this time the activities of the LRBW were beginning to noticeably move 

further away from the shop floor struggles of automobile factories and the concerns of 

ordinary people on the assembly lines. This was partially due to the influx of money 

from James Forman's and Rev. Lucius Walker's Interfaith Foundation for Community 

Organization's successful Black Manifesto movement for reparations from white 

churches. These funds came through the Black Economic Development Council. These 

resources created Black Star publishing house, funded the film Finally Got the News, and 

numerous store fronts in distinct neighborhoods where competing factions of the LRBW 

held forth. 

Ibid, 18. citation of July 1970 document attributed to Kimathi Mohammed's pamphlet Organization and 
Spontaneity. 
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Increasing authoritarian behavior by the executive leadership was being exhibited. 

Unenforceable orders to the central staff and other components of the group were being 

spouted. The LRBW emerged as a small centralized command structure dominated by 

"intellectuals" and "bureaucratic professional types" with their own spheres of influence 

around projects which were increasingly not focused on the shop floor.80 

Kimathi Mohammed recalls some of the Black nationalists in the LRBW wielded 

the core ideas of C.L.R. James' Every Cook Can Govern, his study of Ancient Athenian 

direct democracy, to criticize the retrogression of the executive leadership. Remarkably, 

though concerned about Eurocentrism, they saw on some level what James always said 

was Ancient Athens importance. Despite the city state subordinating women and slaves, 

the premise of a direct democracy should be enhanced in the contemporary moment not 

obscured under the limitations of the past effort. 

The League had not previously been a "membership card" organization and 

anyone who participated in any of the group's activities could define themselves as a 

member, participate in free for all discussions and vote if a consensus could not be 

reached.81 

Notified of developments with respect to the internal problems of the LRBW, 

James sketched a strategy of intervention during his meeting with key members of the 

Marcus Garvey Institute for exposing and reintroducing various political tendencies 

within the LRBW to his historical, literary and philosophical works. James specifically 

proposed the Garvey Institute reprint Facing Reality with a new introduction focused at 

the Black nationalist tendencies in the League, some of whom were "hostile to anything 

80 Ibid, 18. 

81 Ibid, 18-19. 
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branded Marxism," for the purpose of enlarging their perspective of the Black Revolution 

in the United States.82 

Kimathi Mohammed wrote the introduction for this edition. Arguing for the 

significance of the Hungarian Revolution and Ujamaa socialism in Tanzania, the essay 

also reminds James is of another generation. C.L.R. James is depicted as offering 

assurances that what he offers is assistance for young Black activists to find their own 

modes of expression and should feel no need to concur with all his viewpoints.83 

James also proposed the Marcus Garvey Institute enter into an alliance with the 

Facing Reality Group to reprint Basic Documents on the Black Struggle, which 

highlighted his famous discussion with Leon Trotsky on Black Nationalism and self-

determination from 1939. This would hopefully counter radical forces, inside and outside 

the League, viewing Black Nationalism as unnecessary or reactionary from a Marxist 

stance. Similarly, the dissemination of Notes on Dialectics would steer the LRBW to a 

proper understanding of Marxist tools of analysis from James' vantage.84 

Organization and Spontaneity 

C.L.R. James further encouraged the preparation of an internal discussion paper 

by Kimathi Mohammed and the circle around the Marcus Garvey Institute. Organization 

and Spontaneity: The Theory of the Vanguard Party and Its Application to the Black 

Movement in the U.S. Today. 85 This historical and philosophical document, dedicated to 

82 Ibid, 19. 

83 See C.L.R. James. Facing Reality. Introduction by Kimathi Mohammed. East Lansing, MI: Garvey 
Institute, 1970. 

84 Kimathi Mohammed. "Beyond Measure." 19. 

See Kimathi Mohammed. Organization and Spontaneity: The Theory of the Vanguard Party and Its 
Application to the Black Movement In the US Today. East Lansing, MI: Marcus Garvey Institute, 1974. 
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"Mzee C.L.R. James" (Mzee is a Swahili title for a revered elder), was placed in mass 

mailings to radical Black political organizations of all persuasions for critical comment 

and debate. Modibo Kadalie, volunteered to undertake this task. To much surprise this 

spearheaded a general consensus. The "organizational question" in the Black liberation 

movement began to be debated with a renewed rigor contextualized within the relevance 

of Lenin's theory of the vanguard party to the self-activity and self-mobilization of the 

struggle. The Jamesian view, as placed forward by Kimathi Mohammed, was that the 

vanguard party was not a compelling model for advancing the Black struggle. It offered 

a critique of Huey Newton BPP and their premise to be the vanguard. In fact there was 

evidence that the Black community needed no vanguard. Their self-mobilization in 

defense of Panther political prisoners and direct action copwatch programs illustrated in 

fact the BPP was dependent on the self-organization of the people who embraced their 

ideals but found them in many ways disorganized. 

Modibo Kadalie did more than circulate Organization and Spontaneity. With the 

help of Greg Kelley, who paid much of the publication fees, Kadalie polled political 

activists throughout the country. The emphasis for further discussion quickly became a 

concern with the "dialectical relation" between direct democracy and revolutionary 

organization. These polls and mailings set the stage for a James lecture tour of Detroit, 

Pontiac and Lansing, Michigan. 

Both the LRBW and the Detroit chapter of the Black Panther Party, independent 

of each other, invited C.L.R. James to come to Detroit and speak on dialectics. There is 

little record of how the dialogue went with the Panthers, save for they met in the 

basement of Martin Glaberman's home. However, two lectures C.L.R. James gave in 

86 Kimathi Mohammed, Beyond Measure, 19-20. 

299 



Detroit on June 12 and 13 1971 were recorded and transcribed. About fifty people 

gathered for the first lecture and some seventy more were present for the second. 

Willie Gorman, James comrade from the Facing Reality Group, who assisted 

James in writing an essay "The Atlantic Slave Trade" well read in the Black Power 

period, chaired the lectures. He recalls that James told his audience, "You people did not 

really invite me here to hear me talk about dialectics. You want to know something else. 

What is it?" This was James' tactic of providing LRBW members the opportunity to 

seek his advice on organizational strategies. He hoped they would stay the course of 

building a genuine black working class organization, returning to coordinating labor 

actions at the point of production. Yet there was no response to James' subtle offer to 

assist in formulating a new vision of organization that could have prevented its collapse. 

James was available to the LRBW but most of the executive leadership was not in tune 

with him on what terms to embrace Marxist-Leninist thought.87 

It is important to underscore evidence C.L.R. James was in firm solidarity with 

the LRBW. He attempted to "not fall prey" to publicly "condemning" their vanguardist 

aspects. When C.L.R. James was asked about his view of the League after his second 

lecture on dialectics with prominent LRBW members in the audience he responded 

concisely but cryptically with more than one implication. 

The League of Revolutionary Black Workers does not say, we are a vanguard party. The 
revolution will be led by us and nobody else. And until you join us and we have 
sufficient force there will be no revolution or the revolution will fail. If they say that, I 
would be their mortal enemy, but they don't say that.88 

Ibid, 20. 

Ibid, 20. 
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Some in the audience saw James' response as an evasion of arguing with certain 

LRBW leaders. It can be perceived that way. But James also expressed himself in a 

fashion where everyone present could discern his intentions if they chose. Despite being 

appreciated as a revered elder of the Black freedom movement, James was handicapped 

by his treatment as an outsider when it came time to developing policies within the 

LRBW leadership cadre. 

James Boggs and Grace Lee Boggs, two colleagues of James, who split with him 

in 1962, were viewed more organically to Black radical circles in Detroit. The Boggs 

were local community organizers. Unlike James, they were both advocates of the 

creation of a black vanguard party. A Manifesto For A Black Revolutionary Party, 

written by James Boggs, was one of the most widely read among Detroit radical circles 

and undoubtedly contributed to thinking by the LRBW leadership and other sectors of the 

Black liberation movement. 

Ironically, C.L.R. James had more influence over Black nationalist and Pan-

African tendencies within the LRBW, who were prone to reject his views as not "black" 

enough and as a product of the "old" class line "white leftist politics." Yet as a founding 

father of Pan-Africanism, James intellectual and activist work shaped the grounds for a 

defense of the black radical tradition as living Marxism.89 For C.L.R. James, the Black 

freedom movement was largely synonymous with the American Left at this historical 

juncture, and was inspiring white students and youth to follow. 

The nationalist tendencies in the LRBW, recalls Kimathi Mohammed, were 

represented in many ways by Ernie Mkalimoto's (Ernest Allen's) Revolutionary 

Nationalism and Class Struggle, which advanced "a domestic colonialism" thesis, that 
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the struggle of "the black nation" must precede class struggle, and that all efforts 

internally should be directed to building a vanguard party. The core of his imagined pre-

party formation was RAM of which he was a member. 90 

Mkalimoto and his wife, Shola Akintolaya, were head of the LRBW's bookstore. 

Both were expelled in the 1971 "Easter Purges," along with Modibo Kadalie and his 

wife, and others whom the executive board of the League viewed as intellectual threats to 

their leadership. Even though C.L.R. James was not a proponent of the captive nation 

thesis, political activists like Mkalimoto who subscribed to the tenets of revolutionary 

nationalism relied on James' archive of writings when participating in ideological and 

historical debates. Disagreeing with James on a number of questions, he was 

nevertheless impressed with the large body of work he had developed on revolutionary 

politics and organization. 

Dialectical Materialism and the Fate of Black Folks 

The study of dialectics had become part of the politics of the day in terms of a 

"new, spreading mode of inescapable rhetoric" inside the Black movement. This was "a 

significant and welcomed development by many" as it was an opportunity to broaden 

methods of analysis beyond race as the only uncontestable prism. The discourse had a 

way of opening up "untapped" bodies of knowledge not previously considered.91 When 

James came to Detroit to specifically deal with this subject, he explained his intervention 

and the overall intellectual terrain in the following manner. 

Now it is important to study dialectic for this reason. I have been here in Detroit, 
many times. I have spoken on the black struggle in the USA, I have spoken on Pan-
Africanism, I have spoken on the French Revolution, I have spoken on the international 

Ibid, 22. 
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movement, I have spoken on Black Studies. But despite the fact that I have spoken on so 
many things I have never spoken on the method by which I approach them.92 

James gives three examples of how dialectics have become contemporary for 

radical Black thinkers. 

Stokely constantly talks about dialectics. When I ask people what he means by that, they 
say quite often, 'We don't know;' Or some say 'The dialectic means contradiction.' 
When I try to get them to explain further it is clear that they do not understand dialectics 
or contradiction either. Secondly, there is Angela Davis, who is a well-known expert in 
dialectics, and Hegelianism, Kant and so forth.93 

James further illustrates "It is certain that as she makes more of an appeal to the 

general public.. .dialectics is going to become a subject of debate. Furthermore, Huey 

Newton is constantly talking about the unity of opposites, negation of the negation—he is 

constantly using the dialectical terms." James sees this as evidence that Black folks desire 

to break with "bourgeois" and "liberal" thinking.94 

Before James delivered these explanatory remarks he made it absolutely clear that 

he had not come to teach anyone dialectics. He said: "Nobody could do that in twenty 

years."9 He merely was introducing to them a book he wrote Notes on Dialectics which 

takes up the subject in great detail. It had recently been compiled as a book for the first 

time, a bounding of mimeographs. 

After James delivered what were two "mentally taxing" lectures on dialectics, the 

nationalist tendencies in the LRBW began to read and study Notes on Dialectics. This 

had an impact on developments. It produced a firm critical rejection of Stalinist readings 

on dialectic which were previously required reading by the executive leadership. 

92 Ibid, 22. 

93 Ibid, 23. 

94 Ibid, 23. 

95 Ibid, 23. 
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"Under the direct influence of Modibo Kadalie, some of the Black nationalist forces 

based in the Highland Park area of Detroit formed their own study group on dialectics 

and asked Willie Gorman, James long time comrade and collaborator, to chair the study 

group." 

Also a new more widespread interest in James' writings was fomented, even 

among circles influenced by the Boggs, some of whom were "prone to be anti-James." 

There were friendly debates with some Boggs partisans at the home of Belinda and Gary 

Good, "where what can best be described as the Jamesian tendency inside the League" 

gathered regularly for political discussion and social activities always distinguished by 

good cooking. On these occasions differences of opinion and ideological conflict were 

subordinated to practical proposals for implementing common points of agreement.96 

Cynthia Hamilton recalls in 1970-1971 she was trained by C.L.R. James in 

Washington, D.C. to go up to Lansing one summer to teach a class at the Marcus Garvey 

Institute on Notes on Dialectics. She recalls that most young activists in the Black Power 

movement came to political theory, and imagined themselves as part of intellectual 

tendencies, after some of their most profound political experiences had passed on. 

Hamilton recalls teaching James' version of dialectics was really about the relationship 

between direct democracy and revolutionary organization. Those who appreciated James 

at the time did not totally grasp how his ideas cut against the conventions of established 

parties of the American Left. However, observing how the LRBW disturbed these 

orthodox sects, Hamilton could begin to see why C.L.R. James' ideas could be so 

threatening even to those with radical commitments.97 

96 Ibid, 23. 
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From Federal City College to the Center for Black Education 

C.L.R. James experience teaching at Federal City College and affiliation with the 

Center for Black Education in Washington D.C. must be understood as an experience for 

our protagonist where he mentored but also learned. James learned from an experienced 

layer of activists the intimate details of heroic but difficult community organizing. His 

young counterparts were rooted in the transition from southern Civil Rights to urban 

Black Power rebellions in northern cities. There was a growing fascination with the 

epistemological merits of a Pan-African worldview among these activists. There was an 

increasing popular receptiveness to learning about pre-colonial African history, African 

languages, and an inspiration to model a politics on state socialist regimes in Africa, such 

as that of Guinea and Tanzania, which animated their independent Black studies and 

education programming. This created a context for C.L.R. James to facilitate 

international linkages, and further help them travel to Africa, and organize the Sixth Pan-

African Congress. 

Jimmy Garrett and Charlie Cobb, experienced the southern civil rights movement 

together as members of SNCC. They found inspiration in a type of direct democratic 

vision as personified by Bob Moses and Ella Baker. But they also were sympathetic to 

the Black Power internationalist vision of Stokely Carmichael. Garrett, originally from 

Los Angeles, having seen the Watts rebellion first hand, was a major leader of the famous 

San Francisco State Strike for Ethnic Studies in 1968-1969. 

Working with Nathan Hare, affiliated with RAM, and George Murray, a member 

of the Black Panthers, Garrett himself was present during the emergence of the Black 

Panther Party of Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Area 

97 Cynthia Hamilton. Interview with Author. Telephone, August 2006. 
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and their conflict with Kenny Freeman (later Mamadou Lumumba) and Ernest Allen 

(later Ernie Mkalimoto) of Revolutionary Action Movement. He was instrumental in 

molding the Black student union at San Francisco State into a fighting force that made 

demands on university administrators and enforced them. Garrett was crucial in getting 

the funds for the off campus Black cultural house where pioneering courses were taught 

with Sonia Sanchez, Amiri Baraka, Ed Bullins, Eldridge Cleaver, and Danny Glover 

present. Through this circle he introduced Amiri Baraka to Bobby Seale and Maulana 

Karenga for the first time. CLR James in discussions with James Garrett would have 

emerged with a greater understanding of class struggle and cultural nationalist tendencies 

within the Black Power movement. 

Jimmy Garrett and Charlie Cobb founded the Center for Black Education. It 

broke away as the animating forces around the movement for community control of the 

Black Studies program at Federal City College, now the University of the District of 

Columbia. A subject of national news in U.S. News & World Report, the college 

president Dr. Frank Farmer was accused of giving free rein to "black separatism." A 

Black studies major was raised with content said to be " 'total immersion' in black 

nationalism." 

At first there was a disavowal of programs drawn up by Garrett and his colleagues 

as not academically sound, racist and irresponsive to students needs but the school 

bureaucracy soon relented. In the student newspaper Garrett suggested aspects of his 

philosophy of education "aided by obscenities." "George Washington and Benjamin 

Franklin and Thomas Jefferson—those They must make Malcolm X, Elijah 
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Muhammad, Huey Newton and Leroi Jones real heroes, or they have failed... How can 

we blame a child for getting bored with listening to omnipotent white stuff all day...?" 98 

C.L.R. James conceded some advocates of Black Studies say things he could not 

imagine himself saying. To his surprise, demanding education animated by "revolution" 

and "nation building" they eventually walked away from a large budget offered by the 

government that would nevertheless have made them structurally dependent. Insistent 

that a holistic black education program could be fostered with a community base not 

dependent on state or corporate funds, they vindicated the denial that they could have 

meaningful global and African linkages. " The CBE had approximately 200 people 

active working with a primary leadership of thirty. 

The Center for Black Education (CBE) opened in October 1969. The CBE 

evolved from an alternative black educational institution to a type of revolutionary 

organization which desired to develop self-governing capacities through preparing a 

small group with skills for direct community service and global political involvement. 

The CBE circle included Courtland Cox, Marvin Holloway, Ralph Featherstone, Juadine 

Henderson, Judy Richardson, Jennifer Lawson, Geri Stark, Jean Wiley, Daphne Muse, 

Ivanhoe Donaldson, Don Freeman and Kenny Freeman (Mamadou Lumumba). 

Within the Center student and community run projects attempted to fuse theory 

and practice. These included The Drum and Spear Bookstore, the Pan-African World 

Library, and the Mbari Health Center. A Children's Educational Center, Trade Skills 

Center, Sauti (a radio program—sauti means voice in Swahili), construction and print shop 

98 "In Nation's Capital: A College Beset By Black revolutionaries." U.S. News & World Report. May 12 
1969. 38-40. 

99 C.L.R. James. "Black Studies and the Contemporary Student." The C.L.R. James Reader. Anna 
Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 390-404. 
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co-operatives, a restaurant, and the Pan-African newspaper. The first book Drum and 

Spear Press published was C.L.R. James' A History of Pan-African Revolt, which included 

a new section placing the Black Power movement into the historical record. 

They hosted regular community forums. Among the lecturers included C.L.R. James, 

Queen Mother Moore, Ras Makonnen, and Chancellor Williams. 

The CBE desired to extend the rise of Black consciousness by developing their 

circle to be as independent from "Europeans who colonize us." This was to be done 

through an ethic of self-reliance more specifically inspired by the "self-reliance" of Julius 

Nyerere's Tanzania than C.L.R. James' direct democracy. 

Jimmy Garrett recalls C.L.R. James did discuss with the CBE circle his ideas on 

direct democracy, workers self-management and his critique of Trotsky. They were 

aware of his antipathy to Maoism. C.L.R. James challenged Garrett personally to 

overcome his homophobia, his racialist viewpoints toward people who were not of 

African descent, and encouraged him to read thoroughly. To criticize Lenin fairly, James 

insisted to Garrett, one had to master Lenin's collected works, which of course appeared 

to be a giant task. When Jimmy Garrett traveled with C.L.R. James to London in 1969 

and met his wife Selma, he recalls she quarreled with C.L.R. that he had not been 

teaching the Black Power youth, whom he was mentoring, his complete political 

philosophy.101 

Center for Black Education. The Struggle for Black Education. Washington, D.C.: 
Drum & Spear, 1972. 2. This is a citation from the introduction to this volume. This document is a 
compilation of selected articles from the Pan-Africanist. I will note relevant dates next to the page numbers 
subsequently. 

101 James Garrett. Interview with Author. Spring 2007. 
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From the very time Courtland Cox, Jean Wiley, Garrett and Cobb met James at 

the famous Montreal Black Writers Congress at McGill University in 1968, where they 

invited him to teach at Federal City College, they began to quarrel immediately as to the 

meaning of C.L.R. James' ideas. Some thought James' politics were more advanced than 

Stokley Carmichael. At the time to raise such a notion was heresy in their circle.102 

C.L.R. James' lecture "The History and Economics of Slavery in the New World" 

at the Black Writers Congress of October 12 1968, one of two speeches the future CBE 

circle witnessed, is a remarkable record of both our protagonist's contributions and 

quarrels with Black Power activists. Considering the implications of slavery, James 

asserted, could not simply be dispatched by some quick and sharp remarks about 

"whitey." There were certain historical, philosophical, and economic questions of 

method to grapple. 

Reminding, property is a relation between people, per Marx's analysis of capital, 

one had to illustrate the relation of slavery to historical economic development, 

particularly in antiquity and the Industrial Revolution. However, in the question and 

answer period the audience responded by suggesting James historical materialist view 

may contribute to justifying slavery in Ancient Greece, the present subordination of 

Africa to empire, and what was thought to be genocidal attacks on African Americans. 

Perhaps James was insufficiently critical of Marx's modernist strain in his political 

economy that could justify relations of empire as progressive development. 

C.L.R. James responded by saying "I have never considered Western civilization 

a perfect civilization." But being a part of it, "living within it," James contested he could 

see its achievements and liabilities. Our protagonist thumped "it was not opinion but 

102 James Garrett. Interview with Author. Tape. March 2006. 
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historical fact based on the latest scholarship" that Ancient Athens, despite that society 

being distinguished by slavery, had some of the best historians and philosophers. How 

could history and philosophy be examined without the contributions of Herodotus and 

Thucydides, Plato and Aristotle? James made clear at the height of Ancient Athens' 

achievements slavery was minimal in that society. He affirmed it was its growing 

pervasiveness that destroyed that society. 

C.L.R. James, a bit annoyed, explained he had been working to "overthrow" 

imperial relations in Africa for decades. He recognized "we" were all "behind" in 

understanding Africa's contribution to world civilization, but the work was being done, 

all were catching up in understanding. But this fact should not be allowed to take away 

from the achievements and contributions of historical and philosophical method which 

could be found in the heritage of Western civilization. 

James opposed the popular idea that genocide was a possible outcome facing the 

African American community. The relationship of Black people to white people in the 

United States will be decided, according to James, by a famous phrase by Napoleon "first 

engage and we shall see." The whites will learn solidarity by their own fundamental 

political and economic interests not by their overcoming of their racism in pure terms. 

The Black struggle has posed as citizens of American civilization the matter to whites to 

decide "are you with us or not?" James rejects the notion that American society can 

suppress completely 22 million African Americans. To applause, C.L.R. James explains 

the steps they will have to take will destroy American society as a whole. Further, James 

insists there are many people in the USA "who know that" and thus by the Black 

movement posing the question, this is compelling whites regardless of who they vote for, 
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to come to terms with the tasks to transform the future. At their best James attested, both 

Black and white will have to decide on a new conception of American society. 

In his second speech at that Montreal conference, "The Haitian Revolution and 

the History of Slavery," he constructed a panorama of world revolution. Discussing the 

Puritan, French, Russian, and Cuban revolutions in conversation with the Haitian 

experience, James insisted the Cuban revolution unlike its previous antecedents was 

"stronger after ten years." Raising the American Civil War and Black Reconstruction, 

and the Mau Mau revolt as well, James explained revolution is not just about how to 

topple a regime but the subsequent struggle for the new society to put in its place.104 

The CBE circle exhibited certain anti-bureaucratic tendencies in their community 

organizing that C.L.R. James would be fond. Their goals were to attempt to destroy the 

American sphere of influence on the continent of Africa, and equally at the local level 

"rendering ourselves ungovernable by those who oppress us." The CBE has a specific 

reading of Black working class self-activity which was rooted in a comparative analysis 

of self-reliant capacities in Africa and the Caribbean. 

High school students with woodwork, auto mechanic, drafting or metal work 

skills, whom might be deemed "unskilled" or "unemployable" in the USA, could be of 

use abroad. Men and women who have worked on Deep South cotton plantations who 

"know by rote crop rotation, high yield and low yield, and soil transplantation" might be 

viewed as "skilled agronomists" in Africa. 

103 C.L.R. James "The History and Economics of Slavery in the New World." Congress of Black Writers. 
Montreal. October 12,1968. Tape. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State 
University. Detroit, Michigan. 

104 C.L.R. James. "The Haitian Revolution and the History of Slave Revolt." Congress of Black Writers. 
Montreal. October 1968. Tape. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Library, Wayne State 
University. Detroit, Michigan. 
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The absence of pure drinking water on the Carolina Sea islands could be remedied 

by a basic knowledge of water purification techniques, chemistry, physics and handling 

shovels. The CBE circle could train folks to do a better job than Vista volunteers who 

recently through their bumbling poisoned some they were serving. The goal was to 

redirect the community's energies away from "individual waste" or notions of 

"individual accomplishment."105 While cautious about being dependent on middle class 

professionals the CBE also felt a responsibility to raise consciousness among this layer to 

minimize their exploitative potential in relation to Africa.106 There were always layers 

within CBE hostile to a class struggle analysis. For example, when such ideas came up 

about which social and economic class had the ability to accomplish certain historical 

tasks, Courtland Cox was known to sarcastically quip that he had not thought about the 

potential of what one could achieve as a class, since moving on from the second to third 

grade in elementary school.107 This should suggest certain limitations to the CBE's 

ability to resist contradictions as represented by the debate on Black Capitalism at that 

historical moment. 

The Myth & Irrationality of Black Capitalism 

The CBE intervened in the Black Capitalism debate of that period, framed from 

the left by Huey Newton, Robert Allen, James Boggs and Earl Ofari, and from the right 

by Nathan Wright, Roy Innis, Jesse Jackson, and Tony Brown. President Richard Nixon 

recognized the Black Power idea had reformist and conservative implications. While 

105 Center for Black Education. The Struggle for Black Education, 3-4. "Why Educate Ourselves." 
(November 7,1969) 

106 Ibid, 7. "Attributes of an African Nationalist." (December 5,1969) 

107 James Garrett. Interview with Author. Tape. March 2006. 
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siding with "the forgotten man," by whom he meant the white man, in other types of 

public addresses he was indeed "tricky." Black Power for Nixon meant the 

encouragement of Black capitalism for what Black urban unrest was all about was that 

the disenfranchised desired "a piece of the action."108 

In response to the inner city rebellions of the period conveying self-governing 

instincts but also economic despair and dissatisfaction, the state expanded numerous 

welfare state and economic development initiatives in the Black community. Much 

clamor was made about urban reconstruction, equal opportunity, and entrepreneur ship. 

Managerial jobs were also rapidly extended to people of color for the first time in 

corporate and state regimes. The CBE saw such initiatives as encouraging false hopes 

where Black economic development was still dependent on white power. 

Though attempts at controlling city, state or rural governments had proven a 

failure this did not preclude further local initiatives on their part. The CBE was actually 

the catalyst of Marion Barry's, SNCC activist and future Mayor of Washington DC, first 

electoral campaigns for school board and city council. This experience caused quarrels 

within the CBE. There was a realization that reliance on black caucuses within the 

Democratic and Republican parties and Black police were not trustworthy. However 

they would not abandon such "experiments in community control" as "organizing 

tactics." 

Huey Newton. To Die For The People. New York: Random House, 1972; James Boggs. Racism and 
the Class Struggle. New York: Monthly Review, 1970; Earl Ofari. The Myth of Black Capitalism. New 
York: Monthly Review, 1970; Robert L. Allen. Black Awakening in Capitalist America. Garden City, NY: 
Doubelday, 1969. Nathan Wright. Black Power and Urban Unrest. New York: Hawthorne, 1967; 
William F Haddad and G. Douglass Pugh eds. Black Economic Development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall, 1969; Dean Kotlowski. Nixon's Civil Rights. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2001. 
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At this juncture they imagined, in agreement with Stokely Carmichael's ideas 

about land and power, Africa could be their future economic base where resources could 

be collectively developed as a challenge to white supremacy and empire. A non-

capitalist path and Black autonomy through state power were synonymous, whatever 

their disagreements among themselves, for the CBE circle.109 

The building of aspiring self-reliant institutions and skills by CBE was a 

conscious attempt to challenge the instinct toward heroism and glory that had become all 

too pervasive, from their perspective on the Black freedom movement. The CBE was still 

preparing for what they termed "war" but was attempting to shift behavior from rhetoric 

to disciplined work. *10 A major feature of The Pan-Africanist were watchwords that 

attempted to shape a cadre style discipline among its circle and combat pitfalls such as 

nepotism, clique formation, drug use, distracting fashions in popular culture, and 

dysfunction through new or lost love interests. Seeking to minimize slogans that "call 

white people dirty names," there was an insightful perception that such attitudes often 

exhibited a desire to collaborate and co-exist with white power than defeat such 

institutions.111 Instead an emphasis was placed on the rejection of cultural pluralism as 

the white led American state's mode of rule, and its physical destruction. 

A desire was expressed by the CBE in The Pan-Africanist to develop leadership 

of a rank and file nature and shift the focus away from obsessive hassling over who has 

charisma and individual personalities like Carmichael, Huey Newton, Marcus Garvey, 

109 Center for Black Education, The Struggle for Black Education, 27-30. "Black Capitalism: Economics of 
Dependence." (May 18 1970.) Note: SNCC veterans Ivanhoe Donaldson and Courtland Cox for many 
years were administrators in the Marion Barry regime. 

'10 Center for Black Education. The Struggle for Black Education. 6. "Attributes of an African 
Nationalist."(December 5,1969) 

1,1 Ibid, 9-11. "Problems of Political Development." (January 30, 1970) 

314 



W.E.B. Du Bois, and Malcolm X. "Our people" have different levels of understanding. 

From "total commitment," those who are primarily charitable but grapple with the 

tendency toward individual advancement, and folks totally opposed to collective effort. 

Potential leaders are defined as exhibiting the capacity to be counted on in critical 

situations, not vacillating and collapsing under pressure; who could think independently, 

not confuse easily, and who could clarify and direct in the midst of chaos.113 

CBE challenged their associates to make Pan African sentiments more concrete in 

their community organizing. Attempting to develop a curriculum with an emphasis on 

science and technology and foster concrete technical skills; they strived to overcome the 

tendency by students to get caught up in academic studies and standards and not learn a 

correct political analysis. An attempt was made to overcome divisions of mental and 

manual labor by sharing the day to day upkeep of the physical work of the building 

premises. The goal was for nobody to escape the physical acts of cleaning, welding, 

nailing and painting.114 

CBE had to combat constant external pressures of the F.B.I., the D.C. health 

department, building inspectors, and local police who "descended like vultures." 

The circle had "manhood problems" as well as "women versus women problems." They 

also had a tendency toward romantic adventurism and spontaneous reaction to 

provocation by police that other groups had fallen prey. 

1,2 Ibid, 13. "On Leadership" (February 13 1970) 

113 Ibid, 14-15. "On Leadership" (February 13, 1970) Such leadership cadres would also minimize pettiness 
and gossip; carry out tasks "to the end;" express patience with contradictions among the people without 
being slack; and would ideally not get caught up in egotism or self-gratification. Sometimes those in 
leadership positions had to overcome the impression they were unapproachable or too busy to nurture 
others. 

1,4 Ibid, 17-18. "On Organization and Development" (February 27, 1970) 
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When Ralph Featherstone and William "Che" Payne were killed by an explosive 

device in their car on March 9, 1970, and H. Rap Brown went underground in fear for his 

life, as he was the intended target, the CBE was struck by "revulsion." This had 

reverberations nationally and through the Jamesian Black Power network in Michigan, 

many of whom had visited the CBE and met Featherstone.115 

Ralph Featherstone was the CBE's business manager. Brown and Payne were 

close to their circle. The CBE had to struggle against this provocation, minimize 

paranoia, and continue their work. Fighting to overcome their instinct to strike back as 

they were under serious surveillance exactly because their project was important; they 

had to continue to be warm to the community while being vigilant against infiltrators and 

provocateurs. 

C.L.R. James' H. Rap Brown 

C.L.R. James picked up the pen to defend H. Rap Brown that summer to a British 

audience. Under the headline "Black and Whitey" in New Society, James reviewed 

Brown's Die Nigger Die. James takes inventory perhaps for the first time in print, 

through Brown's political thought, the distinction between Blacks and "Negroes," as 

those African Americans "who seek to accommodate to white America." He commends 

Brown for disrupting the SNCC meeting with President Lyndon Johnson, affirming with 

Brown "those are the kinds of friends you don't need." 

Ibid, 18 and 21. "On Organization and Development" (February 27, 1970) "The Struggle Goes On" (May 13,1970); 
Maina Kinyatti. "Featherstone Killing Moves Brothers." West Side News. April 11,1970. 2; Chaka. "About Ralph 
Featherstone." West Side News. 30 May 1970. 2. 
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After documenting Brown's quarrels with his draft board, where Brown proclaims 

"I had already told them that if they gave me a gun and told me to shoot my enemy, I'd 

shoot Lady Bird," C.L.R. James makes an assessment. Between Brown's unceasing 

guerilla warfare with white America, Rap speaks with tremendous confidence on the 

need for the Black liberation struggle to foment revolutionary change. James, perhaps for 

the first time in highlighting Brown's retort to a white military commander, "I am not 

your buddy;" embraces the need to question easy social relations of people of color 

toward whites, from a place of confident detachment. James, fond of Rap Brown's 

critique of the limits of cultural nationalism, and his "sober analysis" of prospective allies 

for Black freedom, underscores by merely "stating the dangerous creed by which he 

lives," he "can command audiences of many thousands."116 Yet James consistent with the 

better instincts of the CBE to de-center focus on intellectual and political personalities 

above the Black community, generally tried to explain other historical actors' political 

thought needed to be watched more closely. 

The Responsibility of the Black Scholar 

At a 1971 public lecture at the Institute for the Black World in Atlanta, Georgia, 

partially in response to his experience of the impact of the Stokely Carmichael inspired 

1968 uprising in Washington after Dr. Martin Luther King's murder, C.L.R. James 

argued for a different sensibility for forging a political base in the United States. 

This speech was presented in an increasing context of African Americans lamenting the 

absence of strong political leaders. 

Even as the CBE transitioned to viewing Africa as their base, James illustrated the 

responsibility of the Black scholar was to the African American community in a period of 

1,6 C.L.R. James. "Black and Whitey." New Society. August 6, 1970. 255-256. 
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revolutionary history. The Black community was distinguished by great urban uprisings 

against racism and police brutality, and profound community interest in Black studies 

both inside and outside academia. 

Revealing perhaps some insightful discussions he had been having while living in 

Washington, D.C. about the great uprising in that city in 1968, he suggests an itinerary 

for scholarship on Cleveland, Detroit, Watts, Newark and Harlem as well. The American 

government and media have been misreporting the meaning of these urban rebellions 

suggesting that the associated violence and destruction of property are signs that Black 

people are not fit for self-government even as public recognition by official society of 

long social and economic disenfranchisement is emerging. C.L.R. James suggests radical 

historians, even if not activists desiring to participate in such rebellion, need to begin 

chronicling the philosophies, strategies, and motivations of those many unknown leaders 

from below in the forefront of these uprisings. For their political thought, particularly 

those from rank and file leaders in Washington, D.C. in response to the murder of Dr. 

Martin Luther King, will reveal a shift in the forms of freedom of Black liberation. 

James reflects previously the Black community of Washington D.C. was 

distinguished by police harassment and intimidation where it could not be imagined that 

the arbitrary yet systematic brutality of state power would relent. But something 

profound happened in the experience of the Washington uprising. The police in 

defensive actions surrounded the White House, the Capitol building, various significant 

monuments, and conceded the streets to the rebellious direct action of the community 

members who took to the streets. 
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James suggests this is the arrival of a new level of Black autonomy where 

community members of humble working class and rural origin are supplanting the middle 

class political leadership in the Black community. He implores Black scholars to 

chronicle their political thought and what this says about the community's self-governing 

capacities.117 

"We Are An African People" 

The Center for Black Education used the prospects of doing development work in 

Tanzania, cultivated through their own international ties, to confront what they began to 

view as the chic and shallow meaning of slogans such as "We Are An African People" 

that became so pervasive.m Daphne Muse and Judy Richardson were part of an 

expatriate community that included Walter Rodney, Philip Ochieng, Ayi Kwei Armah, 

and Yoweri Museveni, the future president of Uganda. They were close friends with 

Walter Bgoya, the head of the Tanzania Publishing House. The CBE inquired if their 

students were ready to fight off the tsetse flies, be without running water, frozen foods, 

toilet tissue to stalk out at 4:00 am to the outdoor toilet? This would be the experience of 

volunteer labor brigades where they would build irrigation canals and grow hybrid crops. 

There was a sense by some in the CBE circle, such as Charlie Cobb, who had also 

been abroad, that though some had important experiences traveling abroad to Guyana and 

117 C.L.R. James. "The Black Community and the Black Scholar." Atlanta, GA: Institute for Black World, 
1971. Audiotape of Public Lecture. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State 
University, Detroit, Michigan. Partial transcript In Vincent Harding Papers, MARBL Archives, Emory 
University, Atlanta, Georgia 

"8CourtlandCox. Letter to Walter Rodney. January 27, 1970. Walter Rodney Papers. Robert Woodruff 
Library, Atlanta University Center. Atlanta, Georgia; Jimmy Garrett. Letter to Walter Rodney. January 1, 
1970. Walter Rodney Papers. Robert Woodruff Library. Atlanta University Center, Atlanta, Georgia; Daphne 
Muse. Interview with Down Home Books. July 2003. Online: http://www.downhomebooks.com/muse.htm: 
Jennifer Lawson. Interview with Charlie Cobb. "Africa: Jennifer Lawson, Executive Producer on the 'Africa' 
Series." September 10, 2001. http://allafrica.com/stories/200109100427.html 
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Trinidad, African Americans were privileged orphans of Africa who must prove their 

allegiance by giving up perhaps their homes, money and U.S. citizenship, and by learning 

an African language.119 This was believed a viable choice, as these activists grappled 

with the meaning of their increasing sense of "loneliness," the "desertion" by friends and 

loved ones. CBE recognized the Black liberation movement in the USA was in decline. 

By 1972, there was an increasing sense by CBE activists of isolation. Knowledge 

of being a minority among a hostile majority population in the USA weighed on them. 

Awareness of the downturn of mass rebellions, the unviable nature of building a separate 

nation within the confines of the USA, the emergence of bankrupt Black political 

representation increasingly interfacing with state power, and a lack of desire to 

participate for the first time in the direct exploitation of Black people through corporate 

management strategies, made this orientation toward Africa seem a feasible outlook as a 

self-governing mission. 

The CBE's increasing dedication to the liberation of southern Africa was bound 

up with desires for feasible freedom struggles for African Americans. They did not view 

this as Utopian or escapist. The CBE tried to shift African American interest in Africa 

from sentimentality, and support of what was in reality imperial "aid" for development. 

It tried to distinguish their efforts from white liberal businessmen and philanthropists that 

called for the alleviation of aspects of Apartheid such as pass laws and job restrictions. 

They knew from first hand experience that dismantling of Jim Crow style segregation 

would not mean African autonomy. The CBE imagined not exactly a vision of workers 

self-management or opposition to state power and capitalism. Rather, an African 

1' See Charlie Cobb. African Notebook: Views on Returning 'Home.' Chicago: Institute for Positive 
Education, 1972. 
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freedom beyond an increase in welfare provisions and wages, toward African control of 

land resources and their own labor de-linking from white corporate interests.120 

CBE saw a linkage between the promotion of Bantustan development in South 

Africa and black capitalist schemes in the USA. They rejected proposed selective 

autonomous ethnic homelands under apartheid veiled under the concept of community 

control. i The CBE's An Analytical Report on Southern Africa provided concise 

histories, political economies, and studies of armed liberation movements, while 

highlighting campaign talking points, corporations to divest from, and addresses of 

valuable African media sources. This was prepared to offer institutional and critical 

foundations for the African Liberation Day mobilizations of 1974. James was in 

conversations and assisted in the development of this international solidarity work. 

From Black Power to Tanzania 

C.L.R. James was instrumental in persuading Julius Nyerere to host, and 

encouraging other African statesmen to fund the Sixth Pan African Congress (6PAC) in 

Tanzania in 1974. He had a central role in writing "The Call," mentoring African 

American and Caribbean organizers, and finessing the linkages on a world scale to make 

the experience happen. Beginning in Bermuda in 1969, eruptive debates occurred in 

planning and mass meetings across the globe. Courtland Cox formerly of SNCC and the 

CBE would emerge as the secretary general of 6PAC. 

There were divisions within CBE whether to orient to Sekou Toure's Guinea 

whom Stokely Carmichael was in alliance, or Julius Nyerere's Tanzania. C.L.R. James 

120 Center for Black Education. An Analytical Report on Southern Africa. Washington, DC: Drum & 
Spear, 1972. 6-7. 

121 Ibid, 39. 
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advised it was his perception that Toure's regime appeared Stalinist and bureaucratic 

where Nyerere appeared to him to have an African socialist conception distinguished by a 

critique of bureaucracy. The irony was Carmichael and Toure were not consistently in 

favor of class struggle, and many who oriented to Tanzania in the CBE were skeptical of 

socialism.122 

In meetings in London, Paris, Bermuda, Guyana, Ghana, Tanzania, Ethiopia, 

Nigeria, Vermont, Ohio and Washington, D.C. among other locations; C.L.R. James 

traveled with members of the CBE circle, and at various times acted to promote and 

contain class struggle perspectives from breaking out which challenged the Tanzanian 

regime's conception of 6PAC. There was a tension between 6PAC being an extension of 

the foreign policies of nation-states and the autonomy of Pan-African activists from the 

African Diaspora and the guerilla fighters from the frontline states of southern Africa 

wishing to express insurgent perspectives. 

In 1969 C.L.R. James in a meeting in Bermuda, organized by Roosevelt Browne 

(later Pauulu Kamarakafego), gave a major address on struggles in the Pan-African 

world. United Press International quoted our protagonist as making a controversial 

statement. Some Blacks in the United States were unacceptably "playing with 

revolution" while the USA and other imperialist nations were in full retreat before the 

tremendous forces released by revolutions in Europe, Africa, Asia and the Caribbean.123 

In April 1971 another planning meeting was held in Bermuda. Yet when James arrived 

he was not allowed by the government to enter the country. Thought subversive, he was 

122 James Garrett. Interview with Author. Tape. March 2006. 

123 See Quito Swan. "The Truth Is An Offense: The Struggle for Decolonization and the Rise of Black 
Power in Bermuda, 1967-1977. Ph.D. Dissertation. Howard University. 2005. 
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immediately place on a plane and returned to the USA. In a meeting at Goddard College, 

Vermont in late May 1971, James gave a presentation attempting to historically 

contextualize the coming 6PAC. Using the development of Nkrumah's Ghana as a 

metaphor, he explained the self-mobilization of ordinary people created the present 

African and Caribbean nation-states. The postcolonial condition was that Europeans 

maintained economic control while Blacks now controlled the government bureaucracies. 

Garrett recalls C.L.R. James stressed his opposition to "the proposition that we are an 

African people." Explaining that the Black Power slogan could be limiting, he contested 

that it obscured contemporary power relations and the building of broader solidarity, for 

example with Indo-Caribbean people.124 

In January 1972 Jimmy Garrett, Roosevelt Browne, Liz Gant, Abbas Sykes (a 

Tanzania Ambassador) and C.L.R. James met with many British Black Power groups in 

London, Manchester and Birmingham. This was the first time the organizing group 

ventured outside their own circle and was confronted with many sharp questions of a 

class nature about the concrete practices of national liberation. James defending "the 

substance of their position" "bailed out" the Congress organizers where they met 

skepticism.125 

In August 1972 The Call was written collaboratively by C.L.R. James, Garrett, 

Cobb, Jean Wiley, and Courtland Cox. Yet the first draft was written with James' 

encouragement by twenty year old Geri Stark (now Geri Agosto), also of CBE and co-

James Garrett. "The Sixth Pan-African Congress: A Historical Sketch." Black World. March 1975. 5. 

Modibo Kadalie. Internationalism, Pan-Africanism and the Struggles of Social Classes. Savannag, GA: 
One Quest Press, 2000. 283. 
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editor of The Pan African bulletin. Stark recalls James was "a great old man." While 

helping to "illuminate" her path, she was "not in awe" of him in any way. 

James critiqued her first draft as distinguished by "too much information on 

natural resources, not enough on race and class." Stark asked whether it should be edited 

then? James said "No" for it was a document to incite "discussion" "not the Congress 

itself." C.L.R. James encouraged Stark to become an effective public speaker by often 

agreeing to meet her at public organizing meetings for 6PAC. James, always prompt, 

would purposely come late as a means of encouraging her to speak up. Creating 

seemingly "spontaneous" moments, compelling her to replace him at the podium, she 

rose to the occasion. 

James always encouraged Stark to develop her own viewpoints reading with her 

books by Lenin, George Padmore, Toni Morrision, and George Lamming. She recollects 

James always persuaded her to ask her own questions, but from a perspective rooted in 

ordinary people's struggles. James implored her to observe everyday people's capacities 

through history and literature but also to watch how they danced, played and entertained 

themselves to get a sense of their instincts in order to develop an outlook on society from 

the bottom up.126 

Apparently, there were different versions of The Call circulated in different regions of 

the world, some with enhanced and minimized insurgent content. This would lead to conflict. 

Walter Rodney's "Toward the Sixth Pan-African Congress" in fact called into question "the 

bland nature o f The Call. Rodney deemed its commitment to postcolonial class struggle 

vague. In correspondence with Rodney, C.L.R. James responded while he thought Rodney's 

126 Geri Agosto. (Geri Stark) Conference Presentation. Panel: C.L.R. James' Second American Sojourn. 
C.L.R. James At 100: Global Capitalism, Culture and the Politics of World Revolution. September 20-23 
2001. Audio Recording. 
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discussion document fine it would be a "blunder" for African Diaspora activists at the 

postcolonial moment to be in the forefront of raising the class struggle on the continent.127 

Yet for our purposes we must highlight James' contribution to its political content. 

The Call to the 6PAC, a document which C.L.R. James had "a substantial role" in 

writing, at first may not appear to emphasize class struggle in the Pan-African world. It begins 

with a postcolonial spin on W.E.B. Du Bois, "the 20th century is the century of Black Power." 

Two foundational premises follow. A common identity of the colonized worldwide has been 

forged as "the Third World" and together the "declining" and "barbaric" European imperial 

powers must be stopped from their last efforts at maintaining "white power." The 6PAC is 

deemed part of that movement.128 

"Out of the past" The Call asserts a certain intellectual and political heritage including 

W.E.B. Du Bois, Kwame Nkrumah, Isaac Wallace Johnson, George Padmore, Jomo Kenyatta, 

and Ras Makonnen. Additionally they claim Aime Cesaire, Edward Blyden, Marcus Garvey, 

Frantz Fanon, Malcolm X and Elijah Muhammad, Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown, 

Martin Luther King, George Jackson and Amiri Baraka. With them are Julius Nyerere and 

C.L.R. James.129 But there are certain peculiar italicized passages insisting on a specific 

attention and emphasis. 

127 Walter Rodney. "Towards the Sixth Pan-African Congress: Aspects of the International Class Struggle 
in Africa, the Caribbean and America." Pre-Congress Discussion Paper. 1974. Vincent Harding Papers, 
Emory University; Walter Rodney. "Towards the Sixth Pan-African Congress." Resolutions and Selected 
Speeches From the Sixth Pan-African Congress. [Geri Stark ed.] Dar es Salaam, Tanzania: Tanzania 
Publishing House, 1976. 21-34. It is important to consider that the original document is slightly edited in 
the official book of documents. In particular footnotes documenting correspondence between Owusu 
Sadauki and Courtland Cox are of historical interest. I will cite the document in the official volume; See 
also Rupert C. Lewis. Walter Rodney's Intellectual and Political Thought. Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1998. 171-172. 

128 "Appendix: The Call to the Sixth Pan-African Congress." In Resolutions and Selected Speeches From 
the Sixth Pan-African Congress. Dar es Salaam, Tanzania: Tanzania Publishing House, 1976. 219. 

129 The Call, 222. 
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First, animated by the struggles in Angola, Guinea-Bissau and Guinea-Conakry, and 

Mozambique The Call insists Africans are no longer seeking merely political independence. 

Rather, complete economic control as well. Upon this policy, that "Africans are carrying out 

with arms in hand," the 6PAC must "draw a line of steel against those, Africans included, who 

hide behind the slogan and paraphernalia of national independence while allowing finance 

capital to dominate and direct their economic and social life. This is for Africans everywhere 

an unalterable principle."130 

Second, a certain meaning is offered for Julius Nyerere's ideal of self-reliance. "We 

stand with those who are avowed and open enemies of the elite who wish to live a life of 

l i t 

privilege among our people." Both of these premises, while assuming a non-confrontational 

stance against the internal politics of Tanzania, where Nyerere is seen as patron, suggest a 

commitment to radical intervention against aspiring ruling elites in nations across the African 

world. The line of steel argument mirrors a certain interpretation of an aspect of James' The 

Invading Socialist Society which distinguishes between middle class nationalism and 

proletarian democracy and self-management. 132 

Yet C.L.R. James did not always appear to be organizing such a clear line between 

states and ruling classes and the potential of everyday people to be self-governing in 

organizing the 6PAC. 

IJU Ibid, 220. 

131 Ibid, 221. 

132 The "line of steel" argument also resembles the preface to the second edition of C.L.R. James' The 
Invading Socialist Society written in the same year as The Call, where he recalled a polemic with 
Trotskyists written in 1947. Out of that past, it was James' assertion that the task was "to draw a clear line" 
between both "bourgeois nationalization and proletarian nationalization" and "between bourgeois 
democracy and proletarian democracy." See C.L.R. James. (1947) Preface to The Invading Socialist 
Society. With Raya Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee. Detroit: Bewick, 1972. 
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The Meaning of Self-Reliance 

In C.L.R. James' "An Overview" to 6PAC, published in the March 1974 issue of 

Black World, and "The Role of the 6 PAC," published in London's Race Today in April 

1974, our protagonist argues this proposed gathering would be different than the 1945 5 

Pan-African Congress at Manchester, England. Earlier the cause was led by an 

intellectual vanguard with some advanced ideas, dispersed throughout the globe but with 

little foundation in mass movements. This time in Tanzania there would be a mandate 

held by delegations and representatives of mass movements worldwide who had a 

profound interest in the future of Africa and the meaning of self-government in the 

postcolonial moment. 

Offering a subtle critique of Julius Nyerere's concept of self-reliance as "a bit 

abstract" and "difficult to explain in concrete terms," James explains "you cannot go to 

the midst of Africa and tell an African peasant: 'you must be self-reliant." "He will say: 

'Yes I am very self-reliant[.] But I have no money, I have no seeds, [and] I am starving.'" 

Autonomy of identity and culture, it was suggested to an African Diaspora audience, were no 

obstacles to freedom on the continent. If 6PAC was to be an opportunity for many to inquire 

about the meaning of self-reliance, through the optics and needs of African workers and 

farmers, then for C.L.R. James the gathering would be a great success.133 

Yet during January and February of 1973 James, with Edie Wilson, a member of CBE, 

flew to Nigeria and Ghana, where they asked for political and financial assistance for 6PAC 

from the respective statesmen, General Yakubu Gowon, and Colonel I.K. Acheampong. 

During June 1973, C.L.R. James and Courtland Cox led a group to the OAU Heads of State 

133 C.L.R. James "The Role of the 6th PAC." Race Today. April 1974. 112-115; C.L.R. James. "An 
Overview." Black World. March 1974. 20-25. These articles are made up of overlapping excerpts of the 
same statement by James. 
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Meeting in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. That meeting was disrupted by demonstrations against 

Haile Selassie's regime. In the next year it would be overthrown by forces led by H.M. 

Mengistu.134 In August 1973 James and Cox went to the British Commonwealth Conference 

in Ottawa, Canada. Guyana's Forbes Burnham and Jamaica's Michael Manley pledged 

financial support. Cox recalls many Caribbean heads of state treated James like he was their 

"father." Behaving in a fashion as "if he said it, it must be so," "no explaining was needed to 

get support for the 6PAC. Though the young activists "had the energy" and drive, James in 

affect "put them on his back."135 

In a May 1973 regional planning meeting at Kent State University in Ohio, Modibo 

Kadalie and Kimathi Mohammed, otherwise allies of James' direct democratic perspective, 

clashed with Courtland Cox over a perspective which was becoming dominant. A "classless 

conception of self-determination" wielded by middle class professional advocates of scientific 

and technological aid for Africa was confronted by Kadalie and Mohammed's outlook 

emphasizing African working class self-activity. While Cox skillfully derailed the former 

tendency's proposed resolution for the collective, James was "part of this policy" and acted to 

discourage "proposing a resolution which was the embodiment of a class interpretation of the 

historica experience of African people." James feared alienating African governments 

prematurely, though he consistently stood for an open Congress where all could attend and 

participate. Yet a wedge would soon open up between Cox, and the governments of 

134 James Garrett. "The Sixth Pan African Congress: A Historical Sketch," 17 and 19. 

135 Courtland Cox. Conference Presentation. Panel: C.L.R. James' Second American Sojourn. C.L.R. 
James at 100: Global Capitalism, Culture, and the Politics of World Revolution. September 20-23, 2001. 
CD Recording. 

136 Modibo Kadalie, 300-305. 
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Tanzania and Guyana on one side and James and the more radical Caribbean activist 

delegations on the other. 

In a planning meeting in Guyana of December 1973, representatives of the Caribbean 

delegation raised concerns with Secretary General Courtland Cox. The planned agenda was 

unsatisfactory. It did not allow as promised the raising of political concerns by participants. 

Thus at that meeting an item was inserted in the agenda for discussion: "The Caribbean Reality." 

It was a presentation with six features. First, the challenge to colonialism and the 

postcolonial condition in the Caribbean was featured with Antigua and Trinidad as case studies. 

Second, C.L.R. James' emphasized that the Caribbean was colonial and not neo-colonial. Third, 

the colonial state's policing and military apparatus was now being used by the new regimes to 

coerce and suppress the postcolonial freedom struggle. 

Fourth, the relevance of the political thought and new forms of freedom "thrown up" by 

revolutionary movements in Trinidad, Antigua, and Guyana was discussed. It was the intention 

that at the Sixth Pan-African Congress discussions of general strikes, progressive military 

mutinies, workers and peasants self-management through popular committees, and efforts to 

forge unity between the Indo-Caribbean and Afro-Caribbean peoples would suggest the way 

forward. 

Fifth, using Forbes Burnham's and Eusi Kwayana's Guyana as an example, there 

was a discussion of what relations of solidarity between Third World nations and imperial 

nations could be established. Sixth, there was a reminder that many Caribbean nations 

continue to be subject to British, French, Dutch, and American empire. In the keynote 

address at this December 1973 Guyana meeting C.L.R. James made it clear he imagined 

Tanzania as "a model of socialist transformation" where the "excesses of the elite" were 
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being "combated by the people with the support of the ruling party, TANU." But Forbes 

Burnham, who was always happy to greet James at the airport as a distinguished Caribbean 

person, complained to Julius Nyerere that the organizers of 6PAC, which he agreed to fund, 

were attempting to subvert his government. Tanzania offered Burnham apologies. 

However, the writing was on the wall. Since late May 1973 at an OAU meeting in 

Kampala, Uganda where Cox and representatives of African regimes were in attendance 

the pretense of 6PAC being a non-governmental gathering was smashed when it was 

established that the criteria for potentially objectionable guests would be approval by their 

own national governments. The more radical delegations were to speak on "the Caribbean 

Reality" and project their insurgent perspectives on to the continent were obstructed from 

attending.138 Despite written assurances that 6PAC was to be "a people's congress," the 

governments of Jamaica, Grenada and Guyana collaborated with Tanzania to erase their 

presence. 

The Tanzania Foreign Office tried to make a case for the format of the Congress. 

The organizers had asked TANU, the ruling party of Tanzania, the one party of a one party 

state, to host the gathering. Tanzania as a member of the OAU had to abide by certain 

agreements and could not allow 6PAC to be a platform for attacking other regimes. 

Additionally "friendly" Caribbean states would be off limits. Tanzania was aware the 

organizers had ignored the warning. ".. .Radical elements had infiltrated the ranks of the 

organizers, confident they could take over the congress. That's why they still went ahead 

Horace Campbell. Pan-Africanism: The Struggle Against Imperialism and Neo-Colonialism. Toronto: 
Afro-Carib, 1975. 151. 

138 These included Tim Hector's ACLM of Antigua, Eusi Kwayana's ASCRIA of Guyana, Maurice 
Bishop's New Jewel Movement of Grenada, and Trinidad's NJAC among others. 
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in spite of the warning. The Tanzanian government was left with no choice [but]... to take 

a firm hand to keep [6PAC] under control."139 

And I Was Not Going To Be A Representative Of Any One Of Them! 

Recollecting how he traveled from coast to coast of the USA, many Caribbean 

nations twice, Ghana, Nigeria, Ethiopia, and Tanzania James said we would have a 

conference of the kind described in his "Overview" published in Black World in March of 

1974. Then he found out people from the Caribbean could not come unless sent by their 

governments. 

Now, I want to tell you I am suspicious of all governments. I listen with great sympathy 
to what happens in Tanzania. I listen with great sympathy to what is happening in Cuba 
and if there are difficulties I try to find out what they are. I believe something of great 
importance is happening in China, but I don't know for certain. But I keep my mind 
away from condemning them because I believe a great attempt is being made there. With 
the rest of the world, when they say something they are entitled to say it, but I also am 
entitled not to believe. Where it is possible I say what I have to say, where it is not 
convenient, I keep my mouth shut but nevertheless I am very concerned. 140 

C.L.R. James suggests here he is distrustful of all nation-states but has a soft spot 

for radical efforts to legislate the popular will in peripheral Third World nations, though 

he knows there are problems in such efforts. He does not say explicitly that he knows for 

sure there are authoritarian abuses even in aspiring progressive regimes. Even after the 

6PAC he finds it at times inconvenient to make this explicit. But he knows the Caribbean 

well. 

So they said that we were not to have anybody from the Caribbean unless they 
were sent by the governments. I know those Caribbean governments as well as anybody 
else. And I was not going to be a representative of any one of them! And the people I know 
in the Caribbean were getting ready to go—we were not going to be a representative of any 

Bai Kisogie. "State Exhibitionists & Ideological Glamour." Transition. 46 (1974) 6-7. 

140 C.L.R. James. (October 1976) "Towards the Seventh: The Pan-African Congress—Past, Present, and 
Future." At The Rendezvous of Victory. London: Allison & Busby, 245. 
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government. Many people were getting ready to help us. But we did not go to the 
conference, and though specially invited I did not go.141 

Julius Nyerere pleaded with him by phone to attend. But C.L.R. James 

responded: "I am sorry. I cannot do it." 

Conclusion 

C.L.R. James, despite his high hopes for the 6PAC, felt it was a total failure two 

years later. He was sure this was so because such a gathering for him "must leave a 

doctrine" as a guide to the political future. For James, the 6PAC, despite many 

resolutions, "left no doctrine."142 The 5th Pan-African Congress at Manchester for him 

foreshadowed the future tasks of national liberation. However, the 6PAC in its own 

contentious fashion anticipated the problems of a second liberation for Africa and the 

African Diaspora. Not merely as a moment, but as a movement, it forged experiences 

which shaped many young activists across the globe, teaching many lessons for a 

lifetime. 

C.L.R. James' willingness to engage political forces from above and below may 

have seemed awkward. He could not throughout be labeled militantly uncompromising 

or all his judgments sound. Perhaps keeping strategically silent about some of his 

cherished ideals, he rarely ever raised his libertarian direct democratic vision in 

organizing for the 6PAC. However, as the impresario of what he termed a fiasco, he 

created more opportunity than ever before in the history of the Pan-African movement to 

consider the merits of his direct democratic political thought for analyzing Black freedom 

Ibid, 245. 

Ibid, 245. 
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movements as distinct from Black led nation-states and ruling elites claiming to be 

progressive. 
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CHAPTER 7 

C.L.R. James' African Politics: Ethiopia, Ghana, Tanzania, and Kenya 

C.L.R. James' African politics is primarily a meditation on the meaning of pursuit 

of self-government from an African Diaspora outlook. In large ways, in its theoretical 

reasoning it is an Africa of the mind, not inconsistent or more abstract than many other 

Pan-African vistas. While James suggests avenues for consideration of the unique 

character of African self-activity and associational life, he generally subordinates the 

meaning of the self-emancipation of ordinary Africans to inquiry about the potential for 

African states to attain and retain state power under colonial and postcolonial crises. 

C.L.R. James seeks to vindicate African statesmen for their contributions to the 

democratization of world civilization while criticizing them for their inadequate 

approaches to democracy and development of the peasantry in their own nations. 

Confident that peripheral nations cannot easily succeed as autonomous nations under 

imperial relations, he defends African statesmen from attack in the Western media, while 

simultaneously seeking to locate a legislator of the African popular will, who will be anti-

authoritarian as possible in state power, oppose the aspiring privileges of the national 

bourgeoisie, and encourage the self-mobilization of the African masses. James 

inconsistently embraces the ontological terms of African philosophies and cultures which 

cannot be termed modern in a Eurocentric world outlook. Intermittently our protagonist 

critiques the high modernism of African statesmen's plans for governance, being at times 

susceptible to their pitfalls himself. 

Examining his perspectives on Ethiopia, Ghana, Tanzania, and Kenya, we will 

observe how our James' unique outlook on direct democracy and workers self-
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management functions in his analysis of these national liberation struggles. The 

presence, function, contours, and absence of these libertarian socialist principles, inform 

us about C.L.R. James' outlook on challenging white supremacy and empire as he seeks 

to craft vistas of African autonomy out from under colonial and postcolonial crises. First, 

we will examine how James engages colonial mythologies and postcolonial crises more 

closely. 

Africa and Colonial Mythologies 

In seeking to vindicate Africa from white supremacist doctrine, C.L.R. James 

makes clear that not merely ancient but modern peoples live by myths. A major myth of 

modern politics is that some peoples are not fit for self-government. In the second half of 

the twentieth century and since, history has been framed as a postcolonial period. But 

James insists colonial doctrine is not dying but is still paramount to global capitalism 

until another ideological justification appears which can explain the economic and 

military reinforcement of a hierarchy of nations and classes. While aspects of the myth of 

"lower cultures" unfit for self-government are discarded and others amended, there are 

certain basic terms which are recycled and adjusted to maintain empire.1 James speaks of 

British colonialism, which he knows intimately as a Caribbean colonial. This is germane 

to our study but there are certain common insults shared with other colonial regimes. 

Colonialism in Africa, the denial of Africans' capacity for self-government by 

direct military occupation and economic subordination, is based on the foundational idea 

that Africans embody barbarism and never have been able to establish culture, progress, 

and development on their own. James is aware occasionally some liberals "qualify this" 

by emphasizing unfortunate environmental circumstances in history not an inherent 

1 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence Hill & Company, 1977. 27-29. 
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inferiority in Africans human nature. However, liberals and conservatives agree, and 

importantly are mistaken, that Africans were brought in contact with world civilization 

by the slave trade. James sometimes falls into this trap himself, even when paying 

homage to the achievements of Ancient Egypt, by suggesting Africa "returned" to 

centrality in the world system through slavery.2 

James explains as these so-called "primitives" have now been brought in contact 

with world civilization as represented by the West, a process of tutorial stages is initiated 

which are meant to be administered to Africans as dependent trustees, and all colonized 

people, up to the capacity of capitalist representative government. The terms of 

developing this potential will be defined and possessed by Europeans or the colonizer 

alone even after a process of increased inclusion and seemingly permission for total 

independence. 

The colonial government will impose on African nations a Governor, an 

Executive and Legislative Council of whites who are appointed by the Colonial Office, 

and will be a direct appendage of the imperial nation's foreign and military policies. This 

establishes in the history of governance of that nation that Africans cannot govern 

themselves and Europeans are "burdened" to show them. After an ambiguous number of 

years a few African elites approved by the colonial government begin to be appointed. 

These often represent the more educated and wealthy. In another phase, elections are 

introduced to select representatives to this subordinate system of government. In a 

subsequent phase, the colonized Africans are allowed to have a majority while the 

colonial Governor still maintains certain coercive powers of veto and military 

2 Ibid, 29. 
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intervention. The final goal is reached when the colonial power carries off the pretense 

of "allowing" full self-government. 

Yet James argues the myth still lives on that Africans cannot be self-reliant. They 

are scrutinized subsequently by Western authorities, who still maintain economic control 

of these nations and indirect political power, as to whether allowing independence was ill 

advised after all.3 But behind this process of stages of colonial trusteeship, C.L.R. James 

argues is Europeans "disorderly retreat" presented as "systematic advance." 

The evidence for this can be found in the fact that all non-violent demands for 

political rights under this pretense are met with government coercion, police brutality and 

jail. The phases of the process move along and are granted "benevolently" only when 

explosive rebellions against property, and warfare spontaneous or organized which cause 

loss of life, are initiated by the common people. All the while the colonizer insists 

Africans are barbarous with no culture of their own.4 

The matter of illiteracy is always raised to justify this authoritarian disposition. 

But C.L.R. James insists Africans' negotiation of this labyrinth of colonial mythology in 

political life illustrates their capacity to understand these "monuments of falsehood" and 

thus underscores their own political reason. C.L.R. James argues, despite anti-imperialist 

activists in Europe and the United States (and African Americans in particular), being 

able to see through much of this imperial propaganda (but not all); the colonial 

mythology is far more destructive to working people that live in imperial nations. 

Perhaps this is so for the pretense that Africans are backward and unfortunate creates a 

comparative human rights conjecture. Residents of imperial nations often conclude they 

3 Ibid, 30-32. 

4 Ibid, 31-32. 
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should be thankful for the lack of democracy, economic subordination, white supremacy 

and patriarchy they are familiar. For in contrast things can always be worse as 

represented by "the dark continent." C.L.R. James explains the reality behind this 

colonial mythology is that European colonizers, those who reside in mass in particular in 

Kenya, South Africa, and elsewhere living a privileged life on the continent, are the 

purveyors of disorder and barbarism not the African. 

C.L.R. James contests the greatest injustice of colonial mythology is that 

Europeans profess to be the teachers of the African world. Liberals and socialists, along 

with the most reactionary conservatives, never seem to acknowledge, despite differences 

over how colonial policy should be administered or brought to an end, that Africans have 

something to teach them about "managing their own affairs."5 The call for self-

government now by anti-colonial revolutions, and the obstacles they face, in many 

respects are primers, as past European revolutionary movements, for the dynamics of the 

rise and fall of direct democracy and national liberation in the metropoles. C.L.R. James 

at his best seeks to vindicate Africans contribution to world civilization in the national 

liberation epoch. 

Dilemmas for Evaluation of C.L.R. James Postcolonial African Politics 

Before we examine each of these case studies in national liberation, we must first 

consider four critical dilemmas present in C.L.R. James' postcolonial African politics. 

C.L.R. James' African politics desire to expose the logic of white supremacy and empire. 

However, in taking on this project, James has shown consistent limitations. He has been 

prone to devalue the achievements of pre-modern societies and inflate those of Western 

capitalism. 

5 Ibid, 38. 
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First, C.L.R. James has not dispatched with the same decisiveness or consistency 

constructions of the primitive and traditional as he has rejected colonial regimes. These 

frameworks can call into question the legitimacy of African's reason. This shortcoming 

can function to undermine the validity of aspects of African philosophy and culture not 

evaluated as modern in a Eurocentric worldview. Further, consistent with his method of 

vindication, James often attributes too great a degree of modernization and 

Westernization to African peoples. 

James imagines the cosmology of religions, rural, agricultural, and tribal life, as 

adaptable to historical and revolutionary projects by eliding their actual cultural content 

in social plans mapped from above. He often shows ignorance or disinterest of these 

factors when he has not incorporated them in narratives claiming Africans always had 

philosophies and cultures, and were therefore human. However noble his intentions, this 

has been a political liability. 

In forging and helping to justify modern political projects, the construction of 

parties and unions, the seizing and smashing of state power, James' interest in African 

philosophies and cultures need to be reconsidered in light of their own terms of self-

actualization, not merely that of our protagonist. Ontology connotes the terms of being or 

existence, without awareness of which different epistemologies, or knowledge systems, 

cannot begin to be fairly compared. Awareness of African ontologies are crucial if 

African peoples are to be properly recognized as historical actors speaking for themselves 

beyond the Western gaze of modernity.6 

6 See particularly Paget Henry. "C.L.R. James, African, and Afro-Caribbean Philosophy." In Caliban's 
Reason. New York: Routledge, 2000. I am especially indebted to this essay for framing these insights. 
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Second, C.L.R. James was never opposed to the doctrine of representative 

personalities embodying the historical mission of classes, if only for a moment in time 

where they are subject to discarding later when a more direct democracy might fully 

bloom. This suggests another difficulty for his African politics. James imagines the 

African middle class intellectual, Western educated and generally alienated from the 

peasantry, as paramount to postcolonial success to a peculiar extent. 

James believes "there is no class" that the African nation "falls back on after the 

middle class intellectuals have led" the anti-colonial revolution "as far as it can go." 

Given this difficulty, James over time becomes more sensitive to the process of how 

African intellectuals "at the helm" of state power might capture and maintain the loyalty 

of the peasantry in what he perceives to be an anti-authoritarian fashion. For James, 

always thinking in terms of comparative world revolutions, it appears there will be no 

Black "Sans-culottes" to trump the Black "Jacobins" of Africa. 7 

C.L.R. James is looking for legislators of the popular will. If they cannot 

transform the African political economy in their lifetime these figures are to "state 

publicly and officially what everybody knows" about the challenges ahead.8 If a proper 

progressive political leader above society cannot be found, James concludes, military 

coups, so pervasive in postcolonial Africa, are not surprising developments. Though 

intensely opposed to them, James contends these have happened after every major social 

revolution in the history of Western civilization when desires for greater social equality 

and popular autonomy were not resolved satisfactorily after many upheavals aspiring to 

do so. 

7 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution, 15-16. 

8 Ibid, 19. 
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Third, informed by Karl Marx's 18 Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte and his own 

state capitalist analysis of Russia and Eastern Europe, C.L.R. James examines African 

state bureaucracies and the national bourgeoisie in a certain fashion. There is a tension 

between the actual material interests of the population and the political interests of 

patronage which under parasitic state power become a disproportionate economic engine 

for an African nation. The "surplus population" in an underdeveloped and peripheral 

economy finds posts and salaries where profits, rents, interests, and honorariums can not 

be doled out. 

Political interests of the African state power are compelled to increase repression 

of public opinion and independent organization of social movements. There can be no 

uncompromising public discourse on corruption allowed as the public economic interest 

cannot be rationally administered. As a comparatively small amount of national and local 

private ownership of industry and the means of production distinguishes African political 

economies; James believes "tribalism" seeks to "sanctify" all available resources in the 

state's hands, hoping it will be passed into a specific ethnic group's possession. 

Thus post-colonial African politics speaking against "neo-colonialism," or 

external dependency of states and ruling elites, are also opposed to the independent self-

mobilization of the masses. For James the postcolonial African state can be viewed in the 

general terms of "a bastardized imitation of the Russian one party state of Eastern 

Europe" or a still born model of a Western style democracy where the opposition must be 

placed in jail.9 

James, it is important to emphasize, is not confident a developmental state in a 

peripheral nation can transcend what he views as petty ethnic or religious conflict. Thus 

9 Ibid, 12-14. 
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he is not opposed to the one party state in principle, if it can unite all of what he deems 

authentic and principled dissent around a government of national unity. This can lead to 

a carefree attitude toward political prisoners not of James' ideological persuasion. 

At its best the postcolonial African state, from C.L.R. James' viewpoint, initiates, 

enmeshes, and controls all economic activity in an attempt to rapidly develop the country. 

Thus our protagonist is open to witnessing an African state which claims to decentralize 

administration of society where everyday people are allowed and encouraged to create 

independent political organizations of their own. However, close attention to this 

conjecture suggests James is open to increased participation in administration of 

economic production not so much more direct control of governance by everyday African 

people. 

Fourth, C.L.R. James' African politics develops over time where a transition can 

be witnessed. Early on, James emphasized a modernist political economy that could be 

quite rigid. African intellectual's personalities were highlighted as embodying (or not) 

rational political projects that a Western audience, which aspiring to be not racist and 

imperialist, should be able to recognize. However, over time he begins to enchant 

ruptures among parties and classes suggesting an African tendency toward popular self-

management. This culminates in an intellectual conflict within himself. 

At his best, C.L.R. James begins to depict the self-activity of the African 

peasantry, particularly women, while beginning to approach their own authentic cultural 

and philosophical terms. James locates a unique form of African associational life, the 

ramifications of which he never quite centers in a vision of African popular self-

management. Still, he retains sympathy for an emerging African statesman who in 
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attempting to legislate the popular will from on high, appears falsely in populist fashion 

to propagate the destruction of bureaucracy. 

C.L.R. James does not elevate strikes of the African working class, even where 

political thought distinguished by the will toward direct democracy or popular self-

management is present, above African statesman. Believing labor action however 

distinguished by popular committees cannot form their own government; James asserts 

this is true in Africa as it was for the Soviets in Lenin's Russia.10 

Ethiopia and the Imperialists 

Haile Selassie's Ethiopia in C.L.R. James' early political thought is a case study 

in how to frame anti-imperialist solidarity from below in the metropolitan center of 

London. James challenges the mythologies of international law, collective security, and 

the notion that colonial powers can be brokers of peace. This wisdom, and its 

contribution to the Pan-African world, cannot be separated from his anti-Stalinism. 

A product of his first London years (1932-1938), C.L.R. James' writings on the 

Italian invasion of Ethiopia, and other imperialist intrigues against that African nation, 

while grounded in the crises of those times are quite contemporary. As a Pan-Africanist 

and Trotskyist he denounced liberals and social democrats as "comedians of the modern 

political world" and as "on the side of the permanent slaughter." Stalinist Russia as well 

was condemned for supporting imperialist sponsored global institutions, such as the 

League of Nations, that claimed to be for peace and collective security. The Communist 

10 C.L.R. James. (1964) "Nkrumah: Then and Now" Unpublished Manuscript. 12. Melville Herskovits 
Africana Library, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL. This manuscript is substantially similar to what 
became James' Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution (1977). However, there are important if subtle 
differences. These are particularly prescient for how it was framed in terms of contemporary events as of 
1964 and James' shifting viewpoints on Pan-African affairs since then. I will cite that manuscript for 
additional relevant insights. This point in particular, comparing expressions of African self-management to 
Soviets and Russia as ultimately inadequate to permanently govern society, was inspired by a reflection on 
the Nigerian general strike of 1964. 
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International, in its Popular Front period, refused to call for independent industrial action 

against war by everyday working people against "the democratic imperialists," sealing in 

James' mind its doom as a revolutionary force in the world. 

Indeed, James lambastes almost all viewpoints that can be imagined as 

progressive. Not a preoccupation with the dissident socialist ideas of Europeans obsolete 

today, nor merely a denunciation of the white supremacist mythology of colonial 

projects; James insists the organizational and strategic forms commonly held in 

movement circles to oppose empire, particularly in its support of multi-lateral nation-state 

strategies, have failed. It cannot be minimized that while James concluded this in 1935, 

most aspiring anti-imperialist political thought as late as in the new millennium have still 

not arrived at this wisdom. The experience of Ethiopia solidarity work, a major 

international cause in the history of the Black radical tradition, proves this rule. A case 

study seemingly from another era, it has enormous contemporary significance. 

In 1935 Italy ruled the colony of Eritrea on the border of Ethiopia (then called 

Abyssinia). Italy had tried to invade Ethiopia proper before. Following a border incident 

in late 1934, Mussolini began to prepare for another invasion. Emperor Haile Selassie 

appealed to the League of Nations for assistance. On September 4, 1935 the League 

appointed a committee to study how the war might be prevented. Soon Mussolini 

rejected this plan and ordered his army to invade Ethiopia. Sanctions wielded as a 

suggested threat in the British House of Commons never emerged. However Sir Samuel 

Hoare, who proposed an alternative peace plan which simply let Italy keep the Ethiopian 

lands it had already colonized, was soon removed from office by the electoral process. 

11 C.L.R. James. (1937) World Revolution, 1917-1936. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1993. 419. 
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In this context C.L.R. James' response is a model for framing alternatives to support of 

"humanitarian intervention." 

C.L.R. James, writing in The New Leader, weekly periodical of the Independent 

Labour Party edited by Fenner Brockway, analyzes the League of Nations report on 

Ethiopia. Under the guise of defending Ethiopia's independence from Italy, the League 

with Britain in the lead, seeks to replace Mussolini's Italian imperialism with a multi

lateral force in the name of peace and collective security. 

Martial law will be imposed on Ethiopia masquerading in the discourse of human 

rights and development by "a committee of five" nations. Foreign specialists will train 

the Ethiopian army and police to regulate the carrying of guns among the masses and thus 

disarm the population who have been resisting Italy with vigor. Under the command of 

these new professional soldiers and cops, neighborhoods particularly where Europeans 

reside, especially in agricultural sectors, will be better protected. The common people in 

Ethiopia, C.L.R. James contests the meaning of the report, will be taught the proper 

respect due white folks by black Africa. 

Mussolini had these authoritarian designs. But James explains he committed a 

strategic blunder by demanding the disbanding of the Ethiopian army which was always 

nominal and symbolic. The new model army under this multi-national imperial scheme 

will be allowed to carry arms. Similar to Egypt contests James, "also independent," an 

ill-equipped army that is "useless" "except to show how independent Egypt is!" will be 

forged. 

Foreigners will now participate in land tenure, regulation of mines, as well as 

commercial industrial, and finance activities. Carrying out public works, paving roads, 
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and establishing more infrastructure for railways and telegraphs, will allow for greater 

trade relations where Ethiopia is subordinate. James emphasized the multi-national 

colonizers will "revel" in administering taxation. Loans that will appear to aid the 

national bourgeoisie of Ethiopia will result in investors in Europe emerging wealthier. 

James reminds in Britain it is possible to default on loans but in Africa this will not be 

allowed. The ordinary African worker and farmer, in mines and fields, without trade 

union organization, will be made to pay these deficits with their sweat and blood. Some 

of the middle class Ethiopians will get jobs in the government service or come to 

European universities for education. They will be pointed out as symbolic of the high 

standard of civilization introduced to Ethiopia by Europeans. 

A process of indirect rule will subordinate Emperor Haile Selassie making his 

government an appendage of the League. He and his government can "advise" and 

"choose" imperial administrators from among those approved from Britain, France or 

Belgium. But the Ethiopian people and their rulers will have no direct control over their 

affairs. All government reports, shared with Selassie, will simultaneously be forwarded 

to the League. 

The so-called peace and collective security being established is to mediate the 

scramble for Africa among Europeans. Britain and France is trying to contain Italian and 

German ambitions in Africa. Mussolini, having taken the military initiative 

and political risk, is now forced to divide the spoils among other colonial powers. 

James explains a crucial imperative for those anxious to help the Ethiopian people 

in Britain. They must not to be fooled by the machinations of the League of Nations. 

Those with anti-war and anti-colonial sentiment are implored to keep away from non-
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governmental bodies speaking of sanctions against Italy. Neither can sincere folks be 

taken in by covenants drafting by ruling elites claiming to defend human rights and 

development. 

The only thing that will save Ethiopians is their own self-emancipation and 

international solidarity among the masses on a world scale. Working people in Britain 

through independent organization and direct action must implement their own sanctions, 

coercive initiatives, against all states and ruling classes. These must include not merely 

public rallies and resolutions at solidarity meetings but financial assistance to Ethiopia, 

strikes against the exports of all material to Italy, and refusal by dockworkers to unload 

Italian ships. "We have to break our own chains, who is the fool that expects our [jailers] 

to break them?"12 

However, Ras Makonnen, C.L.R. James' Guyanese colleague from the 

International African Service Bureau, recalls an awkward dynamic. James as Pan-

Africanist and Trotskyist in his solidarity with Ethiopia was placed in a difficult position. 

Defending Emperor Haile Selassie's country, suggests Makonnen's viewpoint on James, 

was akin to supporting both the Russian Revolution and the Romanovs. Yet C.L.R. 

James took subtle yet profound steps to overcome such perceptions. 

In a letter to the editor of New Leader published June 5th 1936, published under 

the heading "Fighting for the Abyssinian Emperor," James explains his intentions and 

terms for a type of critical support. James reveals a year earlier he offered himself at the 

Ethiopian embassy to enroll in the service of Haile Selassie's besieged regime, where he 

n C.L.R. James. "Is This Worth A War?: The League's Scheme To Rob Abyssinia of Its Independence." 
New Leader. October 4,1935. 

13 See Ras Makonnen. With Kenneth King. Pan Africanism From Within. Nairobi, Kenya: Oxford 
University Press, 1973. 
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would have attained invaluable military experience and observed the African revolution 

first hand. James hoped as a soldier within the anti-colonial armed forces he could be a 

propagandist for international socialism among the Ethiopians, while spreading anti

fascist ideas among the Italian troops. 

"As long as the Emperor was fighting against imperialism I would have done the 

best I could." However, "the moment" any voluntary agreement was made that brought 

Ethiopia under the rule of imperialism "a new situation would have arisen." Had James 

been in Ethiopia fighting, as he imagined his proposed initiative, our protagonist would 

have sided with the national liberation forces against any such decision to collaborate 

with Western empire from on high. It is not surprising that the Ethiopian embassy asked 

James to continue with carrying on his solidarity work with the International Friends of 

Abyssinia instead. C.L.R. James recalls that when this solidarity circle decided to 

support League sanctions "he broke at once with that society."14 

This was consistent with James stance in his first American years when activists 

in the Pan-African and socialist movements imagined the formation of the United Nations 

had the potential to support colonial freedom. Calling it "a warmed over old dish" and 

"the Hoax at Dumbarton Oaks," it was C.L.R. James very experience of the betrayal of 

Ethiopia, not his dissident socialist beliefs imagined as Eurocentric by some, which 

compelled him to denounce that project.15 What James asks are "honest" and "sincere" 

14 C.L.R. James. "Fighting For The Abyssinian Emperor." New Leader. June 5 1936. 

15 C.L.R. James. [J.R. Johnson]. "Negroes! Beware The Imperialist Use of Ethiopia! Labor Action. 
March 17 1941; C.L.R. James. [W.F. Carlton]. "Re-Heating An Old Dish at Dumbarton." Labor Action. 
October 9, 1944; C.L.R. James. [W.F. Carlton]. "Preparing A New League of Nations." Labor Action. 
October 16 1944; C.L.R. James. [W.F.Clayton]. "Hoax At Dumabrton Oaks." Labor Action. October 30, 
1944. "W.F. Carlton" was an alternative pseudonym C.L.R. James used instead of J.R. Johnson in this era. 
W.F. Clayton was a typo. 
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imperialists who work for "world peace? The subsequent UN role in dismembering 

Patrice Lumumba's Congo in 1961 underscores the insight of his early stand. 

International African Opinion (IAO), under James' editorship proclaimed: "The 

case of Ethiopia continues to expose the jungle-law, which is imperialist democracy, 

though wild animals at least do not justify their killings by references to Christ and 

international morality." James desired to expose the Anglo-Italian agreement fostered by 

Neville Chamberlain and Benito Mussolini which added legal justification of Ethiopia's 

plight in Anglophone public opinion. IAO exposes fascist Italy's new color bar, 

excluding Indians as well as Africans from public places in Ethiopia. James and his 

comrades carefully chronicled the resistance, armed and otherwise, in Ethiopian 

provinces such as Danakil, Aussa, Wollega, and Tigre.16 

However, an excerpt from Haile Selassie's last appeal to the League of Nations in 

1936, embodies perhaps the greatest uneven fragment of this early anti-colonial effort. 

Do the peoples of the world not yet realise that by fighting on until the bitter end 
I am not only performing my sacred duty to my people, but standing guard in the 
last citadel of collective security? Are they too blind to see that I have my 
responsibilities to the whole of humanity to face? I must still hold on until my 
tardy allies appear. And if they never come, then I say prophetically and without 
bitterness, 'the West will perish.17 

Only by wishful thinking could Haile Selassie be viewed prophetically resisting this 

multi-lateral form of empire. Nevertheless he would be interpreted by many as a 

millenarian prophet of doom for the West. He would soon become a global and 

omnipotent figure for Jamaica's emerging Rastafari movement. 

16 "The Ethiopian Question." International African Opinion. 1.1 (July 1938) 10-11; "The Present Situation 
in Ethiopia." International African Opinion. 1.4 (October 1938) 9; "The Final Betrayal of Ethiopia." 
International African Opinion. 1.5 (November 1938) 13; "Mussolini's Racial Bar Against Indians In 
Ethiopia." International African Opinion. 1.7 (May-June 1939) 16; 

17 "Lest We Forget." International African Opinion. 1.5 (November 1938) 3. 
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Selassie, in certain respects, by subtly critiquing the doctrine of collective security 

among nation-states, after he legally signed on with its premise, raised the race question 

among states and ruling classes. On another level, the Emperor actually adhered to the 

world system and asked for assistance from "tardy allies." By seeking allies Selassie did 

not mean international voluntary brigades or militias as sojourned to fight in the Spanish 

Civil War of the same period. 

Perhaps, Selassie raised for the first time the neo-colonial lamentation, that national 

the bourgeoisie of Africa would not have the same privileges to manage from above their 

nations that European powers did. But this was to frame the crisis of race and rights as an 

absence of equality among elites and their regimes not the ordinary people in both 

advanced and peripheral economies. 

The International African Service Bureau circle was on one level critical of such a 

proposition. But their alliance with Selassie was a strategic projection. They undoubtedly 

compromised somewhat over propagandizing Pan-African vistas with Selassie in the lead, 

though his global popularity was not entirely of their own making. 

An emperor who subjugated Africans with regal trappings, he could not easily be 

made into the symbol of a modern Black autonomy. Certainly not if C.L.R. James and 

George Padmore wished to call into question the Western capitalist nation-states or 

"democratic imperialists," where Haile Selassie's Ethiopian regime, with its feudal claim 

could not even raise such contradictory propositions in these terms. Yet the problem of 

democratic imperialists suggested a main theme of the IASB. Collective security among 

nation-states means nothing in a world of racism and empire. 
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Imperial nations must be condemned when they wield democratic claims about 

defending the self-determination of people of color, however much they have yet to 

overthrow their own obnoxious ruling classes and their own systems of racial 

discrimination. Made more explicit in their discussion of the plight of everyday people of 

Czechoslovakia, it was not beyond IASB to advocate a viewpoint that separated states and 

ruling elites from the masses as a basis of solidarity. Yet their Ethiopian stance, like others, 

was perhaps a product of an internal compromise. 

The promotion of a Pan-African unity by the IASB was not a vision of cultural or 

ideological or racial unity so much as a constellation of anti-racist and anti-imperialist 

interests which transcended the Pan-African world. This is what CLR James' editorial in 

International African Opinion implied when he argued the IASB "styled itself African."18 

As the historical record shows, it was C.L.R. James, the future advocate of direct 

democracy, whom publicly volunteered to join the Emperor's army in 1935. The offer was 

declined. However, this was perhaps so because C.L.R. James made clear, by his broader 

political commitments, that he welcomed the opportunity to stay on in Ethiopia to fight for 

a democratic revolution against African rulers after throwing out the Italian occupiers. 

Haile Selassie's Ethiopia for C.L.R. James, was imagined as a Pan African event 

with implications not unlike that of the Spanish Civil War of the same period. Ethiopia 

solidarity raised thorny political and strategic questions only a partisan of "socialism from 

below," and not Stalinism and progressive social democracy, could appreciate. 

Autonomous politics behind the popular forces of armed liberation, independent of aspiring 

rulers who presume to enter the rules of hierarchy in the name of freedom, were crucial. 

18 C.L.R. James. [Anonymous] "Editorial." International African Opinion. 1.1 (July 1938) 2-3. 

351 



International solidarity must be self-directed as part of a vision of self-emancipation. The 

channeling of such efforts into imperial institutions, professing to be non-governmental 

organizations that speak of human rights and peace, James concluded is a form of 

degradation. 

Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana Revolution 

To grasp C.L.R. James' viewpoints on Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana, the observer 

must be alert to how, like with The Black Jacobins, he re-interprets the text as a platform 

for shifting political strategies over time. These function as political thought within a 

protean social contract dedicated not merely to historical truth about Ghana in one place 

and time. Rather there is a commitment to. contemporary Black freedom movements 

which seek critical strategic models across the African world. One must also be aware of 

the subtle differences between Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution (1977) and 

"Nkrumah: Then And Now" (1964), the earlier manuscript prepared for publication, 

substantially similar to the version finally printed but with important differences. In 

addition that the manuscript was substantially completed in 1958 gives the researcher 

food for thought. Nevertheless, James insists the Ghana Revolution was a process where 

ordinary people are attempting to find themselves and where they think by acting. James 

believes to know the power of the ordinary people of Ghana, he insists "the people 

themselves do not know," one has to assess the stages they go through in the 

revolutionary process to know themselves. 

C.L.R. James' Kwame Nkrumah and Ghana could be fruitfully divided up into 

shifting symbolic meanings for his political thought, both on Pan-African freedom and 

for his concern to continue to vindicate the achievements of the anti-colonial revolution 
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in the face of cynical and imperial public criticism. First, there is how he constructs the 

period of Ghana's anti-colonial movement in 1947-1951 viewed from 1958. Second, 

there are our protagonist's subtle criticisms and prescriptions through the framework of 

his 1960 speech in Accra to Kwame Nkrumah's Convention Peoples Party. Third, in 

1962, C.L.R. James embraces Nkrumah as progressive for his public criticism of 

Caribbean statesmen's aborted attempt at Federation. Fourth, C.L.R. James begins in 

1964 to publish evaluations of Nkrumah's regime in open letters where he underscores 

what our protagonist believes are the increasing sources of Nkrumah's authoritarianism. 

Fifth, C.L.R. James shifts yet again in 1966 when Nkrumah's regime is overthrown. 

While not totally leaving behind previous critiques, and suggesting what could be found 

in his future book, our protagonist in public debates with Rita Hinden and Russell Warren 

Howe in British Fabian publications makes clear what Nkrumah achieved. Kwame 

Nkrumah's mistakes, but also the imperial obstacles to his success, become metaphors for 

the future of Africa. Finally, Nkrumah's Ghana becomes a cautionary tale in 

conversation with Lenin's last writings on the peasantry. 

C.L.R. James, in a letter of March 20 1957 to the Correspondence group, shares 

his enthusiasm upon visiting Ghana for the independence celebrations. He spoke with 

university students, taxi drivers, hotel attendants, civil servants, ministers of government, 

and dockworkers. James speculates his The Black Jacobins foresaw the future in 

independent Ghana but that qualitatively improving the philosophical and historical 

premises for interpreting political and economic development of peripheral nations must 

be a priority. 
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James begins to theorize the need for a mass party that will divine the African 

general will. Anticipating Nkrumah's "party is in mortal danger," he contests it is subject 

to the "corruption" of all revolutionary parties that aspire to govern as a ruling party in 

state power. James believes this proposition must be made distinct from what critics of 

corruption in imperial nations arrogantly talk about. 

C.L.R. James thinks what he has in mind is a party that promotes "revolution 

must be permanent." But as we shall see that is questionable. While he commends 

Nkrumah's insistence that Ghana must become the patron of African revolutionary 

struggles across the continent, what James has in mind is the state has to take the lead in 

"organizing the economy from above and initiating new social relations from below." He 

explicitly underlines "the state must take the initiative." If Nkrumah's government 

doesn't work along these lines nothing can prevent it from becoming "divorced from the 

population." They must in affect, while knowing they cannot succeed by themselves, and 

not expecting help from imperial nations abroad, initiate and approximate an African 

socialist society. 

The matter that Nkrumah's government must administer a "backward" country 

cannot be allowed to stifle the ideological development of party cadres and socialist 

youth. James insists they must study dialectic, the problems of Stalinism, and the ideals 

of Greek democracy. And the government must protect the development of these 

insurgent thinkers against itself. The party youth must make the university "a 

battleground," continuously challenging its premises, and that of the government and the 

trade union bureaucracy as well. 
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C.L.R. James in his awkward libertarian Leninist fashion suggests two proposals. 

First, Nkrumah's party must lead the proletariat and the unions. "Otherwise the 

proletariat, as sure as day, will in time split the party, and take away the leadership of all 

the masses, pushing the government into the arms of the big companies and the 

conservative professional classes who hate it now." This is James' explicit response to 

Takoradi dockworkers he has observed where he is impressed by their capacities for self-

management. 

"Any one of them" would appear to have kinship with industrial workers in 

Detroit, whom our protagonist has confidence possess the potential to transcend trade 

union bureaucracy and the welfare state. Seemingly preparing to theorize the reigning in 

of potential tendencies toward workers self-management, James remarks in contrast what 

is called African tribalism contains remarkable qualities of associational life, democratic 

instincts and practices, that must be better understood. He distinguishes this from the 

Ashanti ethnic hierarchy who he terms "those damn chiefs with their feathers and 

umbrellas and stools."19 In this letter can be found all the subsequent tensions in how 

C.L.R. James reads the meaning of Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana. 

In reassessing the meaning of the movement for freedom from the British Empire 

in the Gold Coast from 1947 to 1951, James delineates the organizational dynamics of 

anti-colonial revolution. A modern political project marked by ruptures in political 

parties and among classes; anti-colonial revolt in Ghana is also distinguished by a 

spiritual revival of the population. There is a tension between the charismatic personality 

of Kwame Nkrumah, the interpretation of which shadows and engulfs these historical 

19 C.L.R. James. Letter to "Dear Everybody." March 20 1957. In The C.L.R. James Reader. Anna 
Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 269-271. This is the third letter under "Letters on 
Politics" in this volume. 
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events through the eyes of friend and foe alike, and what James contends must not be 

obscured. In Ghana was to be found a type of associational life uniquely African. With 

traditional ethnic attributes reconciling the urban and rural and its own moral 

philosophies this associational life harkening back to pre-colonial times. 

Influenced in his interpretation by Thomas Hodgkin's Nationalism in Colonial 

Africa (1956), this associational life for C.L.R. James had a character comparable to 

revolutionary developments in the classical literature and modern history of Western 

Civilization.20 At times in James' account of Ghana the character of associational life, 

while in reality made up of a network of many social classes, when seen as popular 

committees and councils coordinated by Nkrumah's party politics and independent of 

them, is enchanted as taking steps to directly govern society. 

C.L.R. James in his Africa of the mind theorizes the contrast between modern 

urban life and rural life a few miles down the road where Africans live "as their ancestors 

lived." He notices that the lorries which transport masses of people to and from Accra 

along "by courtesy we term roads," function in his mind as a means of combined and 

uneven development. He is attempting here to assert their worldly capacity for self-

government by instinct and experience as not backward but cosmopolitan. They have the 

capacity for citizenship based on their location at the intersection of distinct cultures 

which uplift them from any underdevelopment that exist in pure economic terms. 

There are urban based ethnic mutual aid associations, unions, sports clubs, literary 

associations, and religious groupings, which cannot be termed "tribal in the backward 

20 Thomas Hodgkin. Nationalism In Colonial Africa. London: Fredrick Muller, 1956. James reveals this 
debt when he notes Hodgkin explains valuably how the newly urbanized Africans organize themselves. 
See C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 
1974. 173-174. 
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sense," among migrants who adapt certain traditions from the rural areas. James views 

this African associational life as akin to the forces of self-organization of the great 

migration of African Americans from the South, which populated the factories of Detroit 

and other Northern industrial cities in the United States.21 This self-organization was 

crucial to animating and merging with the insurgent character of the CIO movement. For 

James the Age of the CIO in the United States does not represent the potential of 

establishing an American welfare state or labor party but popular self-management. 

These African associations reveal to James through their ethnic bonds the capacity 

to transcend barriers between the literate and illiterate. They initiate schemes for education 

and social welfare. Though they have carried over these practices from their own ethnic 

groups and villages, they enter the city with this common culture of self-mobilization. 

C.L.R. James singles out the African market woman as embodying this capacity 

to transcend urban and rural, the potential for economic distribution and artisan 

sensibility, and though having little formal education facilitating communication between 

thousands of people in the commons through gossip but also rigorous discussion. He 

notes the Ewe concept of time reflects a philosophical importance for how they organize 

their concept of the work week around preparation and travel for the market day. These 

African market women are cosmopolitan, not "confined" merely "to cooking and 

washing for their husbands," in some rural outpost. This is an allusion and challenge to a 

Western feminist conception of the problem of social equality. These market women 

meet with European and Arab traders and wholesalers, and are a dynamic and well 

informed embodiment of national purpose. For James African market women shatter the 

myth that the anti-colonial movement in Ghana was carried forward by the highly 

21 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 54. 
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educated Achimota college graduates. James proposes that one market women was worth 

a dozen of the formally educated.22 Enchanting the incomplete fragments of Nkrumah's 

anti-colonial movement he attempts to restore it to a whole narrative of ruptures which 

imply a burgeoning movement for total self-emancipation from below where the role of 

the market women of Ghana come further into focus. Yet we must keep in mind an 

important conjecture. 

C.L.R. James' African market women, while the embodiment of popular self-

management, rarely save for our protagonist's allusion to the Ewe concept of time, 

subscribe to no ethnic, gender, or theological views which would distinguish their 

popular will as a group or divide them as individual personalities. These women have no 

distinct personalities, similar to how his heroic American workers are often depicted, 

save for their symbolic role on stage in a pageant of purpose for national liberation. 

In a 1971 public lecture at the Institute for the Black World in Atlanta, Georgia 

called "Nkrumah, Padmore, and the Ghana Revolution," C.L.R. James emphasizes the 

way Nkrumah organized his political party, though tutored by George Padmore and 

himself, is a product not of African traditions but of the accumulated knowledge of the 

political traditions of Western Civilization. The details of Nkrumah's party organization, 

and the manner in which the Ghana Revolution unfolded, James insists is relevant to 

African Diaspora political organizing concerned with visions of Black autonomy. 

The Convention Party was initially founded as a mass party which coordinated the 

various organizations under the rubric of the United Gold Coast Convention. It's 

radicalization was a response to two events of 1948. An Ashanti sub chief led an 

economic boycott against the British colonial authorities pricing of consumer goods. 

22 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 55-56. 
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Groups of young men went around enforcing the boycott in Accra. Soon the colonial 

government intervened, made a concession and the boycott was called off. 

Second, a veterans union of those Africans who served in the colonial army led a 

march on the residence of the colonial Governor. They were attacked by police. They 

were angry that the terms of the settlement of the boycott were not being maintained by 

the colonial state. In response to the brutality the African colonial army veterans faced, 

the masses rebelled, looting stores, setting fires, and fomenting other disturbances across 

the country. James explains in every historical social revolution, mass activity is preceded 

by an aristocratic revolt, and the leaders of the former seek to contain the autonomous 

political activities of the commoners. 

Nkrumah was first asked to popularize the revolt of the middle classes the year 

before and was called back from being an anti-colonial agitator in Britain who led the 

UGCC. The party was led by lawyers, merchants, middle class intellectuals and tribal 

chiefs and other customary authorities 

Apart from individual membership, the UGCC asked various trade unions, 

cooperative societies, educational associations, groups of women and farmers to affiliate. 

But initially, the party was weighed down by these aforementioned conservative 

elements. Consolidation of local party branches in every town and village and weekend 

schools for political education for self-government were created was intended to change 

that dynamic. The UGCC program under Nkrumah then suggested the call for a 

Constituent Assembly to draw up a constitution for national independence and to then 

organize boycotts and strikes to that end. 
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The conservative layer had been collaborating with colonial authorities on a slow 

constitutional transition to independence over years. 

Political power for them was merely the crown of an already active and full existence. 
Their skins were black. But they had essentially the same attitude to the great masses of 
the African people that a liberal colonial official would have. Self-government for them 
meant the substitution of themselves and members of their caste for the colonial 
officials.23 

It was these forces that requested Nkrumah, a prominent anti-colonial agitator 

abroad, to return to lead their movement. In contrast James locates in the report of the 

Colonial Commission on the soldiers revolt and subsequent riot that the crowd was not 

merely a hungry populace. They were not what the colonizers termed "a lawless mob." 

Rather, they were seeking to make their own laws according to what James terms certain 

historical laws of revolution. They called upon the African police in slogans not to shoot, 

to strike, and not to obey their European officers. The crowd embodied a dual power 

which foreshadowed the end of imperial rule. But the masses had not been cohered by a 

sufficient radical leadership. 

Kwame Nkrumah emerges in James narrative as the charismatic tutor of the 

population for self-government. He taught about the economic nature of imperialism and 

their history of structural dependence to Britain, and explained in detail the meaning of 

parliamentary democracy, voting and representation. Nkrumah advocated the 

subordination of all tribal rivalries for the formation of a unified national state. But 

James underscores that Nkrumah's politics was a crusade or a revivalist campaign and 

that this was to him what politics was about in the Greek city-state.24 By its very anti-

colonial nature it transcended normative conceptions of representative government for it 

23 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 41. 

24 Ibid, 84. 
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gave the population a vision of itself as vanguard of a new world where they would have 

to embody self-government through their self-organization before actual legal 

independence arrived. 

James found this particularly true in Nkrumah's organizing in the rural areas, 

whose mass sympathies were very real if not as concrete and disciplined in the urban 

centers of support. Our protagonist is confident in this as he compares the African 

peasantry's embrace of Nkrumah with his experience organizing sharecroppers in South 

East Missouri in 1941, the same year he met the first premier of Ghana, when he was a 

student in the USA.25 

To convey this sense to the masses Kwame Nkrumah had to propose 

subordinating the tribal chiefs constitutionally. Nkrumah was soon placed in jail but the 

pressures of the mass movement he started compelled the colonial authorities to release 

him. 

Through Nkrumah's campaign of positive action he was allowed to become 

minister of government in 1951 and through a transitional process became president at 

independence in 1957. But in James' analysis we see two startling propositions. Our 

protagonist perhaps more than anywhere embraces African theological and ontological 

terms as part of African redemption expressed in anti-colonial revolt. From the fanning 

of Nkrumah with expensive white clothe to the sacrifice of a sheep where Nkrumah 

stepped seven times bare foot in its blood at his homecoming rally that was supposed to 

cleanse him from the contamination of prison, C.L.R. James finds this process 

revitalizing. 

25 Ibid, 85; C.L.R. James. "With the Sharecroppers." In C.L.R. James On The 'Negro Question.' 
Scott McLemee ed. Jackson, MS: University of Mississippi Press, 1996. 22-34. 
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I, for one, who have been for decades impervious to all sorts of blessed waters, wines, 
and oils, would have been glad to be present at this particular ceremony. 
I feel strongly that, in company with all the others, the result would have been a 
psychological purge, a release from what otherwise would have remained in the mind to 
embitter it and clog it in flights it had to make.26 

As always, James is subordinating African philosophy and culture to the tasks of 

modern political projects. Anger from racial and colonial oppression must be transferred 

and disciplined to a meritocratic vision of insurgent political practice. But he at no other 

time in his public career seems to enjoy African ritual life. 

In fragments of a speech made in Detroit published as "African Development" in 

April 1969 in Speak Out, C.L.R. James affirms a story he would tell in Atlanta again in 

1971. Underscoring how Nkrumah's party politics was unique though its program was 

social democratic and its leaders middle class on the surface, James describes a direct 

democratic rupture. At a conference at Saltpond, the Black middle class who invited him 

to lead the Convention Party and United Gold Coast Convention discussed whether to 

dismiss him as leader for being too radical. Ordinary people of peasant classes couldn't 

get inside the meeting but were waiting outside to hear the results. The delegates reached 

the point where they would dismiss him. But one old chief convincingly said "the young 

man means well. Form a committee and let him report to us." The ordinary people 

outside heard what was happening at this gathering of elites. They called Nkrumah to 

come outside and told him something which surprised him: 

'Have nothing to do with those people in there: resign.' So Nkrumah said, 'Resign?' And 
they replied, 'Yes resign.' Nkrumah told me some of this himself. One of them gave a 
piece of paper, a back was bent down to serve as a writing surface, he wrote his 
resignation and never went back in there. They told him to form a new party and that's 
how the Convention Peoples Party was formed. The difference between Nkrumah and 

C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 108-109. 
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the old party was one word. The old party and everyone else said self-government; he 
said self-government NOW.27 

Kwame Nkrumah told "some of this" to James. Yet C.L.R. James through a type 

of magical action resuscitates the history of Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution as not 

embodied in the slogans "first, seek the political kingdom" and "organization is 

everything" which he acknowledges were Nkrumah's core ideas. Rather, organization 

was not everything. The political kingdom was what everyday people were thinking in 

their own self-mobilization not what power the middle classes were aspiring to seize. 

Ruptures in party politics might take the form of an alternative middle class leadership 

but this is the delegated power of the self-organized African people who excluded from 

not merely colonial but Black official society. 

James gives equal billing in Kwame Nkrumah's mass campaigns of positive 

action to the market women who Nkrumah says "made the party." The market women 

through their networks could get out thousands of people to mass assemblies at short 

notice. James is reminded of the Greek city state of Demosthenes in time of war. 

In his speech on the crown, Demosthenes in an enigmatic passage describes how, at the 
news that Elatea had been taken, the high officials of the assembly went into the market, 
drove out the people and set fire to the wicker stalls while trumpeters summoned the 
population to the assembly. This was done from above and it was the last days of the 
democracy. The market-women in the first days of Gold Coast democracy did it from 
below.28 

We must remember that James' Ancient Athens is a place where citizens are 

distinguished by their desire to participate in the organization of government. But as 

well, the manner in which the city state was organized inculcated that self-governing 

27 C.L.R. James. "African Development." Speak Out. April 1969. 4; C.L.R. James. "Nkrumah, Padmore, 
and the Ghana Revolution." Atlanta, GA: Institute for the Black World, 1971. Tape. Martin Glaberman 
Collection. Walter Reuther Labor Archive. Wayne State University, Detroit, MI. 

28 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 131. 
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character. It was not merely Nkrumah, whose belief in the masses capacity for self-

emancipation would decline at the postcolonial moment of 1957. In a certain sense 

C.L.R. James' did as well, though he was trying to restore the collective memory of an 

alternative narrative for anyone who would listen. 

C.L.R. James speech to the Convention Peoples Party in 1960 in Accra, while 

visiting as editor of The Nation for Eric Williams' PNM and the secretary of the ill-fated 

West Indian Federal Labor Party, was met with applause. He reminded his audience that 

Nkrumah has made a world historical contribution by enshrining in their constitution that 

they would subordinate their national sovereignty to Pan-African federation. He makes 

clear, implying not even the Communist International under Lenin, nowhere in world 

history has a nation-state proposed such a constitutional vision of itself. This was the 

type of policy, James insisted, that could lead to emancipation of the African continent 

and the entire world if taken up by socialists and labor in the imperial nations. 

The prescriptions of "Nkrumahism" are not that of a "backward" country. This is 

part of a line of reasoning which asks "imperialism and underdevelopment: who are the 

backward ones?," the subject of many of C.L.R. James' speeches. Taking up imperial 

skepticism that Ghana can succeed as a modern state, James vindicates the postcolonial 

struggle as not some experiment their former masters have the right to stand in judgment. 

The imperialist economic advantages are founded on the structural underdevelopment of 

Africa. Further, they control the prices of Africa's goods and markets. If they allowed 

fair prices for commodities and economic competition instead of protectionism for their 

own nations, developmental aid from imperial countries would not be a consideration. 
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James seeks to implore CPP cadres to forge "a socialist path" which he defines as 

neither a break with capitalism yet neither a cynical and false projection of some 

ambiguous African socialism. Rather, the party must mobilize the ordinary people of 

Ghana to impose terms of trade and labor standards on the foreign capital they must 

invite into the country but which must be regulated from below. He raise the dubious 

formulation that the CPP must tell "capital quite plainly that it using capital in order to 

destroy all the capital in a country like Ghana and the other underdeveloped countries." 

The party must combat the tendency to allow the African state to be the site of 

corruption and bribery. Politics must not be the realm of free enterprise, which is a great 

temptation in a peripheral nation. Reminding that Nkrumah said himself that the party 

gave power to the government, the party must see to it that the government keeps its 

word and covenant with the ordinary people. Already James is functioning as, and is 

seeking to foment subtly, a loyal opposition to Nkrumah within his own party. James 

hopes if necessary the party will have the courage to rupture with him even as he speaks 

of "Nkrumahism," which sycophantic on one level, seeks to separate the best ideals of the 

doctrine from dependence on the man and his shortcomings.29 

This speech is given in a period of intensive international collaboration with 

Nkrumah which began before George Padmore died in 1959. Nkrumah and James are 

mutually attempting to strengthen a more radical internationalist current in Africa and the 

Caribbean. James in the 1960 speech affirms the merits of Sekou Toure, who in fact he 

views as a bureaucratic Stalinist, for his efforts with Nkrumah to promote Pan African 

unity. 

29 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 161-177. 
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In C.L.R. James' Modem Politics (1960), our protagonist hints at what 

Nkrumah's Ghana means to radical internationalist commitments in light of his own 

personal experiences as a underground man in the political wilderness when 

he explains: 

.. .the Convention People's Party of Ghana has got a huge settlement where 
people from all parts of Africa who are fighting against imperialism and 
oppression can come and live and get some food to eat—because revolutionaries 
are sometimes very hungry and miserable. They are thin because they have been 
working too hard under hard conditions. They get food and rest and paper to 
write on and somewhere to print and money to go back and fight the imperialists 
in Africa.30 

Nkrumah in turn in 1962 attempts to strengthen James effort at Caribbean 

federation by lending his prestige to an argument appealing to middle class politicians in 

the region. But by 1964 C.L.R. James begins to reveal publicly that he realizes 

Nkrumah's Ghana is a one party state. This is peculiar on one level for while he decries 

Nkrumah's deposing of his chief justice for making a decision the premier doesn't agree, 

and calls into question the growing number of assassination attempts Nkrumah faces, 

James really has supported this tendency toward centralized power and coercion all along 

in important ways under Rousseau's doctrine of legislating the general will.31 Here party 

politics as competition obscures special interests. Thus James never took seriously 

Nkrumah jailing the opposition, as represented by Danquah, Appiah and Busia. However 

much they might represent conservative ethnically exclusive interests, C.L.R. James 

should have paid closer attention to early assaults on civil liberties. For these perhaps 

would have benefited others with more direct democratic politics. In many ways James 

30 C.L.R. James. (1960) Modern Politics. Detroit: Bewick, 1973. 89. 

31 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence Hill & Co., 1977. 181-188. 
In his study of Nkrumah republishes two articles from The Trinidad Evening News of February 1964. In 
these he reveals correspondence with Nkrumah from December 1963 which he did not receive a reply. 
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in supporting Nkrumah has been supporting the postcolonial bureaucracy as progressive 

guardian above society. 

His little known critique of Nkrumah for a high modernism focusing on urban 

construction and big development projects like the Volta Dam is more interesting. 

James argues "Nkrumah has been playing around with a fiction called social democracy." 

Not the mild Fabianism of Grantley Adams, Norman Manley or Eric Williams, which 

West Indian politicians don't take too seriously, James explains Nkrumah is really 

working hard to impose modern economic development on Ghana in a fashion which is 

subordinating workers and peasants. Almost all economic activity by the people of Ghana 

is controlled or engaged in by the state power. Ghana has become "a totalitarian state: no 

democracy, no socialism." It is interesting that this critique, published in the Trinidad 

Evening News in 1964, did not make the cut in either the appendages to "Nkrumah: Then 

and Now" of the same year or Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution (1977), but the matter 

about the chief justice is prominently highlighted as the cause of his decline. 

C.L.R. James, in a September 10, 1965 "Without Malice" column, shows disdain 

with Caribbean sentiment suggesting to criticize Nkrumah is to criticize the movement 

for independence in Africa and he must be careful. Just as he rejected the Communist 

International as a bankrupt organization in 1937, James argues though he has been a 

staunch and unwavering supporter of Nkrumah and knows him since 1941, he can not 

support a one party state. "Am I to repudiate the work and policies of me and my 

friends.. .in order to satisfy Nkrumah's change?" He contests he doesn't "make it the 

main part of his political activity to denounce Nkrumah and the African one-party 

32 C.L.R. James. "How All This Catastrophe Overtook Ghana (Nkrumah Has Been Playing Around With A 
Fiction Called Social Democracy." Trinidad Evening News. February 3, 1964. 4. 
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staters." But he finds those who request that he change his public stance as having 

"suspect" political positions of their own. He finds this is the position of a politics that 

affirms the backwardness of the people and those who would pass reactionary and savage 

laws.33 

In 1966 in response to the overthrow of Nkrumah, C.L.R. James assesses his fall 

was rooted in his attempt to do too much to foster an economy characteristic of an 

advanced country in Ghana. In contrast to the Caribbean, James explains where a 

popular adage proclaims "all o'we is one," in Africa "all o'we is many." Nkrumah, in 

James optics, exacerbated the Ghana's divisions far beyond normal tribal conflict.34 

C.L.R. James, partially contrary to the doctrine of Rousseau and his own previously 

stated views, believes Nkrumah was wrong to openly advocate that there could be no 

parliamentary opposition and that all political activism must be subordinated to national 

development under his executive leadership. This was wrong because it violates another 

principle of Jamesian executive leadership in party politics. Nkrumah created an 

environment around him where there really couldn't be a loyal opposition but only "yes-

men." James insists with only yes-men you can't properly legislate the popular will 

because you can't properly read public sentiments. 

In a 1966 debates in Encounter, a British Fabian publication, under the headings 

"Why Nkrumah Failed" and "The Argument About Nkrumah," James thrashes Rita 

Hinden for suggesting Africa is now in the Sandhurst period of military dictatorship, and 

33 C.L.R. James. "Without Malice." We The People. September 10, 1965. 4. 

34 C.L.R. James. (1966) "The Rise and Fall of Nkrumah." In At The Rendezvous of Victory. Margaret 
Busby ed. London: Allison & Busby, 1984. 176. 

35 Ibid, 177. 

368 



Russell Warren Howe for seeing behind Nkrumah's personality merely a charlatan and a 

fraud. James affirmed Kwame Nkrumah was a sincere personality who was not subject 

to personal corruption, though his nation-state was. He was in fact "the father of African 

emancipation" and had led a genuine social revolution that could only be snickered at by 

those who don't know first hand the degradation which is colonialism. The British did 

not leave behind a democratic constitution, as their government suggested, but a political 

economy in no way African. Nkrumah was extremely burdened. Though Nkrumah 

actually early on purged communists from Ghana's political life, James sees the form of 

government Nkrumah chose as the Stalinist one party model. 

Nkrumah tried to "catch up with" the advanced countries in an economic 

environment where James believed nothing could save Africa but the regenerative 

assistance of the accumulated wealth and technical assistance of the advanced countries. 

To attain this aid African nations had to establish "social regimes" which mobilize their 

population to demand integration into the world economy on more equal footing. This is 

also a vision to unleash the reorganization of political and economic currents in the 

advanced countries which may assist them. Otherwise African nations, with Nkrumah's 

failure as example, will not be able to overcome constant economic crisis and social 

decay.36 

In "Lenin and The Problem," C.L.R. James shares prescriptions for overcoming 

this postcolonial crisis which he argues Nkrumah rejected. Whatever the faults of 

peripheral nations they represent for James the arrival of the peasantry on the modern 

historical stage. To facilitate their uplift, following Lenin's recommendations, peripheral 

36 C.L.R. James. "Why Nkrumah Failed." Encounter. October 1966; C.L.R. James. "The Argument About 
Nkrumah—A Reply." Encounter. November 1966. 
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nation-states must reorganize their government apparatus and educate the almost illiterate 

peasantry. They must be brought in to combat bureaucracy as a type of inspection of the 

claims of the state. While James' Lenin acknowledges it was previously a mistake under 

War Communism to nationalize all industry and attempt to abolish the free market by 

decree which caused much hardship at the hands of his centralized state, and that this 

state despite the name soviet, was no more than an inheritance of czarism, something 

important is obscured. 

The claim to desire greater mass participation under a New Economic Policy, 

whether in Russia or Africa, will be impossible if the autonomy of independent 

organizations of peasants and workers are not respected. A close reading of James' 

prescriptions for peripheral nations illustrates that at their best these are to be appendages 

of the postcolonial state. These initiatives are to interpret and raise the political culture of 

the masses to a self-governing capacity they do not yet possess.37 This historical problem 

for considering C.L.R. James' political thought appears in his evaluation of Julius 

Nyerere's Tanzania. 

Problems of Self-Management and the State In 
C.L.R. James' Evaluation of Julius Nyerere's Tanzania 

Julius Nyerere, despite not being a Marxist, in his policies of Ujamaa Socialism 

and aspirations to legislate the popular will of Tanzania, remarkably exhibits aspects of 

political thought similar to C.L.R. James' advocacy of the mass party in peripheral 

nations, and the need to educate and uplift the peasantry and workers potential for 

national purpose. Nyerere, in his condemnation of bureaucracy and aspiring middle class 

37 C.L.R. James. "Lenin and The Problem." In The C.L.R. James Reader. Anna Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, 
MA: Blackwell, 1992. 331-346. 
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and professional elites, advocacy of decentralization and education that on one level 

seeks to reconcile mental and manual labor, does something which would appear stark to 

James. He exhibits in certain respects anti-bureaucratic perspectives our protagonist 

would only articulate fully for nations distinguished by a large modern proletariat. 

Nevertheless, Julius Nyerere's idea of the mass party is that of a one party state 

distinguished by preventive detention of political opponents. 

Unlike James who has spoken of the obsolence of the nation-state, but not 

consistently for peripheral nations save as terms for forging federation, Nyerere's 

political thought never transcended the nation-state before and even after he retired from 

being a statesman. While thinking the movement in the world that questioned the nation-

state was valuable, Nyerere rejected direct democracy as a viable contribution to 

organizing African politics. This passage from a sharp interview with Bill Sutherland, 

anarcho-pacifist and Pan-African activist, who helped facilitate meetings between 

Nyerere and James, his former neighbor in lower Manhattan, makes it plain. 

Bill Sutherland asked Julius Nyerere had his anti-bureaucratic ideals of Ujamaa 

approached a type anarchism? Nyerere responded: 

I was not seeing Ujamaa outside of the nation-state.. .I've never questioned the nation-
state. I know the problems of the nation-state; I don't know the answer! I know the 
problems of the bureaucracies, I became a bureaucrat! I told Samora Machel of 
Mozambique once, 'Samora, at one time I was leading the people of Tanzania—now I 
lead their bureaucracy!' When you lead a bureaucracy, you almost inevitably lose touch 
with the people. So I know the problems of bureaucracy, but I don't know the answers. 
If I discover it—because I do worry about the problem—if I get the answer I will tell my 
friends, 'This is the answer.' I don't know the answer to the nation-state problem at all.38 

Nyerere's anti-authoritarian rhetoric is in fact what the African political scientist 

Claude Ake termed "a defensive radicalism" meant to assist him in retaining state power 

38 Bill Sutherland. Witii Matt Meyer. Guns and Gandhi in Africa. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 2000. 76. 
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not, as it may appear, to unleash the complete autonomy of peasants and workers. 

Ujamaa socialism is ultimately a project of democratic order. Attempting to create model 

peasant villages based on a mode of development rooted in an African centered cultural 

nationalism, Nyerere's optics are not of ordinary people governing themselves but of 

them being tutored up to that capacity. Policies appearing to be based on voluntary 

association become transformed into coercive state plans from above which break up 

legitimate labor action. 

Just as with urban based factory workers, who exhibit tendencies toward self-

management, Nyerere liquidates village councils which seek to think and act for 

themselves. Councils, not strictly popular but invented by the state for participation and 

surveillance of ordinary people, are only allowed to inspect the claims of the Tanzanian 

state to be fostering social equality to the extent peasants and workers do not foster a dual 

power calling into question the legitimacy of Julius Nyerere's regime or policies. These 

propositions raise a historical problem. How does C.L.R. James, a libertarian socialist 

and advocate of direct democracy, arrive at seemingly uncritical support of Julius 

Nyerere's political thought? 

Robin D.G. Kelley has inquired why C.L.R. James appeared silent and did not 

reconsider his assertion that Julius Nyerere's political thought was placing Africa on a 

revolutionary path. Further, that Nyerere had made the most radical contribution to 

Marxist thought since Lenin, even when many Pan African radicals began to make 

devastating critiques of his regime. Perhaps it was not accurate to take at face value 

African village life was instinctually cooperative when it was riddled with gender and 

class hierarchies. John McClendon in contrast contests the claim that James was never 

39 Claude Ake. Revolutionary Pressures in Africa. London: Zed, 1977. 92. 
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publicly critical of Nyerere, as he recalls in Jamesian circles in Washington, D.C. in the 

1970s, that James was in fact discussing Issa Shivji's critique of Nyerere's regime and 

class struggles in Tanzania among his students.40 

Walter Rodney has explained that Julius Nyerere's political thought established a 

consensus that African development must mean prioritizing the uplift of the peasantry in 

the rural areas of the nation. However, Rodney, in claiming James embraced Ujamaa 

socialism as both "of the people, and by the people" while seeing it as well as explicitly 

the Tanzanian state's historical contribution to "the highest peak yet reached by revolting 

blacks," affirms James while eliding an important distinction. Ujamaa promotes the self-

reliance of the peasantry through a vision of economic growth led by the state. James, 

with his The Black Jacobins in mind, and the challenges Toussaint L'Ouverture faced in 

economic planning, means to say it is his view this is the highest stage Black radical 

leadership has reached in state power in their style of statesmanship. Rodney's and 

James' emphasis that this focus on rural development might fail but no economic 

planning can be guaranteed, especially in peripheral nations, mystifies an important 

matter.41 

Why does the self-reliance of the peasantry need to be promoted if the "Tanzanian 

Revolution" is "of and by the people" and not merely government for the people? This is 

the type of framework C.L.R. James often uses to evaluate the actual content of a regime 

claiming to be socialist. One need not believe that Marxist critics, who believed 

40 Robin D.G. Kelley. Introduction. A History of Pan-African Revolt. By C.L.R. James. Chicago: Charles 
H. Kerr, 1995. 25; John H. McClendon. C.L.R. James's Notes on Dialectics. Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2005. 3. 

41 Walter Rodney. "The African Revolution." In C.L.R. James: His Life and Work. Paul Buhle ed. 
London: Allison & Busby, 1986. 44-46 
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Nyerere's vision of African socialism was that of the middle class, would have less 

middle class contradictions in how they would propose to administer the state, to 

recognize something crucial. Nyerere's outlook is distinguished by a high modernist 

administrative vision where aspirations to beauty and creativeness are coupled with 

coercion. 

We might ask, per Walter Rodney, how did Julius Nyerere rekindle James' 

interest in African culture and civilization? He did not foster in James a rethinking of the 

value of African cosmologies, knowledge systems for farming and economic production, 

and ethnic traditions. Julius Nyerere could not have had that influence because his own 

African cultural nationalism was remarkably abstract. 

An exception to this rule could be his propensity not just to adopt Swahili as the 

national language but literally transform its vocabulary often in conversation with peasant 

women such as Bibi Titi Mohammed, who taught him much about how to speak with 

ordinary villagers in his campaign for national independence.42 Thus for example the 

Swahili word for a hungry or greedy goat ("beberu") among pastoralists in his political 

speeches, with them as rural audience, becomes synonymous with imperialism 

("ubeberu"). Literally, the word for imperialism in Swahili suggests the philosophy of 

the hungry or greedy goat.43 This underlines Mwalimu Nyerere was truly a charismatic 

popular educator among sections of the peasantry. But this would be lost in translation to 

most in an English reading African Diaspora audience. Further, one could ask how great 

42 See Susan Geiger. TANU Women. Oxford, UK: James Currey, 1997. 

431 studied the Swahili language abroad in Kenya and Tanzania in 2000 and 2001 and asked many 
questions about the political implications in the lexicon. Nyerere is credited by many with expanding the 
political vocabulary in the Swahili language beyond many words about government and politics with 
Arabic roots. The example and hypothesis above is my own in light of reading Geiger's study among 
others. 
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an understanding can be fomented in this approach which on some level is similar to 

Black Power activists' propensity to elide the distinction between white supremacy and 

capitalism/imperialism as the behavior of "the man." One can know the behavior of the 

hungry goat or a racist white man without comprehending the political economy of 

capitalism regardless of race. 

Discussion of Julius Nyerere's political thought on freedom and development in 

the African Diaspora lends itself to a valorization of sovereignty through the prism of 

race. This is ironic for Nyerere spoke against this tendency to see political power in 

racial terms. But it has not properly been recognized that Nyerere's African cultural 

nationalism is Afrocentric and unitary based on an idealization of his own ethnic group's 

experience. The details of the latter are not particularly central to his outlook on 

strategies for political education nor could they be. He never discussed them in public 

rigorously, and to do so would have come off like chauvinism toward other ethnic groups 

whom he wished to forge unity. Thus Julius Nyerere's Africans in Tanzania are affirmed 

as human and have the potential to be self-governing in collective fashion on their own 

cultural terms without emphasizing much the detail of specific ethnic or theological 

traditions. This is remarkably similar to James' basic abstract instincts to affirm Africans 

always had their own cultures and philosophies without unpacking their merits and 

liabilities. 

While Nyerere's contribution should not be too overestimated in value, he 

assisted in shifting C.L.R. James' philosophical concepts of heroic self-government from 

a Greek to an African face. Yet for James, behind this new African mask, were 
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still Western city-state ideals. The character of Rousseaian legislators or Platonic or 

Periclean law givers which seek to interpret and enchant the potential of the national 

character for self-reliance, and the meaning of citizenship for creativity, obscure an 

important distinction. Intellectual criticism may flourish in Julius Nyerere's Tanzania, as 

perhaps in the ideal Ancient Athenian world. But political competition which is not a 

loyal opposition may not and will face repressive intrigue. 

C.L.R. James always had an authoritarian side to his prescriptions for peripheral 

nations, as represented by his rejection of the tendencies toward ethnocracy among 

Nkrumah's opposition in Ghana (Danquah, Appial, Busia) which led him to overlook 

early potential dangers in Nkrumah's tendency to form a one party state.44 James saw no 

need for competition among political parties, for like Rousseau who also theoretically 

opposed representative government, saw behind them unprincipled special interests. 

The sincere opposition's criticism for national development in a peripheral nation 

should be incorporated into one regime. All the better it was thought to embody the 

popular will. This becomes problematic when, as in Julius Nyerere's Tanzania, 

workplace and village based popular councils seek to exercise their popular sovereignty 

in a populist environment where the state at once encourages their participation and 

represses their autonomy. But assuming under the capitalist world system an African 

state's autonomy was not possible in global economic terms, there was a tendency to 

capitulate to the assumption that autonomy was not possible (or could not be permitted) 

for ordinary Africans in local political and economic terms while striving to compete in 

the world system. 

44 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Lawrence & Hill, 1977. 9. "The 
severity of Nkrumah in relation to Dr. Busia, Dr Danquah and other oppositionists drew no protest nor 
anguish from me." 
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In order to comprehend the seeming absence of a critical outlook by C.L.R. James 

on Julius Nyerere's Tanzania, we must be aware that in fact he once was more critical 

and was prepared to say so publicly as reflected in his manuscript "Nkrumah: Then and 

Now." In 1964, at a time when James was transitioning from his last formulation of 

critical support for Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana to initiating his final rupture with that 

regime; there is evidence that James thought, behind a progressive veneer, Nyerere was a 

shallow politician. 

The two incidents in 1964 that would have made James come to those conclusions 

were the following. First, Nyerere called on the British military to put down a mutiny in 

the Tanzania army and save his regime. Second, with encouragement from the CIA, he 

engineered a Pan-African federated state between his then Tanganyika and Zanzibar, the 

island nation off the Swahili Coast. This co-opted the A.M. Babu led Zanzibar 

Revolution, which the imperialists feared would be "the Cuba" of Africa. Nyerere 

assimilated, Babu and the other more radical political thinkers of the Zanzibar 

Revolution, into the mainland government with mixed results. While destroying the 

potential character of the Zanzibar Revolution which overthrew the Sultan of Oman, 

there is evidence the CIA reflected they had inadvertently encouraged its transfer to the 

mainland. 45 

However, C.L.R, James would subsequently become smitten with Julius Nyerere 

as the African legislator who is also an author, "a man who is writing well." Their 

subsequent meeting apparently sparked a genuine mutual affection. In a letter to Martin 

Glaberman on August 9, 1968, C.L.R. James reports on his first visit to Tanzania. "On 

Amrit Wilson. U.S. Foreign Policy and Revolution: The Creation of Tanzania. London: Pluto Press, 
1989; Timothy H. Parsons. The 1964 Army Mutinies and the Making of Modern East Africa. Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 2003. 
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the average" he has given about two lectures a day to audiences of students and teachers. 

At least one of the themes of those lectures was "the West Indian Contribution to Pan-

Africanism" held at a meeting by the Institute for Adult Education of the University of 

Dar es Salaam on Lumumba Street. He is excited to have witnessed "one of the first 

attempts to form a Village Council" among "a farming community" and forwards the 

address of the chairman of the Somangila Farm Agency for further dialogue. James does 

not seem aware, or is not concerned, that these popular councils for rural development 

have almost always been state initiated. Astonished by a meeting with Julius Nyerere, 

James has arrived at the conclusion that his ideas on socialism, self-reliance, and rural 

development are remarkably similar to Lenin's final proposals for Russia in 1922-1923. 

In The Standard of August 8, 1968 in a column with the headline "Arusha Code: 

'A Key Document,'" a series of lectures given by C.L.R. James are chronicled. Arguing 

"the Arusha Declaration was one of the most important documents of the 20th century," 

James explained that military coups taking place across the African continent must be 

understood as a phase of revolutionary history consistent with past European 

developments over centuries. The Arusha Declaration from James' vantage was an 

attempt to develop Tanzania contrary to military dictatorship which tended to emerge 

when popular aspirations went unsatisfied. "What is taking place in Africa is the normal 

procedure, but I don't recommend it, and I don't recommend any dictatorship," he said 

referring to the military coups. 

Lecturing on Pan-African and Third World personalities and political thought, he 

implored his audiences "You better get to know where you are going and where you 

46 C.L.R. James. Letter to Martin Glaberman. August 9,1968. Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter 
Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. 
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come from. You have to get an ideology and adapt it to the needs of a peasant state." 

James explained he was "an independent Marxist" loyal not to Moscow or Peking.47 

In The People of August 17,1968, this Tanzanian periodical interviews C.L.R. 

James inquiring in pessimistic fashion about the postcolonial condition. Our protagonist 

suggests the question is "to what extent do African countries simply have different 

African faces running them rather than governments expressing the needs of African 

people." Black Power as a slogan, James argues, must mean "in certain countries" 

"giving power to the masses of the population even where the leaders are already black." 

Impressed with Julius Nyerere's Arusha Declaration and his ideas on socialism among 

rural communities, he is not sure if they will succeed. "I have seen magnificent 

declarations end in magnificent failures." But James believes if it is successful all of 

Africa will follow.48 

Issa Shivji recalls a public lecture by C.L.R. James at the University of Dar es 

Salaam on this visit where a science student innocently asked what the word bourgeoisie 

meant. James who with his long fingers had been leafing through and quoting from 

Lenin to his audience looked visibly disturbed. There was laughter and some 

embarrassment. He angrily pointed to where many professors were sitting together and 

inquired what they were teaching these young people.49 

In C.L.R. James' A History of Pan African Revolt our protagonist suggests what is 

going on in Tanzania is contrary to colonial mythologies suggesting Africa is backward 

47 "Arusha Code: 'A Key Document.' " The Standard. (Dar es Salaam, Tanzania) August 8, 1968. 

48 "Interview with C.R.L. James [sic]." The People. (Dar es Salaam, Tanzania) October 17, 1968. 

49 See Issa Shivji. Intellectuals at the Hill: Essays and Talks, 1969-1993. Dar es Salaam, Tanzania: Dar es 
Salaam UP, 1993. 201. 
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and lags behind the developments of Western Civilization which they must imitate. 

Finding nationalization of the chief economic centers of their country was not enough, 

their government has gone further. The Arusha Declaration of January 29 1967 made 

laws that every party leader, and government official must either be a worker or peasant 

and can in no manner be associated with the practices of feudalism or capitalism. 

Both party leaders and government officials cannot own shares in any company or 

be executive in any private enterprise. They neither can receive two or more salaries or 

own two or more homes where they live by rent. "Leaders" were defined to include high 

ministers of government and middle civil service people and their spouses. James 

concludes this would probably exclude 90% of government officials and administrators 

who rule in imperial and peripheral nations worldwide. This position he underscores is 

far in advance of what Aristotle, Plato, Rousseau or Marx had ever conceived. This 

stance by Julius Nyerere's Tanzania in James' view will contribute to reorganizing 

educational institutions and undercutting bureaucracy. However, James is not aware of 

subsequent legislation which in fact did allow politicians to profit from rent in 

moderation and to temporarily hire wage earners.51 This was no challenge to the trickle 

down economics which find feudal relations just below the civil service and salaried 

wage earners in contemporary African political economy. A challenge to inequality in 

African political economy is very difficult. While the national bourgeoisie can be self-

serving, the African culture of house servants would have to be confronted, which 

properly speaking is not a colonial but pre-colonial institution. 

50 C.L.R. James. A History of Pan-African Revolt. Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 1995. 141-142. 

51 Dean E. McHenry. Limited Choices: The Political Struggle For Socialism In Tanzania. 
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1994. 30-31. 
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However, the Arusha code was remarkably like prescriptions for "the guardian's 

way of life" in Plato's Republic. Further, Plato's peasants however charming 

aesthetically embodying the national character were not to be confused with having direct 

self-governing capacities.52 Julius Nyerere in many respects was the Black Plato the 

London Times less formally imagined C.L.R. James to be. 

Impressed with the notion that schools should function as communities and 

traditional tribal families, C.L.R. James highlights Julius Nyerere seeks to integrate them 

into economic production, a farm or workshop, where they can learn to be self-sufficient 

in food or contribute in some fashion to the national income. It is not clear why James 

would accept uncritically that African farmers, whose families have been cultivating the 

soil for generations, would be found short in knowledge of food production. This was 

really about what they would contribute to national production, the sectors of the 

economy owned by the state. 

Nyerere's policy for rural development was not intended to make all aspiring 

scholars farmers or vocational oriented but rather to promote the reconciliation of mental 

and manual labor in education. James notes that Nyerere's ideal of "African Socialism" 

is based on good intentions and attempts at progress toward ultimate objectives that are 

adaptable to "the real circumstances of the peasantry." 53 

While encouraging rural farmers to collectivize, Nyerere is aware that there are 

emerging class divisions in the countryside. The most energetic and spirited with a 

52 Plato. The Republic. New York: Vintage, 1991. 127 and 130. 

53 C.L.R. James. A History of Pan-African Revolt. Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 1995. 145-146; C.L.R. James. 
"African Development." Speak Out. April 1969. 5; Julius K. Nyerere. (September 1967) "Socialism and 
Rural Development" In Freedom and Socialism. London: Oxford, 1969. 337-366; Julius K. Nyerere 
(March 1967) "Education for Self-Reliance." In Freedom and Socialism. London: Oxford, 1969. 267-290. 
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mastery of technology are becoming enterprising individuals with wage earners under 

them. Cooperatives, though different on the surface in terms of goals, have taken on some 

of these qualities as the state tended to support narrow marketing boards run by a new 

class which leads to corruption of an aspiring moral economy.54 C.L.R. James sees 

Nyerere as anti-authoritarian and avoiding the bureaucratic false Stalinist schemes, which 

seek to balance the national economy on the hides of rural farmers, while providing 

incentives toward the socialist path. 

It is ironic that James who had a tendency to enchant fragments of toiler's 

experience into self-governing vistas, and resuscitated democratic aspects to Nkrumah's 

story that were incomplete at best, never captured Julius Nyerere's political thought when 

it was distinguished by a greater anti-authoritarianism. But these strains in Nyerere's 

political thought could be coupled with other implications. For example in "Education 

Must Liberate Man," Nyerere refers to aspiring professional teachers who refer to their 

"market worth" as behaving like slaves for such notions are the rhetoric of exchange of 

commodities not social relations between people. But this reveals a tendency of Nyerere 

to be opposed to unionization the state does not control under the guise of scolding 

workers imagined to be privileged compared to the rural farmers.55 

In "Leaders Must Not Be Masters" Julius Nyerere speaks to the peasantry in a 

rural village imploring them to beware of "clever people" who seek to govern over them 

in a bureaucratic fashion. He reminds them if they don't take responsibility for 

54 Julius K. Nyerere. (October 4, 1969) "The Cooperative Movement." In Freedom and Development. 
New York: Oxford, 1973. 130-133. 

55 Julius K. Nyerere. (1974) "Education Must Liberate Man." Dar es Salaam, Tanzania: Dar Printing 
Works, 1980. 
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governance in the postcolonial era and allow hierarchal forces to intimidate them, they 

are giving away the independence previously fought for. In fact, Julius Nyerere 

explicitly suggests, with a dose of humor, that he is one of the clever people who will 

govern if they don't take responsibility. Nyerere recognizes that these ordinary people 

did not advise him about problems of rural development on his visit to their village when 

asked exactly because the bureaucratic layers affiliated with his state have silenced and 

intimidated them.56 Thus to fall back on the claim to be necessarily a progressive 

guardian in this context, while encouraging participation, can be seen as intimidating in 

its own right. Lenin too, after repressing the autonomy of workers and peasants, 

wondered why ordinary people did not participate more in politics. 

"The Party Must Speak For The People" is a remarkably similar vision to C.L.R. 

James' concept of the "mass party." Nyerere contests the party has an independent 

validity from the state, even in a one party state, as a mobilizer and educator, he 

emphasizes not an intimidator of people.57 However, in "The Supremacy of the People," 

Nyerere's critique of bureaucracy while suggesting everyday people must govern 

themselves, also implies this is more difficult than it seems. Explaining why this is so, he 

argues socialism means people's representatives must be guardians of co-operative 

decisions distinguished by equality. 

Thus a minority of wise legislators in fact inspect if ordinary people are living by 

the principles of equality and are to contest each other within the bureaucracy on the 

56 Julius K. Nyerere. (February 1966) "Leaders Must Not Be Masters." Freedom and Socialism. London, 
Oxford UP, 1969. 36-43. 

57 Julius K. Nyerere. (June 7,1968) "The Party Must Speak For The People." 30-35 In Freedom and 
Development. New York: Oxford UP, 1973. 30-35. 
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merits of policy from above. These progressives must insure people are not stifled by 

CO 

bureaucracy, but Nyerere underscores as well, "their own ignorance." The always 

protean and seemingly humble Julius Nyerere, in this speech where the people are 

supposedly supreme, in populist fashion suggests that he cannot make the claim that 

Tanzania, as any other government in the world, has not at times humiliated its citizens. 

But behind this humble stance Julius Nyerere reveals his attitude to labor which is a 

managerial vista. Nyerere makes explicit a manager in a workplace who is unable to 

insure workers do a full days work is "useless"—though he attests "they might abuse him 

if he does his job properly." Thus a bureaucracy must regulate production in the 

workplace where toilers cannot be permitted to regulate social relations or engage in class 

struggle at that location. In the speech "Freedom and Development" Julius Nyerere 

insists development can only be understood as effected by humanity. But a socialist state 

has certain obligations to facilitate this for the people. Ujamaa villages we are told need 

greater discipline where burdens must be shared for rural development. Lapses in such 

discipline must be diagnosed and corrected by the state. 

In "Decentralization" Nyerere explains the purpose of both the Arusha 

Declaration and Mwongozo (TANU Guidelines) was to give the people power over their 

own lives and their own development. Believing Tanzania had made great progress in 

seizing power from the hands of capitalists and traditional customary authorities, Nyerere 

underscores the fact that in the masses mind, "power is still something wielded by others, 

even if on their behalf." 59 It could appear I am being too critical with an authentically 

Julius K. Nyerere (June 18 1968) "The Supremacy of the People." In Freedom and Development. 
New York: Oxford UP, 1973. 35-45. 
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humble aspiring legislator of the popular will who in fact is critical of the limits of 

progressive guardianship. One could imagine that C.L.R. James would be impressed 

with Nyerere's statesmanship beyond his wildest expectations. 

Yet it is a grave mistake to view the self-emancipation of everyday people as 

synonymous with a quality of statesmanship or being enhanced by it. If we are to 

disavow C.L.R. James' errors in his assessment of Ancient Athens, as both a direct 

democracy and a city state whose socialization enchants a unique national character 

making a good life possible, when indirect rule and tiers of citizenship and subjects is the 

reality, how such a conjecture carries over to the African world must also be interrogated. 

Otherwise James fears in critical assessments of Ancient Athens as distinguished by 

slavery would be correct. Such would be attacking the direct democracy without any 

interest in qualitatively extending it. 

In Mid-May 1972, Jimmy Garrett traveled with CLR James, Courtland Cox and 

others to meet with Julius Nyerere in Tanzania as part of planning the Sixth Pan-African 

Congress. Garrett recalls Nyerere's office being shut down for the day so he could speak 

at length with James. Garrett recalls being fascinated to witness a conversation where 

Nyerere, having read The Black Jacobins, discussed aspects of it with James. C.L.R. 

James explained to Nyerere that he would embrace his Ujamaa socialist ideals about 

precolonial African traditions' potential for forging a uniquely modern self-government. 

Yet to be socialist, James asserted to Nyerere, he must take greater steps to foment class 

struggle within Tanzania and the African world. Julius Nyerere, with the help of African 

American visitors, produced a small reel to reel short film endorsing The Call to the Sixth 

59 Julius K. Nyerere. (May 1972) "Decentralization" Freedom and Development. New York: Oxford UP, 
1973 344-351. 
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Pan-African Congress for 1974, and praising its elder patron C.L.R. James, to the latter's 

delight.60 

In "Africa and World Politics," a 1974 speech in Providence, Rhode Island, 

C.L.R. James suggests that Julius Nyerere's speech "The Rational Choice" delivered to 

the Sudan Socialist Union in early January 1973, though not the most profound talk, was 

meant to be an intervention in African Diaspora debates leading up to the Sixth Pan-

African Congress.61 Perhaps a product of the earlier discussion with C.L.R. James who 

might have suggested the need for such a statement, he had been working closely with 

Black Power activists who subsequently circulated the speech widely. C.L.R. James 

explains Julius Nyerere meant this speech to be an inspiration for young Pan African 

activists to be comfortable identifying with socialism at a time when Marxism was being 

challenged as Eurocentric in Black freedom movements. 

C.L.R. James in fact during his "Africa & World Politics" speech does show an 

awareness of labor revolt among urban factory workers in Tanzania in 1971-1973. 

There were wildcat strikes in a Peugot automobile plant, in textile, tobacco, and rubber 

factories, and public transport workers.62 Inspired by the Mwongozo (TANU 

Guidelines), often carrying small pocket sized versions in their shirt pockets similar to 

Mao's red book, they would lead rebellions against management quoting the relevant 

60 James Garrett. "The Sixth Pan African Congress: A Historical Sketch." Black World. March 1975. 15-16; 
James Garrett. Interview with Author. Tape. March 2006. 

61 C.L.R. James. (1974) "Africa & World Politics." Unpublished Speech. Providence, Rhode Island. 
Martin Glaberman Collection. Walter Reuther Labor Archive. Wayne State University. Detroit, MI; 
Julius K. Nyerere. "The Rational Choice." Freedom and Development. New York: Oxford UP, 1973. 
379-390. 

62 Issa Shivji. Class Struggles in Tanzania. New York: Monthly Review, 1976. 138-145. 
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clauses in the document. James attests although "many are illiterate" they know these 

clauses "by heart." 

According to Mwongozo, managers and bureaucrats could not behave in the same 

arrogant way as the former colonizers. Hiring could not be done on the basis of ethnic 

loyalties. Women in the workplace had to be treated with respect. James viewed this 

self-managing tendency as a product of a society in which Nyerere's state encouraged 

such developments. He did not fully understand, though past theorizing could have 

suggested it, that the Arusha Declaration and Mwongozo were defensive postures where 

the leaders were compelled to take these stands by the ordinary people themselves. In the 

same year the Arusha Declaration was propagated labor actions were virtually 

outlawed.63 Wildcat strikes were the result of Nyerere's regime's incomplete sincerity. 

When it threatened to foment a social revolution Nyerere retreated for a time from such 

education and propaganda which appeared to enchant a social equality. But even as 

James may have read Issa Shivji's Class Struggles in Tanzania with his students, his 

letter to his comrades in 1958 regarding Ghana suggested in fact he though it important to 

contain autonomous labor action, not foment it, in African politics. 

Walter Rodney has explained after the popular response to Mwongozo the middle 

classes in Tanzania began to retreat. The doctors would say you can't have popular self-

management in a hospital. When young people flashed Mwongozo in schools, their 

school teachers reminded them they were children. Bankers would say you can't joke 

with financial matters.64 Despite this mass contestation from ordinary people, James did 

not believe Africans were prepared to autonomously manage their own society without 

63 Ibid, 135. 

64 Walter Rodney. "Class Contradictions in Tanzania." The Pan Africanist. September 1975. 15-29. 
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elite guardians. While both Rodney and James saw the Tanzanian state as genuinely 

seeking to contain the privileges of the middle classes, they could not see that the middle 

class contradictions of those responsible for economic planning, education, and 

healthcare were mirroring in certain respects the progressive guardianship of Julius 

Nyerere's leadership in state power. 

C.L.R. James saw Nyerere as legislating a form of peasants and workers power in 

Tanzania. In fact, he smashed factory takeovers with his police, firing, jailing, and 

dispersing workers who posed the question who controls not merely economic production 

but social relations in society. Nyerere took similar steps with his Ujamaa villages. 

Nyerere promoted village councils, similar to Lenin, as an extension of his own 

state. When they did not wish to act under his directives Nyerere liquidated the councils 

and labeled dissidents subversive. He would often do this in a wave of experimentation 

reshuffling the terms of dependent participation.65 

Decentralization of the state, for example building a new capital in Dodoma and 

encouraging government representatives and the civil service formerly based in Dar es 

Salaam to be closer to rural development, however much it disturbed the more urban 

middle classes who saw their jobs being transformed into a coercive return to the source, 

was a mode of supervising rural development and policing what became compulsory 

model villages. Not seeing sufficient interest in his idealist vision, Nyerere threatened to 

withhold drought relief, healthcare, and even bulldozed existing villages to forge rural 

people into collective farms.66 Not as excessive as Stalinist Russia's attack on the 

65 Dean E. McHenry. Limited Choices: The Political Struggle for Socialism in Tanzania. Boulder, CO: 
Lynne Rienner, 1994. 61-62. 

66 James C. Scott. "Compulsory Villagization in Tanzania: Aesthetics and Miniaturization." 
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peasantry by any means, still how could James be silent on the implication of such 

policies in Tanzania? 

However much Nyerere was in fact militarizing rural production at the expense 

of the hides of the peasantry, who in fact were farmers and were substantially self-

sufficient in their villages if not in the capitalist world market; he was attempting to 

impose a type of democratic order on African villages similar to the meaning of the 

Jamesian Ancient Athenian city state for the Caribbean and Lenin's prescriptions for the 

peasantry. The incentives toward the socialist path were not primarily economic, and 

whatever incentives were in fact granted had something to do with giving permission to 

function under a dependent form of wage labor and capital, mass instincts that were 

already pervasive. 

C.L.R. James illustrates in the last chapter to his A History of Pan-African Revolt 

that Lenin, despite characterizing his Soviet regime as revolutionary socialist, knew 

Russia in fact would not overthrow capitalist relations, and especially among the 

peasantry. Thus Lenin policies for rural development, while appearing to de-emphasize 

preoccupation with state centralized planning on one level, was really a decentering of 

fighting bureaucracy among the urban state in isolation. Lenin meant for incentives 

toward rural development to be a practical experience to study ordinary people. It was to 

be a school for the one party state and its legislators. Exemplary organization of this 

work, however on a small scale, would not ultimately be measured by what is happening 

in one farm or one branch of farming or enterprise in pure economic terms. Rather in 

working among the peasantry in the rural areas there was to be a search for "wholeness" 

In Seeing Like A State. New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1998. 235-237. 
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or contributions to an imagined integrated humanism that urban bureaucracies could 

apparently not sustain even with constant effort.67 

This is the African humanism James saw in Julius Nyerere's Ujamaa Socialism 

which independently approached the conclusions of Marxism. That it convincingly had 

done so, that it arrived on its own authority in racial terms proclaiming the goal of self-

reliance, is one reason C.L.R. James was obstructed from properly assessing it's nuanced 

attack on actual popular self-management among African peasants and workers. 

However, more fundamental to James' political thought was his propensity to see as 

legitimate popular committees, and the manner statesmen view the participation of 

ordinary people in politics, as an inspection and justification of aspiring rulers' retention 

of state power above society. 

The People of Kenya Speak For Themselves 

Kenya in the political thought of C.L.R. James, neglected by scholars thus far, is 

perhaps the best example of where our protagonist recognizes and allows African people, 

through their own philosophical, theological, and cultural outlooks and traditions, to 

partially and more authentically speak for themselves with minimal enchantment on his 

part. James does not or cannot for various reasons through magical action restore what 

he would consider a satisfying wholeness to complex Kenyan political experiences, 

overwhelmingly of individuals of the Kikuyu ethnic group, in a fashion totally 

subordinating these toward his own ambitions to see certain types of modern political 

projects flourish. Thus observers witness something new in his intellectual legacies not 

highlighted in the past. 

C.L.R. James. A History of Pan African Revolt. Chicago: Charles H Kerr, 1995. 149-150. 
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While engaging the personality of Jomo Kenyatta, and the Mau Mau rebellion, the 

Harry Thuku Revolt, and the writing of Ngugi wa Thiongo, C.L.R. James illustrates a 

process of learning to embrace, sometimes awkwardly and unsuccessfully, new terms of 

self-government and meanings of freedom among the African peasantry. Properly 

understood, C.L.R. James' Correspondence Group's collaboration on one international 

solidarity project in particular, the writing and distribution of Mbiyu Koinange's The 

People of Kenya Speak For Themselves, illuminates both breakthroughs in James' 

comprehension of the religious, ethnic and rural life of African women, and limitations 

he was never able to overcome in pursuit of a more authentic narrative for African self-

emancipation. 

The Voice of Africa 

C.L.R. James, not surprisingly, begins elevating as the spokesman of Africa, a 

future statesman. Under the headline "The Voice of Africa," C.L.R. James in a review of 

Jomo Kenyatta's Facing Mount Kenya (1938) in International African Opinion argues, 

"Mr. Kenyatta grew up not as a little missionary protege but as a native African with 

African ideas and African social ideals." Kenyatta, in James' view at this juncture, 

"remains defiantly the same." 

Yet this is the image of Jomo Kenyatta that he and his comrades wished to portray 

at the time. In fact his youth was shaped by the schools of the Scotland Mission in the 

Kenyan Highlands. And he went voluntarily at a time when there was great controversy 

among Kikuyu parents for those whose children went to these schools.68 James 

highlighted Kenyatta as "dedicated to the dispossessed youth of Africa for perpetuation 

68 Jeremy Murray Brown. Kenyatta. New York: E.P. Dutton, 1973. 46-65. 
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of communion with ancestral spirits... 'on the firm faith that the dead, living, and unborn 

will unite to rebuild the destroyed shrines.' " 

He is ideologically rooted in the social and religious ideals of the civilization which is 
being so ruthlessly destroyed by the united front of settler, official, and missionary. 
Politically, I believe that there are the seeds here of immense confusion. 
Anthropologically, it is, in addition to Mr. Kenyatta's knowledge and method, the main 
source of his strength. Here, indeed, Africa speaks. 69 

C.L.R. James notes Kikuyu children "were carefully given not only vocational 

training but were taught the history of the country by parents far more sensitive to child 

psychology than any European teacher up to twenty years ago." He then begins to 

discuss matters of sex and religion in Kenyatta's text in materialist terms of vindication. 

"Mr. Kenyatta shows the economic necessity for polygamy. 

The sexual laws and conventions allowed the young people certain intimacies short of 
sexual intercourse, which was strictly forbidden, though the young people often slept in 
the same bed. After marriage, however, if men of the same tribal status (the age-group, 
to which both husband and wife belonged and all members of which knew each other 
well), if male members of this group came form afar to visit the husband, custom 
permitted a wife to entertain one of them. Adultery under other circumstances could 
result in a divorce, though if there were children, the custom was to try to arrange a 
reconciliation. 70 

James believed these traditional cultural practices to be "eminently sane and 

highly intelligent solution of what is always a complex problem..." "That the missionary 

came, shouting his seventh commandment that he had got from Mount Sinai[,] foaming 

at the mouth because young people of different sexes slept in the same bed (for him that 

could mean only one thing)." James felt the colonial authorities, revealing their own 

perverse thoughts, were using Christianity as a pretext to deem Kikuyu culture inferior 

and immoral and their people unfit for self-rule. 

C.L.R. James. "The Voice of Africa." International African Opinion. 1.2 (August 1938) 3. 

70 Ibid, 3. For a much better explanation of polygamy by a Kenyan author see David G. Maillu. Our Kind 
of Polygamy. Nairobi: Heinemann Kenya, 1988. 
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James recognizes to take away Africans land is to disrupt not merely their 

economic but their traditional philosophy of life.71 

The whole civilization, however, not only industry, but social organization and religious 
practices, rested on land tenure and the description of this is the most valuable part of Mr. 
Kenyatta's book. In taking the land away, the Europeans have done more than rob the 
native of his means of livelihood. They have disorganized his whole conception of life 
and substituted here and there a smattering of education and Christianity, totally unfitted 
for the people, and as vicious in its own sphere... as the systematic exploitation of native 
labour.72 

Our protagonist deconstructs the "rationality" of white supremacy and the 

sanctifying of imperial relations that Kenyatta's people have been subjected. Yet he 

offers a series of questions. "What is the remedy? All friends of the African know the 

first necessity. They must have their land back. But for what? Are they to go back to the 

old life, merely selecting what they approve of in European civilization?" 

This seems to be Mr. Kenyatta's view. That religion and that life, vilely slandered as 
they have been and admirable as they are, rested on a certain method of industry. When 
the land is won the African will have to modernise his method of production, and his 
religion will inevitably follow. It is well if his leaders recognize this frankly. This by no 
means implies bewildering the masses of the Gikuyu people with atheistic propaganda. 
But leaders must know where they stand. To an African listening to the elaborate 
tomfoolery of the Coronation ceremony, it will look as if Europeans still carry on 
ancestor worship. But Mr. Kenyatta knows of the merciless greed of 'Christian' 
imperialism. Does he consider his own the 'true' religion? How does he see the future of 
a free Kenya? He must let us know, so that all of us, Africans and friends of Africa, can 
thrash the problems out. 

C.L.R. James's review of Kenyatta's text is meant to continue a polemic with his 

counterpart and start one with the journal's community of readers. Careful not to 

propagandize explicitly socialist ideas, he nevertheless wishes to question the future 

For an important study of the Kenyan land crisis see Tabitha Kanogo. Squatters & the Roots ofMau 
Mau. Nairobi, Kenya: Heinemann, 1987. For a brief synopsis of issues around land in Kenya in 
precolonial, colonial and postcolonial times see K. Kibwana. "Land Tenure." Themes in Kenyan History. 
Nairobi, Kenya: East African Educational Publishers, 1993. 

72 C.L.R. James, The Voice of Africa, 3. 
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political and economic intentions of Kenyatta, an aspiring ruler of Kenya. Elsewhere in 

this period, James would write sharper class struggle perspectives. 

C.L.R. James was a member of a small Trotskyist faction during his first tenure in 

Britain. First called The Marxist Group, and subsequently the Revolutionary Socialist 

League, James edited Fight, a journal his comrades collectively published. Focused 

primarily on opposing the Stalinist idea of the Popular Front, a coalition subordinating 

revolutionary socialists to aspiring rulers of national liberation movements; "the colonial 

question" was written about as well. A perspective was offered encouraging unity of 

British workers with Kenyans. 

This is the business of the British worker... First, it is because of Kenya and other East 
African colonies that Britain nearly came to war with Italian imperialism over Abyssinia. 
Germany wants colonies to exploit. It is these colonies that are one of the chief causes of 
Imperialist war, the burden of armaments, and the slaughter of millions. Secondly, 
British Imperialism draws strength from investments in these colonies. It is true that a 
few workmen get better paid jobs from the profits, but for the most part the profits go into 
the pockets of the capitalists, to spend in Southport, Brighton, and the Riviera, or to go 
elsewhere looking for markets and giving still further cause for war.73 

James assumes British workers have an economic interest in opposing their own 

rulers' imperial machinations. But he also asserts to this audience the need for particular 

attention to the Kenyan's political autonomy. 

The African is bitterly resentful when English revolutionaries talk about 'giving' him 
freedom. He does not want to be given anything. His freedom is his own and he wants 
assistance to be able to fight for it. Over and over again in Kenya and other parts, the 
Africans have revolted. But they have real chance of success only when British 
Imperialism is being attacked at the same time by the British revolutionary workers. 74 

C.L.R. James expresses a tendency in subsequent writings on Kenya to contrast a 

materialist analysis of statistical oppression with a Utopian precolonial past perhaps 

influenced by Jomo Kenyatta's ideas. Chronicling prostitution, venereal disease, poverty, 

Anonymous. (C.L.R. James). "The Colonial Question: Kenya." Fight. January 1937. 12. 

Ibid, 12. 
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unfair wages and taxation as the results of colonialism; James suggests an Eden has been 

disturbed. 

The Africans in Kenya were a happy people until the white man came. They lived a 
simple life.. .They had one of the most democractic systems in the world. They had 
developed such an admirable system of cultivation that an early visitor to Kikuyu, one of 
the tribes, spoke of their country as 'one large garden. True there was disease, and 
superstition, but not the dreadful European disease and superstitions one finds 
everywhere. 75 

Yet James proclaims, "However admirable a form of life primitive communalism 

is, thoughtful Africans realize-to-day that in the modern world, this has no place. 

The African must adopt Western technique in production. To do this he must learn 
Western ways. But as soon as the African is given the opportunity to develop freely for 
his own benefit and not for profit, his capacity to produce rises enormously... 76 

James persists with a theme. Kenyans would have to learn to modernize their agriculture 

for their organic knowledge of production as farmers and pastoralists could not embody 

freedom. Many socialist and modernist thinkers share this bias with Stalinists showing 

no regard for the actual capacities of Kenyan villages to be self-governing in agriculture 

and meet their necessities. True freedom, for such thinkers, had to be found in 

competition on the world market. Progressives could initiate and impose market relations 

on Africans in the name of rural development where they did not already exist. 

C.L.R. James would recall years later his British Trotskyist comrades accused him, 

as the Communists did to Kenyatta in Moscow, of showing signs of "Negro chauvinism." 

Perhaps for this audience his appreciation of African culture and autonomy was too great. 

But this didn't bother the budding paradoxical Pan-Africanist. "I did not let them bother 

me because theoretically I was certain that I was right. A close study of the writings of 

Lenin and Trotsky on this and similar subjects showed that their views were very close to 

75 Ibid, 13. 

76 Ibid, 12-13. 
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what the Negroes and Africans were saying..." Buttressed by the modernist authority 

of Leninist doctrine on nationalism and self-determination, James would continue for 

many years to marry an appreciation for Kenyans' political and cultural autonomy while 

often simultaneously undermining aspects of its ontology. His treatment of the Harry 

Thuku Revolt is yet another example. 

Jomo Kenyatta had told C.L.R. James of an important contribution of the 

Caribbean radical tradition to an early Kenyan freedom struggle, the Harry Thuku Revolt 

of 1921. Marcus Garvey sent a telegram of protest signed "the provisional president of 

Africa" to David Lloyd George. He criticized the brutality with which the British 

colonial forces put down the rebellion. Marcus Garvey's Negro World was in reach of a 

Kenyan audience, if not a wide readership. As James tells it in 1921 Kenyan nationalists 

"unable to read" would gather in the "bush" around a reader of the Garvey newspaper. 

"One of them would translate two or three hours over an article of Garvey to which 

messengers listened." 

They would then run in various ways through the forest, carefully to repeat the whole, 
which they had memorized, to Africans hungry for some doctrine which lifted them from 
servile consciousness in which Africans lived.78 

James believed "Garvey wrote a lot of nonsense and many lies, but any rate with 

phenomenal energy he conveyed the idea that Africa should belong to Africans. On this 

the illiterate Kenyan native nourished his soul and mind." 79 Despite seeing Harry 

Thuku, the leader of the 1921 revolt, as having "little education" he imagines him as part 

77 C.L.R. James. Notes on the Life of George Padmore. Unpublished Manuscript. cl959. 
Melville Herskovits Africana Library, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL. 30. 

78 C.L.R. James. "From Toussiant L'Ouverture to Fidel Castro." Appendix to The Black Jacobins. (1938) 
2nd edition. New York: Vintage, 1962. 397. 

79 C.L.R. James. Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution. Westport, CT: Larwence & Hill, 1977. 123. 
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of a secular modern drama in contrast to the reports of official society. "Harry Thuku, 

officially described as a man of base character, was very young, in his early twenties. He 

was a sort of petty clerk, and therefore had a little education, but he did not agitate in the 

name of God." 

He protested against high taxation, forced labor and other grievances. His propaganda 
touched even the smallest village and the state of an African colony is usually such that 
any strong leadership wins immediate support. The Thuku movement spread with great 
rapidity. It was estimated that at one meeting in Nairobi, over 20,000 workers were 
enrolled. Such a movement was too dangerous to be tolerated, and the Governor ordered 
mobilization of the native regiment, the King's Africa Rifles, to suppress it.80 

James portrays the Harry Thuku Revolt as "a general strike" with the capacity to 

break their leader out of prison, to divide and confront customary and colonial authority. 

The colonial authorities smashed the rebellion, implementing heavy fines and martial 

law. "The Government supplemented force with trickery. It persuaded the chiefs to sign 

a proclamation appealing to the masses to return to work, and pledging the Government 

to reduce taxation and raise wages." 

This drove a wedge into Thuku's organization. The more timid accepted these promises, 
the movement subsided and Thuku was arrested. The arrest at once brought the 
movements out again, ready for a general strike. Crowds swarmed around Thuku's 
prison demanding his release. The soldiers were ordered to fire upon the crowd and more 
than 150 were killed. The Negroes, however, were not intimidated. The Government 
circulated a rumor that Thuku would be transferred to another prison. This put the crowd 
on the wrong trail while Thuku was removed to a more remote and safer place. Hundreds 
were arrested, heavy fines were imposed, which in view of the low wages of the colony 
could only be liquidated by months of unremitting and unremunerative toil. All 
associations were declared illegal, and Thuku himself was shipped to Kismayfu] [sic] on 
the Somali border, without trial. 81 

Unlike in his treatment of Kenyatta, who James perceives as a conservative 

aspiring ruler needing to be challenged on more subtle terms, Thuku's Kikuyu Central 

Association, the forerunner of Kenyatta's Kenyan African National Union, is explicitly 

C.L.R. James. (1939, 1969) A History of Pan-African Revolt. Chicago: Charles Kerr Press, 1995. 80-81. 
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defined as having a democratic base but split and undermined by customary authority. 

Peculiarly, while James can imagine clashing political narratives making claims to this 

traditional ethnic power, he can imagine no religious dimension to the conflict. Harry 

Thuku, as Kenyatta would do subsequently, most certainly "agitate[d] in the name of 

God(s)" and ancestors, whatever his material grievances, organizational strategies, and 

concerns for the future.82 Soon after crafting this account in 1938 for the first edition of A 

History of Negro Revolt, a text which would be subsequently revised in his second 

sojourn to the United States under the updated Pan African moniker, he left Britain to 

begin his first American years. 

C.L.R. James' first American years (1938 to 1953) were distinguished by a 

bounty of underground writing within and outside the American Trotskyist movement 

which has only marginally been engaged by scholars thus far. Written, under 

pseudonyms such as J.R. Johnson, he only engaged Africa, and Kenya in particular, at the 

beginning of this period and at the very end. For most of this period he wrote widely on 

African Americans, labor struggles, and broad questions of European civilization. 

For six weeks in November and December of 1939, on Tuesday evenings at 

a "Marxist School" in New York City, James gave a course on "The Destiny of the 

Negro." One lecture was advertised "Africa Today—The Position of the Native 

African." From the series of newspaper articles promoting some of the topics it can be 

gleaned this course surveyed pre-colonial societies and the need for contemporary anti-

colonial revolt. Notably only ancient West African empires, save for Egypt, were 

For Harry Thuku's own account and of his life and intentions see Harry Thuku. Harry Thuku: An 
Autobiography. With Kenneth King. London: Oxford UP, 1970. 
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scheduled to be discussed. Their capacity for trade and highly organized economic 

production and state craft were to be highlighted. 

While the class might have heard of more recent historical revolts, such as Harry 

Thuku's (as James' Negro Revolt text was on the syllabus); James' disdain for the feudal 

and religious would be central to his lectures. 

First of all what is feudalism? That is not easy to answer in a sentence. It is a form of 
society based on landed property and simple methods of cultivation. You have a 
landowning class which rules; at the other end of the social scale you have the serfs, who 
get a part of their produce to feed themselves and contribute their surplus to the 
landowning aristocracy. Side by side with the landowning aristocracy is the clergy. The 
main characteristic of social life in feudal society is [these groups] ...have great 
privileges, and the serfs have very few or none. This is not a matter of custom, but a 
question of law. (In capitalist society, in theory, all men are equal before the law.)83 

James' emphasis is crucial for a view on how a Marxist outlook on the virtues of 

modernity is biased toward African ontologies. Class stratification, at least in this article, 

cannot be viewed as a matter of custom or tradition. Yet, whatever the hypocrisies of 

capitalist society, precolonial African societies had no concept of social equality before 

the law. Dignity of the human person, found in many respects, could not be confused 

with equality. Further, the very idea of what constituted human rights was contestable 

along theological and gender lines. This awareness disturbed C.L.R. James greatly, 

though he often subordinated this concern in his anti-colonial activism as he attempted to 

vindicate African capacities as we shall see how James enchants the ordinary people of 

Kenya speaking on their own authority. 

J.R. Johnson. (C.L.R. James.) "Destiny of The Negro." Socialist Appeal. December 1, 1939. 3. After 
this article a partial syllabus can be found. See the December 9,1939 under the same headline. Here can be 
found a schedule for the lectures at the Marxist School. Also J.R. Johnson. (C.L.R. James.) "Negroes in 
African Civilization." Socialist Appeal. November 21,1939. 3. Parts of these articles can be found in an 
abridged form as "The Destiny of the Negro: An Historical Overview" In Scott Mclemee ed. C.L.R. James 
'On The 'Negro Question.' Jackson, MS: U. of Mississippi Press, 1996. 90-99. 
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There is a street in Nairobi, Kenya's capital city, named for a Kikuyu chief 

whose coffee crop was burned to the ground. He however filed a suit overturning the 

law. Chief Koinange, originally a labor recruiter for British settlers, came to support 

anti-colonial revolt. The Chiefs son, Peter Mbiyu Koinange, became a prominent 

anticolonial activist allied with Jomo Kenyatta. Mbiyu Koinange received assistance in 

writing and publishing an obscure booklet, The People of Kenya Speak For Themselves 

(1955) from C.L.R. James' small Marxist collective in the United States. It would have a 

profound effect on his view of African freedom struggles generally and Kenya in 

particular. Before introducing James' commentary on the text, a document perhaps more 

rare than the text itself, I will discuss how James and Koinange came to be invested in 

this little known project. 

From The Trotskyist Movement to the Correspondence Group 

As stated previously, after 1941 to 1951 when he and his comrades left the American 

Trotskyist Movement, James did not write about Kenya. His small collective within the 

movement, the Johnson-Forest Tendency, had coalesced around developing a unique 

political philosophy. Simply illustrated, they believed the Cold War interpretation of 

geopolitics was a myth. There were not two competing systems of governance in the 

world, "capitalism" and "communism." Rather, forms of "state capitalism," whether the 

one party state or the welfare state, were profoundly similar in its militant hostility to the 

self-management of working people. Inspired by African American rebellion and the 

Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) movement, they wished to posit direct 

democracy, a government of popular committees particularly based in the industrial 

84 See C.L.R. James. (1950) With Raya Dunaveskaya and Grace Lee. State Capitalism & World 
Revolution. Chicago: Charles Kerr, 1986; C.L.R. James. (1958) With Grace Lee and Corneilius 
Castoriadis. Facing Reality. Detroit: Bewick, 1974. 
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workplace, as the vision of a free society. They would leave to start their own 

organization, with a newspaper by the same name, Correspondence. The editorial goal of 

Correspondence was, through an aesthetic of popular culture unfamiliar today, 

demonstrating that the instincts of everyday people were prone to be self-governing 

now.85 

Jailed at Ellis Island for passport violations back to Britain in 1953 and other the 

coercion of McCarthyism leaving the USA, C.L.R. James for the next ten years he wrote 

letters sometimes daily across the Atlantic to Detroit on organizational themes and 

crafting the editorial position of the paper. In many respects James would not resurface as 

a quantifiable political activist until 1958, editing The Nation, the organ of Eric Williams' 

People's National Movement in Trinidad. Thus far the historical record has C.L.R. James 

absent in a great period of solidarity with Kenyan freedom struggles, the Mau Mau 

Emergency of 1952-1956. This essay seeks to intervene. Filling this void is crucial for 

understanding the development of C.L.R. James political thought. 

The editorials in Correspondence during 1953 demonstrate evidence that C.L.R. 

James' Marxist collective was debating how to respond to the Mau Mau rebellion. While 

85 Their priority was not primarily to highlight the brilliant methods of athletes and entertainers 
aesthetically or textually, though they examined creatively sports and films. Rather, it was to show that 
working people had the desire to be self-governing immediately, and their consumption and leisure 
patterns, not just their workplace behavior, was proof. While I find limitations in this perspective, I find 
this a viable critique of consumption based theories of working class behavior which assume hegemony or 
false consciousness. C.L.R. James perspective on culture as Paul Buhle points out cannot be finally 
reconciled with social democracy or the aesthetic meditations of defeatist Western Marxism. Michael 
Denning has reconciled James with such an aesthetic social democratic reading. Michael Szalay has 
recognized mat error. See Paul Buhle. "Marxism in the USA." C.L.R. James and Revolutionary Marxism. 
Scott McLemee and Paul Le Blanc eds. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1994. 55-76; Michael 
Denning. The Cultural Front. New York: Verso, 2000; Michael Szalay. New Deal Modernism. Durham, 
NC: Duke UP, 2001. 
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it is difficult to be sure who wrote these editorials, and it is hard to imagine James writing 

some of the prose; we can be confident he largely approved of their content.86 

"The Mau Mau Movement of the Kenyan Natives to drive out the Europeans has 

fired the imagination of people all over the world and created panic in London, Paris, 

Washington and Johannesburg." 87 Stephen Howe and James Meriwether have made 

clear that this panic was not merely among ruling elites but among progressive circles as 

well. In Britain Fenner Brockaway's Movement For Colonial Freedom while justifying 

the revolt in terms of economic and political exploitation agreed it was characterized by 

"barbarism" capitulating to the "pornographic" violent imagery which dominated the 

international media. Many progressive African Americans, recently inspired by the non

violence of the South African defiance campaign, were interested but equally disturbed 

by "terrorist" attacks on white colonial authorities and "fellow" Africans. British and 

American Communist forces generally defended the Mau Mau revolt without complexity 

or capitulation to media stereotypes.88 James' group made the following reflective 

statement showing hesitation and evidence of a process of rethinking. 

Our readers have been pressing us to deal with Kenya. Before we do, we want to explain 
frankly the limitations of what we are writing here. First of all, we want to make it clear 

There is an archive of copious documentation of what aspects of the newspaper C.L.R. James did not 
approve and complaints about the theme of Kenya can not be found in an analysis of the newspaper 
editions under consideration here. This correspondence on Correspondence can be found in the following 
two collections. The CLR James/Constance Webb Collection at Schomburg Library, New York City. The 
Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reyther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan. It can 
also be found within bound copies of Correspondence at Tamiment Library, New York University. None 
of these letters have yet to be organized for easy access with an emphasis on their scholarly importance. 

87 Anonymous. "The Problem In Kenya." Editorial. Correspondence. 3.7 (January 8, 1953). 
Note: for the first few years of publication the paper strangely did not have page numbers in what was often 
a newsletter of six pages or more. 

88 Stephen Howe. Anticolonialism in British Politics. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1993. 203-205; 
James Meriwether. Proudly We Can Be Africans: Black Americans and Africa, 1935-1961. Chapel Hill, 
NC: UNC Press, 2002. 124-149. 
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that we do not believe in editorials which just give a "class-angle" to information from 
the daily press. The radical papers who have been carrying on this type of agitation for 
years end up fooling nobody but themselves. We have no illusions or intensions of 
'leading' the Kenyan masses. We do not and will not pretend that we have all the 
answers on Kenya. 89 

James' Correspondence group seems aware that their Marxist categories have not 

totally prepared them to assess the Mau Mau revolt. "No serious paper with our aims 

would attempt to make a definitive statement on such a complicated and important 

problem without a long period of study, discussion and consultation with people who 

know Africa intimately." Locating Kenyatta as "the Mau Mau leader," under the subtitle 

"the welfare state," Correspondence argues similarly to their interpretation of the 

significance of the CIO for the Labor movement. An expansion of the right to organize 

by the British state has been met with a remarkable "Native" ingenuity. "The British 

have been forced to permit the Natives to elect the majority of the Local Native Councils. 

Moreover [the Kenyans] have implemented a program of social services" responding to 

labor exploitation and dislocation. 

But instead of rejoicing at these concessions, the Natives have turned the Councils into an 
arena for opposition to the Government. British spokesmen bitterly complain that instead 
of settling down to the job of administering social services, the Natives set up their own 
political associations and debate political issues. What [the Kenyans] are saying in affect 
is this: We will not cooperate until we have complete political control of the economy. 
All economic questions are to be solved politically. Characteristically, women and 
uneducated squatters are among the most active fighters...90 

James' collective asserts: "Their program of no increase in productivity without 

full.. .self-government is something which the most advanced worker in the most 

advanced country can understand." In a subsequent Correspondence editorial James' 

group would take a different angle. Kenyatta was now "the alleged" leader of the revolt. 

Calling Mau Mau "a civil war" and a "class war" "not a race war" taking up the 

Anonymous. "The Problem In Kenya." Editorial. Correspondence. 3.7 (January 8, 1953). 
Ibid 
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challenges of American public opinion regarding "violence" in Kenya; recent statements 

by George Schuyler, noted Black conservative columnist for the Pittsburgh Courier, are 

repudiated. 

Another new feature of the struggle is that since the raid in March...the Mau Mau 
captured a number of light sub-machine guns, they can give it back to the British bullet 
for bullet instead of fighting guns with knives and spears. The Kenyan struggle is no 
longer a matter of individual terrorism, 'hoodlums' fighting 'the law' as the press and 
magazines make out... George Schuyler... is trying to alienate some of this sympathy by 
saying that the Mau Mau kills more natives than whites. That is undoubtedly true. If the 
small white minority hadn't had a large number of natives to carry out their 
administration, British rule wouldn't have lasted in the country more than 24 hours. 
These native chiefs, police, soldiers, and administrators are as much a threat as the 
interlopers whom they serve.91 

Extending their critique of bureaucracy to Kenyan society, James and his group 

retreated on its promise to more gingerly wield class struggle ideas. Though this passage 

is emotionally satisfying in its thrusts against the colonizer, indigenous ruling elites, and 

those that serve them, Correspondence would soon embark on a different kind of 

publishing project. 

In 1954 C.L.R. James sent for Grace Lee Boggs, who soon became managing 

editor of Correspondence, to come to London to assist Mbiyu Koinange, stationed in 

London as Kenyatta's representative, in writing what became The People of Kenya Speak 

09 

for Themselves (1955). James and his group read and discuss the text in draft form 

making suggestions. This would be the story of the struggle to build Kenya Teacher's 

College in 1939-40, among many cooperatives, as a representative narrative of how 

Kenyans fought to maintain their autonomy against British colonialism in contrast to the 

barbaric media images emerging about the Mau Mau Revolt, which Koinange and 

Kenyatta were falsely accused of leading. 
91 Anonymous. "Mau Mau: Civil War in Kenya." Editorial. Correspondence. 4. 3 (April 30, 1953) 

92 Grace Lee Boggs. Living For Change. Minneapolis, MN: U. of Minnesota Press, 1998. 69 and 72. 
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In the summer of 1955, St. Clair Drake and CLR James met with Koinange in 

London to discuss solidarity efforts with Kenya. It is notable that Drake, the 

anthropologist of race and religion, went to school with Koinange at Hampton University, 

a historically Black college in Virginia.93 Further, a previous collaborative project in the 

1940s with Drake and James led by Richard Wright had failed—a proposed text to be a 

response by Black writers to Gunnar Myrdal's American Dilemma, a famous study of 

race in the United States. Constance Webb intriguing recalls the project fell through 

because Drake was insufficiently confident that James would not reduce African 

Americans to a matter of class struggle, and that Wright would not essentialize Black 

identity. C.L.R. James apparently sat silently smoking his pipe and found this all very 

amusing at that juncture.94 

Mbiyu Koinange's booklet would be distributed by a solidarity network including 

J. A. Rogers of the Pittsburgh Courier, Charles Wartman of the Michigan Chronicle, 

professors Charles S. Johnson of Fisk University, a historically black college in 

Tennessee, Meyer Shapiro of Columbia University, Horace Mann Bond of Lincoln 

University, a historically black college in Pennsylvania, and Rev. C.L. Franklin of New 

Bethel Church (Aretha Franklin's father) and Rev. Horace White of Plymouth 

Congregational Church in Detroit. Playing a prominent role in leading this network was 

Grace Lee Boggs and St. Clair Drake. Efforts were also made to enlist the support of 

scholars Rayford Logan, L.D. Reddick, and Horace Cayton, the journalists George 

Schuyler and Murray Kempton, the publishers John H. Johnson and Claude Barnett, and 

93 St. Clair Drake. "Mbiyu Koinange and the Pan-African Movement." Pan-African Biography. Robert A. 
Hill ed. Los Angeles, CA: UCLA, 1987. 

94 Constance Webb. Not Without Love. Hanover, NH: University of New England Press, 2004. 148-149. 
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Alex Fuller of the Wayne County (Detroit) CIO council. We know for sure the text was 

distributed in churches by James and Grace Lee Boggs in Detroit on "Kenya Sunday," to 

students in Chicago by St. Clair Drake, by Fenner Brockaway's London based Movement 

for Colonial Freedom, and by President Nehru's administration in India and President 

Nkrumah's government in Ghana. 95 

C.L.R. James hoped the role of Correspondence in publishing and distributing 

Koinange's booklet would be a successful effort for his group at non-sectarian solidarity 

work, in contrast to American Stalinists "who offer all a place" in their bureaucracy, and 

Trotskyists who "overwork themselves to compete for influence." He was pleased with 

the "Kenya Sunday" project and was very proud of his group's role in creating, and 

promised repeatedly to review, it for their newspaper. A review never seems to have 

been published.96 However, I have found an equivalent unpublished document "Report 

on Kenya" (cl955). Rich in insights for our inquiry, it was anonymously penned by 

C.L.R. James.97 

James reminds his group that this text "unites the experience of a great people 

building a new way of life with the experience of our small group, the ideas we have 

worked out over the years." He believed an iron curtain to exist not merely between 

The following correspondence paints the picture of this network. Letter from Grace Lee Boggs to Saul 
Blackman. September 22,1954; Letter from Grace Lee Boggs to Saul Blackman. November 1, 1954 Letter 
from Grace Lee Boggs to Mbiyu Koinange. September 22,1954; Letter from Grace Lee Boggs to Mbiyu 
Koinange. November 24, 1954. Letter from Mbiyu Koinange to Grace Lee Boggs. March 18,1955; Letter 
from Grace Lee Boggs to "Dear Friends." May 6, 1955 (sent to among others C.L.R. James), These 
letters can be found in the Martin Glaberman Papers, Walter Reuther Archive, Wayne State University, 
Detroit Michigan. 

96 Letters from CLR James to Editorial Committee {Correspondence) February 23, 1955; March 3, 1955; 
March 4, 1955. Constance Webb Papers. Schomburg Public Library, New York City 

97 C.L.R. James. [Anonymous] "Report on Kenya." (cl955) St. Clair Drake Papers. 
Schomburg Public Library, New York City 
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Russia and the United States but between Correspondence's conception of American 

workers' self-activity and that of Kenyans. 

But can anyone doubt that this same Iron Curtain of press, radio, television, government 
propaganda, passport restrictions, has a similar meaning for American workers? 
Americans see a world that is either hostile or begging, enemy or backward. Our ideas 
are not complete unless they include the breaking down of that Iron Curtain. Unless and 
until the activity of the people of Kenya appears in our ideas, the self-activity of 
American workers, Negroes, women, youth, as it appears in the paper, in our books and 
pamphlets, is limited and restricted. It is national, not international. It is not total, but 
partial. Because the pamphlet does this, it expands all our other activities. (James' 
italics)98 

C.L.R. James explains the conditions Kenyans faced were similar to Apartheid in South 

Africa and Jim Crow segregation in the American South. "Africans are deprived of the 

right to an education." 

They are allowed to work in only the most menial occupations. They are given half the 
pay or less for identical work of other races...There is a rigidly enforced color bar 
throughout Kenya which excludes the great majority of the people from jobs, hotels, 
restaurants, residential neighborhoods and anything else that whites choose. There is a 
strict and barbaric system of police control which includes a system of passes, curfews, 
use of the whip, beatings, mass roundups, concentration camps and any other method 
designed to degrade and humiliate a people...In the face of this, with bare hands, the 
Africans decided to build a new life for the people of Kenya. And the hidden resources 
of the people, the power of the backward ones began to be brought out." 

He continues to celebrate the capacities of the "backward" and manual laborers. At times 

C.L.R. James does not make clear the differences in oppressive institutions that rural 

Kenyans face in contrast to the more urban and middle class. Particularly impressed with 

Kenyan's efforts at popular self-management in building Kenya Teachers College, James 

in contrast was never impressed with Kenyatta's claims to be for "African Socialism," for 

the latter recognized no classes in Africa. Nevertheless, James highlights how the 

peasantry contributed to a widespread form of mutual aid which still exists in Kenya 
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today. It has taken on Jomo Kenyatta's philosophical slogan, "Harambee!," as its name. 

This means "let's pull together" in Kiswahili. 

Opposed to the separation of mental and manual labor among workers in imperial 

nations and a critic of professional intellectuals, C.L.R. James highlights that Kenyan 

Teacher's College was organized by popular demand for "teacher training, adult 

education, infants school, and the beginners were all together." But how the school was 

physically constructed and the leadership was established for our protagonist is the most 

paramount. James quotes Koinange: 

A Board of Trustees was established. $15 was agreed on as the amount for a person to get 
a certificate of membership on the board. This is what happened. An elderly man in the 
neighborhood wanted to be made a member of the Board. He did not have money but he 
had a half acre of wattle bark trees. It was assessed at $15 and he decided to give it to us. 
A boy of 12 received a donkey from his father and he wanted to be a member of the 
Trustees. We assessed the donkey at $4.90 and the remainder he paid in installments. 10° 

More Kenyans would provide in this fashion for the college's meals and building 

materials for its construction. But James does not emphasize in his reading the reasons 

why Koinange argues people may have hesitated to donate land. There was fear that the 

independent schools movement would fail after a couple of years. This also affected the 

quality of land offered. A parcel was falsely assessed where latrines were built leading to 

a small crisis. This does not impede telling a more nuanced story of self-management. 

However, C.L.R. James decides to leave incidents such as this out of his report.101 

James contends "the depth and power of a mass movement can always be gauged 

by the role women play in it." Koinange's pamphlet is dedicated to Njeri, "a woman who 

cannot read or write.. .a leader of her people.. .who is now in a British concentration 

Mbiyu Koinange. The People of Kenya Speak For Themselves. Detroit: Kenya Publication Fund, 1955.35-36. 
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camp" as a Mau Mau leader. The collaborative ideas of C.L.R. James, Grace Lee Boggs 

and Mbiyu Koinange's can perhaps best be seen in this treatment. 

I would like to tell her story and ask women in organizations in Britain, America, India, 
the West Indies and all over the world, if putting her in prison is the way to bring 
Western civilization to Kenya. I first met Njeri in 1940. One day some ladies called at 
the Kenya Teacher College. They resented seeing African boys living in stone buildings 
and [with] a mud hut thrown to the girls. But they said nothing and only asked if I would 
make an appointment for them to come another day to see this work and bring two other 
ladies...Three weeks later Njeri returned, bringing with her not two or three but about 
twenty five other ladies. They were representatives selected from various independent 
schools in various districts... (James' ellipses) 102 

The manner in which James presents this review suggests the ethic of a Western middle 

class feminist instinct. However, as we shall see, this was not Njeri's or African 

women's ontology. First, Koinange's narrative takes a very Jamesian turn emphasizing 

the creativity and originality of workers' self-management in a rural setting. 

They asked whether I had some type of work which I would like African women to do to 
assist in developing the school. I told them that the Kenyan Teacher's College belonged 
to them, that it was their own enterprise, and the mirror from which they themselves 
would be able to see what they could do for themselves... They went back to their homes 
and started to organize meeting after meeting to collect money...Within a few days they 
had collected stones and employed stone workmen. They fetched the stones themselves 
from a quarry a mile away. For skilled labor they said they would buy the knowledge of 
the masons and carpenters, but no man could attend their meeting unless he was wearing 
a skirt...Eventually these women came to bring their contributions, sometimes walking 
30 or 50 miles to bring a shilling. (James' ellipses) 103 

Njeri, perhaps the most prominent Mau Mau female prisoner, is constructed as a master 

of political organization. She also happens to be the origin of Maendeleo ya Wanawake 

(Kiswahili for Women's Development), a federation of women's uplift clubs whose 

autonomous legacy has long been co-opted by the Kenyan state.104 

102 C.L.R. James. (Anonymous.) "Report on Kenya." (cl955), 49-50. 

103 Ibid, 50. 

104 There are precious few Mau Mau oriented studies which highlight women and the role of Rebecca Njeri. 
See Cora Ann Presley. Kikuyu Women, the Mau Mau Rebellion, and Social Change in Kenya. Boulder, 
CO: Westview, 1992. See Tabitha Kanogo. African Womanhood in Colonial Kenya, 1900-1950. London: 
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Njeri presided over the meetings like a statue.. .She would sit at the front without a word 
to say until each woman had greeted the table with a farthing (half a penny) or some coin. 
No food was allowed at the meetings until the business was finished. Njeri would say 
'How much money did we decide on last time?' and then not a single word more until the 
sum had been reached. If a woman's child cried at the meeting she was fined and the fine 
went to the meeting. Newcomers to the meeting had to bring letters from their husbands 
giving them permission to join the [Women's] League. Njeri said, 'I don't want any of 
us to be divorced on the grounds we were tainted at the meeting. We want the permission 
fixed in advance.' Each woman had to fight it out with her own husband.. .These women 
who could not read or write raised $4,250 and built a modern dormitory for 60 girls. 
(James ellipses)105 

I have studiously noted James' ellipses in surveying Koinange's text for an important 

reason. Despite his comrades' efforts in helping to produce this work, James studiously 

avoids even for discussion aspects of traditional African culture which cannot easily be 

contextualized in his awkward but aspiring libertarian narrative. For example, as 

undoubtedly Koinange's contribution to this narrative makes clear, what animated this 

Harambee movement was competition among the Kikuyu, not likely a social equality 

among sexes rooted in African traditions. It is not that the Kikuyu women could not 

possess a belief in social equality between men and women. But this would have been a 

stance rooted in modern political thought. Gendered competition, "Age-Groups" or 

generational sets, motivated these self-governing instincts to build this school just as 

much as modern political thought. This could not easily be translated to an international, 

but especially a Western audience. C.L.R. James also obscures specifically Njeri's 

women's league's ontology for their political initiative in helping to build the school. 

Thus as stated in Mbiyu Koinange's text: 

[The women] said that according to custom it is the responsibility of men to build the hut, 
"Nyumba," but inside the building of the "Kiriri" (or bed for the girls) is the 

James Currey, 2005 for perspectives on African women's developmental initiatives before the Mau Mau 
rebellion, the subject of Koinange's pamphlet. 

105 Koinange, 51-52. 
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responsibility of the mother. Man builds the bed for his wife, but the woman builds the 
bed for her daughter. Therefore these women decided to build Kiriri, a girls 
dormitory.106 

C.L.R. James would persist with this anxiety about African traditional ontologies even as 

he began to revise his defense of Mau Mau, emphasizing not self-governing aspects in 

economic or organizational terms but now military terms. Whereas Mbiyu Koinange's 

political star would rise subsequently to the publication of this book as a Pan-African 

statesman abroad in Ghana and as an organizer of the ill-fated East African Federation 

(Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania). He died years later known as a discredited facilitator of 

ethnic patronage for Kenyatta and his successor Daniel Arap Moi.107 

The Mau Mau Revolt: the Black Power View 

C.L.R. James' second American sojourn (1969-1979) found him based in 

Washington, D.C. Comrades of the Drum and Spear collective led by Charlie Cobb and 

Jimmy Garrett, former SNCC and Black Panther Party members respectively, republished 

James' A History of Negro Revolt (1939) updated substantially as A History of Pan-

African Revolt (1969). His view of the Mau Mau Revolt was reframed. Previously seen 

as a struggle for self-government primarily through education in contrast to an assault by 

white media seeking to paint it as a savage and irrational force; James now defended it 

openly for its genuine aspects of armed struggle to an African American audience had in 

recent years been participating in its own armed rebellions in urban centers.108 This was 

106 Ibid, 50. 

107 St. Clair Drake. "Mbiyu Koinange and the Pan-African Movement." Pan-African Biography. 
Robert A. Hilled. Los Angeles, CA: UCLA, 1987. 1. 

108 The best account we have of James' perspective on African American urban rebellions and the role of 
the Black scholar in illuminating them might be C.L.R. James. "The Black Community and the Black 
Scholar." Oral History. 1971. Martin Glaberman Collection, Walter Reuther Archive, Detroit, MI. 
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consistent with the shift in Mau Mau historiography available to the public. Instead of 

white settler travel narratives and British colonial reports, partisans now had available 

texts of Mau Mau and anti-colonial rebels to read.109 

But ironically, at a time when African Americans were most receptive to learning 

about aspects of African traditional cultures, James asserted, "Not African beliefs and 

tribal practices but land and white settlers on the land were to be decisive in shaping the 

character of the black revolt in Kenya." 

He makes explicit perhaps more than elsewhere the fascist and white supremacist 

nature of British colonialism in Kenya. An "apartheid" type regime existed that imagined 

Kenya was a white country, where official society and government was white controlled, 

and African sovereignty erased. "Nowhere in Africa was there such a struggle as began 

before 1914 and lasted decade after decade until it culminated in the independence of 

Kenya nearly fifty years later. " 

In 1906 a large party of Boer "Irreconcilables" trekked overland from the Transvaal to 
the Kenya highlands; others poured in by boat from Britain and South Africa. Thus 
began something new in an African colony: the struggle to make it a "white man's 
country." ...Between 1903 and 1906 important areas of Kikuyu land were alienated. 
Some 8,000 shillings was paid in compensation to 8,000 Kikuyu, but more than 3,000 
received nothing at all. Commissioner Eliot was to write that "no one can doubt that the 
rich and exceptionally fertile district of Kikuyu is destined to be one of the chief centers 
of European cultivation, and the process of settlement is facilitated by the fact that there 
are gaps where there is no native population." By 1914 the exclusive "White Highlands" 
was already a reality, and the Europeans were demanding the conventional right of 
British colonists to elect their own representatives to the Protectorate's Legislative 
Council.110 

A supplementary text for listening to this tape is C.L.R. James. "Black People in the Urban Areas of the 
United States." TheC.L.R. James Reader. Anna Grimshaw ed. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992. 
109 For an excellent histioriography see Marshall S. Clough. Mau Mau Memoirs: History, Memory & 
Politics. Boulder, CO: Lynne Riemer, 1998. 

1 1 0 C.L.R. James. (1939, 1969) A History of Pan-African Revolt. Chicago: Charles Kerr Press, 1995. 124. 
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C.L.R. James expresses next images of armed struggle similar to views found 

only in obscure Correspondence editorials fifteen years earlier. "Ultimately (by the early 

1950s) the Africans, mainly but not entirely Kikuyu, took to arms, and from 

encampments and hiding places in the forests raided settled establishments and hiding 

places in the forests raided settled establishments and slew white farmers and those 

Africans who supported the British regime." 

Dedan Kimathi and Waruhiu Itote ("General China") were generally acknowledged as 
the senior leaders of the nationalist armies. Food, funds, arms, medical supplies could be 
secured by only immense risks and labors. In some parts the Home Guard was strong, in 
others weak. In some areas the chief was sympathetic, in others he was a dedicated 
"loyalist." m 

But the terrain of the battle would prove difficult. "Easy lateral communication within the 

forest" was prevented. The Land and Freedom Army would be "defeated." 

.. .the campaign soon developed into a series of local battles of attrition, ridge by ridge. 
Though defeated in the Reserves, and with some surrendering to the British Security 
Forces, nonetheless many men and women in the forest continued their resistance. Their 
aim, apart from surviving and carrying on the struggle for land and freedom, was to 
attract international attention to the cause. No outside help was forthcoming, and the 
Emergency did not give rise to a major political investigating commission from 
Britain.112 

James vindicates Dedan Kimathi for the rational political thinker and organizer 

he was years before this controversial intellectual project took off within Kenya itself. 

"From 1953 to 1955, Kimathi sought to provide an overall perspective of the resistance in 

the forest." 

111 Ibdi, 125, 

112 Ibid, 125. 

113 See Maina wa Kinyatti. Mau Mau: A Revolution Betrayed. London, Vita Books, 1992. Kinyatti is 
among Kenya's most militant activist historians. He writes from a Maoist perspective and has been a 
political prisoner. His most vocal opponent, Bethwell Ogot, is the doyen of Kenya's historians among the 
academic establishment. Ogot has challenged the quality of his research in establishing a legacy of 
political thought and organization for Dedan Kimathi and the Land and Freedom Army. See Bethwell 
Ogot. "History, Ideology and Contemporary Kenya." Building on the Indigenous: Selected Essays. 
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At one point, while in the forest, Kimathi was reported to have said: 'I do not lead rebels 
but I lead Africans who want their self-government and land. My people want to live in 
a better world than they met with when they were born. I lead them because God never 
created a true and real brotherhood between black and white so that we may be regarded 
as people and as human beings who can do each and every thing.' m 

James goes on to make clear there is nothing inherently "African" about the 

armed revolt of Kenyans no so much because he wishes to claim it as a "modern" 

phenomenon in this instance, but a tangible option for peoples of African descent in the 

West. This is despite the fact that he admits that militarily they were defeated. 

Some 50,000 Kikuyu and other revolutionaries were detained in special camps to 
undergo special training to cure them of the mental disease which the British authorities 
discovered as the cause of their refusal to submit. Jomo Kenyatta was a given a long 
prison sentence and, having served it, was confined far away from the center of Kenya 
politics. Despite this reconstitution of civilian and military authority the British found 
that they could no longer govern the people of Kenya. Constitutional manipulation and 
constitutional maneuver were worked out, agreed upon by the British Parliament and its 
experts, only to meet rejection and failure. In the end Kenya had to be granted political 
independence. "5 

C.L.R. James ends his engagement with the Land and Freedom Army here conflating 

pejorative anti-African myths with oaths and beliefs newly created for political 

organization that are "nothing inherently African." The release of one of the best 

accounts of Mau Mau oathing by J.M. Kariuki a few years before James' assessment 

shows our protagonist elides the facts that he must have been aware but troubled. These 

oaths were often animated by ritual sacrifices of goats, where those initiated would be 

naked gesticulating with fragments of the carcass as they declared "may this oath kill me" 

if they compromised God, the ancestors or land.116 

Ngugi wa Thiongo and African Languages 

Kisumu, Kenya: Anyange Press, 1999. For a short account of the debate between Kinyatti and Ogot see 
Frank Furedi. The Mau Mau War In Perspective. Athens, OH: Ohio UP, 1990. 141-142 
114 C.L.R. James, A History of Pan-African Revolt, 125-126. 

115 Ibid, 126. 

116 J.M. Kariuki. Mau Mau Detainee. New York: Penguin, 1964. 52-73. 
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The Kenyan writer, and former political prisoner, Ngugi wa Thiongo has written 

of the friendship between C.L.R. James and himself. Ngugi has lamented that, while 

Caribbean intellectuals have been crucial in raising African political and literary 

consciousness, African scholars tend to ignore their work. Ngugi recalls James 

explaining "that before [Caribbean peoples] could begin to see themselves as a free and 

independent people they had to clear from their minds the stigma that anything African 

was inherently inferior or degraded." 

Ngugi wa Thiong'o recalled he first met James in 1969 in Uganda at Makerere 

University. James was on a brief visit. Ngugi had a year long writing fellowship and had 

already "fallen out with the Kenyatta regime.. .over the suppression of academic freedom 

at the University of Nairobi." Ngugi remembered James "did not always have the most 

endearing things to say" "about his old comrade in Pan-Africanism... Jomo Kenyatta." 

In 1977, Ngugi was imprisoned by Kenyatta's regime for both his community theatre 

project among peasants in Limuru, Kenya, and his novel Petals of Blood, which not so 

indirectly criticized Kenyatta.117 

In 1982 Ngugi met James again in his small Brixton apartment. James would 

offer his friend a copy of his book on Herman Melville and Moby Dick, Mariners, 

Renegades, and Castaways (1953). The following is the recollection of their exchange. 

I briefed James about the intensified repression under the new Moi regime. I told him 
about the recent wave of arrests which had led to the detention without trial of a number 
of intellectuals, including Al-Amin Mazrui, a Kenyan playwright. 'Are you still intending 
to go back on 31 July?,' he asked, slightly raising his frail body from the bed. 'They will 
kill you in six months, the way they did Walter Rodney.' I would go home, I insisted. On 
parting he gave me one of his books with the inscription: 'For Ngugi. Please stay for a 
while at least. Today we need you here.' 118 

117 See Ngugi wa Thiongo. Ngugi Detained: A Writer's Prison Diary. London: Heinemann, 1981. 

118 Moving the Centre, 103. 
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A few months later, publishing a short article on "Ngugi wa Thiongo and the 

Caribbean" in The Vanguard, the newspaper of the oil workers union in Trinidad, James 

offered an enthusiastic account of the Kenyan writer as "a modern man." Impressed 

because the novel Petals of Blood had been "written in English," James declared it "a 

masterpiece—one of the finest novels of the day." James Young has noted with acumen 

C.L.R. James ignored the significance of Ngugi's decision to write in the Kikuyu 

language, and that he was reading it in translation. He "was more interested in Ngugi's 

message than in the 'medium' he used to express it." C.L.R. James asserts subsequently, 

"[Ngugi] wrote a play in the Gikuyu language and produced it in the country for peasants. 

The Kikuyu poured into it by the thousands and the play was devoted to exploring the 
differences between the educated Kikuyu who occupied the posts of government and 
industry on the one hand, and the mass of peasants and manual workers on the other, the 
play was banned and Ngugi wa Thiongo was imprisoned." 119 

The conscious political decision to write in an indigenous African language, Gikuyu, 

a topic of great debate in academic circles for its value in vindicating African culture and 

consciousness, was simply minimized. James, having aided in the effort to publish Mbiyu 

Koinange's The People of Kenya Speak for Themselves, should have been familiar with 

Koinange' argument, "Africans wanted education, of course in their national languages." 

James argues in this same essay "real" as opposed to "professional" intellectuals must 

understand "the great mass of the population are the decisive elements in any future 

progressive development. There was "no progress in constantly imitating or seeking to 

incorporate ourselves into the decay and degeneration of modern society." For James, 

119 C.L.R. James. "Ngugi wa Thiongo and the Caribbean." The Vanguard. May 3 1983; James Young. 
The World of C.L.R. James: His Unfragmented Vision. Glasgow, Scotland: Clydeside Press, 1999. 332-
333. Young's book, not widely distributed, has an unfortunate sounding title. He offers many readings of 
James worthy of a wider audience's consideration. 
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Ngugi's work with African peasants has a comparable development in the late Beryl 

McBurnie's cultural work in vindicating the African roots of Caribbean dance. 

Beryl has been trying for years to dig deep into the contemporary Caribbean world, find 
out what is there and help it to develop. There are others in the Caribbean, in the United 
States, and in Europe trying to do the same. All I can hope for is that people will 
understand and put whatever forces they have at the disposal of those who are seeking a 
genuine basis of a genuine Caribbean culture.120 

James never saw the defense of African contributions to a genuine cultural basis for 

modernity, beyond explicit justification of political projects, as within the realm of his 

own life's work. This has been Ngugi's pursuit. 

Ngugi's own political thought on the importance of usage of African languages in 

writing literature and organizing politics affirms but transcends C.L.R. James thin if 

consistent claim. Africans, perhaps in James' political thought, have always possessed 

philosophies and culture and have been thus human. Yet even at his most radical and 

pro-African, James "took it as axiomatic that the renaissance of African cultures lay in 

the languages of Europe." An observer of metropolitan workers' culture always looking 

for aspects and instincts towards popular self-management, James could not see he was at 

times ignoring "the collective memory bank of a people's experience in history." 121 

120 Ibid, 333. 

121 Ngugi wa Thiongo. (1984) "The Politics of Language in African Literature." Appendix B. 
Frantz Fanon, Soweto, and American Black Thought. By Lou Turner and John Alan. 
Chicago: News & Letters, 1986. 74-76. For a scholar who discusses the importance of creating " a 
political grammar" in African "mother tongues" see Anthony Bogues. Black Heretics, Black Prophets. 
New York: Routledge, 2003. Especially see the chapter on Julius Nyerere. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study of C.L.R. James' life and work began by centering direct democracy 

and workers self-management as the foundation of his political thought for the first time 

in scholarly literature. Through examining historical case studies of national liberation 

struggles, within Africa, the African Diaspora, and the Third World, speculation on a 

thesis was pursued. My thesis inquires to what extent did C.L.R. James' apply his ideas 

on direct democracy and workers self-management to his analysis of national liberation 

struggles, that he is more famously associated as a Pan-African and anti-colonial activist. 

Thus far these aspects of his life and work had been presented in scholarly 

literature as virtually mutually exclusive. Aspiring to illustrate indeed James did engage 

national liberation struggles with aspects of his libertarian revolutionary socialist politics, 

but that also there were contours, silences, and at times absence of these commitments in 

that arena; I proposed this would challenge the horizons of radical Africana and radical 

democratic political thought as it came to be known in the twentieth century. 

I have been successful in documenting prodigiously in primary sources that 

C.L.R. James was both the most libertarian revolutionary thinker of both the Pan-African 

and international labor movements. Subsequently by tracing out the contours of his anti-

colonial politics, with particular attention to state power and political economy; the 

political thought of slaves, peasantry, workers, and women; and the dilemmas of 

intellectuals who would be representative men through James' optics; I have established 

the frameworks of direct democracy and workers self-management as relevant for 

reconsidering national liberation movements. 
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Even where C.L.R. James' did not find direct democratic frameworks prescient 

for engaging anti-colonial movements consistently, or at all, this conjecture illuminates 

historical dilemmas for Black autonomy and the path of independence for peripheral 

nations at the postcolonial moment. 

We might be reminded of two challenges as we come to a close. The Black 

radical tradition, as a framework, cannot arrive at its most fruitful basis by eliding the 

distinctions between radical political thinkers who advocate a one party state or welfare 

state and those who are partisans of direct democracy and workers self-management. The 

state and political economy, and the various philosophical approaches to them, must be 

delineated carefully so struggles against white supremacy and the empire of capital can 

properly be clarified. This is all the more so when considering nations and communities 

of color on their own authority and on their own autonomous terms. 

Challenges to the epistemology and historiography of white supremacy are 

crucial. To not see them as such is to fall into old blind spots suggesting class struggle, 

the identities of white male workers, and Europe are the only basis for considering social 

revolution. The actual content of Black resistance must be elaborated in critical 

conversation with the state and political economy. Further such challenges insist that the 

self-activity and efforts at popular self-management of slaves, peasants, Black workers 

and women begin to be centered and taken seriously. 

Yet to see Black radical interventions in epistemology and historiography as the 

only salient political thought is to miss something crucial. Popular self-management of 

people of color and colonized people is not merely a symbolic matter to be found in 

historical events or philosophical vistas. Some of the greatest contributors to Black 
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radical interventions in epistemology and historiography have been statesmen and 

intellectuals who have justified the repression of popular self-management by ordinary 

people in their own communities and in their own political practice. 

Almost all of these thinkers believe, despite their challenges to white supremacy 

and empire, that everyday people of color cannot hold the final responsibility, and do not 

have the capacity, to organize an economy, foreign policy, judicial, educational or 

cultural affairs. A progressive ruling class must do so instead. In short ordinary people 

cannot directly govern themselves. Toussaint L'Ouverture, Eric Williams, Fidel Castro, 

Mohandas Gandhi, Mao Tse Tung , Julius Nyerere, Haile Selassie, and Kwame Nkrumah 

all have behaved in authoritarian fashion holding this essential belief, despite the 

perceived content of their speeches, historical, and philosophical texts which have 

contributed to knowledge in the world in which we live. 

C.L.R. James while distinct from this group, for his own exceptional direct 

democratic political thought, is still within his own limitations, the exception which 

proves this rule. Careful attention to direct democracy and workers self-management as 

the foundation of James' political thought, and reconsideration of the contours of his own 

views on national liberation struggles, with particular attention to problems of the state 

and political economy, can assist further contributions seeking to refashion the future. 

It is my hope that this study has been a contribution to that new beginning. 
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