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Prologue

THE KEYNOTE SPEAKER, said to be a leading figure in the ecology movement,
waited beside the stage. I'd expected to see an aging hippie, that day in 1986. Yes, aging
he was, with a shaggy gray mustache and a certain weariness in his sixty-something
frame. But his clothes were hardly hippie style—they were industrial dark green, like
a polyester uniform, and his shirt pocket was stuffed with mechanical pencils that
skewed the suspenders and his houndstooth wool vest.

“He was a Communist as a boy, you know,” a woman sitting next to me remarks.
I eavesdrop: “Yes, but he’s been writing on ecology since before I was born,” says her
friend.

As the audience settles, the student organizer steps to the podium. Tonight’s
speaker, he explains, has been writing about environmental issues since the 1950s.
His book Our Synthetic Environment raised the alarm about pesticides and industrial
agriculture, soil depletion, air and water pollution, deforestation, and nuclear power—
and it was published in the spring of 1962, a few months before Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring. In his next book, Crisis in Our Cities, he actually warned about global
warming and said that to avoid ecological catastrophe, we’d have to wean ourselves
from fossil fuels and learn to use renewable energy, as well as eat locally and farm
organically.

He was the founder of radical ecology—mnot of environmentalism, and surely not of
conservationism, but ecology as a radical social and political issue.

The student organizer makes the introduction: “Please welcome ... Murray
Bookchin!”

He moves with arthritic deliberation to the podium. Grasping it by the edges, he
surveys the crowded with large smoldering eyes.

“My friends,” he begins in a rumbling New York accent, “the power of capitalism
to destroy is unprecedented in human history. It is on a collision course with the
environment, threatening our air and water, flora and fauna, the natural cycles on
which all life depends. It is destroying diversity, simplifying the natural world, turning
forests into deserts, soil into sand, and water to sewage. It’s pushing back the clock,
undoing countless millennia of biotic evolution.”

! T've created here a composite from several speeches he made in the 1980s: the keynote address
to the Waterloo Public Interest Group, University of Waterloo, Ontario, Mar. 14-16, 1985; “Forms of
Freedom,” Mar. 23, 1985, at The Farm in San Francisco (parts 1-5 are online on YouTube, http://
bit.ly /pRISDj). See also Jeff Mortimer, “No Environmentalist,” Ann Arbor News, Oct. 10, 1982; John
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His craggy countenance comes to life as he continues, his words falling into the
rhythm of a street orator. His formidable eyebrows quiver like those of the old 1930s
labor leader John L. Lewis, who, I would later learn, he much admired.

“It’s not only threatening the integrity of life of earth, it’s turning us into commodi-
ties. It invades us with advertising, making us think we need things that are actually
useless. It’s simplifying our social relationships, defining us as buyers and sellers. It’s
turning our neighborhoods and communities over to the cash nexus, bringing them
into the ever-expanding market.”

If you listen closely to his baritone cadences, you can hear traces of Russian folksongs
and Old Testament prophecy, of Old Left agitprop and the snarky defiance of a Dead
End Kid.

“Either we're going to let the grow-or-die market economy massively destroy the
planet”™—his hands slice the air—‘or we will have to make a sweeping reconstruction of
society. If we're going live in harmony with the natural world, we will have to change
the social world.

“In earlier times society was more communal and small scale—people took respon-
sibility for each other, and for themselves, and had the confidence to stand up for
themselves. I'm not saying we should go back in time. But we can learn from some of
the old ways. About interdependence, about cooperation and mutual aid.”

He is bubbling and rattling like a samovar on the boil.

“We have to organize a movement to create an ecological society, one that’s decen-
tralized, democratic, humane. We have to start revitalizing our communities and our
neighborhoods, creating a new politics at the local level, bringing them back to life,
strengthening them.”

It isn’t just a speech—it’s a performance, inspiring his listeners to take action.

“My critics will tell you that I'm a wild-eyed utopian. But I assure you everything I'm
suggesting is immensely realistic. The more we try, on the basis of so-called pragmatic
considerations, to change society in a small piecemeal way, the more we lose sight of
the larger picture. The real pragmatic solution is the long-range one—the one that
gets down to the root causes of the ecological crisis.”

By now the audience is leaning forward in their seats. “My friends, either we will
create an ecotopia based on ecological principles, or we will simply go under as a
species. We have to be realistic and do the impossible—because otherwise we will have
the unthinkable!”

X %k sk

The man I met in 1986 believed that ideas can move history forward, that if you
come up with a good social-political idea, then people will recognize its rightness and
help you try to put it into effect.

Gushue, “Environmentalist Probes Organic Future,” McGill Daily, Feb. 10, 1986, 5; and Stephen Hall,
“An Interview with Murray Bookchin,” Probe Post, Winter 1987, 16-18.
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That belief came from his childhood in the Communist children’s movement, and it
stayed with him for the rest of his lifelong journey through the American Left. It stayed
with him after he gave up on Marx and became the most important anarchist thinker
in the second half of the twentieth century. It stayed with him as he realized that the
growing environmental crisis had profound implications for human social organization
itself. It stayed with him as he explored the terrain between utopia and reality and
found there a vision of a rational, ecological society. It stayed with him as he became
a mentor to the counterculture in the 1960s. It stayed with him in the early 1970s,
when he founded a school in Vermont that taught students how to farm organically,
make solar and wind installations, and create urban gardens. It stayed with him as
he helped build the antinuclear movement in the 1970s and the Green parties of the
1980s, calling for face-to-face democracy based on citizens’ assemblies, like the town
meetings of his adopted state.

He was a genuine political and intellectual independent, living outside the usual
spectrum of life choices. Fired with a sense of urgency to spread the message that
the ecological crisis required a profound rethinking, he subordinated his personal aims
to the larger cause until they merged. He refused to yield to despair, holding firm to
his belief that struggling to create the new society would bring to the fore people’s
potentialities for ethical behavior, a rational outlook, and social cooperation.

Yet he was also ebullient and charming. By lucky happenstance, I met him at
a good moment and joined his cause for the last nineteen years of his life, as we
collaborated, writing and traveling together. The Communists might have taught him
to be combative, but I found that he had an open, guileless, and generous heart.

We agreed that I would one day write his biography. I interviewed him formally a
few times, but more often he told me stories about his life, over the kitchen table or
in the wee hours. The line between interview and conversation blurred. The stories I
absorbed became second nature to me and now form the architecture of this biography.?

After he died, a pauper at eighty-five, I tried to keep him in my life for at least
another few years by writing his biography, making up for his absence by researching
his life, filling in the gaps between those stories, interviewing people who had known
him, and studying the movements in which he’d worked. Where people’s memories were
contradicted by a document, I chose to follow the written record. Similarly, rather than
rely entirely on my own memory of his stories, where possible I've cited a written or
published source.

Finally I was able to reconstruct his trajectory moving forward in time, and in
so doing I discovered its logic and integrity. I make no claim to have written a full
flesh-and-bones biography; it is rather a political biography, of a thoroughgoing zoon
politikon, a man formed by the political actors he knew, by the close-knit political

2 For a bibliography of published works by Bookchin, see the one I compiled for his seventieth
birthday in 1991, at http://bit.ly/11w0GBf.



groups to which he belonged, by the broader movements to which he adhered, and by
the times in which he lived.

Over the decades Murray himself influenced many people, but to trace that influence,
to identify even a fraction of those who felt their lives changed by him, would be
beyond the scope of this biography. Rather, I focus on those who influenced him: who
altered his way of thinking in some substantive way, or made a concerted effort to put
his theoretical ideas into practice. Although an energetic public speaker, he preferred
working intimately with small groups of dedicated, educated comrades; above all, he
needed them to be writers, able and willing to enter the public sphere with him, at
the very least in the periodicals that his various political groups issued. The secondary
figures whom I spotlight, then, are those whose work with him is evident in their paper
trails.?

It’s easy to dismiss him as a utopian, but he made a compelling case that utopia has
actually become necessary for the continuation of life on earth. The crisis of climate
change that we face today is unprecedented, and his framework may yet prove to be
the one that we need not only to sustain but also to advance life on earth.

3 After Murray’s death in 2006, I became estranged from his first wife, Beatrice (they were married
1951-63), and from their two children. Hence these family members appear only minimally in these pages.
It is to be hoped they will someday write about Murray’s life from their own point of view.
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1. Young Bolshevik

IN OCTOBER 1913 Murray Bookchin’s maternal grandmother Zeitel stepped off
the SS Rotterdam in New York and, with her two children, passed through Ellis Island.
Up to now, the tall, stern, steely-eyed woman had spent her life trying to overthrow
Russian tsardom. Now she was coming to America, to battle tyranny in a new land.

Born in the Russian Pale in the early 1860s, Zeitel Carlat had received an unusual
secular, liberal education as part of the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment. Studying
science and mathematics and literature, she had learned to reject traditional religion
and to dress in modern clothing. She even disdained the Yiddish language in favor of
Russian, the ecumenical language, the tongue of Pushkin and Nekrasov. Her cousin
Moishe Kalusky was another child of the Haskalah—he cut his hair, modern style, after
which his parents said Kaddish for him.!

At the time Zeitel and Moishe were born, Tsar Alexander II (“the kindliest prince
who ever ruled Russia,” Disraeli called him) had emancipated the serfs and instituted
a liberalizing reign—he even eased some of the restrictions on Jews, opening the doors
of universities to a small quota. Growing up in those forward-looking times, Zeitel and
Moishe felt that they were witnessing the dawn of a new era, in which the Russian
people would finally achieve emancipation. Young intellectuals, they read Alexander
Herzen and Nikolai Chernyshevsky and became narodovoltsy, or revolutionary pop-
ulists. They dreamed that Russian peasantry would mount an uprising that would
spark a revolution to sweep away Russia’s oppressive ruling structure and undertake a
chernyi peredel, or “black redistribution,” of land. Then Russia could become a social-
istic society based on the traditional peasant obshchina, or village commune, in which
land would be held by all cooperatively.

Zeitel particularly admired Chernyshevsky’s 1863 novel What Is to Be Done?,
a handbook for her generation of radicals. It depicts young Russians—especially
women—>participating in the communal lifestyles of an emancipated society. To the
end of her life, Zeitel would keep a portrait of its author on her wall.

By 1881, some narodovoltsy felt that the peasant uprising was too slow in coming.
In March a group of them decided to spark it themselves: they assassinated the tsar-

! Murray Bookchin, “A Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” interview by Janet Biehl, in Bookchin, An-
archism, Marzism and the Future of the Left (San Francisco: A.K. Press, 1999), 16. See also Erich
Haberer, Jews and Revolution in Nineteenth-Century Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995); Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976); and Michael
Goldfarb, Emancipation: How Liberating Europe’s Jews from the Ghetto Led to Revolution and Renais-
sance (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008).
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liberator, Alexander II. But instead of bringing on the long-awaited revolutionary
upheaval, this terrorist act brought Russia’s liberalizing process to a screeching halt.
The empire’s wrath thundered down on the Jews, blaming them as a people for the
murder. Incensed Russians carried out pogroms in the shtetls. The successor tsar,
Alexander III, slammed shut the doors to Jewish education and entry into professions
and issued repressive decrees that made life intolerable. Jews began emigrating to the
West en masse.

The most ardent Jewish revolutionary populists, however, were unfazed by the
pogroms, regarding themselves as human beings and Russians more than as Jews
and determined to continue the fight for a humane, socialist Russia, even against
the new wave of repression. When the tsar’s secret police, the okhrana, crushed their
groups in Moscow and St. Petersburg, they simply moved to the provinces. In the
1880s, southwestern Russia became a revolutionary hotbed, churning out reams of
radical literature. By the 1890s, Zeitel and Moishe—now married—were living there,
at the edge of the Russian empire, in the small city of Yednitz, just across the Prut
River from Romania.? Revolutionaries who were being pursued by the okhrana could
make their way to Yednitz, where Zeitel and Moishe would help them cross the river,
silently, on moonless nights. Sometimes Zeitel would cross the river herself and bring
back literature and exiled agitators.?

Their home became a hub of socialist intellectual and political activity. Young
revolutionaries came there for advice and education. They would meet at night, by
candlelight or kerosene lamps, in forested areas, even cemeteries, to discuss political
developments and develop strategies. In 1902 Zeitel and Moishe joined the Socialist
Revolutionary Party, the latest incarnation of Russian populism, this one infused with
Marxist ideas to attract the growing population of urban workers as well as the peas-
antry. In 1905 the urban workforce mounted a series of strikes and mutinies that
constituted an incipient revolution against tsarist absolutism. To aid the movement,
Zeitel ran guns across the border, stashing them in hiding places where comrades could
stealthily retrieve them for good use.

But the 1905 revolution was crushed, and soon afterward Moishe died of bladder
cancer. Zeitel was left with their two children, Rose or Rachel (who had been born in
1894) and Dan (born a year later).? She hoped to mold her offspring into disciplined,
self-sacrificing revolutionaries like herself, but alas, neither of them had inherited her
temperament, her ability to defer gratification indefinitely for the sake of a great pur-
pose. In fact, her high-spirited daughter Rose tried to run off to the nearby Gypsy
camp—Zeitel had to drag her back home. Chubby, impulsive Rose had somehow inher-

2 On the Jewish community in Yednitz (present-day Edinet, Moldova), see Mordehkai Reicher
and Yosel Magen-Shitz, eds., Yad [’Yedinitz: Memorial Book for the Jewish Community of Yedintzi,
Bessarabia (Yedintsy, Moldova), online at http://bit.ly/qlpRPy.

3 Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” 16.

* These are the dates from the Ellis Island records at http://www.jewishgen.org; Murray’s birth
certificate says Rose was born in 1897.
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ited none of the mother’s sharp edges; and where Zeitel’s eyes were gray and austere,
Rose’s were brown and expressive, even dreamy.

Sometime in 1912 or 1913, the tsarist police raided their home. In the summer of
1913, Zeitel packed up her family and crossed the Prut River for the last time. Making
their way northward to the Netherlands, they boarded the Rotterdam and sailed for
New York.?

A decade earlier, the US Congress had barred immigration by anarchists. Zeitel
might well have been denied entry. But she managed to get through with her teenage
children. Border crossings, after all, were her specialty.

Zeitel rented a room in a squalid tenement on the Lower East Side, already packed
with immigrant Jews, and found work for herself and her children in the needle trades.
The neighborhood and its surroundings seethed with labor unrest. Public meetings
abounded—the “greenhorns” likely heard the anarchist Emma Goldman stand and
inveigh against the ruling class and the state, and the socialist Eugene V. Debs demand
the emancipation of the working class.

Even in this radical milieu, Zeitel was contemptuous of the new country, with its
frantic pace and crass materialism. Russian culture and lifeways were far superior to
these boorish American ones, she believed, and its radical tradition immensely more
advanced. The astonishing events of 1917 only proved her case. In February, strikes
and demonstrations in Petrograd (formerly St. Petersburg) led to the abdication of
the hated tsar and the end of the Romanov dynasty. A provisional government took
power, while the city of Petrograd was governed by a workers’ council or soviet. Then
in November, a group of disciplined Marxist revolutionaries—Bolsheviks—stormed the
Winter Palace, toppled the provisional government, and proclaimed a working-class
state. In the old country, socialism was finally at hand.

Zeitel and her family rejoiced, as did radicals all over the world, be they socialist or
anarchist. In solidarity, Communist parties were formed in many countries, including
the United States. The Kaluskys did not join the American Communist Party—rather,
following their populist roots, they joined the anarchistic Union of Russian Workers.5
Rose, now a young milliner, joined the Wobblies, or the Industrial Workers of the
World (IWW).

While attending a summer camp for Communist youth, she met Nathan Bookchin, a
fellow Russian Jewish immigrant, two years younger than she. With Nathan, she could

% In Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” 16, Murray gives the date as 1906 or 1907, but
the Ellis Island records at http://www.jewishgen.org say 1913. The immigrants are listed with names
misspelled, as Ceitel Kaluska, from Jeddenits, Russia, born 1868; Ruchel Kalucki, from Jedinetz, born
1894; and Daniel Kalucki, from Jedinetz, born 1895. They entered Ellis Island on Oct. 13, 1913.

6 Bookchin, interview by Doug Richardson, unpublished ms., 1973, 2, Murray Bookchin Papers,
Tamiment Library, New York University, hereafter MBPTL; and copy in author’s collection. On this
group, see Edgar B. Speer, “The Russian Workingmen’s Association, Sometimes Called the Union of
Russian Workers (What It Is and How It Operates),” A Bureau of Investigation Internal Report, Apr.
8, 1919, online at http://bit.ly /qfC7FD.
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speak Russian; together they could wax nostalgic about their homeland and euphoric
about its world-shaking revolution. Perhaps she was wearing one of her Russian blouses
the day he proposed marriage and she accepted. Her domineering mother didn’t like
the young man, but despite Zeitel’s disapproval-—or perhaps because of it—Rose and
Nathan married.

Around 1920, the family moved north to the fresher air of the Bronx, whose new
IRT subway line, the Third Avenue El, would allow them to commute to work in
Manhattan’s garment district each day. Newlywed Rose and Nathan moved into a
railroad flat on the ground floor at 1843 Crotona Avenue, in East Tremont, while
Zeitel and Dan rented an apartment nearby. East Tremont felt comfortably Russian
to them, an ethnic Jewish village laced with Old World traditions.” But it also had
a radical ambience—Workmen’s Circle clubs, union locals, and socialist meeting halls
were more numerous and influential in that neighborhood than synagogues. Shops were
family owned: the kosher butcher, the greengrocer, the cigar maker, and more.

Rose gave birth to Murray, her first and only child, on January 14, 1921.% In keeping
with the family’s secular, Haskalah tradition, they would give him no Jewish education.
He would not be bar mitzvahed. They would observe no religious holidays or rituals.
Nor would they make any effort to Americanize him.

Instead, they raised him as a little Russian boy. For his first two years, Rose—who
resisted learning English and would never even take US citizenship—spoke to him only
in Russian, sang Russian songs to him, and much to his embarrassment, clothed him in
Russian dress. His earliest memories were of her playing Glinka on the piano, wearing
a Russian blouse. In the evenings, the family would go to Crotona Park to listen to
Goldman’s brass band play Rachmaninov.

But the Bookchin-Kalusky marriage was troubled. Zeitel’s dislike of Nathan evolved
into outright hostility. Her animus was well founded—her son-in-law bullied Rose (as
Murray would later tell me), beating her when she displeased him and striking his son
as well. Finally, when Murray was five or six, Nathan abandoned the family altogether.’

Unruly Rose, inexperienced with motherhood, had limited childrearing abilities.
Even a child with a placid temperament might have taxed her, but this high-spirited
son was more than she could handle alone. Zeitel probably didn’t have to be asked

" Kate Simon’s evocative memoir, Bronz Primitive: Portraits in a Childhood (New York: Viking,
1982), describes the same neighborhood, just a few years before Murray was old enough to explore it.
See also George Diamond, “I Remember Tremont: 1911-1918,” in Lloyd Ultan and Gary Hermalyn, eds.,
The Bronz in the Innocent Years, 1890-1925 (New York: Harper & Row, 1985); and Deborah Dash
Moore, At Home in America: Second Generation New York Jews (New York: Columbia University Press,
1981), esp. 73-75.

8 She named him Mortimore, thinking it had grand British overtones. Both the name and the
misspelling (of Mortimer) would embarrass him throughout his life. The name his childhood friends
gave him, Murray, was the moniker that stuck.

9 Nathan would remarry and father another son, Robert. Murray would not meet his half-brother
until he was in his thirties.
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twice for help—she moved into the Crotona Avenue apartment, bringing Rose’s brother
Dan with her.

Zeitel hung her old pictures of Chernyshevsky and Herzen and Tolstoy on the walls
and arranged her leather-bound Russian books on the shelves. She suffered, it was
understood, from a “weak heart,” but she scrubbed and tidied the disheveled apartment
energetically nonetheless. She still stood dignified and straight-backed behind her pince-
nez. She still possessed that stern revolutionary will.

And she perceived Murray’s bright, inquiring mind: here, finally, was the child she
could imbue with her own political passion. She taught her grandson, first, what she
had learned in school: that all religion is mere superstition. Then she taught him about
the Russian revolutionary tradition, going back to Stenka Razin and Emilian Pugachev,
those old Cossack firebrands, dazzling his mind with tales of their seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century insurrections against despotism—he knew and loved their names
and exploits before he’d even heard of Robin Hood. She taught him about populism
and the chernyi peredel, the black redistribution, and about her own life as a Socialist
Revolutionary, and about gun-running and secret strategy sessions in the dark of night.

“Basically,” he would tell me, “my family educated me in revolution,” especially
the greatest revolution in history. Together Zeitel and Murray gazed at picture books
of Bolsheviks marching and conferring and orating. Before young Murray knew who
Washington and Lincoln were, he was familiar with Lenin, as well as the German
revolutionary leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. He especially admired
the dashing Leon Trotsky, who had engineered the Bolshevik takeover, then organized
the Red Army, personally commanded it on horseback from the front lines, and led it
to stunning victories over the White forces of reaction.

Murray revered his grandmother, who was strict and strong but also warm and
loving to him. He shared a bedroom with her, sleeping on a cot next to her bed. On
an August night in 1927, they heard newspaper boys running along Crotona Avenue
shouting out the terrible news that Sacco and Vanzetti had been electrocuted. The
state of Massachusetts had tried and convicted the two Italian immigrant anarchists
for murdering a bank official. Their trial had been blatantly unfair—the judge who
sentenced them to death had boasted of getting rid of “those anarchist bastards.””
Now they had been executed. Zeitel rushed outside to get a newspaper, finding their
neighbors on the street weeping. When she returned to the flat, she held up the front
page—it had a drawing of the two men in the electric chair—for her grandson as if
to brand it in his mind. This is what capitalism does to working people, she told him.
Don’t ever forget.!!

10 Clayton Hubert Thomas, “Those Anarchist Bastards”: Judge Webster Thayer and the Making of
the Sacco-Vanzetti Case’s Arch-Villain (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).

1 Zeitel’s comments on Sacco-Vanzetti are variously recounted in Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary
Youth,” 21; “Interview Peter Einarssens mit Murray Bookchin, Okt. 1984,” part 2, trans. Harald Simon,
Schwarzer Faden, no. 27 (1988), 42; and Jutta Ditfurth, “Ein Streiter fiir Utopia,” Zeitmagazin, Mar.
13, 1992, 50.
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By now, other Kalusky family members had immigrated to New York, and on
weekends the railroad flat would often be filled with relatives, drinking tea together
from a samovar, sipping it from saucers, the Russian way, through sugar cubes held
between their teeth. They played Russian music on an accordion or piano and sang
songs like the stirring “Whirlwinds of Danger” (“March, march ye toilers, and the world
shall be free”) and the melancholy strains of “Stenka Razin.”

They talked incessantly of politics: about the death of Lenin in 1924 and the rise
of Stalin to the revolutionary helm. Doubtless they were stunned to learn in 1927 that
Stalin had sent Trotsky into internal exile, condemned for betraying the revolution.
They must have shaken their heads in disbelief: could the Red Army commander
really be guilty of such a thing?

As much as they were transplanted Russians, however, they could not prevent Mur-
ray from becoming American. When he stepped out the door of the railroad flat, he
secretly changed out of the Russian clothes that his mother made him wear and put
on knickers: he tossed aside the hated Russian hat and put on a snap cap, turning it
sideways for panache. Then he could join his friends to play stickball in the shadow of
the Third Avenue El or play-act Al Capone stories in alleys and fire escapes and roofs,
with water pistols and BB guns.

As he got older, school was the last place he wanted to be. “My truancy was scan-
dalous,” he told me. He and a friend much preferred to head west to the Hudson, cross
the spanking-new George Washington Bridge, and explore the Palisades. Or they’d go
north to the Italian neighborhood, above 182nd Street, where people had gardens and
goats. Beyond lay forests and grasslands and farms. Sometimes the farmers brought
their produce into his neighborhood, rather like today’s farmers’ markets.'?

* % %

One night in May 1930, nine-year-old Murray stretched out on his cot while Zeitel
lay reading a volume of her beloved Gorky. Suddenly her book dropped to the floor.
When the boy peered over, he found her dead from a heart attack.

Losing her was devastating. She had been his only competent, attentive parent.
Childlike Rose, too, had been psychologically dependent on her dominating mother—
in fact, without her, she would not do well. Too often she would try to escape from
her responsibilities into the fantasy world of the local movie theater, much as she had
once tried to run off to the Gypsies. “Instead of raising me,” Murray told me, “she took
me to movies.”

The personal crisis of losing his grandmother coincided, it so happened, with a social
crisis: the onset of the Great Depression. The stock market crashed in October 1929,

12 Murray Bookchin Video Biography, a multipart interview by Mark Saunders, Burlington, Ver-
mont, May 1995, Spectacle, online at http://www.spectacle.co.uk (hereafter MBVB), part 21. See also
Thomas Pawlick, “A Return to First Principles,” Harrowsmith, no. 43 (1982), 30-40, and “Listening
to the Earth,” panel discussion with Bookchin, Gary Snyder, Morris Berman, and Ernst Callenbach,
Planet Drum Foundation, Apr. 10, 1979; published as “Cities: Salvaging the Parts,” Planet Drum 1, no.
3 (1981), 13.
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leading to bank closings and factory shutdowns. Rose lost her millinery job. She and
Murray now had only Nathan’s paltry alimony payments to live on—and she spent
them mostly on clothes at Klein’s in Union Square or on Orchard Street.

She bullied her son, slapping him for trivial offenses. Once when she raised her hand
to hit him yet again, he grabbed his BB gun and fired at her posterior, grazing it—and
warned her never to strike him again. Thereafter the two merely coexisted. At the age
of nine, he was all but orphaned.

A few months after Zeitel’s death, the doorbell rang, and Murray opened the door
to find a boy about two years older than he, hawking a children’s magazine called
New Pioneer. He held up a copy for Murray. “It tells young people the truth about
what’s going on in America ... that Washington was a drunkard, and Jefferson owned
slaves.”® Murray gave him a few coins and then curled up with the magazine, reading
it from cover to cover. It explained that American democracy was a hoax, and that
the rich called the shots. A handful of millionaires of “tremendous wealth—Rockefeller,
Vanderbilt, the Goulds—owned the American economy,” it explained, “while workers
were paid only ten to twenty dollars a week.” But in the Soviet Union, the story was very
different: there workers were “pioneering in a new world,” creating a socialist paradise.
Wouldn'’t it be fine, New Pioneer urged its young readers, if American workers would
“follow in the footsteps of the workers of the Soviet Union!” Fortunately, the Communist
Party was ready to lead them.!*

The magazine-selling boy had told Murray about a group called the Young Pioneers
of America that talked about these ideas at regular weekly meetings, and had invited
him to the next one. The following night Murray went over to the International Workers
Order building on East 180th Street, dashed up the creaky staircase, opened a door—
and entered the international Communist movement. The Young Pioneers were the
Communist children’s section, for those nine to fourteen years old. Perhaps a dozen
boys were arrayed behind desks. A few teenagers were standing by, but the children
ran the meeting as much as possible.

Comrades and fellow workers! shouted a boy at the front. This meeting of the Young
Pioneers will come to order! The first part of the meeting, Murray came to understand,
would always be educational. The Pioneers would talk about the glorious Soviet Union,
or the economic crisis underway in the United States, or cases of injustice like the
Scottsboro Boys; or they would analyze popular culture, pointing out the racism in
movies like Tarzan the Ape Man.

In the latter half of the meeting, the Pioneers would do something practical, like
make signs and banners for a demonstration. And at the meeting’s close, they would

13 Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” 23-24.

4 New Pioneer, Sept. 1932, 5; “Pioneering,” “Dear Comrade Editor” section, Pioneer, Oct. 1931,
23.
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sing “The Internationale.” When they came to the last, rousing chorus (“'Tis the final
conflict”), they would raise their right hand and hold it with the palm to their temple in
a five-finger salute, to symbolize the five-sixths of the world’s landmass that socialism
had not yet conquered. Not yet.

The Communists rescued Murray from his personal crisis by becoming his surrogate
parents. “It was the Communist movement that truly raised me,” he would recall, “and
frankly they were amazingly thorough.” And they continued Zeitel’s training regimen:
where she had groomed him to become a Russian revolutionary, they would mold
him into a leader of the future proletarian revolution in America—a young commissar.
And even as they educated him, they provided him with stability and validation. They
taught him to subsume his personal distress into an intense devotion to the Communist
Party, the Soviet Union, and the coming revolution. They gave him brothers and
sisters—his branch comrades—as well as an extended family in the movement’s many
other branches. The Communist movement became, in effect, his home.!°

They taught him about Lenin, who had shown the Russian workers “how to organize
against their oppressors, how to fight for their rights,” then had led them in revolu-
tion. They taught him about Rosa Luxemburg, that “flaming symbol of revolutionary
courage and devotion to the working class,” who had tried to spark an insurrection to
create a Soviet Republic in Germany.!

But to the fatherless, grandmotherless boy, the persona of Karl Marx, as presented
by the Pioneers, must have been irresistible. “There was no one jollier or merrier” than
Marx, New Pioneer explained. “His eyes twinkled at a good joke or a quick answer,” and
“when he laughed, it was with a hearty roar which shook him all over.” He had been a
loving father, and his home in London “was always the meeting place for revolutionists
of many countries”™ —just as Zeitel’s had been, back in Russia.*®

At one meeting, the Young Pioneers were shown a Soviet propaganda movie, The
Road to Life. Set in 1923, it portrayed the lives of children left orphaned and homeless
by the Russian civil war. A group of these children (there were actually thousands)
survive by roaming the countryside and robbing people. Soviet police round up the
young bandits and bring them to a containment center, from which they will be sent
to a reformatory. But just in time a kindly social worker realizes that they can have
a better fate: he sends them to an abandoned monastery instead, where they learn
trades, set up a factory, and run it collectively. The lost boys become upstanding
Soviet citizens.

In one scene, midway through the film, a counterrevolutionary leaves a wounded
boy to die on railroad tracks. A locomotive pulls near, but suddenly red flags appear,
and a band strikes up “The Internationale”™—the boy is saved. That scene of rescue so
enthralled Murray that he leaped to his feet and raised his palm in a fervent Pioneer

16 Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” 24, 28.

7 Sasha Small, “The Three L’s—Lenin, Liebknecht, and Luxemburg,” New Pioneer, Jan. 1933,
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salute. Like the Soviet orphan, the orphan of Crotona Avenue found deliverance with
the Communists.

He threw himself into Pioneer activities, especially helping evicted people. Many
adults in East Tremont were losing not only their jobs but their homes. Landlords
would simply put their possessions out on the street. When that happened, Young
Pioneers would swing into action and haul the refrigerators, furniture, pots, and pans
back inside.!” The first time Murray got hit by a cop with a billy club, it was while
carrying an evicted family’s furniture back up a stairwell.

Like their adult counterparts, the Pioneers marched in demonstrations and parades,
most memorably those on May Day, the workers’ holiday. They would assemble at
the Battery and march uptown, led by the party’s central committee, carrying a huge
red banner. Then came the red trade unions and the unemployed. Bands played “The
Internationale” and European songs of struggle and even folk songs. Then came the
benefit societies and various front organizations. Then came the teenagers of the Young
Communist League (YCL).?

At the very end came the Young Pioneers, wearing blue uniforms, red bandanas,
and garrison caps with a red star. Murray’s East Tremont branch carried its red and
gold banner, with a hammer and sickle. Others carried homemade placards reading,
“Toward a Soviet America.” As they tried to march in military formation, they sang,
“With ordered step, red flag unfurled, / We’ll make a new and better world! / We are
the youthful guardsmen of the proletariat!™! The onlookers would give them a hearty
round of applause—after all, they were the next generation.

The Communist movement of the early 1930s was very radical. In fact, it was the
most ultraleft political movement in American history. And within that most ultra-
left of movements, the two youth organizations, the Young Pioneers and the YCL,
were the most ultraleft sectors. The Pioneers, Bookchin later recalled, were “super-
revolutionaries.”

In 1928 Stalin had announced to Communists worldwide that capitalism was enter-
ing its death throes and that the final revolutionary upheaval was at hand. Communist
parties, he said, must initiate armed uprisings. They must not work with Socialists, who
by refusing to acknowledge the vanguard role of the Communists were overtly coun-
terrevolutionary. Stalin was enraged by the Socialists. In fact, their stubborn wrong-
headedness, he proclaimed, made them villains, twins, on a par with capitalists—with

19 Beth S. Wenger, New York Jews and the Great Depression: Uncertain Promise (New Haven, CT:
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fascists even. Stalin advised the international Communist movement that Socialists
were “social fascists”—the Communists’ outright enemies.

Murray and his fellow Pioneers must have wondered: Were the Socialist kids at
school really so evil? Was Norman Thomas, the Socialist Party leader, truly as wicked
as a capitalist? Was Franklin Roosevelt actually a political twin of the Nazis? Pio-
neer meetings taught that they were. According to the Daily Worker, the Communist
newspaper, FDR was “the leading organizer and inspirer of Fascism in this country,
fronting for a “hidden dictatorship” of bankers and industrialists.?

If the confused Pioneers had any further objections, their older peers could have set
them straight. Back in January 1919, when the great German leaders Rosa Luxemburg
and Karl Liebknecht had tried to make a Communist revolution in Germany, the Social
Democrats—who had just come to power—had had them killed using a right-wing
paramilitary group. That atrocity became, in Communist lore, like a primal blood-
crime, committed by Social Democrats. Thereafter Social Democrats everywhere could
never be forgiven—their sin was indelible and inexpiable.

As the economic crisis deepened in the early 1930s, the American Communist move-
ment grew quickly. Many people who had lost their jobs or been evicted from their
homes were grateful when Communists moved their furniture back or organized demon-
strations and strikes on their behalf—sometimes whole neighborhoods would partic-
ipate.?* The party’s fiery rhetoric—about how the capitalist world was wracked by
crises and plunging toward fascism and imperialist war—touched a nerve among the
unemployed and the homeless alike: capitalism did indeed seem to be teetering. And
then the Communists would tell them about the Soviet Union, the workers’ fatherland.
While signs at American factory gates said “no work,” Soviet workers were marching
confidently to work in factories. Planned, nationalized production was keeping people’s
bellies full, it seemed, while capitalism was leaving people hungry. Amid “raging waves
of economic upheavals and military political catastrophes,” said Stalin, “the Soviet
Union stands apart like rock, continuing its work of socialist construction.”” So it was
that between 1930 and 1934, the Communist Party of the United States of America
(CPUSA) recruited almost fifty thousand new members.

Rose Bookchin was still existing on her ex-husband’s alimony payments, but around
1932 Nathan stopped sending them. Broke, Murray and Rose were now the ones evicted
for nonpayment of rent, their furniture heaped on the sidewalk. They found a smaller
apartment but couldn’t pay the rent and got evicted again. They scuttled from one
boardinghouse to another, sometimes a new one each month. Once in 1934 Murray
had no shelter for three days, so he slept on the overpass bridge of the 149th Street
subway station, along with other homeless people.

Y
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He put cardboard inside his shoes to cover the holes. His snap cap and leather jacket
hung in tatters on his thin frame. He and Rose waited in breadlines outside churches,
hoping for a bit of soup and bread, alongside gaunt Great War veterans, their medals
pinned to their shabby jackets. Sometimes formerly wealthy men waited with them,
quietly, wearing overcoats with now-worn velvet collars.?

Murray had to grow up fast, and he needed a job. Once again the Communists came
through for him: around 1932 or 1933 they gave him work selling the Daily Worker on
his home turf. So every twilight he would head over to the Simpson Street IRT station,
don an apron, and meet a delivery truck, along with other boys. He would pick up a
fifty-paper bundle, then head up Simpson Street to Crotona Park. In those days, the
city parks had political identities, and Crotona was Communist territory—an excellent
spot to sell this paper. In summer evenings starting around seven-thirty, East Tremont
residents (having no televisions yet) would mill around in the park, near Indian Lake,
and talk politics.

They would talk about Adolf Hitler, and how the German working class absolutely
must stop the Nazis in the coming elections. Stalin will make sure the German Com-
munists organize a revolution and keep Hitler from power, someone might have said.

FEven better, someone else might have jumped in, the German Communists and
Socialists should join forces, form an electoral alliance, to shut the Nazis out!

No! It’s out of the question! another might have objected. We can’t work with
Socialists! Those bastards murdered Luxemburg and Liebknecht! Nazism and Social
Democracy are twins! Stalin said so!*”

As the argument raged, people would call the Daily Worker boy over and buy a
newspaper, sometimes using it to bolster their case. With the nickels and dimes Murray
took in, he could buy food for himself and Rose the next day. But even more important
to him, he could listen in on the arguments and discussions, and he absorbed all he
could from the verbal fray.

In fact, he couldn’t get enough of it. After he’d sold all his papers, he’d head over
to East Tremont and Crotona, where the open-air street-corner meetings would just
be getting underway. Communists, Socialists, and Trotskyists had designated corners
at the intersection: their respective orators would set up their speaker stand, clear
their throat, and then start declaiming about capitalism and revolution and fascism.
Murray, moving from one to the other, hung on every word.

So eager was he to learn more about the Marxist ideology that underpinned his new
family that he played hooky from public school and went into Manhattan to attend the
Workers School. The CPUSA had established this Marxist academy in its headquarters
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building near Union Square (figure 1.1).%® Taking a seat in an upstairs classroom,
Murray would raptly sit through discourses called “Fundamentals of Communism” and
“Political Economy.” A year or two later, he took a class on Das Kapital. The instructor,
to his astonishment, had memorized all of volume one, or so it seemed. If you called
out a page number at random, he could recite the page contents word for word, Murray
told me. Their proficiency and scholarship were breathtaking.

During the five years when he was its eager student, the Workers School gave him
intensive and disciplined training in orthodox Marxism and Leninism. After class the
students would go downstairs to the Cooperative Cafeteria, on the ground floor, and
keep talking to any willing lecturers, like the American party leader William Z. Foster.
“Cafeterias were the equivalent of European cafés,” Murray recalled. “They were all over
New York at that time—get a cup of coffee, sit around a table, twenty or thirty people,
with one of the maestros, and we’d quiz them.” They’d tell the students about the
intraparty faction fights, or their trips to Moscow, where they’d met leading Russian
Communists.?

The Pioneer meetings, Crotona Park, the street-corner oratory, the Workers
School—they were all one big university for Murray. The passionate political discus-
sions made life, “infused with radical politics,” perpetually exciting.® Soon he would
know enough to join the discussions himself.

* %k

When their homelessness finally became unbearable, Rose swallowed her pride and
applied for New York City’s municipal home relief program. She qualified, and the
agency found an apartment on 177th Street for her and her son, and it even paid the
rent. At least for now, Murray’s living situation was secure.

When a Young Pioneer reached the age of fourteen, he or she could be co-opted
into the teenage organization, the YCL. But by 1934, thirteen-year-old Murray showed
such promise that his elders brought him into the YCL a year early. He considered it
a great honor.

At YCL meetings, at the branch’s headquarters on East Tremont Avenue, his Bol-
shevik education continued, with even greater intensity. The Young Communists acted
like the Russians they all admired, even wearing the garb of commissars as depicted
in Soviet movies: leather jackets and boots. They were in training to be commissars
themselves, leaders of the revolution, members of its elite vanguard. Once the cap-
italist system entered its final crisis, their mission would be to lead the proletariat
to socialism, and to create the proletarian dictatorship that would eliminate private
property, socialize production, and distribute wealth according to need. Eager to ful-
fill their historic mission correctly, these zealous revolutionaries applied themselves to
identifying the right strategy with painstaking care. The regular weekly YCL meeting

28 Advertisements in the Communist press put the building variously at 50 East Thirteenth Street,
between Broadway and Fourth Avenue, and at 35 Fast Twelfth Street.
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FIGURE 1.1 The Communist Party headquarters (which Murray called the Daily
Worker Building), home to the Workers School, ca. 1930
Charles Rivers Photographs Collection, Tamiment Library, New York University.
Photographer: Charles Rivers.
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wasn’t enough for them: when it was over, they moved to a cafeteria to discuss, say,
Lenin’s State and Revolution and debate its meaning for the American situation, until
two or three in the morning.

Murray and his comrades obsessively analyzed newspapers for signs of capitalism’s
terminal crisis—and in the year 1934 the signs were many. In February, Socialist work-
ers in Vienna raised red flags and mounted an insurrection, fighting in the streets with
rifles and machine guns. The Young Communists, sleepless, waited bleary-eyed through
the nights by their radios for news of the uprising—which was soon, heartbreakingly,
crushed. In April, workers at the Auto-Lite factory in Toledo, Ohio, went on strike and
clashed with the National Guard in the “Battle of Toledo™—two were killed. In May,
Communist teamsters in Minneapolis organized a trucking strike that turned into a
general strike that shut down the entire city. In July, Communist longshoremen struck
at the port of San Francisco. Other workers joined them, to the point that a general
strike closed much of that city, too. In October, coal miners rose up and gained control
of Asturias, Spain. Murray and his comrades, in feverish anticipation, were sure the
Spanish miners would proclaim a Soviet republic.?! But then a general named Fran-
cisco Franco appeared on the scene, leading the Spanish Foreign Legion northward;
after three weeks, his troops quelled the uprising, killing thousands.

The Young Communists cast many wistful gazes on Germany, the country that
Lenin had hoped would make the next socialist revolution. But contrary to all ex-
pectations, the KPD, the German Communist Party, was eerily quiet. It had done
nothing to stop Hitler from coming to power in January 1933, and now nothing much
was heard from the German comrades at all. Still, the Nazis surely didn’t stand a
chance against the powerful, well-organized German working class. Any day now the
YCL-ers expected to read news of a German Communist-led strike or call to arms
against Hitler.

Murray showed such promise as a leader and an ideologist that the YCL leader-
ship tasked him with leading a Young Pioneer troop. Then they made him education
director for his YCL branch. That meant that he set the agenda for the branch’s edu-
cationals: in effect, he became its political commissar. He went to executive committee
meetings and sat on the Bronx County committee.?? Far from resenting all these meet-
ings, he attended them eagerly, proud to be playing such an important role in the
movement.

“Every day was an experience,” he later recalled, for the world seemed on the brink of
a profound upheaval. “The magic and romance of the October Revolution, the drama of
it,” suffused his life. How he chose to spend his time—seek out an open-air meeting, go
to a demonstration, jump into a debate in the park—could, he knew, affect the course
of world history. Even a young boy in the Bronx could help push the revolution forward,

31 MBVB, part 1.
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indeed was required to—and it would have been unthinkable to abjure that profound
responsibility. Far from seeming onerous, the great task made life exhilarating.??

He understood, let it be said, that the Communist Party was no democracy. He and
his comrades could debate issues, even at YCL meetings, but once the party adopted
a position, and once the Young Communists were out in public, they were required to
defend it, whether they agreed with it or not.

Murray disagreed, for example, with the party’s demonization of Socialists as “social
fascists.” He had friends who were Socialists—members of the Young People’s Socialist
League (YPSL). Sometimes he went to Socialist rallies to observe them, quietly, and
found them to be just as radical as the Communists—they waved the red flag, called
themselves Marxists, and defended the Soviet Union.

But when the CPUSA commissars ordered him and his fellow commissars-in-
training—on pain of expulsion—to disrupt Socialist open-air meetings, they all
obeyed. They would go and listen and wait for the question period, then challenge the
speakers about the murders of Luxemburg and Liebknecht. The harassment would
sometimes lead to fistfights and break up meetings.

They did the same at Trotskyist meetings. But when they harassed these speakers as
“social fascists,” the Trotskyists argued back forcefully. Your so-called comrade Stalin
s executing millions of peasants in Ukraine! they might counter. He's forcing them to
collectivize—and if they resist, he cuts off their food. It's mass murder by starvation!

To which Murray and his comrades might reply, Those kulaks—the peasants Stalin
killed are actually rich and privileged. We can’t let them stand in the way of building
socialism/!

To which the Trotskyists might retort, Stalin expels everyone who doesn’t agree with

him 100 percent! He even expelled Trotsky, Lenin’s comrade in the October Revolution,
and sent him into exile!
Murray respected these dissident Communists—their arguments often made sense, and
they seemed like decent people. But he knew, too, that the Communists were the exclu-
sive vanguard, leaders of the march to a glorious future. By virtue of standing outside
the vanguard, the Socialists and Trotskyists were “objectively counterrevolutionary,”
enemies of the international proletarian revolution. So it was possible to justify harass-
ing them.

Yes, the Soviet Union was authoritarian, but sometimes people must abdicate claims
to freedom in the name of moving history forward, he rationalized. As Engels had said,
freedom is the recognition of necessity. Besides, once the final conflict was underway,
the proletariat would need a centralized military-style organization to defeat the US
Army, where taking orders would be a necessity.**

The YCL-ers had no doubt that they would ultimately defeat the American bour-
geoisie and transform a nation of 125 million people into a socialist society—the

33 “Interview Peter Einarssens,” part 2, p. 40; Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” 26.
34 Bookchin, “Marxist Revolutionary Youth,” 36.

25



inexorable laws of history” were on their side.* After all, only a few thousand Bolshe-
viks had changed Russia, and one man—Lenin—had galvanized an entire city around
the simple slogan ‘“Peace, bread, land.” Once they prevailed, the new society would
actually be more democratic than the bourgeois republic it replaced. So broad would
be the democracy that the very word would disappear from the popular vocabulary.
For the sake of achieving that glorious outcome, the YCL-ers were willing to set aside
democracy temporarily.

Until that utopian vision was fulfilled, however, a huge responsibility weighed on
these teenagers’ scrawny shoulders: it would be up to them to meet the challenge of
history and lead the revolution.

No wonder he couldn’t sit still in classes at Morris High School. And when he did
show up, he turned classrooms into battlegrounds. When the American history teacher
disparaged John Brown as a fanatic, Murray rose to fervently defend his abolitionist
hero. When the European history class studied the French Revolution, the teacher
would sigh, “All right, Bookchin, you can take over now and defend Marat!” Murray
would stand up and extol the far-left Jacobins. Sometimes, he told me, he just wore
the teacher down. “Go ahead, Bookchin,” one teacher groaned, “present your Red point
of view.”

But as often as not, Murray and his comrades skipped school and roamed the
streets, looking for ways to spark an insurrection. When they came across a picket line
of striking workers, they’d fall in, no questions asked.

Or they’d join an illegal demonstration, carrying banners and placards, swaggering
and yelling their way to city hall. There “Cossacks”™—police on horseback—were lined
up along the street. At a signal, the Cossacks would charge toward the demonstrators,
brandishing clubs. As the hooves thundered, the boys grabbed their placards and
removed the wooden sticks, using them as makeshift clubs, and “whacked the hell
out of the police,” Murray told me. “Lots of times we got them off their horses, and
we injured them enough that we squared off pretty well.” Then Black Marias—police
vans—would arrive and round them all up and take them to the Tombs. Shoved into
a big cage, the arrestees would stink it up with a collective piss-in. They were quickly
released.?”

The CPUSA commissars, impressed once again by Murray’s precocity, soon ap-
pointed him a street-corner orator, for the open-air meetings. They gave him the
opening slot at the intersection of East Tremont and Crotona and assigned him the
crucial initial task of attracting a crowd. Now, as soon as he finished selling his Daily
Worker in the park, he’d rush over there and set up the YCL stand.

He’d mount the platform, clutch the railing, and try to look fierce and commanding.
Then he’d shout at the top of his lungs, “Comrades and fellow workers—I herewith
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open this meeting of the Young Communist League!” And he was off. “We face today
the possibility of a second world war that will wipe out Western civilization.” To keep
a group’s attention, he learned, he had to be extremely expressive, gesticulating and
clenching his fists.

A crowd would collect. Sometimes Socialists showed up to harass him with hostile
questions about, say, the 1921 rebellion of the Kronstadt sailors against Bolshevik
tyranny—the Red Army had quashed it with much bloodshed. Murray had to respond
by asserting the party’s rationalizations: that the sailors were petty bourgeois, or that
their revolt had been financed by imperialist powers. If a Trotskyist challenged him
on, say, the Stalinist belief that “socialism in one country” was really plausible, Murray
would have to be ready to argue the Stalinist line that socialism existed in the Soviet
Union.*®

If he proved unable to answer a critic, the audience would laugh him down, and
his public humiliation would reflect poorly on his whole YCL branch. So it was impor-
tant to snap back decisively. And when he gave a good answer, they’d cheer, and his
confidence soared. He got better at it, to the point that his listeners would hear him
out. As training in public agitation, it was rigorous but effective—he learned to speak
forcefully and dramatically, without notes. Speech-making soon became a pleasure.
He couldn’t wait for nightfall: for most of 1934, he orated on that street corner nearly
every evening.

Meanwhile in France, on the night of February 6, far-right forces took to the streets
and rioted against a leftist coalition government that had been in power in Paris for
two years. As a result of this pressure, that government fell, and a more conservative
one took its place, acceptable to the Far Right. Suddenly a fascist coup seemed like a
possibility in France. A few days later, the French Communists did something strange,
something that their German counterparts had not done a year earlier: they defied
Stalin’s “social fascist” demonization policy and joined forces with the Socialists to
carry out a general strike. In fact, that June, French Socialists and Communists formed
a unity pact.

Strangely, at least to the Bronx YCL-ers, the top Communists raised no objection.
In fact, Stalin approved the collaboration. Hitler’s Nazis were rearming Germany, he
said, and they might one day attack the Soviet Union. During 1934-35 he had decided
that the Soviet Union must form defensive alliances with capitalist governments to
ward off Nazi aggression. On May 2, 1935, France and the Soviet Union signed a
mutual assistance pact.

Stalin wanted to form more such alliances, with other capitalist governments, but
the chances were slim as long as his Communist parties were trying to overthrow those
very governments. So the word went out to Communist parties around the world: cease
vilifying Socialists as “social fascists” and embrace them as allies. Communists should
even, if possible, follow the French model and join forces with Socialists, even with

3 Thid., 34-35.

27



Social Democrats, to form so-called Popular Front governments that would be friendly
to the Soviet Union.

The French Popular Front alliance came to power in June. The ultrarevolutionary
period was over.

Perhaps it was Gil Green, head of the American YCL, who in late 1935 informed
Murray and the other young commissars-in-training that they were to stop attacking
Socialists and start working with them.’

Murray was relieved at first—no longer would he be required to torment his So-
cialist friends at their meetings. He’d never really thought they were “social fascists”
anyway. But he was dismayed that the party’s new Popular Front line called for mak-
ing alliances not only with Socialists (who were fellow revolutionaries) but with Social
Democrats (who were reformists). Wasn’t that class collaboration? What about social-
ist revolution?

The party commissars told him, in effect, to forget about revolution.*

Murray was dumbfounded. It contradicted everything they had hitherto taught him.
The reversal was incomprehensible. Shocked, he stopped attending YCL meetings and
went looking for a group that was still revolutionary. He found one in the Young
Spartacus League, a group of Trotskyists.

They would surely have welcomed the talented young commissar. Surely, too, they
explained to him that the Soviet Union’s new Popular Front line, abjuring socialist
revolution, should have come as no surprise. Stalin was a counterrevolutionary and
had been for a long time—he had hijacked the Russian Revolution and diverted its
momentum into the creation of a new tyranny that, far from liberating the workers,
was oppressing them in new and increasingly atrocious ways.

Trotsky, by contrast, was still a Bolshevik revolutionary and wanted to put the
revolution back on course. He intended to mount an uprising to overthrow Stalin, take
control of the Soviet Union, and revive the spirit of true Bolshevism. He would succeed,
they said, because unlike Stalin, he had the mighty proletariat as his social base.

Murray decided to join these like-minded comrades and gave them his name and
address.

In the spring of 1936, perhaps while at the movies with his mother, Murray saw
a black and white Movietone newsreel, showing footage of massive demonstrations in
Spain. Thousands of workers were marching in the streets of Barcelona and Madrid,
with clenched fists, wielding rifles and flags.

That February, the Spanish people had elected to power one of those Popular Front
governments, a left-liberal coalition that included the Communists. But Spain’s reac-
tionary generals despised the Popular Front, so much so that, led by General Franco,
they commenced a military rebellion against it and indeed against the Spanish Repub-
lic itself, in the name of the country’s most reactionary military and religious traditions.

0
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Setting out from Spanish Morocco, they crossed Gibraltar and rolled through Spain,
capturing numerous cities as they went. In some places, however, like Catalonia, resis-
tance from popular militias beat them back.

A civil war had begun. To support the generals’ revolt, Mussolini and Hitler sent
troops and tanks. But only one country came to the aid of the beleaguered Spanish
Republic: the Soviet Union, which sent tanks, fighter aircraft, guns, and military ad-
visers. In fact, Stalin’s Comintern was now encouraging Communists everywhere to
join international brigades, to fight fascism in Spain.

Murray volunteered for the American brigade (named after Abraham Lincoln), but
at fifteen he was too young to fight in Spain himself, and as much as he implored them,
they refused. Determined to help the Spanish proletariat nonetheless, he raised money
for arms and medical aid. But to do so he had to rejoin the YCL. Thus six months
after he dropped out, he returned. “I didn’t go back to support Stalinism,” he said.
The YCL just “gave me an avenue whereby I could express my support for the Spanish
loyalists.™! He’d go into the subways and launch into a speech, then hand out leaflets
that urged, Support the antifascist struggle!

During the six months of Murray’s absence, the Communist Party had undergone
a dramatic transformation, thanks to the Popular Front policy. When he reentered
his old branch headquarters on East Tremont Avenue, he was shocked to see that on
the wall where a red flag had once hung, there was now an American flag. Images of
Marx and Engels and Lenin had been replaced by portraits of Washington and Jef-
ferson and Lincoln. When the commissars spoke, no more did they hail the coming
proletarian revolution—now they voiced full-throated patriotic support for President
Roosevelt. Another wall bore the slogan “Communism is twentieth-century Ameri-
canism.” In November the party’s political bureau formally adopted the New Deal’s
prolabor legislative program as its own.*?

When it came to attracting new members to the Communist Party USA, the new
Popular Front policy was a huge success. Liberals and labor unionists flocked to the
Popular Front banner, suffused with admiration for the workers’ paradise—the Soviet
Union—and its fully employed workforce.

Meanwhile in Moscow, even as Stalin was anxiously courting Western liberals, he
was also busy rewriting history. He and his henchmen were putting the still-living
revolutionaries of 1917 on trial, charging them with conspiring to assassinate Stalin
and, working with the Gestapo, turn the Soviet Union over to fascism. At a show trial,
in August 1936, the prosecution offered no evidence to prove its case against them,
because there was none—the verdict had been decided in advance. Yet the accused,
standing on the dock, repented their supposed crimes in spectacular self-incriminations.
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They were found guilty and executed. Leon Trotsky, living in exile, was sentenced to
death in absentia.

Murray understood that the charges were absurd, that the confessions had been
extracted by torture. As for Trotsky, the more Stalin denounced him, the more Murray
was intrigued by the onetime commander of the Red Army. He read his three-volume
History of the Russian Revolution, in its eloquent literary translation by Max Eastman,
and was floored. Contrary to everything the YCL had told him, Trotsky had formidable
intellectual power, both as a historian and as a social theorist. Moreover, his account of
the revolution showed that the YCL leadership had lied when it claimed the Bolsheviks
had banned factions even before the 1917 revolution. On the contrary, before the seizure
of power, dissent had been allowed.

At a second Moscow show trial, in January 1937, seventeen more old Bolsheviks were
speciously charged, convicted, and executed. By now, in the Stalinists’ universe, Trot-
sky had become the generic symbol of satanic evil. Stalinists routinely branded all their
enemies as “Trotskyist-fascists” or “Trotskyist-imperialists” or “Trotskyist-Zionists.”

In response, Trotsky himself, in exile since 1927 and now residing in Coyoacan, Mex-
ico, assembled a dossier to refute Stalin’s charges against him. An impartial interna-
tional commission agreed to examine his case, headed by the eminent liberal American
philosopher John Dewey. In April 1937 Dewey traveled to Mexico and spent a week
interrogating Trotsky. He found his testimony straightforward and evidence-based. He
declared Trotsky not guilty and even called the encounter “the most interesting single
intellectual experience of my life.”3

In Murray’s eyes, Trotsky had become truly heroic. Still, he remained a YCL mem-
ber in order to do support work on behalf of the Spanish proletariat. And when dealing
with the commissars, he kept his head down.

One day the head of the YCL’s Bronx County Committee noticed that at a meeting
young Bookchin seemed strangely inattentive and asked him what was going on. Mur-
ray shrugged. “Comrade Bookchin,” the man said, “I’ve gotten reports that you have
views that aren’t compatible with those of the movement. And I've heard you express
some sympathies for the traitors being tried in Moscow, the fascists, Trotskyists. And
I’ve heard that you have some differences with the Popular Front. You’ve been in the
movement for a long time. We don’t want to lose you. Would you like to see a comrade
psychiatrist?” Murray stalled, saying he’d think about it.*

During the 1930s a new working class had emerged in the United States, employed
in the burgeoning auto, steel, rubber, textile, glass, and electrical industries. These
industrial workers, many of them immigrants, clamored to join labor unions, but the
existing ones wouldn’t admit them. In November 1935, United Mine Workers president
John L. Lewis created the Committee for Industrial Organization (CIO), as an um-
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brella for industrial unions like the United Electrical Workers (UE), the United Auto
Workers, and the United Steelworkers. Industrial workers stampeded into them, then
participated in sit-down strikes, which were wildly popular and wildly effective.

The UE wanted to establish a foothold in the factories and mills and machine shops
of northern New Jersey and needed organizers. So it turned to the people who had
the most experience in such tasks: Socialists and Communists. UE organizers noticed
Murray’s oratorical talents and physical bravado. He was only sixteen but looked older,
so in 1937 they recruited him. He took the ferry across the Hudson, then the train to
Jersey City. He’d find a spot in front of a factory, then stand up and address the
workers, extol the might of the insurgent proletariat, and urge them to go to the next
UE meeting.®

New Jersey’s political establishment, however, was determined to keep labor unions
out of the state. Governor Harold Hoffman minced no words—he would eject CIO
organizers “by bloodshed if necessary.” Jersey City boss Frank Hague expressed the
same attitude: “I am the law. I decide; I do; me!™% Hague forbade the CIO organizers
to use public places for rallies and made sure they couldn’t rent meeting halls—when
workers, mobilized by Murray and his comrades, arrived at the local hall, they found
the doors locked. Other times, when the organizers tried to distribute leaflets, company
goons charged after them with axes and even shotguns,*” and if they caught up with
the terrified youths, they’d beat them and then drop them outside the county line, or
stuff them onto a train and ship them back across the river. By such means did Boss
Hague keep labor unions out of Jersey City.*®

Unknown to Murray, thousands of miles away in Mexico, the exiled Trotsky was
studying newspaper reports of these very events. Boss Hague was “an American fascist,”
the old Bolshevik concluded, and his tactics were “a rehearsal of a fascist overthrow.”
The only way to stop him, he thought, was to organize workers into defense committees
to fight them physically. Otherwise “we will be crushed. ... I believe that the terror in
the United States will be the most terrible of all.”™

Through it all, Murray was studying the Movietone newsreels for news about the
Spanish Civil War. It wasn’t just about fighting Franco anymore. The films showed
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Spanish people marching with clenched fists, singing “The Internationale,” waving flags.
Clearly something more than a civil war was going on.

Then, in early May 1937, the Daily Worker reported that street fighting had erupted
in Barcelona, the Catalan capital. The Barcelona proletariat, said the Stalinist organ,
had mounted a pro-fascist uprising. It was nonsense, Murray understood immediately.
Tossing the paper aside, he picked up the bourgeois New York Times, which told a
much more credible story. “Anarchists tonight were in control of a part of Barcelona,”
he read, “after a rising in which at least 100 persons have been killed.” The Catalan
authorities had mastered the city center, but “the Anarchists control the suburbs and
outlying districts” (figure 1.2).°° In other words, the Barcelona uprising wasn’t fascist—
it was anarchist.

Defendiende vna barricada Défense d'une barricade
BARCELONA - 1 Defending o barricade Barrikad i Barcelono

FIGURE 1.2 A Barcelona barricade in May 1937. Anarchists defend their revolution
against the forces of Spain’s Popular Front government, which ultimately suppressed
it and obliterated the revolution’s collectivist institutions. For Bookchin, the episode
would remain a lifelong preoccupation
Courtesy Fundacion Anselmo Lorenzo, Madrid, and Labadie Collection, University of
Michigan.
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Anarchists! Who knew they even existed anymore, let alone that they were capable
of organizing? Who were these anarchists, anyway?

He found answers by devouring George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia (1938), Fe-
lix Morrow’s Revolution and Counterrevolution in Spain (1938), and Franz Borkenau’s
The Spanish Cockpit (1937). Starting in the late nineteenth century, he learned, panish
workers had organized themselves into a huge, militant anarchist (actually anarcho-
syndicalist) trade union called the National Confederation of Labor (Confederacion
Nacional del Trabajo, or CNT). By July 1936, when Franco and the generals had
tried to conquer Spain militarily, the CNT was quite strong, so much so that cenetista
militias—organized along libertarian lines—had been able to defeat them in Catalonia
and Aragon. Now finding themselves in political control of those areas, the CNT an-
archists had collectivized factories and established workers’ committees to run them,
and in the countryside they had collectivized farms. The workers and peasants were
in control.

For years Murray had been hoping that every upsurge reported in the press would
turn into a social revolution. Now, finally, after all the aborted efforts, here was one
that had succeeded: a proletarian revolution. But bizarrely enough, it had been carried
out not under the red flag of Bolshevism but under the black-and-red flag of anarcho-
syndicalism. The Communists were supposed to be in favor of proletarian revolution,
but now they were in power, as part of Spain’s Popular Front government, and instead
of supporting this one, they actively sought to suppress it, indeed to dismantle the an-
archist collectives and smash the anarchist militias, using the Popular Front’s military
forces, which they controlled thanks to Soviet aid. The whole scenario was topsy-turvy.
In May 1937, as Murray read in the Times, when the Barcelona anarchists took to
the streets to defend their revolution, the well-armed Communists vanquished them,
dooming the anarchist revolution.?!

Reading Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia, Murray became enthralled with the Spanish
anarchists. “I said, they cannot be wrong! Not people like that.” The more he learned
about them and their revolution, the greater became his passion for them, and the more
his hatred for the Stalinists grew. The anarchists’ revolution that the Stalinists had
extinguished, Murray concluded, had been nothing less than the greatest proletarian
revolution in history.

In mid-1937 Stalin’s Comintern dropped the Popular Front party line and adopted
a new, even less revolutionary one, which it called the Democratic Front. Commu-
nist parties were now to accept as allies and members not just Socialists and Social
Democrats but just about anyone. In East Tremont, a Bronx county leader visited
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Murray’s YCL branch to announce the new policy. He took no questions, permitted
no discussion, just dropped the bombshell and left.?

Murray’s head was spinning. Only three years earlier, the CPUSA had been so
ultrarevolutionary that it had excluded Socialists. Now, in the name of protecting
the Soviet Union, the Young Communists were required to join forces with “even the
vilest capitalist reactionary ... even with J.P. Morgan.” And now thanks to the Popular
Front policy, new people were flooding into the YCL who knew little and cared less
about Marxist ideology. They hadn’t read Capital or any of the other texts, let alone
master its arguments and memorize page numbers. YCL educationals deteriorated into
travesties of their former selves. Instead of discussing Marxism, “a whole meeting will
be taken up with such safe matters as selling tickets for some social affair.”*

Ominously, the more mindless the party became, the less it seemed to tolerate devi-
ations or dissidence, aping Stalin’s dictatorship. More and more it vilified any dissent
as Trotskyist. In the spring of 1938, as Stalin was demonizing Trotsky in yet another
show trial, the CPUSA formally amended its constitution to prohibit its members
from having a “personal or political relationship” with Trotskyists, who it said were
“organized agents of international fascism.”>

Once again, a county official beat the path to the East Tremont YCL, this time
to announce the ban on Trotskyists. When he was finished, one YCL-er spoke up,
asking how they could identify a Trotskyite at future meetings. Perhaps the official
eyed the questioner suspiciously when he replied: “Nine out of ten times, anyone who
asks a question is probably a Trotskyite.” This was so brazen that other YCL members
objected raucously. The party had to send out another official to cool them down.’

But the new line was serious: the Young Communists were ordered to spy on one
another. Living at home with a Trotskyist family member was forbidden, and any
YCL-er who did was required to move out.’” Reading Trotskyist literature was ex-
cluded. Anyone suspected of associating with a Trotskyist was put on trial, subjected
to vitriolic accusations, and forced to make a humiliating confession, in a facsimile of
the Moscow show trials. Those found guilty—and they were many—were punished by
expulsion.”®

For Murray, as discontented as he was, expulsion was a frightening prospect, since
he had no life outside the YCL. He hoped fervently that this new Democratic Front
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madness would prove short-lived, that the party would soon admit its mistake, drop
the ally-with-capitalists line, and return to being a revolutionary party.®

But as the months passed, the inquisitorial mania, far from breaking, only intensified.
The YCL leadership now detected Trotskyism even in a single word or in body language
or a person’s tone of voice. Members were banned from touching Trotskyite literature
with their fingers, as if it carried some infectious disease.%

Around this time, Murray developed a crush on a girl at his high school, Dorothy
Constas. For weeks he saved up his nickels to take her to see a movie and have an
ice cream frappe. Dorothy was emotionally fragile and not much interested in politics,
but her sister Helen was a Lovestoneite (a follower of the now-executed Bolshevik
Nikolai Bukharin), which was almost as bad as being a Trotskyist. The YCL brought
Murray up on charges, but since he was such a longtime member, one who had left
the movement and then returned, they held back from expelling him.

Thereafter he consciously broke the rules and deliberately became a bad Communist:
he went out of his way to associate with Trotskyists, as if to goad the commissars into
ejecting him. He even invited his friend Boopy Miller to address his branch. Miller had
previously been expelled from the YCL as a Trotskyist. His presence at the meeting
caused an uproar. But still the YCL refrained from expelling Murray.®!

Right-wing movements were now on the rise in the United States. The Catholic
priest Charles Coughlin, in his regular radio broadcasts from Michigan, howled that
atheists, Bolsheviks, and Jews were out to destroy the country. An “international
conspiracy of Jewish bankers,” Coughlin told his 30 to 50 million listeners, was respon-
sible for the Depression and for the Russian Revolution. Coughlin supported Franco in
Spain, gave Nazi salutes, defended the Kristallnacht pogrom, and reprinted Goebbels’s
speeches and the fraudulent “Protocols of the Elders of Zion” in his magazine, Social
Justice.

New York was home to far-right groups as well. The Christian Front comprised sev-
eral thousand members in the area, mainly Coughlin’s Irish American listeners. The
German-American Bund, an American Nazi organization, openly spouted anti-Semitic,
antilabor diatribes on busy street corners. Gangs of Bundists, sometimes dressed in
storm trooper uniforms, attacked lone workers and Jewish storekeepers in broad day-
light. Neither they nor the Christian Fronters saw any difference between Jews and
“Reds,” and both groups’ thugs broke up leftist street corner meetings with particular
glee.%?

Horrified, New York’s Trotskyist groups created a Workers’ Defense Guard (like the
ones Trotsky thought should fight Boss Hague) “to protect workers’ meetings, halls and
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institutions against hoodlum violence by the incipient fascists.”®® Murray and some of

his comrades trained themselves in the cellar of his apartment building. A half-dozen
strong, they would line up and drill; they would hold mock fistfights and practice using
clubs, to fight the fascists if they showed up in East Tremont or anywhere else.%

In early 1939 the far-right groups called a mass meeting and rally to mobilize against
labor unions, radicals, and Jews. It was to take place at Madison Square Garden on
February 19, George Washington’s birthday.% The Socialist Workers Party (SWP),
the official Trotskyist party, called on all workers and antifascists—indeed, all New
Yorkers—to assemble outside the Garden for a counterdemonstration. The SWP issued
leaflets and plastered posters all over New York.%

When Murray heard about it, he insisted to the YCL commissars that they must all
go to the demonstration to stop the fascists, no question. But the commissars refused
to participate—because the Trotskyists were organizing it. Appalled, Murray made his
way to Madison Square Garden with a few comrades. There he surely witnessed some
of the twenty thousand people entering the Garden for the despicable meeting.5

Inside (as was later reported), the walls were hung with banners that read “Smash
Jewish Communism!” American and Nazi flags were arrayed under a thirty-foot paint-
ing of George Washington. The head of the Bund inveighed against “Frank D. Rosen-
feld” and the “Jew Deal.” Any mention of Franco’s military successes in Spain drew
“great shouts of jubilation ringing from the topmost balcony.” For two solid hours
the speakers cursed “international Jewry.” At the end, the audience sang “The Star
Spangled Banner” with their arms extended in the full Nazi salute.%

Meanwhile outside, under SWP banners reading “Workers Unite to Fight Fascism,’
the counterdemonstration assembled: they were Trotskyists, Socialists, and disaffected
Stalinists like Murray; workers and African Americans; Italian antifascists and Irish
republicans; Germans against Hitler; Great War veterans; and more.*” A whopping
fifty thousand people showed up, more than twice the number inside.

The speakers at the counterdemonstration called on the Workers Defense Guards to
fight fascism. Murray and his comrades stood at the ready with their two-by-fours.™
Organized squadrons of SWP as well as YPSLs (members of the Young People’s So-
cialist League) arrived.

A few feet from the SWP speakers, at Eighth Avenue and Forty-eighth Street, a wall
of police sat astride horses. At a signal, these Cossacks charged, trampling demonstra-
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tors, clubbing them, and arresting them. But after every sally, the crowd re-formed,
determined to hold its own. “We didn’t run from the police,” Murray recalled, “we
ran toward them as they came toward us.” At the end, the police could do no more
than clear a path between ranks of demonstrators, just wide enough that the Nazi sup-
porters could emerge from the Garden. As the fascists walked by, they looked “panic
stricken,” Murray recalled. “I’ll never forget their faces.”

Nor could he forget the Stalinists’ refusal to participate.

A few months later, on August 24, 1935, Stalin concluded the ultimate nonag-
gression pact, with Adolf Hitler himself. Stalin promised not to get involved in the
European war that Hitler was planning, and the two dictators divided up eastern Eu-
rope into “spheres of influence.” The socialist fatherland was now an ally of the Third
Reich—and presumably safe from attack by the Wehrmacht.

Appalled, Communists the world over abandoned the party in droves. Murray saun-
tered over to East Tremont and asked the commissars how they could possibly defend
Stalin’s pact with Hitler. One functionary assured Murray that the agreement “con-
tained an escape clause.” For example, “if Hitler invaded Poland, the Soviet Union
would consider the nonaggression pact broken.” Then, on September 1, Hitler invaded
Poland. “How we waited ... for the announcement of that escape clause!” said Murray.
“But it never came.”” On the contrary, a few weeks later the Soviet Union, with the
Nazis’ approval, invaded eastern Poland and gobbled up large sections of it for itself.

Murray went back to East Tremont one last time and demanded, “Whatever hap-
pened to our antifascist policy?” The section leader who had previously suggested
psychotherapy whirled around, pointed his finger at him, and said, “Bookchin, you're
expelled!” Murray calmly asked, “Why did you wait so long?"™

He knew just where to go. After all, the Trotskyists weren’t making alliances with
fascists—they were actively fighting them.

" Ibid.; Militant, Aug. 2, 1941; “Nazis Cheer New York Cops for Clubbing of Picket Lines” and
“‘History Is Written Not in Ink but in Blood!” Declares Jew-Baiting Swastika Leader,” Socialist Appeal,
Official Organ of the Socialist Workers Party, Section of the Fourth International, Feb. 24, 1939.
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2. Labor Organizer

IN 1938 TROTSKYISTS worldwide, claiming to be the authentic heirs of the Bolshe-
vik Revolution, had formed their own Fourth International, so as to rally the working
class to a genuine proletarian revolution.

The following year, as Hitler invaded Poland, the Trotskyists predicted that this
incipient new European war would follow the scenario of the Great War. Once again
Germany was the aggressor. Once again the main belligerents were imperialist countries
competing for hegemony. So close were the parallels, in fact, that the new war seemed
to be a mere continuation of the first. That being the case, Trotskyists resolved to follow
the playbook that had worked so well for the Bolsheviks in 1917. The Bolsheviks had
opposed the first imperialist war, so the Trotskyists of 1939 would oppose the second.
And just as the war-weary Russians had rallied to the antiwar Bolsheviks in 1917,
so the sooner-or-later-war-weary proletariat would eventually rally to the Trotskyists,
who would oppose this war. This was the “tried and tested program,” as American
Trotskyist leader James P. Cannon labeled it.

And just as the first imperialist war had led to revolution, so too would the second.
Indeed, given that capitalism seemed to be teetering, the second imperialist war would
likely end in multiple revolutions: the proletariat in the various Western countries
would demolish capitalism; the Russian proletariat would overthrow Stalin’s regime;
and the German workers would overthrow the Nazis. The war, Trotsky predicted con-
fidently in July 1939, would “provoke with absolute inevitability the world revolution
and the collapse of the capitalist system.” And the Fourth International’s program, he
affirmed, would “be the guide of millions, and these revolutionary millions will know
how to storm earth and heaven.™

Radical intellectuals on several continents rallied to the banner of the Fourth, daz-
zled by acumen of the Russian Revolution’s theoretical mastermind, the commander
of the Red Army, and not least the author of the great History; he was the paragon of
the activist intellectual, a man of letters who had also led troops against a reactionary
enemy and prevailed. For the past decade Stalin had subjected him to a slanderous
propaganda campaign and dispatched agents over three continents to murder him, yet
his defiance had never faltered. His courage was breathtaking. For all these reasons,

! Leon Trotsky, “The USSR in War” (Sept. 25, 1939), in In Defense of Marxism: The Social and
Political Contradictions of the Soviet Union (1942; New York: Pathfinder Press, 1973), 50; Leon Trotsky,
Writings, 1938-39, ed. Naomi Allen and George Breitman (New York: Pathfinder, 1974), 87, 232.
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Bookchin would recall years later, “Trotsky won my deep admiration and ideological
support.”?

In early 1940, the Fourth International’s largest branch was the American one, the
Socialist Workers Party (SWP), with 2,500 members, and New York was its largest
section; this was the group that had organized the counterdemonstration at Madison
Square Garden. The New York SWP-ers actively supported Trotsky at his refuge down
in Coyoacan, purchasing a house for him there, supplying bodyguards, and sending him
money. They maintained an ongoing correspondence with him and journeyed to meet
with him. “We were in very, very intimate contact with him after he came to Mexico,’
wrote Cannon.?

Meetings of the New York SWP, held at national party headquarters at 116 Univer-
sity Place, were attended by luminaries like the philosophers Sidney Hook and James
Burnham, the journalists Dwight Macdonald and George Breitman, and many others.
They made Trotskyism, for a time, “the leading American radical movement in terms
of per capita brain power.” One of the brightest stars in the firmament of the New
York SWP was Jean van Heijenoort, a Frenchman with a Dutch name who had been
Trotsky’s international corresponding secretary throughout the 1930s, traveling with
him from one place of exile to another.> More recently, in 1940, Van, as he was called,
had married a New Yorker and moved to the city, where he now frequented SWP
meetings. With his revolutionary glamour, Van dazzled nineteen-year-old Bookchin.
(“T knew Trotsky’s secretary!” he would exult to me fifty years later.) Bookchin was
also honored to befriend Felix Morrow, age thirty-four, the author of Revolution and
Counterrevolution in Spain, and Al Goldman, forty-three, who had been Trotsky’s at-
torney during the Dewey Commission inquiry. He found a same-age comrade in Dave
Eisen, a budding journalist.

Stalin, with his murderous collectivizations, his show trials, and his gulags, was
turning the dream of socialism into an abattoir, but Trotsky taught his followers around
the world that Stalin was merely an aberration. As Bookchin’s new friend Goldman
remarked, Trotsky “wrote and explained, and we read and understood and continued

)
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the struggle.” Trotsky was the bearer of revolutionary hope. As the socialist author
George Lichtheim observed, “Trotskyism stood for the utopian side of Communism:
belief in an imminent world revolution.””

Not that Trotsky was above criticism, even to his New York supporters. In 1918-19,
after the revolution, he and his fellow Bolsheviks had banned factions within their
own party, suppressed all non-Bolshevik political parties, and formed the Cheka, the
secret police. When the New York SWP-ers questioned him about these measures, he
explained that they had been historically necessary.

Perhaps most troubling was the Red Army’s brutal and bloody suppression of the
dissident prodemocracy movement at the Kronstadt naval base in 1921. This brave,
principled sailors’ revolt had been smashed by none other than Leon Trotsky himself.
When the Americans asked him how he could possibly justify this action, he responded:
“How could a proletarian government be expected to give up an important fortress
to reactionary peasant soldiers?® Dwight Macdonald, unsatisfied with this response,
challenged him, whereupon Trotsky shut down the discussion: “Everyone has the right
to be stupid on occasion, but Comrade Macdonald abuses it.”

In fact, Trotsky had no more interest in democracy or civil liberties than had Lenin
or Stalin. But the SWP-ers nonetheless gave the Old Man the benefit of the doubt.
Their devotion both to him and to the coming neo-Bolshevik revolution was unbounded.
“Our whole lives revolved around the party,” one comrade, Sidney Lens, recalled.!”
And even though Trotsky himself was dogmatic and rigid, his New York followers
were boisterously disputatious, dissecting even the tiniest differences of opinion among
themselves in protracted discussions. Under a Trotskyist regime, they all would have
been shot.

Bookchin felt at home in this hyperarticulate enclave, where political life and per-
sonal life once again converged. Much to his regret, however, he couldn’t attend SWP
meetings regularly—he had to go to work. In late 1939 he had dropped out of high
school to take a job in industry, not only to earn a living but to help carry out Trot-
sky’s injunction to organize the proletariat for the coming, inevitable revolution. So
early on weekday mornings he commuted from the Bronx apartment, which he still

6 Albert Goldman, “Trotsky’s Message—Socialism Is the Only Road for Humanity. Extracts from
Albert Goldman’s Speech at the New York Trotsky Memorial Meeting, Aug. 21, 1942,” Militant, Aug.
927, 1942.
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shared with his mother, to Bayonne, New Jersey, where he toiled from eight to five in
a foundry.!!

There work conditions were brutal: the heat was intense and searing, the noise
mind-numbing, and the air laden with hazardous substances. Bookchin’s job was to
pour molten metal from a hot furnace into molds—arduous, punishing work, requiring
great physical strength and stamina. The heat scorched his face, and the heavy load
strained his five-foot-five frame. During those years, he told me, the work was so
hard that he was always underweight. But the SWP exhorted its members not only
to perform the work but to excel at it—after all, in order to gain the respect and
confidence of their fellow workers, eventually to recruit them, they must be “the best
workers on the job.”? Bookchin would not let the revolution down by slacking.

He did manage to get to SWP meetings sometimes, although not as often as he
would have liked. His grueling job left him exhausted at day’s end, barely able to
stay awake on the train home, let alone sit through a meeting. Often he could muster
just enough energy to deliver his mother’s daily insulin injection—Rose was by now
a diabetic—before collapsing into bed, for a few hours’ sleep, then rise in the dark to
repeat the ordeal the next day.

X ok ok

In 1940 the United Electrical Workers, the CIO union for which Bookchin had tried
to organize in Jersey City, set up a local in Bayonne, and Bookchin and his fellow
foundry workers were proud to join. The local elected him shop steward, which meant
that he handled their grievances about pay and working conditions. Most of his fellow
workers were African Americans, and he felt a special urgency to defend them against
racial discrimination. A black worker named Alec became a particular friend. At one
point the company was about to fire Alec, and the white UE president, “very racist,”
did nothing to prevent it, but Bookchin defended him and saved his job.!3

Even as he was pouring metal and handling grievances, Bookchin was also trying to
enroll new members for the SWP. As a party member himself, he had the revolutionary
task of actively propagating Trotskyist ideas to workers—attempting to persuade them
to attend SWP lectures and classes and if possible to join. That was no mean feat in
the UE, a union whose leadership was militantly Stalinist. Nonetheless, away from the
Stalinists’ earshot, Bookchin talked up the SWP to any foundry workers who would
listen, during lunch hours, after work, and maybe even at grievance meetings.

If they showed any interest, he would patiently explain the basic principles of Marx-
ism. He tried to persuade them to form a study group, where theory, not just practical
issues of wages and working conditions, could be discussed. But most of the foundry
workers, he found, merely “tolerated” that kind of talk at best, “perhaps out of friend-

I Bayonne foundries in 1939-43 included the Bayonne Steel Casting Company, the Bergen Point
Iron Works, the Bergen Point Brass Foundry, and Babcock and Wilcox. I do not know which of them,
if any, was Murray’s employer.
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ship or perhaps even out of curiosity.”* He had at least one success: Archie Lieberman,
a UE organizer, joined the SWP.' But for the most part, the Bayonne foundrymen
felt no urgent need to prepare themselves for a revolution or to join the neo-Bolshevik
cause.

Back in New York, the Trotskyist intellectuals were arguing over a new development.
In November 1939 Stalin had invaded Finland, a small peaceable country that posed
no threat to the Soviet Union. Outraged, Max Shachtman, a leading Trotskyist who
had cofounded the SWP along with James P. Cannon, condemned the invasion as an
act of imperialist aggression. Most of the SWP intellectuals agreed with him, and they
certainly expected that Trotsky would concur.

Down in Coyoacén, however, Trotsky heard of their objections—and shot back his
disapproval: the invasion, he said, was not imperialistic. The Soviet Union, despite
Stalin’s atrocities and his hideous regime, was still the home of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion. It was still a socialist state—Lenin’s nationalization of industry remained in place.
It was therefore by definition incapable of imperialism. And it was therefore by def-
inition superior to bourgeois-democratic Finland. So the invasion was justified—and
so was Stalin’s invasion of eastern Poland, for that matter. Trotsky insisted that his
followers endorse both.

Max Shachtman refused to approve either of those acts of naked aggression. The
Soviet Union had nothing at all to do with socialism anymore, he retorted to Trotsky.
By no stretch of the imagination was it a workers’ state. It was a prison camp, a
charnel house, ruled by latter-day tsars, “a modern despotism of immense proportions
drenched in blood.”% It was entitled to no support whatsoever from anyone.

But Trotsky tolerated no deviations in his followers, and in the New York group,
it was James P. Cannon who carried out the task of enforcing orthodoxy. At an SWP
convention in April 1940, Cannon insisted that the assembled Trotskyists endorse the
two Soviet invasions. Disgusted, Shachtman walked out, taking most of the stellar
intellectuals along with him. Once outside, they formed a new, separate Trotskyist
party, which they called the Workers Party.!”

Some of the New Yorkers, however, chose to remain in Cannon’s SWP. Among
them were Al Goldman, Felix Morrow, Jean van Heijenoort, Dave Eisen—and Murray
Bookchin. Their reasoning is unknown to me, but surely one purpose for staying would

14 Thid.
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have been to affirm their loyalty to the hero of the Russian Revolution; to this group
of friends and comrades, that transcendent fact still meant a great deal.

A few months later, in August 1940, Trotsky was sitting at his desk in Mexico
penning a diatribe against the imperialist war, when a Stalinist agent crept into the
room and plunged an ice ax into his brain. A few hours later, he died in a hospital.
Stalin had finally achieved his goal of killing off the entire Bolshevik revolutionary
leadership from 1917.

When Bookchin heard the news of the death of Leon Trotsky, he was undoubtedly
heartbroken. The whole Fourth International plunged into deep mourning. But the
second imperialist war was underway, so even in its grief the Fourth recommitted itself
to carrying out Trotsky’s program, indeed with ever more fervor: to transforming the
imperialist war into an international socialist revolution.

The Stalinists, for their part, were taking an entirely different position. In June
1941, Hitler tossed aside his pact with Stalin and did what the Soviet dictator had
so long feared: he invaded the Soviet Union. Stalin then joined the Allied cause. The
Comintern parties, including the CPUSA, were delighted to find themselves finally on
the antifascist side of the war, and overnight they became enthusiastic supporters of
the Allied war effort, favoring US involvement as well.

In late 1941, as war raged in Europe, Bookchin, age twenty, took the curious step of
joining the merchant marine. He had a romantic notion of seeing the world from the
prow of a ship, he later told me, like the self-educated socialist Jack London, whom he
much admired. But it seems to have been a strange moment for tourism, and I have
come to suspect he had another reason as well. Trotsky’s old international secretary,
Jean van Heijenoort, still carried on an extensive correspondence with Trotskyists
around the world. Once the war made international postal delivery impossible, Van
recruited comrades to join the merchant marine and form a network of couriers.'®
Perhaps Bookchin, who admired Van, joined in order to participate in that network of
mail carriers.

For whatever reason, Bookchin obtained his seaman’s certificate on December 3,
1941, and prepared to ship out on a coastal freighter the next day. That night some
of his friends took him out drinking—to give him a hearty send-off, they said. The
muscatel flowed, and convivial Bookchin polished off glass after glass, while his friends
surreptitiously dumped theirs. He got roaring drunk—and the next day, as his friends
intended, he was too hung over to report for duty. He missed the boat.

Four days later Imperial Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, and the United States entered
World War II. On December 11, Hitler declared war on the United States. “Wolf packs”
of Nazi U-boats along the Atlantic seaboard fired torpedoes at any merchant ship whose
silhouette appeared, in their periscopes, against the glittering shoreline. Burned-out
carcasses of American ships soon littered Atlantic beaches. Had Bookchin gone to sea

18 Murray never mentioned this reason to me, but after his death, when I found out about the
network of couriers, it seemed to me entirely plausible. Feferman, Politics, Logic, and Love, 189.
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on December 4, his ship would likely have become one of those easy targets. His friends
had undoubtedly saved his life. He put his seaman’s certificate in a frame, and for the
rest of his days, wherever he lived, it would hang on the wall over his desk, “as a
reminder to myself not to do anything stupid.”

Once the United States entered the war, most Americans embraced the Allied
cause enthusiastically—50 million American men were drafted, with minimal resis-
tance. Among the most ardent supporters of the war were the American Stalinists,
who tried to make up in energy what they lacked in numbers. The Stalinist leaders of
the UE, for instance, full-throatedly supported the war effort to defend the socialist
fatherland.

But the Trotskyists remained firm in their definition of the war as imperialist rather
than antifascist, and in their commitment to leading an international proletarian revo-
lution against ruling class in all the major warring states. Trotskyists were not conscien-
tious objectors, opposed to all war as such—on the contrary, Trotsky had encouraged
his followers to join their respective armies, to learn to fight in preparation for the
revolutionary conflict and to recruit new comrades from among their fellow soldiers.
Their position, rather, was to oppose the imperialist war as such (following the “tried
and true” program) and refuse to take sides in it.! Murray was exempted from the
draft because his diabetic mother depended on him for her daily insulin injections,
but he made himself useful as a civilian, channeling his energy into instigating the
revolution in Bayonne.

Once the United States entered the war, American factories converted quickly to
war production and sought to intensify it: they demanded that workers toil for longer
hours and faster. But the workers, now unionized in the CIO, were eager to keep
the pace of production and working conditions reasonable. Their only muscle was the
strike, and in 1941 more American workers went on strike than in any year since 1919.
They saw no contradiction between patriotism and an insistence on decent working
conditions.

Government and industry fought back, appealing to American workers to patrioti-
cally sacrifice their right to strike for the duration of the war. In December 1941 the
Roosevelt administration asked them to voluntarily take a “no-strike pledge.” The lead-
ership of the CIO unions, who were mostly Stalinists, were delighted to comply and
took the pledge—mno mere workers’ discontents, in their view, should be permitted to
obstruct the war effort. And the UE leaders were among the happiest. By 194041, the
UE was “the main Communist fortress in the labor movement.” Its leadership permitted
no strikes at all and demanded stepped-up war production from its members.?
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The Trotskyists, however, had no intention of complying with the no-strike pledge,
not by a long shot. Fomenting strikes was basic to their program of instigating and
leading proletarian revolution against all ruling classes. So they rejected the pledge,
which they considered class collaboration, and continued to promote revolutionary
labor militancy.

The UE leaders, annoyed, wanted to tame obstreperous locals like Bayonne and
to that end invoked the no-strike pledge, denying the right of the locals to strike. As
Murray’s fellow Bayonne organizer Archie Lieberman put it, the UE Stalinists were
“the worst strikebreakers.”! The Bayonne rank and file, however, scorned the no-strike
pledge and elected Bookchin to serve on the District 4 council to uphold the right to
strike. There he clashed with the Stalinists, who had a practice of positioning their
comrades strategically at meetings and attempting to “overawe dissenters” like him
“with vituperation and character assassination.” When that failed to faze Bookchin,
they offered to pay him for his heretofore-unpaid work as a shop steward. He declined
to be bought off.??

Instead, he threw himself into exhorting his fellow foundry workers to mount a
political strike against the imperialist war. He talked to them about Communism;
they listened and nodded. Then when he paused to take a breath, they told him
about their grievances concerning working conditions and wages. They had no interest
in overthrowing capitalism—they wanted to strike, but only for immediate practical
goals. No matter how much he tried, he couldn’t awaken a revolutionary spirit in them.
Far from joining the SWP, “they always drifted away. . . . And that was very, very
shaking to me.”

At least he could find solace at SWP headquarters. Doubtless after a hard day of
futile agitating, it felt good to sit down and relax at his political home on University
Place.

Sometime in 1941 or 1942, as he sank into a chair, Bookchin might have noticed
a new man in the SWP meeting room. Small in stature, he looked a bit like Richard
Wagner, an effect enhanced by the heavy German accent and a certain flamboyance.
The man talked animatedly to the comrades clustered around him, explaining the
political situation in Europe, and fascinating them with tales of his own narrow escapes
from the Gestapo.

But probably not even the charismatic German could keep Bookchin’s weary eyes
open for long. Let’s allow him to rest as we catch up with the life of Josef Weber
(whose name Murray would always pronounce “VAY-bur,” the German way).

Born in 1901 in the industrial Ruhr, young Weber had been an incorrigible rebel
who (like Bookchin) dropped out of secondary school but later educated himself, an
autodidact. Elated by the Bolshevik Revolution, he had joined the German Communist
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Party, or KPD (“while Rosa Luxemburg was still alive!” Murray would later marvel).
But in the 1920s, he realized that Stalin was creating a new tyranny, and by 1929,
when Stalin sent Trotsky into exile from the USSR, Weber had become one of Trot-
sky’s ardent international supporters. Meanwhile he earned his living as a bandmaster,
composer, and pianist, harboring a special love for Wagner’s operas.

In late February 1933, just after Hitler became chancellor of Germany, the Nazis
outlawed leftist parties. Police arrested every KPD member they could find and sent
them all to concentration camps. The several hundred German Trotskyists escaped the
initial wave of persecution because of their relative obscurity—apparently the Nazis
weren’t familiar with Trotskyists at first. Some of them bravely tried to organize the
proletariat to rise up in revolt against Hitler, handing out flyers near factories.?* But
most German Trotskyists, like Weber himself, fled the country, finding homes in various
European cities. Taking the name International Communists of Germany (IKD), the
scattered émigrés formed a coordinating committee called the Auslandskomite (AK).
“The AK of the IKD” (as Murray would always call it) established a newspaper, Unser
Wort (Our Word), to report on the German situation to the rest of the world and to
appeal for help. Published first in Prague and then in Paris, most issues of Unser Wort
led off with an article by Trotsky, analyzing developments and prescribing strategies.

In late 1933 Josef Weber decamped to Paris, where he began writing for Unser Wort
under the cover name “Johre.” He quickly rose to become the paper’s coeditor. Trotsky,
who at that time was living in France, endorsed the publication of Unser Wort as “a
great achievement” and its strategy as “correct.”

From their vantage point in Paris, the IKD émigrés watched in horror as the Nazis
terrorized the German proletariat into submission and criminalized labor agitation.
The Gestapo arrested anyone who tried to distribute leaflets or, after realizing that
Trotskyists were Communists too, Unser Wort.?® Once they decimated the Left, the
Nazis proceeded to ban all other non-Nazi political parties, cultural institutions, and
social organizations as well.

Only one sector of German society seemed to be putting up a fight against Nazi
domination: the churches. As a good Marxist, Josef Weber was astonished and puzzled
by the very existence of church resistance, but he also wondered, “Can or must we
support it?”?" In late 1934 he and his fellow German Trotskyist exiles assembled in
Switzerland for a meeting, where he told them that since the proletariat had proved
unable to fight the Nazis, the IKD must fully support the “only oppositional tendency
in Germany that could potentially achieve mass support”: the churches. Indeed, he
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said, the IKD must support any movement that contested the fascist state, whatever
it might be.?®

His comrades’ response was outrage. Marxists rejected organized religion, they re-
minded him. The factory, not the church, was the proper arena for struggle! Some
walked out, accusing the IKD and Weber of betraying the very fundamentals of Marx-
ism. But those who remained in the IKD entrusted the leadership of the AK to Weber
and his close comrade Otto Schiissler, who now became its central figures.?’

As a man, it must be said, Weber was notable for his self-confidence, especially
when “my mostly unusual opinions . . . proved themselves more and more to be well
founded.”™ To his great credit, he was open-minded enough to discard Trotskyist
orthodoxy when it no longer corresponded to reality. But much to his frustration, his
friends “were by no means always in agreement with my views,” and to get his way, he
complained, he sometimes had to “drag them along after me.” Hence some remembered
him as “rigid and intolerant.” He was given to supercilious harshness, dismissing those
who disagreed with him as “backward elements and newcomers”—their observations
were “absurd” and laden with “all the usual petty bourgeois gossip and dirt.”! That is,
he was prone to insult. In the AK of the IKD, vitriolic faction fights became a way of
life.

But as he debated or insulted his critics, Weber could always righteously point
out that he had the support of the one who mattered most. “I agree, as you may
know, with Johre on the disputed questions,” Leon Trotsky wrote of him in a 1936
letter.3? In 1937 Trotsky praised the “really excellent” articles that came “from Johre’s
pen.” Asked to take sides in another quarrel in the IKD, Trotsky said, “I haven’t the
slightest hesitation. . . . We have to support [Johre’s| group with all our might.”?

Still, the incessant factional fights took their toll on the IKD, and most of its
members finally gave up in frustration with this contentious man and departed the
group (when they were not tracked down and assassinated by Stalin’s henchmen, as
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Walter Held was). Weber and Schiissler remained, persisting because of “our better
policy and understanding,” as Weber assured himself. But by the late 1930s, the IKD
over which the two men presided was tiny and marginalized, a “more or less phantom
organization.”*

Politics aside, Weber enjoyed living in the City of Light. He savored the cuisine,
the art, “operetta, comedy and satire, irony and serene catholic sentimentality, pathos
and passion, eroticism and the luxury industries.” Nowhere else “has civilization borne
a more beautiful flower on its broad vulgar stem” than in France, he remarked.? He
fell in love with ironic, picaresque French novels, like Diderot’s Jacques le Fataliste, in
which a nervy protagonist exuberantly defies conventional shibboleths with panache.
It was, surely, the kind of orthodoxy-smashing role that he pictured himself playing.

In early September 1939, at the outbreak of war, France designated all Germans
living within its borders as “enemies of the French state” and detained them in intern-
ment camps.’* Weber was among them and was probably still in such a camp on May
10, 1940, when the Reichswehr smashed through the countryside and reached Paris.
On June 14 jackbooted Nazis goose-stepped down the Champs-Elysées. The beautiful
flower of civilization capitulated to Hitler’s thugs on June 25.

The Nazis ordered the new Vichy regime to hand over all antifascist expatriates
living there. Political radicals, labor leaders, artists, authors, musicians, economists,
and scientists, most of them Jews, faced the horror of imminent removal by the Gestapo.
By the thousands they fled south, bringing only what they could carry. Weber, who
recognized the imminent danger from the internment camp, somehow escaped and
joined the southward exodus.

Marseilles, on the Mediterranean coast, was the last stop. By the time Weber arrived
there, the city was jammed with penniless refugees, desperate to leave France. (The
dissident leftist author Victor Serge mentions seeing “the German emigration” there,
which must be a reference to Weber.) Official US policy was to do nothing to help
them, lest it rile Hitler, but a rogue official in the US consulate, seeing that the very
heart and soul of European culture was urgently in need of rescue, set up a secret
operation, issuing exit visas and retrofitting cargo ships to evacuate as many of the
refugees as possible.’” But the ships were too small and few to accommodate all of
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them. Weber talked his way on to “one of the last boats out of Marseilles” (as Murray
would later put it to me).

Perhaps that boat was the old freighter Capitaine Paul Lemerle, which left in March,
carrying three hundred refugees, forty of them “comrades,” in Serge’s term.*® Upon
reaching Martinique after a wretched month-long voyage, the refugees were interned
in a former leper colony on the island for several months, while the Vichy government
tried to figure out what to do with them.

Perhaps as Josef Weber languished in the Martinique leper colony, he brooded
on something that one of his heroes, Rosa Luxemburg, had written back in 1915,
during the first imperialist war. The alternatives that civilization faced, she had said
in the so-called Junius Pamphlet, were “socialism or barbarism.” If for some reason the
international proletariat failed to rise up and create socialism, then capitalism would
persist and degrade the world into barbarism. Now, as the Nazis were overrunning
Europe, Weber might well have reflected, the world was discovering what barbarism
was. [t was midnight arrests and internment camps and swastikas and Gestapo, it was
prison camps, jackboots, and executions. Luxemburg’s words seemed prescient.

Finally, the Vichy regime allowed the refugees to depart from Martinique. And
somehow, in late 1941 or early 1942, Josef Weber made his way to New York, where
he looked up his American comrades at SWP headquarters.

Upon his arrival at University Place, his fellow Trotskyists welcomed him—he was
surely an impressive figure, having eluded the Nazis twice. He would have explained
to them that the IKD, which he represented, was “one of the oldest and most stable
organizations of the Fourth [International|. . . . Under conditions and difficulties about
which [you] do not have the slightest notion, we issued a paper |Unser Wort| in the
emigration and up to the outbreak of the war, published brochures, books and docu-
ments.” And he could boast of receiving the ultimate accolade: “Leon Trotsky greatly
esteemed our work and never corrected us in a single political question.”™ And he was
cultivated and charming to boot.

But as awed as the Americans surely were, they were also hungry for news about the
coming proletarian revolution. Where in Europe was the proletariat resisting Hitler?
they pressed him. Weber had written—apparently on Martinique—an article on that
very subject, he told them, and handed them a manuscript called “Three Theses.”

The European workers’” movement, the article said, was scarcely breathing. The
Nazis had smashed all the labor unions and left-wing parties; they had murdered,
imprisoned, and exiled the proletarian leaders; they had prohibited even the expression
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of revolutionary ideas. As a result, “there is no longer an independent . . . proletarian
political or workers’” movement” in the Nazi-overrun countries. All that remains “are
individuals and weak and uneven groups.” Resistance groups do exist, but they are
not exclusively workers’ groups: “all classes and strata” participate in them: farmers
and priests, officers and merchants, students and professors also resist fascism. They
are fighting not for socialism but for national liberation and bourgeois democratic
government, with freedoms of assembly and expression. Trotskyists, Weber concluded,
must not ignore this reality—they must support this all-class, national, prodemocratic
struggle, because it is a struggle against fascism.*

The Americans reacted to the article “as if they had suddenly been doused with
cold water.” It called into question “not only the policy and programme of the Fourth
International but the validity of Trotskyism itself.”!

Felix Morrow dared to venture faint praise of “Three Theses,” but Jean van Hei-
jenoort overruled him.*? Europe’s national liberation movements are not our potential
allies, Van scolded him—they are obstacles to socialism. “The more I read your docu-
ments,” he berated Weber, “the more I am against them. We will . . . see if we have to
part company.™? After that chastisement, Morrow fell into line.** Chairman Cannon,
for his part, pronounced the article heresy.*

The journal Fourth International published Trotskyist condemnations of Weber’s
ideas. Weber wrote replies to them, but the editors refused to publish them. Only after
fourteen months was the original troublesome article, “Three Theses,” finally published,
in the December 1942 issue; but even then it was accompanied by an official response,
authored by Goldman and Morrow, explaining to readers that Weber’s article was
factually wrong: “The liberation struggle has actually unfolded under the leadership of
workers’ organizations and workers’ groups” and was determined to achieve socialism.
Morrow and Goldman pronounced it “embarrassing” to have to explain to the German
comrade “the ABC’s of Marxism,” and they closed the piece with a clincher—some
quotes from Trotsky.*f
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These indignant regurgitations of orthodoxy must have grated on Weber. After all,
he was in the right: the resistance movements in occupied countries definitely comprised
people from across the political spectrum. They derailed trains, bombed tracks, and
blew up ammunition depots in a struggle not for socialism but for national liberation
and democracy.

Van, however, remained intransigent. “The senior schoolmaster,” Weber mused, “re-
jects the whole notion of a ‘democratic revolution.”” But Weber did praise Morrow and
Goldman for writing the reply—“They at least honestly wanted to discuss.”™" And his
challenge to orthodoxy seems to have shaken them up, for doubts were beginning to
percolate in their minds.

If Bookchin missed a lot of SWP meetings in 1943-44, he may be forgiven. At the
Bayonne foundries, grievances were simmering along with the molten metal.

The union leadership, as we have seen, had pledged not to strike. But as the war
went on, corporate profits and executive salaries were soaring, while workers” wages did
not even keep up with the cost of living. Then in 1943 wages were frozen, even as in-
dustry sped up assembly lines and demanded longer work hours.*® Workers’ grievances
accumulated, but the no-strike pledge crippled that one muscle that the unions could
flex in opposition.

To press their issues, the workers were limited to bargaining with management,
through shop stewards like Bookchin. Shop stewards during the war “were much more
militant and aggressive than the national [union| leaders,” according to the UAW, and
were “truly more representative of the workers than the union officials.”™® In March
1943 a UE local was battling management in a foundry in Bayonne, the Bergen Point
Iron Works (which may or may not have been the foundry where Bookchin worked),
over issues of “wage adjustment, union security, checkoff, management rights, senior-
ity, vacation, dismissal, arbitration, holidays, sick leave, transfer, and grievance proce-
dures.”"

But business and government had no tolerance for worker militancy. A rebellious
worker would be warned “to find another job or relax his militancy for a while,”
Bookchin later recalled. Those who failed to heed the warning could be fired. Rebel-
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lious shop stewards, for their part, would be “called into ‘personnel’ offices or receive
visits from the cops.”?

When shop steward bargaining broke down, workers mounted “wildcat” strikes
(strikes without union authorization). Beginning in the spring of 1943, a wave of wild-
cats swept through heavy industry. Was the long-awaited revolution arriving at last?
No—most of the strikes were of short duration, usually a few days.”®> The wildcats led
to mediation, but not to revolution.

In New York, SWP members’ hopes rose again in the fall of 1943, when they learned
that Italian industrial workers were striking at important factories in Milan and Turin
and forming workers’ councils—that is, soviets. Trotskyists rejoiced at “the first day of
the proletarian revolution in Italy, the first day of the coming European revolution.”
But Weber calmly assured them that the Italian strikes meant nothing of the sort.?

Nonetheless, in October, an SWP party plenum, infused with orthodoxy, saluted the
Italian workers for demonstrating that “the workers in alliance with the peasants and
colonial peoples will prove capable of overthrowing capitalism.” Weber had wanted
to attend the plenum, but Van had slyly tricked him into staying away. Outraged that
he’d been excluded, Weber rebuked Van that one would have to be “blind” not to see
that “the broad masses of Europe are ‘national’ in . . . their demand for independence.”

Cannon suggested that “the German emigration” had a “certain psychology” and
was “a little bit screwy.”

Weber shot back that the SWP had failed to conduct the kind of open discussion
that could “make possible a correct orientation for the international movement.” If
the Fourth had followed his advice, early on, and supported national liberation, it
could have placed itself “at the head of the movement at least propagandistically and
agitationally” and might have won “a substantial influence upon the consciousness
of the masses.” But instead it had let itself be blinded by orthodoxy. Gallingly, the
Stalinist parties had caught on to reality and were now playing a prominent role in
resistance movements—and were winning prestige as a result. That could have been us,
Weber must have seethed inwardly.

By now, Goldman and Morrow were conceding that Weber had a point. Even stal-
wart Van finally climbed down and admitted that the French resistance included not
only workers but “large strata of the petty bourgeoisie,” and that its immediate objec-
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tive was not a socialist society but “the overthrowing of the German yoke,” while its
broader aims were “democratic and patriotic.”

Seeing that he was making progress, Weber recounted the International’s mistreat-
ment of himself as well. “Do you believe,” he asked them, “that the best way of promot-
ing the European revolution” consists of “gagging and discrediting” European exiles?
Who did they want to make the revolution with, “if not those rare specimens who have
survived the European catastrophe physically and politically?” He had them.

Goldman and Morrow admitted their mistake. As for Van, he was becoming “a sort
of ‘champion’ of the national question”—but alas without, Weber complained, crediting
himself.?

In November 1943, Morrow, Goldman, and Van, joined by Bookchin and Dave Eisen
and several others, took the daring step of forming a dissident faction within the SWP,
called the SWP Minority (also known to history as the Goldman-Morrow faction). Its
members were those who agreed with Weber’s analysis.

Ever since Max Shachtman’s departure in 1940, SWP chairman James Cannon
had dreaded the emergence of another faction—he wanted no more splits. Yet now
he had one on his hands. Furious, he insisted that SWP members must maintain
an undeviating commitment to orthodoxy—that is, to Trotsky’s 1938 Transitional
Program. Nothing therein was to be changed, not a comma.

Al Goldman complained that Cannon preferred a homogeneous “monolith” to a
revolutionary party. During the war years, he said, “anyone who presented any new
idea”™—like Weber—*“was looked upon as a disturber of the peace.”® Bookchin agreed
that Cannon was authoritarian: when it came to dissident views, he had discovered to
his chagrin, the Trotskyists “were no different from the Stalinists.””

By 1944, Bookchin had toiled for five years in the hellish foundry. He’d done his
best to organize his fellow workers. He’d handled their grievances and fought the UE’s
Stalinist leadership on their behalf. He’d tried to teach them Marxism.?® But they were
no closer to becoming a revolutionary proletariat than when he started. So he hung
up his apron and goggles and left the foundry.

The auto industry seemed to hold more promise for a revolutionary agenda—its
proletariat was feisty and assertive, and the United Auto Workers (UAW) was the
country’s most militant union, a spearhead of labor activism. It was not controlled by
Stalinists. At that moment it was waging a bitter struggle at General Motors, “the most
hard-bitten and reactionary corporation in the world,” as Bookchin recalled. Since the
war began, GM’s corporate profits had doubled and executive salaries had skyrocketed;
meanwhile, the workers were being pushed to work faster and longer for the same pay.
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The UAW believed that management was taking advantage of the workers’ no-strike
pledge. So the rank and file revolted, more persistently and broadly than in any other
industry, in wildcat strikes.%

After the frustrations of Bayonne, the class conflict raging at GM was doubtless
irresistible to Bookchin. So he took a job in a GM machine shop on Eleventh Avenue
in Manhattan®—and got a UAW card.

The shorter commute and the less onerous work meant that he could spend more
time at University Place talking politics with his SWP Minority friends. They expressed
their perplexity that no proletarian revolution was in the offing. The war was turning in
the Allies’ favor, and it was clearly only a matter of time before they—not the working
class—defeated Hitler. What were they, as Trotskyists, to make of this unexpected
turn of events?

To address this question, Josef Weber, who had in the past been right about so many
things, came out with a new article, long and densely theoretical, called “Capitalist
Barbarism or Socialism.” Published in October 1944 in Max Shachtman’s magazine,
its title (surely not by coincidence) alluded to that memorable formulation by Rosa
Luxemburg: “socialism or barbarism.” In 1915 Luxemburg (figure 2.1) had written
that the world faced a choice between “the victory of socialism” by the international
proletariat, or “the triumph of imperialism and the collapse of all civilization.”!

In the absence of a revolutionary transition to socialism, Weber asserted in his new
article, the postwar world would indeed revert to barbarism. Once the Allies defeated
the Axis, the victorious imperialists would dismantle Germany’s and Japan’s economic
and political institutions and drive both countries back to precapitalist levels, reducing
them to agricultural hinterlands. Then Russia and especially the United States would
strip Germans and Japanese of their human rights and resettle them in prisons and
ghettos and concentration camps, transforming them into a slave labor force. The
imperialist overseers would do the same to every other country that they wished to
exploit. Barbarism, in other words, would look very much like the Third Reich, its
labor and population policies extended as a “world phenomenon.” Weber called this
vision of decline the “theory of retrogressive movement,” or the retrogression thesis.%
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FIGURE 2.1 Rosa Luxemburg, whose maxim “socialism or barbarism” was a
touchstone for both Weber and Bookchin
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The article’s bombastic prose style, ex cathedra assertions, and esoteric Marxist
jargon make for tough reading today. But in 1944 Bookchin found it electrifying. Eager
to talk to its author, he made his way to Weber’s Bronx apartment.

Surely Weber (age forty-three) was delighted to see the young proletarian intellec-
tual (age twenty-three) standing in the doorway before him. Perhaps as they sat down
together, the young man told him about the militant but entirely nonrevolutionary
proletariat he had encountered in Bayonne. Surely Weber detailed his shabby treat-
ment at the hands of the orthodox Trotskyists. Perhaps he explained to Bookchin
about Luxemburg’s “socialism or barbarism” formulation. (I was in the KPD when she
was still alive!)

The soon-to-be-victorious Allies were already scheming to “retrogress” Germany
and Japan after the war, he must have explained to Bookchin. Only a month before,
at the Quebec Conference of September 16, Roosevelt and Churchill had agreed to a
plan, developed by Treasury secretary Hans Morgenthau, to eliminate “the war-making
industries in the Ruhr and in the Saar” and to convert Germany “into a country pri-
marily agricultural and pastoral in its character.”® Stalin, too, was plotting a postwar
demolition of Germany’s industrial capacity, and he intended to demand huge war
reparations, which millions of Germans would have to toil in slave labor for more than
a decade to pay.®

That was how monopoly capital worked, Weber might have explained: the United
States, by eliminating its major capitalist rival—Germany—would thereby extend the
reach of its own imperialist system, colonizing Germans, making them dependent on
itself for manufactured goods.

In 1944, it should be remembered, no one had any idea what would happen after the
Allied victory; for all anyone knew, the world would sink back into economic depression.
Weber’s grim scenario would have seemed all too plausible to Bookchin: in his own
short lifetime, he had already experienced homelessness and dislocation, tribunals and
expulsions, antiunion goon squads, and treachery. Indeed, Weber’s retrogression thesis
seemed to him a stroke of genius, on a par with Trotsky’s 1938 Transitional Program.
Weber himself seemed a likely candidate for Trotsky’s successor—perhaps he would
even become the next important Bolshevik leader.

A few months after Weber and Bookchin’s first conversation, the Allies took Berlin,
and in August 1945 the Japanese surrendered to General MacArthur. No proletariat in
any nation rose up to break its shackles and usher in the socialist order. On the contrary,
in the capitalist countries, the workers had ardently supported their respective national
war efforts. The Germans had fought to defend Hitler “all the way to the bunker” (as
he put it decades later, still amazed by the fact). And the Russians, perhaps terrorized
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into submission (or perhaps not), had remained quiet during what Stalin called the
“oreat patriotic war.” The unshakable laws of history that Trotsky had invoked to
predict that the war would end in socialist revolution had turned out to be nothing
more than his own wishful thinking.

To be sure, just after V-J day, as soon as the no-strike pledge passed into history, the
American working class roared to life. Industrial workers from coast to coast went out
on strike, demanding full employment and wage increases. By October 1945 the strike
wave was gigantic: 43,000 oil workers, 200,000 coal miners, 44,000 lumber workers,
70,000 truck drivers, and 40,000 machinists all laid down their tools. In November,
300,000 UAW workers—among them Bookchin—struck at General Motors. Within
twelve months of V-J day, more than 5 million American workers had gone on strike
(although not all at the same time). It was the largest strike the country had ever
seen. But after 113 days, the UAW, having exhausted its limited strike fund, ended its
strike, accepting a small wage increase and some fringe benefits and contract changes.®
Workers in the other industries soon returned to work as well, having achieved modest
gains. All in all, the captains of industry had prevailed.

Then in August, amid the chaos of demobilization, Bookchin was finally drafted
into the US Army. For years he had had deferments for taking care of his mother; it’s
unclear to me what changed in 1946. In any case, he didn’t mind being drafted: “I
was still a Bolshevik. I believed that we should be trained for armed insurrection,” and
besides, the army was full of workers. Far from being a conscientious objector, he said,
“T was a conscientious soldier.”

Private Bookchin, a member of Company A of the 526th Armored Infantry Battal-
ion, was stationed at Fort Knox, Kentucky, the army’s center for mechanized cavalry.5”
Trained as a tanker, he and his unit practiced maneuvers. Bombs blew up around fox-
holes, and “friendly” bullets whizzed by. He also served in a more familiar role, as an
auto parts clerk for the motor pool.®

While he was away, his friends in New York kept him up to date, by letters, on
political developments. At a November 1946 convention, the SWP had charged Felix
Morrow and Dave Eisen with disloyalty, for the sin of questioning Trotskyist orthodoxy
and for forming the Minority faction. The SWP-ers in attendance had vilified them.
Chairman Cannon had refused to allow Morrow and Eisen even to respond to the
charges, and the convention’s vote to expel them had been almost unanimous. Bookchin
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saw clearly that when he got back to New York, he would not be returning to the
SWPp.%

In early 1947 the army terminated the wartime draft in favor of an all-volunteer
army, and released all postwar draftees. On June 14, after ten months of service,
Bookchin was honorably discharged. He returned to the apartment he shared with his
mother, at 710 East 175th Street, and to work at GM. The UAW had participated in
the huge strike wave before he was drafted; likely Bookchin expected the UAW to soon
mount another strike. But in 1947 the company was rethinking its way of handling its
400,000 blue-collar workers and decided on a new strategy: it would co-opt them. In
the spring of 1948, GM offered the UAW a contract with a guaranteed annual wage,
benefits for sick leave, health insurance, and vacations, as well as improved working
conditions. In exchange, the UAW was to guarantee that its members would not strike
for two to four years. The UAW accepted the contract.

Many of Bookchin’s fellow workers surely favored the deal, for all the benefits it
would provide to them. But Bookchin saw it as a decisive collapse of revolutionary
will: a truly revolutionary union would have rejected the contract and forced annual
wage negotiations. But the UAW not only accepted it, it went on to phase out union
shop stewards and replace them with company-employed grievance men. Worse, it
allowed the company to buy off the heads of some UAW locals by paying their salaries.
These union leaders would actually become company employees.

The GM-UAW settlement of 1948 demonstrated to Bookchin once and for all that
industrial proletariat was not revolutionary. Industrial workers might sometimes be
class conscious and even militant, but only in an effort to improve their lot in the
existing system, not to change it. Now, as workers removed their union buttons and
eyed homes in suburbia, they were identifying not with their class but with the very
company that exploited their labor. The change was of epochal proportions, Bookchin
thought: the proletariat was being brought “into complicity with capitalism.”™

Having been a Marxist since the age of nine, the realization came as a shock. For if
the proletariat was not revolutionary, then proletarian socialism was an illusion, and
Marxism was based on a fallacy. Bookchin left General Motors, dazed and uprooted.

Drawing twenty dollars a week as a veteran, he had the liberty to ponder the
dizzying change as he drifted around New York. From Union Square, he could see the
Daily Worker building, where he’d spent years studying Marxism, and the Trotskyist
headquarters on University Place, but both were now out of bounds. Fortunately, he
was not alone in his political dislocation. Other refugees from Marxist movements were
in the same plight—they were facing the failure of Marxism, just as western Europe
appeared to be collapsing economically. To commiserate and, as always, to discuss

% Dave Eisen to Leon Brownstein, Nov. 2, 1946; Eisen to Brownstein, Dec. 5, 1946; IKD Faction
to WP, “High Road or No Road”; Eisen to Barney Cohen, October 22, 1946, all courtesy Dave HEisen.

"0 Bookchin, “Postwar Period,” interview by Doug Morris, in Bookchin, Anarchism, Marzism, 47—
48; MBVB, part 31. In the 1990s Murray sometimes referred to a great strike of 1948, but his memory
played tricks: the great strike took place in 1946, and the historic compact was in 1948.

58



what to do and where to go next, they congregated in the low-priced restaurants and
cafeterias of Fourteenth Street.

Here at Child’s or Schrafft’s, you could get a blue plate special for two bits. Even better
was Horn & Hardart, the automat, where individual servings of macaroni and cheese,
or Salisbury steak, or pie waited behind little glass windows. You dropped coins into a
slot, and the food came out hot, on real dishes. Another nickel got you a cup of coffee.
Here in the cafeterias Bookchin could sit down at a table with other lost souls and talk
freely, as they could no longer do at the old headquarters nearby.

Here Bookchin met Dwight Macdonald, who was now editing an independent Left
magazine called Politics. “The validity of Marxism as a political doctrine,” Macdonald
might have said at his table, “stands or falls on its assertion that the proletariat is the
historical force which will bring about socialism.” Since the proletariat had not fulfilled
this role, “the rock of Historical Process on which Marx built his house has turned out
to be sand.”™

Macdonald was rejecting Marxism, but Felix Morrow, Bookchin learned, had given
up on radical politics altogether—he’d taken a regular job in publishing.” Even Jean
van Heijenoort, Trotsky’s old secretary, threw in the towel in 1948. It had been one hun-
dred years since Marx and Engels wrote The Communist Manifesto, Van announced,
but the movement had nothing to show for it. He ceased political activity altogether
and returned to his first love, mathematics, eventually becoming a respected profes-
sor.”™

Bookchin must have been relieved to sit down with his old friend Dave Eisen. Neither
of them wanted to follow in Macdonald’s or Morrow’s or Van’s footsteps and leave
revolutionary politics. They surely discussed the latest brainstorm from Josef Weber—
he had suggested that all the old SWP Minority members leave the SWP and form a
new, independent group with him. They could start a new magazine, to figure out the
new direction collectively.

Weber had been right many times, Bookchin knew, and now he was turning out
to be right about retrogression. Newsreels were showing skeletal bodies of Jews in
concentration camps, stacks of unburied dead, gas chambers, still-smoldering crema-
toria. Bookchin had been reading the transcripts of the Nuremberg trials—the forced
labor, starvation, tortures, and enslavement. The Stalinist massacres at Katyn forest
and Babi Yar, the US bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—it was all a descent into
barbarism. It was retrogression.

Weber himself didn’t care for the cafeterias of Fourteenth Street. He had showed up
there once and sat down to a steaming bowl of soup—only to find a cockroach amid
the boiled noodles. He’d flown into a rage, calling the cafeterias “hellish inventions,”
and had stormed out, never to return. “A certain percentage . . . of all food eaten by

™ Dwight Macdonald, “The Root Is Man” (1946), reprinted in The Memoirs of a Revolutionist:
Essays in Political Criticism (New York: Farrar, Straus & Cudahy, 1957), 267.

72 Wald, New York Intellectuals, 286-89.

™3 Feferman, Politics, Logic, and Love, 215-17.
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New Yorkers,” he judged, “consists of roaches or their excrement.”™ New York, it seems,
wasn’t Paris. So Murray and Dave would have to seek him out on his own turf.”

When they arrived at Weber’s Bronx apartment, his new wife, Millie, might have
opened the door to them. He had recently married her, resolving his immigration
status.

They all sat down amid the German books and papers and surely talked about their
great shared dilemma. “Everyone understands ‘something is wrong,”” Weber might have
said. “That ‘something’ is the failure of the socialist movement to lead society under
conditions most favorable to it: war and its aftermath.” And Marxism—as “the theory
and praxis of the ‘proletarian revolution’ and the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’”—was
dead, “absolutely dead.”™ On that they all agreed.

But socialism? To give up on socialism would be to accept barbarism. And as a devotee
of Rosa Luxemburg, Weber could never do that.

In 1939, Weber might have continued, Trotsky, just before he was killed, had said
something very important. He had said that if somehow the unthinkable should happen
and the second imperialist war ended without a revolution, “then we should doubtless
have to pose the question of revising our conception of the present epoch and its driving
forces.”” In other words, Trotsky had said, if the revolution didn’t come, we would
have to rethink the socialist project.

Rethink socialism with me, Weber might have said. So we don’t end up with the
barbarism of retrogression.

He’d been circulating his 1944 article-manifesto, “Capitalist Barbarism or Socialism,”
to his friends in Germany. Those who agreed with the retrogression thesis were starting
a new magazine called Dinge der Zeit. The first issue had just been published—dated
June 1947, the month of Bookchin’s discharge. Weber’s plan was for the group to
publish an English-language sister edition, to be called Contemporary Issues. The new
journal wouldn’t be like the old Trotskyist organs, suppressing discussion, insisting
on one party line. Contemporary Issues would have no “dictatorship of the editorial
office.”™ Instead, it would let ideas and theory develop from facts. It would actively

™ Josef Weber (as Erik Erikson), “Critical Review (New York eriksonized),” Contemporary Issues,
no. 7 (Autumn 1950), 229-35.

™ Weber and his wife lived in an apartment south of Fordham Road near the river; Jack Grossman
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™ Josef Weber (as IKD Faction) to the WP, “The High Road or No Road,” written Apr. 18, 1947,
New International (Aug. 1947); Josef Weber (as Wilhelm Lunen), “The Problem of Social Consciousness
in Our Time,” Contemporary Issues 8, no. 31 (Oct.—Nov. 1957), 505.

™™ Leon Trotsky, “The USSR in War” (Sept. 25, 1939), in In Defense of Marzism: The Social and
Political Contradictions of the Soviet Union (1942; New York: Pathfinder Press, 1973), 50. Weber wrote
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encourage readers to participate, to raise objections and doubts, to challenge its editors
and writers. No topic would be off limits.

Murray and Dave, in the end, agreed to work with Weber and his international
comrades. Together they would choose socialism over barbarism.
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3. Rethinker

IN 1947-50 SOME two dozen people read “Capitalist Barbarism or Socialism,” ral-
lied to its retrogression thesis, and joined the new group to publish Contemporary
Issues (CI). Most were former Trotskyists; some came from Labor Zionism; and all
wanted a new socialist movement to emerge from the magazine’s discussions, one that
would offer “a democratic solution to the crisis of mankind.”

Josef Weber named that movement, in advance of its birth, the Movement for
a Democracy of Content. The meaning of “democracy of content” would never be
entirely clear, except that it differed from “formal democracy,” a mere set of rules and
procedures for decision-making. A democracy of content would involve ends, not just
means; ethics, not just instrumental procedures. It would become the “living model for
the transformation of the whole of society.”

How would the movement be structured? Under capitalism, Weber warned, most
organizations, even the best intentioned, “alienate themselves from their original aim’
and develop a bureaucracy that becomes an end in itself. Such creeping normalization
“ruins” movements and “bolsters up the system.” The Movement for a Democracy of
Content, as Weber had it in mind, would eschew any such “leadership-apparatus” in
favor of a simple and clear democratic structure, so that even if “thousands of unpre-
pared people” entered, it would “remain transparent to and controllable by all.” The
movement would certainly not form a traditional political party, because “all parties
are no good!™

Members of the CI group would take on no specialized roles—every member would
be simultaneously editor, theorist, propagandist, correspondent, organizer, secretary,
proofreader, and typist. Two friends in London organized the printing and paid the
bills, but no CI members would be paid for their movement work, since paychecks
would lead to “a new commerce in commodities”™—and the movement must remain
outside the capitalist economy.*

Y

! Josef Weber (unsigned), Editorial, Contemporary Issues (hereafter CI) 1, no. 2 (Winter 1948),
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Weber attracted members to CI with the content of his ideas but also with his
personal charm—an unusual trait in so committed a revolutionary. Weber was “almost
always smiling, full of fun,” wrote one Cl-er, “fond of telling jokes, easy to talk to,
affectionate, ‘physical.” The absolute opposite of what I expected a German intellectual
to be. ... He not only didn’t brood or exhibit melancholy, he thought very little of those
who did.” He had a piano in the living room, which he played often and well.

Weber embraced what he called Pantagruelism, derived from the writings of the
sixteenth-century French novelist Rabelais, who had written Gargantua and Pantagruel
as an act of rebellion against medieval Catholicism. This work depicts life in the Abbey
of Théléme, an anarchic utopia whose residents are not ruled by laws but live “according
to their own free will and pleasure,” following only one rule: “Do What Thou Wilt.” That
arrangement works, in Rabelais’s novels, because “in honest companies” people “have
naturally an instinct . . . that prompteth them unto virtuous actions, and withdraws
them from vice.”

Pantagruelism thus involves a passionate love of life, a libertine zest, and an exuber-
ant faith in human goodness. Pantagruelists follow their instincts, seeking satisfaction
for the body in physical pleasure and for the mind in the delights of curiosity and study.
Pantagruelism was also potentially an engine of the socialist revolutionary project as a
principle of rebellion: the disastrous nature of capitalism was obvious, and the “awak-
ening Jacques sooner or later must ask: ‘Why should we continue to be your slaves,
and why should you wish to remain our masters . . . if there is more than enough for
all of us?””"

Weber deeply admired Denis Diderot’s novel Jacques le Fataliste (1773-75), which
he considered a Pantagruelist masterpiece. The protagonist, Jacques, is a man of un-
inhibited sexuality who considers even monogamy to be “thoroughly hypocritical and
untenable.” For Jacques, the adulterer is the true moralist, for “every healthy man and
woman is an ‘adulterer,” if not in flesh, the more frequently in thought.”™

But Weber put aside wit and sensuality when it came to Richard Wagner, whom
he revered: his physical resemblance to the nineteenth-century German composer ex-
tended to a personal identification. In 1944 he had even presumed to write a revised
scenario for The Ring of the Nibelungen, which he self-commended as superior to the
original: “Wagner intended the same thing as the writer of these lines, only . . . he
was, alas, just Richard Wagner and not the writer of these lines.” Yes, as Murray told
me, Weber had “a bloated conception of his own genius.” He had a strong concept, too,
of his own crucial role in revolutionary politics, and the Movement for a Democracy

> Murray Bob, “Autobiography of the First 18 Years,” courtesy Reni Bob.
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of Content agreed: said the London group, “Jupp [Weber| is our absolute spiritual
leader.™

As strong as his self-image was, Weber was physically frail. By 1947 he had had
several heart attacks. Soon after the second issue of CI was published, he had another
one and spent two months in a hospital. Still, his frailty evoked sympathy and brought
out the group’s solicitude and protectiveness toward him.!"

Almost every evening Bookchin would visit Weber’s apartment to help him with
his research and writing, learn from him, and revel in the companionship of a towering
intellect with great political experience on two continents. As CI began publishing,
Weber’s typewriter churned out a stream of articles: manifestos, editorials, analyses,
replies to critics, replies to readers. He would write in German first, then read off a
translation to Bookchin, who transcribed it. “I helped him clarify his thoughts,” he told
me. Bookchin would then edit it, revise it, and type up the final version. His mentor’s
writing, Bookchin thought, was “luminescent.”!

CI was, in effect, Bookchin’s graduate school. He soaked up everything Weber had
to offer, especially concerning Hegelian philosophy and socialist theory and German
revolutionary history. Weber taught him, for example, about the interwar Marxian
crisis theorists, who had tried to prove that capitalism must inevitably collapse. “Even
his errors were brilliant,” Murray once told me.

Their intellectual and political relationship soon became personal as well: at twenty-
six, Murray had finally found a father figure. He abjectly adored Weber. And when he
began writing his own articles for CI, he wrote for the purpose of advancing Weber’s
work.

As a writer and theorist, Weber’s immense self-esteem tended to undermine his
intellectual rigor. He happily issued ex cathedra assertions and opinions but neglected
the hard work of amassing the factual evidence upon which they might be based. So
Bookchin stepped in to do the research for him. So when Weber’s bombast interfered
with his rigor, Bookchin supplied the missing documentation. He learned to be a writer
by acting as Weber’s bulldog.

The Cl-ers met every Friday evening to talk politics. The meetings were of “intense
intellectual interest,” remembered Annette Jacobson. Weber and Bookchin offered “bril-
liant illumination of past and current world events and topical issues.” Murray had a
“phenomenal knowledge of history,” recalled Reni Bob. When he disagreed with some-

9 Josef Weber (as Wilhelm Lunen), “The Ring of the Nibelung, or The Art and Freedom of Inter-
pretation at the Middle of the 20th Century” (written May 1944), CI 5, no. 19 (Aug.—Sept. 1954), 177;
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Movement for a Democracy of Content (1947-64),” Anarchist Studies 9 (2001), 137.

10 Bob, “Autobiography of the First 18 Years”; Josef Weber (as Ernst Zander), “Some Comments
on the Organizational Question” (written Jan. 1, 1951) CT 11, no. 44 (Sept.—Oct. 1962), 271.

I “Interview Peter Einarssens mit Murray Bookchin, Okt. 1984,” trans. Harald Simon, Schwarzer
Faden, no. 26 (1987), p. 41.
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one, recalled Jacobson, he was “magnanimous and reasonable. . . . He would expound,
might illustrate tangentially, and like Joe, offer enlightenment in a kind way.”'?

Members clashed sometimes—“‘there was often heated argument at meetings,” re-
called Bob. So Weber laid down a rule: group discourse had to be civil. The Democ-
racy of Content stood for “non-barbarism, i.e., for a civilized discussion even with
opponents.” Discussion should be constructive, avoiding personal sharpness. Least of
all should members engage in what Weber called “venom and gall,” or gratuitous vitu-
peration. “I take great care, in questions of judgment,” Weber explained, “not to allow
feelings to be roused at all.”3

The Cl-ers socialized together. Bookchin’s closest friends were Dave Eisen, his old
SWP buddy, and Jack and Mina Grossman. In 1951 Bookchin married Beatrice Ap-
pelstein, whom he brought into CI and who became “a good comrade,” Murray told
me.

The group collectively edited the magazine, which appeared regularly. To build the
Movement for a Democracy of Content, “we tried to approach people based on their
immediate interests,” Jack Grossman told me. “All efforts to retard the tendency to
barbarism were worthwhile.”'* Weber’s career in Europe, with the International Com-
munists of Germany (IKD) underground and in exile, had taught him to be secretive,
and he retained that trait in New York; at his insistence, the articles that he and other
Cl-ers wrote were published in the magazine under cryptonyms. Weber’s articles ap-
peared under the names Ernst Zander, William Lunen, and Erik Erikson; Bookchin
wrote as M. S. Shiloh, Robert Keller, Harry Ludd, and Lewis Herber.

The first issues (1948-50) focused intensively on retrogression in all its aspects. Led
by Weber, the Cl-ers considered Stalinist Russia to be the acme of retrogression. (CI-
ers called it “Russia” rather than “the Soviet Union.”) Stalin’s totalitarian state “has not
the slightest connection with Socialism or ‘Communism’”—the workers were in control
of nothing. Rather, it was “state capitalist,” a combination of capitalist organization
and state ownership. As such, it waged a “ceaseless civil war against its own population.”
Stalin’s regime was “more belligerent, more rapacious, murderous and ruthless than
the most savage of other imperialisms.”*?

In 1950 Bookchin wrote his first published article, called “State Capitalism in Russia”
(bylined M. S. Shiloh), to substantiate Weber’s assertion and affirm his conclusions.
Russia, he wrote, embodied “capitalist retrogression . . . in every feature.” Workers,
technicians, and engineers were enslaved to the state, toiling in “the bleak hells of
Siberia, in mines and on wastes where life is scarcely maintainable and quickly passes
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out of existence.” The system’s “absolute foundation” was arms production, which was
also “the life fluid” of capitalism.!¢

Over and over again, Weber would make an observation, and then Bookchin would
scour newspapers and books to document it. Like an eager graduate student, he did
Weber’s homework for him with energy and enthusiasm. Weber had said that Stalinist
Russia was “the most violent, bloody and reactionary inquisition and barbarism that
ever existed in history,” surpassing even Hitler’s Germany. So Bookchin echoed that
Stalinist Russia today “assum]|es| the functions of Hitler during the thirties.”'” Weber
laid down ideas, and Bookchin echoed them, sometimes to the point of recklessness:
when Weber wrote that Stalin killed more Jews than Hitler (“Stalin again takes the
lead”), Bookchin echoed that “German fascism showed more hesitation in the applica-
tion of repressive measures than Russian fascism.”'

Bookchin later regretted that he had “downplayed the level of popular anti-Semitism
in the Third Reich” and excessively blamed Stalin for the annihilation of Europe’s Jews.
Still, in the 1950s he was right to raise the alarm about the threat of Russian anti-
Semitism, correctly noting that “the Kremlin has singled out the Jewish people for
discrimination and liquidation.” Stalin was, in fact, in those years accusing prominent
Russian Jewish doctors of plotting against him. Decades later, documents from the
Stalin archive would confirm that plans like those Bookchin described in the early
1950s had been underway: had Stalin not died when he did, Russian Jews would have
undergone another Holocaust.!?

Besides Stalin’s Russia, retrogression’s other great bastion was the United States,
the very acme of “Capitalist Barbarism.” Some might have thought that the United
States was a lesser evil than Stalinist Russia, but “the Devil can’t be driven out with
Beelzebub,” Weber said. Indeed, the incipient Cold War was a mere sham; the two
regimes were actually collaborating to impose retrogression, to reduce Germany “to
colonial status,” and to drive the world toward an international slave order, ruled by
a few monopoly capitalists. Soon it would bring about “general crises, annihilation of
nations and expulsion of peoples in ‘peacetime,’” deportations, . . . civil war, colonial
oppression”—in short, “the decisive ruin of mankind.”
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Bookchin did the research on American retrogression as well. “The germs of . . . total-
itarianism,” he wrote, were “rotting the core of American democratic life” and “roll[ing]
out the carpet for American fascism.” McCarthyism was one symptom. “Congressional
committees and ‘loyalty boards,”” he wrote in 1953, have constituted themselves “into
a permanent, quasi-court system with fantastic prerogatives, . . . and a court procedure
that [is| completely alien to the constitutional guarantees of the country.” The House
Un-American Activities Committee was “duplicating the step-by-step march towards
totalitarianism in Europe.”!

Weber was much impressed by Bookchin’s work. So sometime in the early 1950s, he
bestowed on him a great honor: he designated him as his heir, the Engels to his Marx.
Murray must have been elated.

Although Weber and the CI group rejected Marxism, they did not throw it entirely
into the dustbin. They especially admired the dialectical philosophy that underlay it
and sought to rescue it for CI’s rethinking. Weber introduced the CI group to the
writings of the Frankfurt School, a kind of Marxist think tank (formally called the
Institute for Social Research, or ISR) that had fled Germany in 1935 for New York.
Weber held the ISR intellectuals in high esteem—they “rank in knowledge of the social
process far above any of their contemporary colleagues.”

The Frankfurt Schoolers, like the Cl-ers, had been grappling with the era’s com-
pelling questions: Why had the proletariat failed to fulfill its historic role and create
a socialist revolution? Why had fascism arisen instead? Their most basic and most
intriguing answer—as recounted in Herbert Marcuse’s Reason and Revolution (pub-
lished 1941), and Max Horkheimer’s Eclipse of Reason (1947)—was that reason had
been degraded into an instrument for domination.

In premodern times, they argued, reason had been infused with many excellent
qualities: reflection, speculation, discernment, judgment, and critique. It had been
concerned with content, not form; with ends, not means; and above all with ethics.
In a word, it had been dialectical. But the Enlightenment had separated means from
ends, form from content, and reduced reason to procedure, utility, and calculation,
a tool for manipulation and domination. This process of amoral instrumentalization
had culminated in the cold efficiency and technical precision of Nazi Germany’s mass
exterminations. After the war, the nexus of instrumental reason had shifted to the
United States, as was manifested in its prevailing philosophical currents, positivism
and empiricism. To Weber and Bookchin, instrumental reason, as described by the
Frankfurt School, was yet another symptom of retrogression.

Both were fascinated by the concept of dialectical reason. As a philosophy of organic
development, it describes the processes of separation and incorporation that propel
a development forward: that which exists, that which contradicts it, and the new

2 Bookchin (as Harry Ludd), “The Fate of American Civil Liberties,” CI 4, no. 16 (Nov.-Dec. 1953),
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transformative product of their interaction that preserves what is valuable in both. It
looks both forward and back. But dialectical reason, ethically charged as it was, could
also be a tool to judge and critique the existing society against an ethical standard.
Using standards deriving from ethics-infused dialectical reason, one could also affirm
the potentialities within the existing corrupt society for the creation of a rational
society.?

In this connection, dialectical philosophy had yet another, more personal appeal
for Bookchin and Weber: it was a study in alienation. It gave the two men—both of
whom had been dislocated by history, albeit in different ways—a framework to criticize
the barbaric, retrogressive American what is and thereby discern the possibility of a
rational what could be. By upholding ethics against instrumentalism, dialectical critique
was part of the revolutionary process. Simply by engaging in critical discourse, the CI-
ers were helping to drive revolutionary change forward.

That said, Weber’s interpretation of dialectics turned out to be somewhat idiosyn-
cratic, even crude. He used it to construct a literal analogy between capitalism and
organic growth. Like a plant or an animal, he said, capitalism had been born, it grew
up, it became mature, and now it was rotting, and one day it would die. Retrogression
was the “putrefaction” of capitalism, a quasi-biological inevitability.?*

But where Weber used dialectics to brood about decline and rot, Bookchin picked up
on the Frankfurt School’s more sophisticated idea of using ethically charged dialectical
reason for critique. Capitalism, deploying instrumental reason, measures value in terms
of potential profits and reduces objects to commodities. It strips social life of meaning
and content, reducing people to disconnected, competitive individuals. A “competitive
industrial spirit” now permeates “nearly every aspect of American life.”?® Similarly,
the bureaucratic state reduces people, once members of a community, to atoms, to
units—mere statistics in a dominating system.

But writers who offered a dialectical critique could inspire an ethical revolt against
capitalism and the state, against commodification and bureaucracy. By showing them
an alternative to what is—the ethical what could be—they could spur people to rebel
against their own dehumanization. Knowing they had a choice, people could and would
choose ethics over instrumentalism; cooperation over competition; morality over ma-
nipulation; content over form; and face-to-face interaction over bureaucracy. Where

23 Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1941), 6. A late self-description of CI would read: “The writers and supporters of CI have sought
to place existing institutions, social forms, cultural values, the entire human experience of our time,
before the bar of reason. The basic questions they have asked are: Is an institution or social change
rational? Does it satisfy the needs of man? Does it lead to the realization of human potentialities?”
Editors, “Why We Publish,” Contemporary Issues: A Magazine for a Rational Society (June—July 1963),
1-3.

2 Weber (as Lunen), “Problem of Social Consciousness,” 526, 508, 480.

% Bookchin (as Ludd), “Fate of American Civil Liberties,” 207.
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Marxian socialism had claimed to be scientific, the new socialism would be “drenched
in an ethical dimension.”"

Weber scoffed at his protégé’s ideas about ethics. You can’t depend on “virtue” to
bring about social change, he said. That was “only another commodity among innumer-
able sham-products.” The idea that “we need a morality” is a “deceptive abstraction.”
All that mattered was the “materialistic point of view.”?’

Perhaps to address this objection, Bookchin acknowledged that people were not
going to make an ethical revolt out of the blue: some crisis in capitalism, some systemic
breakdown, would also have to propel them. “That a crisis is inevitable no longer is
doubted,” he wrote. “The only question is when it will come and, above all, how it will
be ‘managed.’” The nature of the crisis was still unclear, but whenever it came, people
would and could choose to dispense with the “irrational society” of capitalism in favor
of an ethical, “rational society,” one “based on use instead of profit, on co-operation
instead of competition, on reason instead of demoniacal blindness.”®

Even as Weber and the CI group were pondering retrogression, the American,
British, and French authorities occupying Germany were having second thoughts about
the Morgenthau Plan, the decision to dismantle Germany’s industrial infrastructure
and reduce the country to farmland. Deindustrialization was turning out to be too
harsh a program on the German people—and if their hunger and poverty became
too extreme, they might turn Communist. So in late 1946-47 the Truman administra-
tion set aside the Morgenthau Plan and instead affirmed that “an orderly, prosperous
Europe requires the economic contributions of a stable and productive Germany.”

The Marshall Plan was, in effect, a reversal of the Morgenthau Plan. Over the next
years, the United States would pour billions of dollars into Europe, not to ruralize it
but to rebuild its industrial plant. That material assistance would help West Germany
grow at the astonishing rate of 8 percent per year throughout the 1950s. By 1960 its
gross national product (GNP) would be second in the world, behind only that of the
United States.®® Instead of retrogressing, West Germany would undergo an “economic
miracle.” As for Japan, instead of turning the Japanese into slaves, the United States
imposed a democratic constitution on the country.

Domestically, the United States did not relapse back into economic depression. On
the contrary, it entered a period of unprecedented prosperity. Americans were buy-
ing cars and moving to the suburbs. By 1950 Bookchin understood that American

%6 MBVB, part 37.

2T Weber (as Lunen), “Problem of Social Consciousness,” 489, 497, 480.

8 Bookchin (as Robert Keller), “Year One of the Eisenhower Crusade,” CI 5, no. 18 (June-July
1954), 101; Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), “A Follow-up on the Problem of Chemicals in Food,” CI 6, no.
21 (Jan.—Feb. 1955), 56-57.

29 US occupation directive JCS 1779.

30 Paul Hockenos, Joschka Fischer and the Making of the Berlin Republic (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 18, 22.
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industry was facing, not a contraction, but a seemingly limitless expansion. Weber’s
retrogression thesis turned out to be thoroughly and profoundly false.

Weber, however, could not or would not bring himself to admit it. And in deference
to their mentor, Cl-ers held their tongues—uncomfortably. Sometime around 1951
Bookchin and another Cl-er, Leon Brownstein, got up the nerve to confront him. As
tactfully as they could, they asked Weber how his thesis could still be viable when the
economy was so clearly booming. Weber wagged his finger at them and said, Wait!
You’ll see.

The retrogression thesis had been CI’s unifying idea, and with its failure, CI mem-
bers had every reason to leave the group—it might well have disbanded. At this time,
owing in great part to the McCarthyite red scare, the American Left as a whole was
shriveling. Once-numerous radical bookstores were shuttered, leftist publishers went
out of business, and public forums vanished. Onetime Socialists and Communists, like
Felix Morrow, found careers in mainstream institutions.

But the CI group persisted. In fact, its members not only stayed together, they
began meeting twice a week instead of once, adding Saturdays to the regular Friday
meetings. The members would continue to meet to talk about politics and philosophy,
and edit the magazine, for the rest of the decade.

Why? One reason was surely their respect for Weber. The worldly European so-
cialist, born in the country of Karl Marx, still had a charismatic pull on them, and
Bookchin found himself unable to resist that revolutionary prestige. Even after Weber
ceased to be his mentor, Bookchin deferred to him reflexively as a result of the psy-
chological bond. Many of the group members too were emotionally attached to him,
regarding him as their second father, as Reni Bob recalled, or “maybe first, in the case
of Bookchin, who didn’t have a father.”!

These earnest young people also felt strongly connected to one another. “I believe
the group stayed together out of comradeship,” recalled Annette Jacobson, “and a
bonding because of common personal values and philosophic principles.” Over sixty
years later, she still recalled fondly “the atmosphere of respect, friendship, and amazing
camaraderie.”?

Finally, retrogression or no, the Cl-ers shared the conviction that the only alter-
native to socialism was barbarism—and that barbarism, no matter how economically
comfortable, was intolerable. Capitalist America might be prosperous, but it still was
instrumental, and it still commodified all aspects of life. Weber had laid down the
marker in 1950: “If we fail to transform the capitalist mode of production into a social-
ist mode, barbarism . . . assumes the sharply delineated outlines for the doom of all
modern society.”® Even if everyone else in the United States conformed to the culture
of barbarism, the CI-ers would stand tall and refuse.

31 Reni Bob to author, June 11, 2008.
32 Annette Jacobson to author, June 7, 2008.
33 Weber (unsigned), “Great Utopia,” 4.
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So they continued with their common project, the magazine, in which they studied
possible sources of new social conflict. They viewed every social problem as a manifes-
tation of capitalist irrationality, and they sought to tie all solutions to specific ills to
a general opposition to the system as a whole.

Not only did they stay with CI, they made personal sacrifices to do so. Instead
of going to graduate or professional schools, these articulate, by-now-well-read people
took sometimes menial jobs so that they could remain part of the group. Bookchin got
a job at the welfare department as a bookkeeper. Murray Bob worked for a shipping
company. Chet Manes (who had been in the SWP Minority) worked as a janitor. Jack
Grossman was a structural steel detailer. None of them had much money.

As for Weber, he initially was funded by Vincent Swart, the CI project’s London-
based financier, but at some point that funding dried up. CIl-er Chet Manes took
a second job, as a night janitor in a school near his home, so he could turn those
paychecks over to Weber. He didn’t mind—it was a privilege, an honor to support his
mentor—he was just doing what Engels had done for Marx.

* ok ok

As Bookchin and Weber rethought the revolutionary project, they sorted through
their old Marxist ideas to salvage whatever might still be illuminating or useful. One
thing they rescued, as we have seen, was dialectical philosophy; another was Marx’s
view of technology (“the means of production”). Marx had considered it capitalism’s
historical mission to develop technology to the point where it could provide for hu-
manity’s material needs.** In recent centuries, technological advances, from the steam
engine to the factory system to steel production, had been so immense that onerous
toil could, in principle, be eliminated. Machines could perform the grueling physical
work that people had once done. Once technology reached the point of automation,
capitalism would have no further basis for existence, and the apparatus could pass into
the hands of the workers, who could use it to create socialism.

Even before the war, Trotsky had thought the United States, having reached the
highest stage of technological development, was “ripe for socialist revolution and social-
ism, more ripe than any other country in the world.”™® Now, in the postwar era, even
further technological advances were underway—the preconditions were more than ripe.
But all this technology was still in the wrong hands—and so it was being used, not for
socialism, but to intensify want and exploitation. Transfer it to the people’s hands, and

3 Murray had been familiar with this idea since childhood. New Pioneer had written in 1932,
“Machinery, if in control of the workers, would cut down the hours of labor and give every one a chance
to enjoy life.” But that machinery “is now in the hands of the bosses and is used by them . . . to kill
20,000 American workers in industry every year.” See Bert Grant, “Science and Nature for Johnny Rebel:
The Chemical Front,” New Pioneer, Nov. 1932, 15.

3 Leon Trotsky, “Completing the Program and Putting It to Work,” June 7, 1938, in The Tran-
sitional Program for Socialist Revolution (New York: Pathfinder Press, 1973), 72, 142. See also Leon
Trotsky, “The Political Backwardness of the American Workers,” May 19, 1938, in Transitional Program,
125.
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they could use it to eliminate toil and gain the leisure time to develop their creative
sides. Bookchin attended the RCA Institute on the GI Bill, where he not only got his
high school equivalency degree but studied electronic engineering; these latter classes
reinforced his view that machines could ultimately replace most human toil. To a man
who had once done hard labor in a foundry, that notion was positively utopian.

In the late 1940s, several thinkers were arguing that the new technologies were open-
ing up utopian possibilities. Max Horkheimer and Erich Fromm, both of the Frankfurt
School, agreed that “the present potentialities of social development” surpassed the
dreams and visions of all previous utopias.*® The anarchist Paul Goodman’s 1947
book Communitas offered plans for utopias in cities.

In this vein, Weber, hoping to provide a new platform for the CI group, wrote a
manifesto that he called “The Great Utopia.” For millennia, he argued, humanity’s
dreams of achieving paradise had remained at the level of fantasy, because people had
been required to toil to meet their basic material needs. Now technology had progressed
to the point that it could provide for those needs—in superfluity. Hence the potentiality
exists for humankind to finally be liberated from the burden of onerous physical labor
and to be free to devote most of their time to creativity and enjoyment. At present this
technology is being used to manufacture endless consumer goods to satiate artificially
contrived needs.?” To channel its use to utopian ends, society must eliminate wasteful
production and instead produce goods of quality that meet real needs—that is, society
must produce not for profit but for use.

Since the material conditions for such a rational society exist, said Weber, “there is
nothing in principle to obstruct the solution to the social question.” Humanity must
simply decide to do it. It must make that choice “by democratic majority decision.” The
vehicle for doing so was the open, transparent Movement for a Democracy of Content.
He appealed to readers to join the movement, in ever greater numbers, “until the party
is the people and the people is the party.”™® Once enough people joined, they could
seize control of technology and economic life.

To attract the public, Weber thought, CI needed to develop a specific practical plan
for converting the wasteful present-day economy to a popularly controlled utopia. The
CI group, he said, must undertake a detailed inventory of all of America’s economic
and social resources, then distinguish what was socially useful from what was socially
wasteful. The group would then be able to demonstrate concretely that after elimi-
nating what was wasteful, society could be organized rationally to satisfy everyone’s
basic needs. Once CT placed this plan before the public, citizens would recognize it as
a good idea and rush to join.

Developing this “World Plan,” as Weber came to call it, would be a huge task—it
would first require analyzing the US national budget, as a reflection of the national

36 Max Horkheimer, Eclipse of Reason (London: Continuum, 1947), v; Erich Fromm, Man for
Himself: An Inquiry into the Psychology of Ethics (London: Routledge, 1947), 4.

37 Weber (unsigned), “Great Utopia,” 4, 9.

38 Ihbid., 3, 6.
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wealth. But making it happen became his priority. Not that he would undertake the
job himself—he never did care to do his own research. The whole group, or perhaps
a few members, could do it. But as much as Weber urged them, the group found the
task so huge as to be daunting. No one, it seems, volunteered.

Weber, who had crossed an ocean to escape the Nazis, had no love for his new place
of refuge. He had adored living in Paris, but he actively despised New York. Not least
of his discontents was the food. The Coca-Cola and the hot dogs, even the mustard,
were nauseating: “My stomach revolts.” Most foodstuffs were bland and processed: in
New York “I have never eaten a true vegetable or fruit or chicken or pork-chop.™® The
canned peas and carrots were particularly loathsome instances of American culinary
retrogression.

In 1948 two books appeared that, to Weber, began to explain what was wrong with
American food. Fairfield Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet, published in 1948, docu-
mented that since the war’s end, a new chemical industry had emerged. Industrialized
agriculture was now routinely spraying pesticides onto crops and spreading fertiliz-
ers and herbicides into soil. These petrochemicals were being touted as miraculous—
“Better things for better living through chemistry,” as DuPont put it. But the chemicals
were causing an upswing in cancer rates, Osborn asserted.’’ The other book, William
Vogt’s The Road to Survival, contended that the rapacious capitalist system, in its
quest for profit, was rendering North America, one of the earth’s wealthiest and most
fertile regions, sterile. It was exhausting topsoil and leveling forests and exterminating
fauna. Both books were pleas for conservation and better human management of the
natural environment.

You could see the problem with industrially produced foodstuffs, Weber thought, in
“the bad taste of many American fruits, vegetables and meats.” Chemical fertilizers not
only reduced their nutritional value but (as Osborn argued) were “responsible for the
appalling increase” in the incidence of “heart maladies . . . cancer and other modern
plagues.”™! So enamored was Weber of this thesis that he asked CI-er Phil Macdougal
to review the two books for the magazine.

Macdougal did so, writing that the picture that Osborne and Vogt painted was in-
deed “frightening”—the loss of arable land and topsoil constituted “the most immediate
single threat to civilization.” But he disagreed with Weber’s view that chemicals were
so toxic that they should be banned altogether. Inorganic fertilizers could actually be

39 Josef Weber (as Erik Erikson), “Critical Review (New York eriksonized),” CI, no. 7 (Autumn
1950), 230-35; Josef Weber (as Ernst Zander), “A Fragment on Chemicals in Food and Other Questions”
(written ca. 1952) CT 10, no. 39 (Aug.—Sept. 1960), 229.

40 Weber quoted from them in his 1949 “Interim Balance Sheet: The Bankruptcy of Power Politics,”
CI 1, no. 4 (Autumn 1949), 273, 301n.

4 Weber (as Zander), “Fragment on Chemicals in Food,” 222; Weber (unsigned), “Great Utopia,”
6-8.
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a boon, Macdougal said—they replenished played-out soil and increased its bounty.
He favored their “proper use.”?

Weber had hoped for an endorsement of his own thinking and was annoyed by the
review.?> As for the rest of the CI group, they were perplexed. Osborne and Vogt
made a compelling and persuasive case, but they had trouble accepting it because
Weber himself was undermining it. He insisted on associating it with the ideas of one
Bernard Aschner, an unconventional Viennese practitioner whom he admired. Aschner
thought cancer could be caused not only by chemicals but by physical blows, love
bites, hysterectomy, and even personal appearance. (“We know that cancer families are
usually black-haired.”) The group saw right away that Aschner was a quack, a mystical
crackpot. Weber’s using him as a source distorted whole the issue of environmental
destruction.*

To achieve some clarity, Weber called for an investigation into the matter. His
protégé and heir Bookchin, who was as puzzled as anyone, rose to the challenge, as he
had so often done before.*> Just at that moment, in the fall of 1950, a US congressional
committee was holding hearings on the subject of chemicals in food. The committee’s
final report, issued in 1952, concluded that chemical additives in food “raised a serious
problem as far as the public health is concerned.™?¢

As he combed through the transcript, Bookchin learned that parathion, DDT, chlor-
dane, diethylstilbestrol—in other words, fertilizers, pesticides, preservatives, and fla-
voring and coloring agents—have potentially devastating effects on the human body.
These chemicals, he wrote in a long article, produce “abnormalities in the organism as
a whole” that can disrupt “cellular structure,” from which processes cancer may emerge.
“The Problem of Chemicals in Food” was published in CT in 1952.47

Weber must have been pleased that his protégé and heir had vindicated him, about
the carcinogens if not about Aschner.*® But this time Bookchin had not simply done
Weber’s homework—he realized that this subject had enormous implications, that the
adulteration of food was part of “the misuse of industry as a whole.” Capitalism was
reshaping agriculture. To maximize profits, industrial agriculture was cultivating crops

42 Phil Macdougal (as Stephen D. Banner), “Humanity’s Resources and the New Malthusianism,”
CI 1, no. 3 (Summer 1948), 233, 242.

43 Weber (as Zander), “Fragment on Chemicals in Food,” 223.

4 Weber makes his case and cites Aschner in his unsigned “Great Utopia,” 7 n. 4. See Bernard
Aschner, The Art of Healing (London: Research Books, 1947), 184, 290. On the subsequent discussion,
see Weber (as Zander), “Fragment on Chemicals in Food,” 218-19, in which Macdougal is quoted on
224.

4 Weber (as Zander), “Fragment on Chemicals in Food,” 221.

46 Alfred Larry Branen, Food Additives (n.p.: CRC Press, 2002), 201. The House Select Committee
to Investigate the Use of Chemicals in Foods and Cosmetics (known as the Delaney Committee) held
hearings from September 14 to December 15, 1950.

47 Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), “The Problem of Chemicals in Food,” CI, no. 12 (June-Aug. 1952),
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on a large scale, in monocultures, which required pesticides because they were vulnera-
ble to infestations and fertilizers because they degraded soil. Chemicalization was part
of the instrumentalization of food production, which commodified both farming and
gustation. Capitalism as a system, it turned out, was harmful to human health and
well-being. The very concept, Bookchin recognized, was explosive.*

True to its original promises, the pages of CI remained open to discussion. Letters
from readers were welcomed and published, even hostile ones. Weber took responsibility
for answering them, albeit in verbose, rambling replies.”® Sometimes he violated the
rules of civility that he had laid down at the outset. When someone criticized “The
Great Utopia” as “old stuff and warmed-up wisdom,” he lashed back with a bitterly
sarcastic piece called “The Dog behind the Stove,” written partly in verse: “Look at
my cur! He barked, the lout: / ‘Utopia?—That’s old shit’! / But when I kick him
on its snout— / He yelps devoid of wit.” He appeared not to care that his arrogant,
contemptuous style might have a chilling effect on future letter writers. In fact, he
relished being able to “finish somebody off ‘artistically’ and . . . in a satirical manner.”
After all, “misplaced modestly cannot prevent us” (meaning himself) from affirming
that “we are extremely interesting.”!

In 1953 Weber had had another heart attack, which left him less able to manage
his temper. Now whenever someone irritated him, he confessed to a friend, that person
was in “danger of being killed on the spot . . . the heart stops to beat, and I'm for
a moment simply ‘not there.” Then I feel the blood roar in my head and all control
is lost.” Once his heart was stirred up, “it remains in an irritated condition for quite
some time, affecting me day and night and requiring considerable efforts to get it back
to what I can call ‘normal.””?

It didn’t help matters that New York’s perpetual din kept him awake at night. While
Weber tossed and turned, “the Elevated trains make noise two hundred yards away; . .
. motor cars, lorries, buses, aeroplanes make noise; everywhere radios make noise, and
again and again one is awakened by voices and sounds like shots.” With its clattering
and thundering subways and its wailing sirens, New York ground its residents down.
It was “unwholesome, ugly, uninspired, nerve-racking, crushing, hostile to the sense,
hostile to life, a catastrophe”—the very embodiment of retrogression, a concept he
seemed increasingly willing to rescue by diluting its meaning.”®

Most irritating of all, the CI group was dragging its heels on undertaking the
statistical survey of the American economy, the all-important “World Plan.” Their

49 Bookchin (as Herber), “Problem of Chemicals,” 209-11, 240-41; Bookchin (as Herber), “A Follow-
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delay in “giving the matter flesh” was causing the blood to roar in his head.** Sometime
in 1953, he asked his protégé and heir to do the job. Probably Bookchin would have
preferred to continue researching chemicals in food, but how could he turn down a
personal, urgent appeal from his beloved mentor? So he agreed, putting his own project
aside.

But what an enormous task it was—the ultimate research assignment. Getting down
to work, he first made a list of basic human needs—food, clothing, shelter, furnishings,
medical care, utilities, water, transportation, energy, and so on—then went to the
library every day to pore over statistics on the various economic sectors that supplied
goods and services to meet those needs. He researched the capacities of factories and
distribution facilities.

Everywhere he looked he found colossal waste. Raw materials were being squandered.
Corporations were producing commodities, in staggering quantities, that were useless
or destructive or both. To boost consumer consumption of them, managers mobilized
a huge labor force—“an over-sized army of clerks, accountants, bookkeepers, typists,
managers, executives, sales men, brokers, dealers, engineers, foremen, psychologists,
supervisors, advertising specialists and artists.” The biggest wastrel of all was the US
government itself, which was rolling in unnecessary expenditures. Overall, Bookchin
concluded, the present social order, a “thoroughly artificial system,” could be main-
tained only because of “an exhausting parasitism that, octopus-like, slowly strangles
all strata of the population.”® He wrote up his research, and as he finished each chap-
ter of the World Plan, he presented it to the CI group, who discussed it and praised
it.’® The entire document was slated for publication in 1954.

On March 1 of that year, the United States tested a hydrogen bomb at Bikini Atoll
in the South Pacific. The force of the blast was a thousand times more powerful than
the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The wind shifted eastward, blowing
the radioactive plume toward a Japanese fishing boat, the Fortunate Dragon. Crew
members’ skin was blackened and blistered. In September the vessel’s radio operator
died. The fallout reached Japan, where some dubbed the incident a second Hiroshima.
If anything was a contemporary issue, the CI group agreed, it was thermonuclear
weapons. Bookchin churned out a pamphlet called “Stop the Bomb,” demanding an
immediate end to the tests, since the fallout they produced could render “large parts
of our marine food supply radioactive and unhealthful” all over the world. Bookchin’s
leaflet broke new ground by opposing not only these terrifyingly destructive weapons
but also the “peaceful” uses of the atom that the Eisenhower administration was also

% Weber (as Zander), “An Unfinished Letter,” 111-12.

% Bookchin (as Keller), “Year One of the Eisenhower Crusade,” 91, 99. I am inferring what he wrote
in the World Plan from other writings from the time; the “World Plan” itself is not available.

% Tt was to be published in CT in 1954 under his pseudonym Robert Keller, as “Basis for Utopia: The
Outlines of an Economic Plan for a New Society.” Bookchin (as Keller), “Year One of the Eisenhower
Crusade,” 103. But the World Plan was never published, except for the introduction Murray wrote,
which was published in CT after Weber’s death and incorrectly attributed to Weber.
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urging at the time, to generate energy. Atomic power plants, too, he pointed out, would
produce radioactivity, which could contaminate the food supply and damage health.
Radiation, whether generated by bombs or by power plants, was the most lethal of all
chemicals in food.*”

CI distributed twenty thousand copies of the leaflet around New York—and the
response exceeded their wildest expectations. Letters poured in, expressing “pleasure
at meeting others who oppose this insanity” and offering to help the campaign.®® The
prominent pacifist A. J. Muste told Bookchin personally that the “Stop the Bomb”
leaflet transformed his thinking about nuclear power.?® The leaflet was widely reprinted.
The large Japanese daily Asahi Shimbun published excerpts on page one. It was a
“surprise,” wrote a reader, “for us Japanese . . . to know that there are many people
also in America who want to stop the A-Bomb or the H-Bomb.” Japanese scientists
and intellectuals wrote letters to CI, explaining that “even vegetables in this country
now are more or less dangerously radioactive, as the earth itself is fully radioactive.”®

Atmospheric nuclear testing became one of CI’s most important topics; the maga-
zine published many articles on the subject between 1954 and 1960.

Given the alarming health crises that were emerging, Bookchin found it difficult
to concentrate on the World Plan. Not only was the statistical work tedious, but the
project had come to seem strangely trite. That American capitalism could produce
ample resources to go around seemed obvious, even without statistical evidence. And
irritatingly, the project was quantitative in nature, instrumental, as if achieving utopia
were simply a matter of accounting. But you could not simply redistribute wealth
to satisfy material needs, Bookchin thought—you would also need an ethical revolt,
something Weber refused to admit. The Plan seemed more and more like a monumental
waste of time.

Doggedly loyal to Weber nonetheless, Bookchin wrote a stirring introduction, ar-
guing that the US economy was “brimming and overflowing with the means of life.”
If Americans chose to get rid of the wasteful corporate and governmental bureaucra-
cies, they could achieve “the fruition of a rational system.” But when he presented
the introduction at a group meeting, Weber objected to it, perhaps because Bookchin
interjected some lines about ethics. In any case, having prodded his protégé and heir
into writing the World Plan, Weber vetoed, for publication in CI, the introduction he
had written. The blood in his head must have been roaring something fierce.
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Bookchin had had enough—he dropped the World Plan project. The issue of chem-
icals in food and nuclear weapons had sparked his thinking in new and creative direc-
tions.
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4. Eco-decentralist

BOOKCHIN DID NOT share Weber’s animus toward New York. His childhood in
East Tremont had been idyllic, with its close-knit ethnic community and beautiful park.
The neighborhood was still congenial, as he saw every day when he went to give his
mother her insulin injection. The deli was still selling pickles and whitefish and knishes,
and he could still hear Yiddish murmured as he passed strangers on the sidewalk. His
old YCL comrades were long gone, but their parents still lived there—and why would
they move, when the buildings were rent controlled?

Rose Bookchin, nearly blind from diabetes, still lived in the four-story brick building
on 175th Street. In early December 1952 a city agency announced that a six-lane high-
way was to be constructed through East Tremont, called the Cross Bronx Expressway.
Apartment buildings that stood on the right-of-way would be torn down. A letter from
the city—signed by Robert Moses—informed the residents that they had ninety days
to leave.

Rose’s building wasn’t on the list, but thousands of her neighbors were forced,
tearfully, to leave. The abandoned buildings were boarded up and vandalized; then
came the wrecking ball. Now when Murray visited Rose, he could look eastward and see
the earth-moving machines and bulldozers coming ever closer. Construction crews used
dynamite to level the hills on which East Tremont stood. The staccato of jackhammers
and dynamite surely plagued Rose. East Tremonters called the dust and grit that got
in their pores “fallout.™

The kosher butcher, the greengrocer, and the other shopkeepers boarded up their
storefronts and joined the exodus. Construction of the Cross Bronx Expressway de-
stroyed what was left of Murray’s childhood utopia.

For about fifteen years now, Robert Moses, New York’s veritable dictator of public
works, had been ripping up working-class neighborhoods to build highways, tunnels,
and bridges. Many other American cities, too, were being remade on behalf of the
automobile and some concept of efficiency. Starting in 1949, the federal “urban renewal”
program had been designating old neighborhoods—mainly immigrant and working-
class communities—as blighted, congested slums. That label became a warrant for
sending in bulldozers to clear the way for erecting functional towers of glass and steel
in anonymous, antiseptic concrete plazas.?

! Robert A. Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1974), 855, 859, 860, 887.

2 See Anthony Flint, Wrestling with Moses: How Jane Jacobs Took on New York’s Master Builder
and Transformed the American City (New York: Random House, 2009).
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Why these incomprehensible acts of civic violence? How could perfectly good, humane
communities be destroyed on behalf of inhumane high-rises? For insight into the nature
and workings of cities, Bookchin first turned to the writings of his oldest teachers, Marx
and Engels. As he pored through their books, several passages leaped out at him. “The
whole economic history of society can be summed up,” Marx had written (in a rather
uncharacteristic passage), by the development of “the antithesis between town and
country.” And Engels had observed that this town-country antithesis had arisen as
“a direct necessity” for industrial and agricultural production.® In other words, this
urban problem was connected to the problem of industrial agriculture, and both were
connected to capitalism.

Lewis Mumford’s The Culture of Cities (1938) gave Bookchin further insight.* In me-
dieval times, Mumford had written, small, close-knit European cities had been human
in scale, with irregular streets and low-slung houses. They were attractive, communal,
and traversable on foot. In their many green spaces, people could gossip, trade, pray,
and politic face to face. Over the centuries, however, as kings created bureaucracies
and standing armies and centralized authority in the nation-state, these humane small
cities had given gave way to baroque, imperial cities, whose layout consisted of straight
lines and rigorous visual axes. Thereafter, said Mumford, as capitalism and authority
corrupted civilization, urban history continued to deteriorate, culminating in today’s
gigantic cities, organized for power and money.

Bookchin was inspired by both Marx and Mumford to write his own narrative
of urban decline. The high point, in his view, was not the medieval communes but
the small cities of ancient Attica, in the first millennium BCE. These poleis, notably
Athens, had existed in balance with the surrounding countryside; their inhabitants
“had firm ties to the soil and were independent in their economic position,” which gave
them a strong, self-reliant character. Economically, the ancient Athenians produced
simple goods to meet their basic needs and nothing more. From this arrangement had
arisen a remarkable political culture, with democratic assemblies and an “exceptionally
high degree of public participation.™

Much later, with the rise of modernity in Europe, cities became commercial and
industrial enterprises. Civic and communal life deteriorated, as buying and selling
displaced other social roles. Products of workmanship became objects of exchange, or
commodities, while traditional social relations yielded to relations of exchange. As the

3 Karl Marx, Capital (1867; reprint Chicago: Charles H. Kerr, 1906), 1:387; Frederick Engels,
Herr Eugen Diihring’s Revolution in Science (Anti-Dihring) (1877; reprint New York: International
Publishers, 1939), 323.

4 Lewis Mumford, The Culture of Cities (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1938).

> Murray Bookchin, The Limits of the City (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), 24, 27-28. The
original full manuscript of “The Limits of the City,” written in 1959-60, no longer exists, to my knowledge.
A truncated version was published as “The Limits of the City,” CI, no. 39 (Aug.—Sept. 1960). But only in
1979 was the full article published, as the first chapters of the book The Limits of the City. It’s impossible
to determine how much of the 1959-60 material was revised for the 1974 book. I take Murray at his
word that the first chapters of the 1974 book are more or less what he wrote in 1959-60.
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market moved to the center of social life, the quest for profits became the overriding
endeavor.

Cities, as the venues for this historic transmutation, became dehumanized—and
by the 1950s, their pathology had become extreme. They were too big, gigantic,
megalopoleis. Housing was scarce and shoddy. Traffic congestion had reached the
point of dysfunction. The subways were overcrowded and unreliable. Office work was
monotonous and sedentary; stifled by tedium, urban workers had come to resemble
machines, “enslaved, insecure, and one-sided.” City dwellers encountered one another
in passing, with mutual indifference or mistrust. The giant city was “a mere aggregate
of dispirited [people] scattered among cold, featureless structures.”

No wonder Weber couldn’t sleep. Nerves that were battered and raw from the
noise were further assailed by advertising. And the automobile was everywhere. An
expressway like the Cross Bronx reduced people “to mere byproducts of the highway
and motor car.” New Yorkers were being forced to surrender “residential space, parks,
avenues, and air to a steel vehicle that looks more like a missile than a means of human
transportation.” As a result of the automobile, “urban air is seriously, in some cases
dangerously, polluted,” taking a toll on human health.”

Meanwhile, the separation of town and country necessitated the use of ever more
chemicals in food production: not only pesticides and fertilizers and herbicides (to main-
tain monocultures) but also preservatives (to prevent deterioration during shipping)
and food colorings (to create the appearance of freshness). “As long as cities are sepa-
rated from the countryside,” Bookchin wrote, “food will necessarily include deleterious
chemicals to meet problems of storage, transportation, and mass manufacture—mnot to
mention profit.” The separation of town and country was intimately connected to the
problem of chemicals in food.

Bookchin concluded that “the possibilities of the city are exhausted” and “can never
be revitalized.” The city had reached its limits. The megalopolis had become a fetter
on civilization, and humanity, in order to advance, must burst that chain.’

But what pattern of settlement would replace the gigantic city? Lewis Mumford,
when writing of alternatives, had been inspired by the work of the English garden-
city advocate Ebenezer Howard, the Scottish urban planner Patrick Geddes, and the
Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin, all of whom around the turn of the century had
proposed creating green settlements, small, human-scale communities that were sur-
rounded by open swaths of countryside dedicated to recreation and to agriculture that
produced food for local consumption, that farmed “on soils enriched by urban refuse,”

% Bookchin, Limits of the City, 28; Bookchin (as Herber), “Limits of the City,” 197.

" Bookchin (as Herber), “Limits of the City,” 198, 204-5.

8 Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), “A Follow-up on the Problem of Chemicals in Food,” CI 6, no. 21
(Jan.—Feb. 1955), 56.

% Bookchin (as Herber), “Limits of the City,” 215. “Limit” is a dialectical concept. See, for example,
Sidney Hook, From Hegel to Marz (New York: Humanities Press, 1962), 69-70.
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and that made use of urban market gardens.!® Following these predecessors, Mum-
ford proposed that new cities should have greenbelts and parklands, combining “the
hygienic advantages of the open suburbs with the social advantages of the big city.”!

Bookchin thought that creating new green cities in hitherto rural areas would
be excellent but went further to propose decentralization—breaking up the giant
metropolises into “small, highly-integrated, free communities of [people] whose social
relations are blemished neither by property nor production for exchange.” Humanistic
in scale and appearance, the new small cities would be integrated with the surrounding
landscape. Their inhabitants would have easy access to farmlands, where they could
raise crops and savor rural recreation.'?

This ecological, decentralized society would have no need for chemicals in food. In
fields that were small in scale, crops could be rotated, requiring no fertilizers, and crop
diversity (as opposed to monocultures) would render pesticides unnecessary. The short
distance between farm and marketplace would eliminate the need for preservatives and
colorings. Agriculture would remain mechanized to reduce toil, but with the absence
of chemicals, it could once again become organic, a concept that Bookchin absorbed
from Sir Albert Howard’s 1940 book, An Agricultural Testament.

The integration of town and country would enhance social solidarity as well as
intimacy between people and land. People could develop a robust character like that
of the ancient Athenians, creative and civic-minded, governing their small communities
in equilibrium with the natural world. Communities would produce “goods solely to
meet human needs and promote man’s welfare.” Profit-seeking would yield to social
responsibility.!3

If all these considerations were making eco-decentralization desirable and necessary,
technological advances were making it possible. Rather than depending on dangerous
and centralizing nuclear power, communities “could make maximum use of [their| own
energy resources, such as wind power, solar energy, and hydroelectric power.” Thanks to
miniaturization and electronics, giant factories could be dismantled, replaced by small-
scale, automated production facilities: “The smoky steel town . . . is an anachronism.
Excellent steel can be made and rolled with installations that occupy about two or
three city blocks.” And since the machines would do most of the work, people would
have to work only a few hours a day, allowing for “the self-assertion of . . . a spiritually
independent and free personality.” The pace of life would be more relaxed, set not by

10 Peter Kropotkin, Fields, Factories, and Workshops (1912), discussed in Lewis Mumford, “The
Natural History of Urbanization,” in William L. Thomas Jr., ed., Man’s Role in Changing the Face of
the Earth (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956), 395-96. Wayne Hayes told me that this article
had an important impact on Murray.

1 Mumford, Culture of Cities, 396.

12 Bookchin (as Herber), “Limits of the City,” 215-16.

13 Bookchin (as Herber), “Follow-up on Chemicals in Food,” 56-57. To my knowledge, Bookchin did
not use the term eco-decentralist; it’s my shorthand for his ideas from this period. He would develop
these ideas further in the next years in Bookchin (as Herber), Our Synthetic Environment (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1962), 237—45.
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production schedules but by bodily and daily cycles. People could actually enjoy life,
having “unrestricted access to the countryside as well as the town, to soil as well as to
pavement, to flora and fauna as well as to libraries and theaters.”*

They would not suffer social or intellectual privation. Thanks to the telephone,
people “can now communicate with one another over a distance of thousands of miles
in a matter of seconds.” And thanks to trains and planes, “we can travel to the most
remote areas of the world in a few hours.” As a result of modern mass communication
and transportation, “the obstacles created by space and time are essentially gone.”'?

By all these means, eco-decentralization could open “magnificent vistas for individ-
ual and social development.” It would not only promote human health and fitness but
lead to “a long-range balance between man and the natural world.” The human per-
sonality could expand. Today’s desensitized urban robots would be released from their
insecurities, greed, and competitiveness and in their place develop self-confidence, a
sense of moral responsibility, and cooperation. Genius could once again flourish, as it
had in ancient Athens.!¢

Above all, people in the eco-decentralist society would have the free time to par-
ticipate civically: to govern themselves. At some point in the early 1950s, Bookchin
came across H. D. F. Kitto’s The Greeks, which describes ancient Athens in ways that
resemble Bookchin’s ideal society. In the ancient polis, wrote Kitto, “town and country
were closely-knit,” and cities were built to a human scale. Production was for use, and
wasteful consumption did not exist: “Three-quarters of the things which we slave for
the Greeks simply did without.” And needs for energy were met by the sun.!”

As a result, ancient Athenians—or rather, their male citizens—had abundant leisure
time, which the climate allowed them to spend outdoors. (Women, slaves, and resident
aliens did not, alas, enjoy these privileges.) The typical Athenian man, said Kitto, “was
able to sharpen his wits and improve his manners through constant intercourse with
his fellows. . . . Talk was the breath of life to the Greek”™—rather like Crotona Park
and Union Square in the 1930s, Bookchin might have thought.

The political institution that organized Athenian sociability was the ekklesia, the
democratic assembly, in which all male citizens were legal equals, with equal rights to
debate and vote on issues of communal concern and equal rights to hold political office.
Such an assembly (which would of course be modified to include all adult residents,
including women and ethnic minorities) seemed to Bookchin to be the proper governing
institution for the eco-decentralist society. It would be, he wrote, “democratic in content
not only in form.™®

14 Bookchin (as Herber), Our Synthetic Environment, 209, 241, 242; Bookchin (as Herber), “Follow-
up on Chemicals,” 56-57.

15 Bookchin (as Herber), Our Synthetic Environment, 241.

16 Thid., 244; Bookchin (as Herber), “Follow-up on Chemicals,” 56.

" H. D. F. Kitto, The Greeks (Chicago: Aldine, 1951), 30, 36-37.

18 Bookchin (as Herber), “Follow-up on Chemicals,” 57.
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Once again Bookchin had done Weber’s spadework for him. Weber had complained
about tasteless food; Bookchin theorized an ecological society that would produce
wholesome, organic food to delight his palate. Weber had complained about New
York’s noise and cockroaches; Bookchin was ready to break up the city for him and
disperse its pieces around the countryside. Weber had called for a utopia where ma-
chines eliminated toil; Bookchin thought out that utopia’s social fabric. Weber had
called for organizational transparency and freedom of expression; Bookchin identified
its institutional form—the democratic citizens’ assembly. In short, Bookchin provided
the “content” for the Movement for a Democracy of Content. He and he alone had
carried out the Trotsky-inspired “rethinking” that the CI group had been formed to
undertake.

But sometime in the mid-1950s, Weber began to seem strangely distant from
Bookchin’s work—even uninterested. Perhaps he was annoyed that his protégé and
heir had dropped the World Plan. When Bookchin pressed a copy of Kitto on Weber
and urged him to read about ancient Athenian assemblies, Weber dismissed the whole
notion of assembly democracy as “dilettantism.”™® And when Bookchin explained
his eco-decentralist ideas, Weber complained that the group was ‘“confused” over
“theoretical questions” “We have de facto no theory.”’

Despite Weber’s rudeness to him, Bookchin tried to keep himself intellectually in-
teresting to his mentor. He wrote up his ideas on town and country in an article called
“The Limits of the City,” in which he sketched the city’s evolution over the millen-
nia, from the village and the Athenian polis to the imperial city, the bourgeois city,
and finally the megalopolis. His narrative treated each kind of city as a phase or mo-
ment of a larger urban process that unfolded dialectically. He submitted the article for
publication in CI.

On the day the group discussed the article, they said it was excellent—at first. Then
Weber weighed in. The article was too historical, he pronounced. All those pages on
the history of Attica were nothing more than useless scholarship.

Bookchin defended the emphasis on history. It was necessary to show how the
Athenian polis had come into existence so that readers could understand it.

Nonsense, Weber might have said. History “can ‘teach’ us only a few things (which
have by now become truisms at best) and most of it is . . . a bourgeois fetish.”!

But Joe, Bookchin might have protested, much of Marz’s Capital is about the history
of capitalism. You can’t really know something’s nature unless you know its history,
its development, how it emerged from what came before. That’s the dialectic.

19 Josef Weber (as Ernst Zander), “The Campaign against Remilitarization in Germany,” CI 7, no.
27 (May—June 1956), 207-8.

20 Josef Weber (as Ernst Zander), “An Unfinished Letter” (written Oct. 7, 1956), CI 10, no. 38
(May—June 1960), 92, 112.

21 Weber to Dave Eisen, Jan. 3, 1959, MBPTL, copy in author’s collection.
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Bah, Weber might have replied. The present is what matters. Suppose you were
talking about slavery. You wouldn’t have to describe the history of slavery in order to
oppose it—it would be enough “to describe accurately what modern slavery is.”??

To which Bookchin might have argued that a utopian must be interested in studying
history at least for its turning points, the moments in history where things might have
taken a different and better turn. What if Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht had
survived the attack of January 1919 and given the German working class real leader-
ship? What if the Stalinists and the Social Democrats had joined forces electorally in
1933 and prevented Hitler from becoming chancellor? These were crossroads, moments
of potentiality where humanity could have gone in a different direction. It’s crucial to
recognize them and learn from them, Bookchin would have insisted.

The “what ifs” of history are irrelevant, Weber might have snapped: “In history, it is
exclusively a matter of what has actually happened, not of what might have occurred
under different circumstances and conditions.”? To disparage such counterfactuals, he
quoted from his beloved Diderot’s Jacques le Fataliste: “If, if, if—if the sea boiled, you’d
have a lot of cooked fish!™**

Under the force of Weber’s arguments, group members who had initially praised
“The Limits of the City” reversed themselves. They echoed Weber’s condemnation of
the article as “too historical” and even “academic.” Its historical section contributes
“nothing to our understanding of the present state” of the cities, said one. “Either we
deal with contemporary issues, or we cease to be Contemporary Issues.”

Bookchin’s good friend Dave Eisen rose to defend the article as “a striking interpre-
tation of the significance of the city in civilization.”?” The debate over this article was
strangely bitter, but in the end, Weber vetoed its publication.

It surely consoled Bookchin when news arrived that “The Problem of Chemicals in
Food” was to be published as a book in Germany. The translator, Gotz Ohly, said he
hoped it would “serve as a warning signal lest this lunacy”—chemicals in food—"affect
Germany as well.”® For Bookchin, it must have been a much-needed validation.

When Stalin died in 1953, the group had rejoiced. In February 1956 the Soviet
premier, Nikita Khrushchev, denounced Stalin’s dictatorship and admitted that the
1930s Moscow show trials had been frame-ups. Half a year later, on October 23, Hun-
garian workers rose up in revolt against the Kremlin. They went on a general strike

22 Weber is paraphrased in Dave Eisen to Vincent, Oct. 11, 1948, courtesy Dave Eisen.

23 Josef Weber (unsigned), “The Great Utopia: Outlines for a Plan of Organization and Activity of
a Democratic Movement,” CT 2, no. 5 (Winter 1950), 3.

2 Diderot quoted in Josef Weber (as Wilhelm Lunen), “Appeal for an English Edition of Diderot’s
‘Jack the Fatalist,”” CI 4, no. 15 (July—Aug. 1953), 180. Murray used the Diderot quotation in “A
Philosophical Naturalism,” in The Philosophy of Social Ecology (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1995), 28.

% Murray Bob, handwritten drafts, n.d., courtesy Reni Bob.

% Murray Bob on Murray Bookchin (ca. 1959), handwritten draft.

27 Dave Eisen to Andrew, Feb. 5, 1959, courtesy Dave Eisen.

28 “Correspondence,” CI, no. 21 (Jan.—Feb. 1955), 80. The book was Lebensgefihrliche Lebensmittel
(Krailling bei Miinchen: Hanns Georg Miiller Verlag, 1953).
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and formed soviets—mnot authoritarian ones but democratic ones, as in 1917. Hungary
seemed poised to free itself from Russian control.

The Hungarian insurgents appealed to the West for help, broadcasting desperate
appeals by radio for arms and ammunition. For nearly a decade, Western diplomats
had been assuring eastern Europeans that should they rise up against their Russian
suzerains, the West would lavish them with aid. So they had every reason to expect
their appeal to be heard.

But Western governments reneged and sent no aid. Horrified, CI formed the Emer-
gency Committee for Arms to Hungary to demand that the US government air-drop
weapons to the insurgents. Bookchin was the principal spokesperson. In early Novem-
ber he wrote a leaflet admonishing Westerners not to allow the brave Hungarian rebels
to perish, by “forc[ing] them to fight tanks with pistols and armored cars with pitch-
forks.” It was one of those crossroads moments that could change history: arming the
rebels could help topple the Russian dictatorship.? Hungarian expatriates in New
York and Boston arranged a speaking tour of New England for Bookchin, who orated
to thousands.

But by November 4, Soviet tanks had crushed the rebellion. CI mourned the demise
of the bold uprising and the deaths of the heroic insurgents. The revolt had been
particularly inspiring and illuminating in the context of the otherwise quiescent 1950s.
The young Hungarians, Bookchin mused, “had grown up entirely under a Stalinist
regime and had never known other social dispensations.” Yet they had taken up arms in
insurrection. If they could do it, “then maybe we had reason to hope that revolutionaries
could emerge closer to home as well.”"

The CI group leavened their hard work with dashes of Pantagruelism. The
Bookchins and the Grossmans vacationed together in the Great Smoky Mountains.
In 1956 Cl-ers with theatrical inclinations formed the Grub Street Players, who
performed obscure plays by Cervantes and Boccaccio in the living rooms where the
group met. The most elaborate production was an eighteenth-century farce called The
Cornish Squire, performed on December 28, 1957. As they had hoped, Weber loved
it.3!

But there was no denying it: the CI group was growing depressed. By 1958, they
had been working together for ten years. They had produced several dozen issues of
the magazine, and they had discussed politics and culture intensively twice a week.
“Stop the Bomb” and “Arms for Hungary” had gained them attention and respect.
But the magazine had not become a collection point for social resistance—the New
York group was still only about twenty strong. No Movement for a Democracy of
Content had emerged. “In four years of serious political agitation,” Jack Grossman

2 Bookchin (unsigned), “We Cannot Let Russian Armor Crush the People of Hungary!” (Nov. 3,
1956), in CI, no. 30 (July-Aug. 1957), 444-46.

30 Bookchin, “The 1960s,” interview by Doug Morris, in Bookchin, Anarchism, Marzism, and the
Future of the Left (San Francisco: A.K. Press, 1999), 60-61.

31 Annette Jacobson to author, June 15, 2008.
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pointed out, referring to 1954-58, “we have not succeeded in making one CI-er out of
the many people with whom we were in touch.”® The result had been “a perceptible
demoralization . . . inbreeding with the same old faces . . . the same predictable
attitudes.™?

Readers, for their part, complained that they couldn’t figure out where to place
C1 on the ideological spectrum. “Who are you really, and what do you want?” they
asked. CI’s ideological openness, which had been intended to generate discussion and
creativity, made for an incoherent presentation.®*

Weber, increasingly irate, blamed the CI-ers for the lack of progress. They didn’t
“think before they speak,” he complained to his friends in London and Germany and
South Africa; they didn’t “listen carefully and register what has been said,” and so
engaged in “a lot of valueless talk and outright nonsense.™ He claimed the group
would fall apart without him. Least of all did he admit that his own difficult personality
might have been an obstacle to movement building. As Murray told me, people tended
to drop away from the group rather than challenge Weber on anything.

Weber’s insulting remarks about Cl-ers are particularly insensitive in the light of
their loyalty to him, indeed their financial support for him. Certainly they were not
the Frankfurt School (which was what Murray, in later years, suspected Weber had
wanted them to become). But they were committed activists who were defying the
spirit of their times to try to build a broad democratic movement. If they failed, it was
not for lack of diligent effort and self-sacrificing dedication on their part.

But in the prosperous 1950s, most Americans weren’t interested in hearing social
critique, let alone in reducing their consumption. “In the absence of a radical atmo-
sphere in the country,” Grossman conceded grimly, “it is doubtful that many people
will be won to the revolutionary perspective of our movement.”

As Weber got sicker, he lost interest in searching out possibilities for radical po-
litical change in contemporary issues. Instead, he issued sweeping condemnations of
the present, which deserved “greater contempt” than any other historical epoch. Even
though all the necessary conditions for utopia were in place, he groused, “social life
remains . . . a sea of blood, dirt, baseness, irrationality and misery.” He denounced
whole fields of intellectual inquiry, like psychology, which was merely a replacement for
religion “as an attempt to make people feel guilty.” Scientists were morally bankrupt:
they took comfortable jobs in industry and allowed their work to be used for “H-bombs,

32 Jack Grossman, “C.I.—Whence and Whither?” 1958, courtesy Jack Grossman.

33 Thid.
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guided missiles, gases and bacteria for warfare, jet-fighters, insecticides, chemicals and
so on.™7

Even his onetime dialectical heroes Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno had sold
out, producing “useless scholasticism” for “officialdom” and sometimes even stooping to
issue “ordinary official propaganda.” They had succumbed to the positivism they had
once criticized and were now ruled “by the law of ignorance.”®

Under capitalism, Weber concluded, “true social consciousness” was obtainable “only
by individuals” who refused to “blindly or exclusively follow . . . narrow economic
and political interests”™—that is, people like himself. He, after all, had never taken a
paycheck from “officialdom,” the way the Frankfurt Schoolers had, and thus he remained
independent and free of taint. (That he took paychecks from his protégé Chet Manes
didn’t seem to matter.) Against the money-grubbing society, he compared himself to
the philosopher Spinoza, a “man of character” who had “stood up for [his| convictions”
and refused to “sell his soul.”

Weber’s conceit became sickening, Murray told me. People who weren’t willing to
flatter him or feed his vanity, it seemed, no longer had any place in the group.

Chet Manes, who had taken a second job in order to support Weber financially,
never flagged in his adoration of his mentor. But for years he had resented Weber’s
designation of Bookchin as his heir. Manes thought he himself deserved that honor.
As he brooded over the injustice, his annoyance grew. Finally he made a decision: he
would no longer hand his second paycheck over to Weber.

That left Weber without an income. The CI-ers would have happily pooled their
resources to support him, they agreed, but their own incomes were meager, and many
of them now had families. They encouraged Weber to apply for disability payments—
he could surely qualify, with his heart condition. But Weber refused, saying he could
not endure the humiliation of taking public assistance. Evidently he preferred Chet
Manes’s paychecks. So he withdrew his designation of Bookchin as his heir.

Thereafter, Weber’s rudeness to Bookchin intensified. Murray would ask a question,
and Weber would reply curtly, if at all, and walk away. No matter what Murray wrote,
Weber criticized it. He vetoed publication of yet another paper by Bookchin, this one
called “The Decline of the Proletariat,” on the nonrevolutionary nature of the working
class—a favorite theme of Weber’s, in earlier times, which perhaps had been Bookchin’s
point in writing it.

37 Josef Weber (as Wilhelm Lunen), “The Problem of Social Consciousness in Our Time,” CI 8, no.
31 (Oct.—Nov. 1957), 478-79, 516, 527, 502; Josef Weber (as Wilhelm Lunen), “Appeal for an English
Edition of Diderot’s ‘Jack the Fatalist,”” CI 4, no. 15 (July-Aug. 1953), 160, 190; Josef Weber (as
Wilhelm Lunen), “The Ring of the Nibelung, or The Art and Freedom of Interpretation at the Middle
of the 20th Century” (written May 1944), CI 5, no. 19 (Aug.—Sept. 1954), 180, 166, 162.

38 Weber (as Lunen), “Problem of Social Consciousness,” 479, 506, 526. Weber seems to have been
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39 Tbid., 516-17.
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Then Weber started bad-mouthing Bookchin behind his back, to his friends overseas.
He was a mere “journalist”—look at all that plodding research on those congressional
hearings. He was a mere “agitator’™—look at those futile speeches on behalf of the
Hungarian uprising. And he was an amateur—look at that interminable historical
article on Athenian democracy! Such “dilettanti” as Murray, he complained in a letter,
“will always attempt to overbridge their insecurity by ‘explaining’ everything which
they don’t understand.”” And he still hadn’t finished the goddamn World Plan.

He stepped up his attacks, accusing Bookchin of being “used up” and “a disastrous
human failure” who would “never write again.” Unnervingly to Murray, things he hadn’t
told anyone except his wife Beatrice were suddenly coming out of Weber’s mouth.

Bookchin was crushed. Why had Weber turned against him? The best things CI had
produced—*Stop the Bomb,” “Arms for Hungary,” and eco-decentralism—had been his
contributions. What had he ever done to Weber, except love him too much?

In the late 1950s, a CI-er named Jack Schwartz, who was a mathematician, de-
veloped a model to test the validity of Marx’s labor theory of value. He ran the
numbers—and the theory failed. He concluded that the economic analysis in Capi-
tal was incorrect.*! He wrote a paper and in September 1956 presented it to one of the
Saturday night meetings.

The blood must have roared in Weber’s head as he listened. Yes, Marx had been
wrong about proletarian revolution—but his economic analysis, Weber believed, re-
mained unsurpassed. He rebuked Schwartz, saying he didn’t understand Capital. Ez-
plain it, then! Schwartz insisted. You said you wanted dialogue and argumentation.
Weber dismissed the whole discussion as “impossible” and the level of insight as ap-
pallingly low.*?

But Schwartz refused to be brushed off and kept the argument going for weeks.
Group members took sides, no one willing to concede. Weber proposed that they agree
to disagree, but Schwartz refused, saying that the group must admit that he was right,
and that Marx’s theory of value was false. If they did not, then “I will split.”?

Weber seethed: Schwartz “can’t find rest until he has conquered . . . fame for him-
self.”™* But he had to be answered. Who would do it?

Bookchin must have seen his chance to win back Weber’s approval. He volunteered,
stepping back into his old role as Weber’s researcher.*

He was neither a mathematician nor an economist, but by now he was accustomed
to self-education. For Weber’s sake, he spent the winter of 1956-57 poring over Capital
and making notes. At length he drafted a reply, arguing that Schwartz’s error was

40 Weber to Dave Eisen, Jan. 3, 1959, copies in MBPTL and author’s collection.

41 Grossman to author, Sept. 5, 2008. Schwartz wrote under the pseudonym Giacomo Troiano.

42 Steve Selzer to Dear Friends, Nov. 12, 1959, courtesy Jack Grossman; Weber (as Zander), “Un-
finished Letter,” 102.

4 Jack Grossman, “C.I.—Whence and Whither?”; Weber (as Zander), “Unfinished Letter,” 100-103.

4 Weber to Eisen, Apr. 3, 1959, courtesy Dave Eisen.

45 Grossman, “C.I.—Whence and Whither?”
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to ignore the social dimension of Marx’s labor theory of value—he occupied himself
with relations between things, not between people. Bookchin presented his paper to
the group that April. Jack Grossman applauded it as “one of the finest expositions of
the significance of labor in political economy ever produced.™¢

But Weber denounced it as shallow and unacceptable, and he ripped into Bookchin
for being “like the dog behind the stove.” It was because of Bookchin, he said maliciously,
that CI was degenerating.

Murray was speechless. He still loved his old mentor, even with all his flaws. Despite
his cruelty, he couldn’t bear to fight him or even criticize him.

Bookchin’s relationship with Weber was further strained by Bookchin’s belief,
shared by Millie Weber (according to Murray), that Weber and Beatrice had become
romantically attracted to each other. He faced the prospect of losing both his father
figure and his wife.?”

As a refugee from Nazism, Weber learned, he was entitled to compensation from
the West German government, enough to live on. In 1958 he abruptly left New York
and returned to his native country. The CI group, shocked by his treatment of Murray,
gave him no send-off.

But even from across the Atlantic, Weber did not let up, writing letters to the CI
group attacking Bookchin. In October 1958 he mocked supposedly joyless revolutionar-
ies who “use their wives for their own ends.” “Let, then, the wife . . . find a satisfactory
sexual relation (especially with a man who is not a pig).” On and on he ranted, accusing
this unnamed revolutionary of suffering from “saturnalia of neurosis” and “pathological
perversion.™®

That letter shocked even Weber’s devotees in the New York group and fomented
“hatred against Joe” that was “difficult to imagine,” wrote one of them.* Dave Eisen
protested Weber’s “venomous personal attack.” He begged Weber “to empty your pen
of vitriol and conduct the discussion henceforth . . . upon another plane.”"

Weber responded by laying it on even thicker. By now he was posturing as Jacques
le Fataliste, Diderot’s hero who had extolled adultery as the highest form of morality.
Prohibitions of adultery, Weber complained, always lead “to submission to authori-
ties like the state, the church, or (at the end) even the husband.” He even tried to
associate monogamy with capitalism: “Under capitalism’s artificially maintained econ-
omy of scarcity,” he wrote, “physical and moral compulsion” enforce “sexual privation,”

46 Bookchin (as Robert Keller), “Reply to Troiano,” unpublished ms., copies in MBPTL and author’s
collection; Grossman, “C.I.—Whence and Whither?”

47 As recalled in Bookchin, “Journal for an End of a Century,” vol. 5, “October 18-November 13,
1992,” handwritten ms., 18-21, 29; and in Bookchin to Jacob Suhl, Feb. 20, 1993, MBPTL and author’s
collection.

48 Josef Weber (as Ernst Zander) to John Clarkson (written Oct. 19, 1958), published in “Sex and
Society,” CT 11, no. 42 (Sept.—Oct. 1961), 96.

49 Murray Bob (as Alan Dutscher), fragment, Nov. 25, 1959, courtesy Reni Bob.

%0 Dave Eisen to Weber, Jan. 4, 1959, courtesy Dave Eisen.
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while “sex-guilt supports an economy of scarcity.”” Without compunction, he invoked
cherished political ideas to justify his personal agenda.

Bookchin would later tell me he thought Weber was trying to take CI down with
him. He was right, I found in my research. “I decided to let it [CI] die of its own
stupidity,” Weber remarked in a 1959 letter, dismissing his years with these friends,
admirers, supporters, and disciples as “years of endless effort with the result of an
incredible mess.”? He had taught and inspired them, then tried to destroy them. The
group continued to meet, if nothing else in sheer defiance of his prediction that CI
couldn’t survive without him.

Then, in the summer of 1959, news arrived that on July 16, Josef Weber, in Germany,
had died of a heart attack at the age of fifty-eight. But by now the CI group that had
once revered him as a successor to Trotsky had come to despise him.

His early death rescued Bookchin from that toxic relationship. Sorting out all the
wild and bitter emotions would take years. But in the end, Bookchin would generously
decide that he preferred to remember Weber as he had been at his best, before illness
warped his mind, and to value him as his mentor. But for now he had to stanch the
bleeding.

1 Weber (as Ernst Zander), letter to Dave Eisen (as Paul Ecker) (written Apr. 3, 1959), published
in “Sex and Society,” CI 11, no. 42 (Sept.—Oct. 1961).
52 Weber to Eisen, Apr. 1959, courtesy Dave Eisen.
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5. Eco-anarchist

IN 1960, AFTER five thousand people had been displaced from their homes, con-
struction crews completed the East Tremont section of the Cross Bronx Expressway,
and cars soon surged along the route day and night, belching exhaust fumes into nearby
windows, creating unbearable noise.

The following year Rose Bookchin died. An immature, narcissistic woman, she had
never understood how to nurture her brilliant, high-strung son. But he had been decent
and dutiful to her, giving her daily insulin injections for two decades. When her life
ended, in a city hospital far from the rutted dirt roads of Bessarabia, he cried. So many
significant losses were coming all at once now: his old neighborhood, his mother, his
father figure, his marriage. He had an affair with a neighbor woman, looking for solace,
but found none. A sympathetic friend reported that he was “drunk almost all of the
time.” At the movies, he would yell at the characters on screen.?

He continued to go to CI meetings—his friends there, still his surrogate family,
trying to cobble together a new footing post-Weber. Meanwhile, the issue he knew
best—chemicals in food—was turning out to be momentous, in an episode that gained
national attention. On November 9, 1959, the US Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) banned aminotriazole, a weed-killer used on cranberry crops; it had been found
to cause thyroid cancer in rats. Just weeks before the Thanksgiving holiday, cran-
berry products disappeared from grocery shelves. When American families sat down
at their dinner tables that year, the lack of traditional cranberry sauce forced them to
contemplate the problem of chemicals in food.

The issue gave Bookchin a path forward—he could write his way out of his despair.
CT had forbidden remuneration for writers, but perhaps now he could make a living
as a science journalist. He would not even have to compromise his radical politics,
because the political implications of chemicals-in-food, to his mind, were very radical
indeed.

He spent much of 1960-62 writing up his important CI work for a book aimed at a
general readership. Agrochemicals threaten the viability of the soil and hence the food
supply; when they come into contact with living tissue, they, like nuclear fallout and
radiation, threaten “early debilitation and a shortened life span,” from heart disease

! Robert A. Caro, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1974), 889ff.

2 Sandy Shortlidge cited in Robert Palmer papers, courtesy Bob Erler. The drinking bout was
specific to this crisis; Murray was no alcoholic. This episode is not to be confused with a 1965 incident
involving A Thousand Clowns.
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and cancer. Gigantic cities further pollute and cause psychological stress. And what is
driving these “unrelenting” physical challenges, fouling the air we breathe, the water we
drink, and the food we eat? The answer, he explained, is our economic system, which
puts short-term economic gain ahead of human biological welfare.?

Bookchin thought most people, being sensible and rational, would not and could
not ignore these all-too-real threats to their health. Economic exploitation had not
turned the proletariat revolutionary, but ordinary citizens, faced with the prospect of
an early death, would surely rise up in outrage against the system that generated them,
break up large-scale industrial agriculture, disperse the megalopolis, and embrace the
only sensible alternative—eco-decentralism, a synthesis of humanity and nature, town
and country. “The most compelling laws of biology,” as Bookchin put it, would propel
fundamental social change.*

It so happened that a neighbor of Bookchin’s, Burton Lasky, had aspirations to
become a literary agent. He accepted the manuscript as his first endeavor and showed
it to Angus Cameron, an editor at Alfred A. Knopf, with whom he had connections.
Cameron liked the manuscript and decided to publish it, giving it the title Our Syn-
thetic Environment. Murray dedicated the book to his mother Rose.’

In the wake of Weber’s Gotterddmmerung, Bookchin redefined himself as an anar-
chist.® Perhaps the older man’s betrayal, departure, and death freed him to adopt an
ideology that had intrigued him for some time; or perhaps adopting the new ideology
helped him move forward after the catastrophe; or perhaps both. In any case, he soon
realized that his eco-decentralist ideas had an unmistakable affinity with anarchism,
the ideology that asserts that the state (or what Americans call government) is irreme-
diably oppressive and that people can and should free themselves from the centralized
bureaucracy that renders them psychologically dependent and politically impotent and
at the same time serves as an arm of the capitalist system that menaces their physical
well-being.

Bookchin’s interest in anarchism had not come from studying the writings of its
nineteenth-century theorists Proudhon, Bakunin, and Kropotkin. His ideas bore some
resemblance to those of Kropotkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops, but he did not
come across that book “until long after I had worked out my own ideas.” Rather, he
had absorbed some of Kropotkin’s ideas secondhand, through Mumford.®

3 Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), Our Synthetic Environment (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1962), 28,
hereafter OSE.

4 Ibid., 26. On decentralism, see 237ff.

® Burton Lasky, interview by author; Bookchin, OSE, v. At this time Bookchin was living, however
tenuously, with Beatrice and their two small children, Debbie (born in 1955) and Joseph (born in 1961),
at 3470 Cannon Place in the Bronx.

6 MBVB, part 30.

" Bookchin, “Postwar Period,” interview by Doug Morris, in Bookchin, Anarchism, Marzism and
the Future of the Left (San Francisco: A.K. Press, 1999), 58.

8 See, for example, Lewis Mumford, “The Natural History of Urbanization,” in William L. Thomas
Jr., ed., Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Farth (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956), 395—

93



The writings of a little-known twentieth-century anarchist seem to have confirmed
his choice of anarchism. Born in 1886, Erwin Anton Gutkind had been an architect
and city planner in Weimar Berlin. In the 1930s he fled Hitler’s Germany for London.
At the war’s end, he returned to Berlin as a member of the Allied control commission
that governed the British Zone, charged with helping to reconstruct the city. But he
found the operation too bureaucratic, so he quit.

Gutkind shared Bookchin’s abhorrence for the present-day megalopolis. His two
books Community and Environment (1954) and The Twilight of Cities (1962) are ar-
guments for decentralism, for small-scale communities that balance urban and rural.’
Like Bookchin, he wanted to disperse the large city and redistribute new communities
over a broad area. Small in scale and dense in structure, these communities, imbued
with “mutual aid and cooperation,” would rejuvenate humanity with “an inspiring di-
versity and a new élan vital.”!’ Unlike Mumford, Gutkind was an explicit anarchist,
considering “communities in a stateless world” to be “the highest ideal which we can
discern at present.” He gave his ideas a name: “Social Ecology,” a term that “stresses
the indivisibility of man’s interaction with his environment.”!

Equally crucial to Bookchin, anarchism as an ideology seemed suited to advance
the ethical revolt against capitalism, instrumentalism, and commodification that he
envisioned. In contrast to Marx’s “scientific” socialism, which had expected social and
economic forces to carry the world toward the good society, anarchism counted on
individuals to hold the existing system (the what is) accountable to an ethical standard,
find it wanting, consciously reject it, and choose to fashion an alternative society that
would fulfill that standard. Moreover anarchism upheld, as a matter of principle, a unity
of means and ends: only ethical means could produce a good society, and anarchist
institutions and actions must be consistent with and indeed prefigure that society. That
must have been attractive to Bookchin, who had come to despise Marxism-Leninism’s
acceptance and even endorsement of authoritarian, morally repugnant means to hasten
the operative social forces toward their inevitable end, the socialist society.

96. Wayne Hayes told me that Murray regarded this article as particularly important. In 1974 Bookchin
would note that he benefited “immensely . . . from Lewis Mumford’s studies on urban development.”
OSE, xviii.

% E. A. Gutkind, Community and Environment: A Discourse on Social Ecology (New York: Philo-
sophical Library, 1954); and The Tuwilight of Cities (New York: Macmillan, 1962).

10 Gutkind, Twilight of Cities, 183; Community and Environment, 76. “Mutual aid” is the title of a
book by the anarchist Kropotkin.

' Gutkind, Community and Environment, 81, 47, 50. The subtitle of this book, notably, is A Dis-
course on Social Fcology. Gutkind and Lewis Mumford both taught at the University of Pennsylvania
in the 1950s; Mumford used the term social ecology in his introduction to the reprint edition of Tech-
nics and Civilization (1932; reprinted New York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1963); the book presented
“technical development within the setting of a more general social ecology” (n.p.). In the 1970s Bookchin
would make the name social ecology famous and give Gutkind credit for originating it. See chapter §]
of this book.
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In 1960 anarchists were scarce in the United States. Among them were Paul Good-
man, an advocate of self-reliant, self-supporting communities; and Julian Beck and
Judith Malina, who in 1947 had founded the Living Theatre, an anarchist-pacifist
troupe that performed avant-garde plays.!? A few old-timers huddled together in New
York’s Libertarian League and reminisced about the anarchist revolution in 1930s Spain
and the valorous but doomed fight for it. But for the most part, anarchism seemed
to Bookchin to be a historical relic. In fact, the historian George Woodcock had re-
cently pronounced it all but dead: “Clearly, as a movement, anarchism has failed”; after
experiencing many defeats, it had dwindled “almost to nothing.”?

Perhaps there was life in the old ghost yet, Bookchin thought. Perhaps anarchism
could be revived and renovated, in such a way as to become relevant to the second
half of the twentieth century.

Contemporary Issues, post-Weber, rallied well. The magazine’s early 1960s issues
published credible and substantial articles on the civil rights movement, antiapartheid
protests, and African anticolonialism, as well as nuclear weapons testing.!* For the
sake of group harmony, Bookchin agreed to shorten “The Limits of the City,” and it
was finally published in abbreviated form in 1960.%

Political protest, which had been so conspicuously scarce for a decade, was finally
reappearing in the United States and even catching fire. In February 1960 a sit-in at
the Greensboro, North Carolina, Woolworth’s lunch counter launched a new stage in
the movement against racial segregation. That August in Connecticut, members of
the Committee for Non-Violent Action (CNVA) tried to block the launch of nuclear-
weapons-equipped Polaris submarines, by rowing or swimming out to them and phys-
ically sitting on top of them, refusing to move. And in November 1961, after reports
that strontium 90 was present in human and cows’ milk, some fifty thousand women in
sixty American cities marched to protest nuclear radiation. Mostly middle class—and
pushing baby carriages to make their point—their placards read, “End the Arms Race,
not the Human Race.”!

The new political protests used nonviolent means—and they were ethical, proceed-
ing from outrage at injustice. An ethical revolt was also the basis of Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS), founded in June 1962. Its manifesto, the Port Huron State-
ment, rejected the oppressive systems in American life—racism, corporations, the Cold
War, the nuclear arms race, the power elite, and the military-industrial complex—in

12 Judith Malina, The Enormous Despair (New York: Random House, 1972), 27.

13 George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements (Cleveland: World,
1962), 468.

14 Gee issues no. 34-45 passim, published from 1958 to 1962.

15 Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), “Limits of the City,” CI 10, no. 39 (Aug.—Sept. 1960). On the
circumstances of publication, see Murray Bob (as Dutscher) to friends, Nov. 25, 1959, courtesy Reni
Bob.

16 Mina Grossman, “Focus on Independent Committees,” Mar. 15, 1966, courtesy Jack Grossman.
The group, which helped generate the movement to ban nuclear weapons testing, was called Women
Strike for Peace.
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favor of “a new ethical politics” with broad moral and social goals. Lamenting “the felt
powerlessness of ordinary people,” the Port Huron Statement insisted that ordinary
citizens must be able to participate in making decisions in all institutions—a concept
that it called “participatory democracy.””

The Port Huron authors might as well have been reading Contemporary Issues.
But as SDS grew into, in effect, a movement for democracy of content, CI remained
depressingly small. At meetings of its aging radicals, Bookchin argued that CI should
reach out to these interesting young people and try to bring them into its fold. In Jan-
uary 1962 he proposed that the group dedicate every second meeting to introductory
discussions. But Jack Suhl, a German friend of Weber’s, objected, saying he found such
discussions to be superficial and unrewarding. CI was, he said, an émigré organization.
Bookchin replied that to achieve its goals as a vital, engaged political group, it must
expand its ranks. Voices were raised; one member, Harold Wurf, threatened to punch
Bookchin. Others pulled Wurf away before he could get violent. The meeting broke
up. 19

18

In the spring of 1962, after forty-one years in the Bronx, Bookchin moved into
Manhattan, to a small apartment in the West Village.?’ His agent, Lasky, taught him
how to create book indexes, which finally gave him a tolerable livelihood, as a freelance
indexer.?!

Our Synthetic Environment was published on June 11, 1962, a memorable date.
That very week the New Yorker devoted its entire June 16 issue to a critique of
pesticides, written by a marine biologist named Rachel Carson. Her lengthy piece
continued over the magazine’s next two issues. In September it was published between
covers as Silent Spring, which attracted widespread attention. It called attention to
some of the same abuses that Bookchin had been writing about—but it had the effect
of stealing Our Synthetic Environment’s thunder. That coincidence of timing, Burt
Lasky told me, “was always a source of great unhappiness to Murray.”?

Carson’s writing style was evocative and compelling. “She did a wonderful job with
Silent Spring,” Bookchin acknowledged, praising her “stylistic magic.”®® The warning
bell that her book rang brought the issue of pesticides to public attention, and over
the screams of manufacturers, scientific research on the hazards of DDT quickly got

T “Port Huron Statement of the Students for a Democratic Society” (1962), online at http://www.h-
net.org/ hst306,/documents/huron.html.

18 The ideas were similar, but the Port Huron Statement was not, to my knowledge, influenced by
CI. The inspirations were, rather, C. Wright Mills, Albert Camus, and Paul Goodman.

9 Dave Eisen files, Augusta, Me.

20 The new apartment was at 152 Seventh Avenue South. Bookchin to Tom (handwritten notification
of address change), August 14, 1962, courtesy Juan Diego Pérez Cebada. His divorce from Beatrice would
be finalized in October 1963. They would remain friends for the remainder of his life.

2 He would index Will and Ariel Durant’s Rousseau and Revolution (in 1967) and the first complete
English translation of Max Weber’s Economy and Society (in 1968).

22 Lasky interview.

23 Bookchin, “Postwar Period,” 54.
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underway, leading to its ban in 1972. Carson’s book sparked the modern environmental
movement. But her treatment of the social and economic structures that promoted
pesticide use was comparatively muted. As historian Yaakov Garb observes, Silent

Spring “brought its readers to the threshold of difficult questions, . . . but Carson’s
avoidance of politics, abetted by her conceptions of nature, helped lead them away
again.”?*

By contrast, Our Synthetic Environment discussed an array of environmental con-
taminants and ills—including but not limited to pesticides—and indicted the social
and economic interests that underlay them. William Vogt (author of Road to Survival)
reviewed the two books jointly, writing that Bookchin “ranges far more widely than
Miss Carson and discusses not only herbicides and insecticides, but also nutrition,
chemical fertilizers . . . soil structure.” He lamented that Bookchin’s book was given
“the silent treatment” and said “it is to be hoped that he may now ride into the limelight
on [Carson’s| coattails.” For the situation that both books addressed was urgent: “Will
we move fast enough, now, to escape possible immolation??®

And in 1964 T. G. Franklin wrote in the British periodical Mother Earth that Our
Synthetic Environment is “one of the most important books issued since the war and
I thoroughly recommend it to all who are interested in the way we live.” The noted
microbiologist René Dubos praised both Qur Synthetic Environment and Silent Spring
for alerting the public “to the dangers inherent in the thousands of new chemicals that
technological civilization brings into our daily life.”?

But the book failed to inspire the ethical revolt against industrial agriculture
and megacities that Bookchin had hoped for. Years later the environmental writer
Stephanie Mills would look back on the upstaging of Our Synthetic Environment in
perplexity: “Perhaps Bookchin’s wider range of concern put people off, or perhaps his
quiet prescription of social revolution as the remedy for the problems he detailed was
too much for people to swallow in ’62.” Culture critic Theodore Roszak was equally
bemused: “Why did Bookchin’s superior work receive so little supportive notice?
The reason, I think was the staggering breadth and ethical challenge of Bookchin’s
analysis. Nobody, as of 1962, cared to believe the problem was so vast. Even the

% Yaakov Garb, “Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,” Dissent (Fall 1995), 540-45.

% William Vogt, “On Man the Destroyer,” Natural History: The Journal of the American Museum
of Natural History [New York] 62 (Jan. 1963), 3-5. See also “Cassandra in the Cornfields,” Economist
[London] (Feb. 23, 1963), 711. While Carson’s book upstaged Murray’s in the United States, Our Syn-
thetic Environment received much more attention elsewhere in the English-speaking world, as Juan
Diego Pérez Cebada has shown. The book was reviewed much more widely in the United Kingdom, and
reviews appeared even in Australia, South Africa, and Pakistan. See Cebada, “An Editorial Flop Revis-
ited: The Initial Impact of Our Synthetic Environment (M. Bookchin, 1962),” publication forthcoming.
I'm grateful to Cebada for sharing his manuscript with me.

% T. G. Franklin, “Evolution in Reverse?” Mother Earth [journal of the Soil Association, UK] (July
1963); René Dubos, Man Adapting (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1965), 196, 415. Brian Morris
observes that Lewis Mumford, René Dubos, and Bookchin were all part of an intellectual current that
he calls ecological humanism; see his Pioneers of Ecological Humanism (Bristol: Book Guild, 2012).
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environmentalists preferred the liberal but narrowly focused Carson to the radical
Bookchin.” As Yaakov Garb concluded in 1995, “Bookchin’s pill was clearly too big,
bitter, and unfamiliar for most Americans to swallow at that time.”*’

After a few months in the West Village, Bookchin moved to the very neighborhood
that his mother and grandmother, a generation earlier, had been eager to leave.?® Rents
were cheap on the Lower East Side: fifty dollars a month got you a two- or three-room
apartment, with a bathtub in the kitchen. Rock-bottom rents attracted bohemians,
and in the early 1960s young Americans who rebelled against the conventional goals
of the affluent society were drifting in. Here they could live on crumbs and dedicate
themselves to exuberant self-expression, then go hear Sonny Rollins play his saxophone,
or Bob Dylan perform in a café.

That fall Dave Eisen was rethinking Contemporary Issues: he proposed revamping
the magazine into a less stodgy, large-format sixteen-page monthly, so that it could find
its place in the new protest scene and establish itself “as a gathering point for social
opposition.”” He volunteered to take over the editorship, if Bookchin would agree to
write for it, which he did. But as a result of Qur Synthetic Environment, invitations
to lecture were arriving in Bookchin’s mailbox, making it hard for him to fulfill his
commitment to his old friend.

That December, New York’s energy utility, Con Edison, applied for a permit to con-
struct a thousand-megawatt nuclear reactor in Ravenswood, a Queens neighborhood
on the East River. It would be the largest nuclear reactor ever built anywhere, and the
first ever to be located in the heart of a large city.?!

The Ravenswood proposal gave rise to yet another first: for the first time in Amer-
ican history, a local population organized itself to oppose a commercial nuclear power
plant. On February 19, at a public meeting in Queens, Con Ed’s representatives told
neighborhood residents that the reactor posed little danger to their health. The util-
ity’s board chairman, Harland C. Forbes, said he was confident that the plant could be
built in their neighborhood—or in Times Square for that matter”—without presenting
any danger to the community. But when a biology professor stood and objected that
there was no safe dose of atomic radiation, the residents applauded unanimously. In
April former Atomic Energy Commission chairman David Lilienthal announced that he
agreed with the opposition: he “would not dream of living in the Borough of Queens,”
he said, “if there were a large atomic power plant in that region.” A state senator

27 Stephanie Mills, “Peter Kropotkin, Murray Bookchin, Ivan Illich,” CoEvolution Quarterly, Sum-
mer 1975, 67; Theodore Roszak, “The Obsessive Drive to Dominate the Environment,” San Francisco
Chronicle, May 16, 1982; Garb, “Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring,” 540.

2 As of August 1963 he was living at 217 Avenue A, near Thirteenth Street. Bookchin to Dave
Eisen, August 23, 1963, courtesy Dave Eisen.

2 Dave Eisen to Friends, Nov. 12, 1962, courtesy Dave Eisen.

30 See, for example, Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), “Dangerous Environment of Man,” Consumer
Bulletin, Aug. 1962; and Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), “The Transformation of Our Environment,” WBAI,
New York, October 1962.

31 Richard P. Hunt, “Atomic Question for the City,” New York Times Magazine, Oct. 6, 1963, 46ff.
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pointed out that “the mind of man has not yet invented an accident proof piece of
mechanical equipment.”?

Shocked by the outrageous proposal and its even more outrageous siting, Bookchin
published two reports, under the name Citizens Committee for Radiation Information.
Nuclear power plants were inherently unsafe, he wrote, because no one knew how to
dispose of radioactive wastes safely. Constructing a reactor in New York City would
set a precedent “for locating power reactors in the major population centers.” New
Yorkers, he insisted, must not allow that to happen.

The Ravenswood project seems to have led Bookchin, already a critic of urban
gigantism, to think about the connection between cities’ size and the various types
of energy that they produced, consumed, and in general depended on. Large cities,
with their towering apartment and office buildings, seemed to require commensurately
large energy systems, ones that were moreover centralized and concentrated. In his
next book, Crisis in Our Cities, he argued that today’s gigantic cities depended for
their existence on the availability of “huge packages of fuel” generated by “immense
power plants.” Nuclear power could provide energy in the needed quantities, but it was
patently unsafe, given radioactive wastes.

Megacities had at hand another source of concentrated energy as well: fossil fuels—
“mountains of coal and veritable oceans of petroleum.” In fact, since nuclear power was
too dangerous, we were left with fossil fuels. And since the end of the war, fossil fuels
were what had been allowing giant cities to “reach immense proportions and merge
into sprawling urban belts.”*

But fossil fuels, Bookchin pointed out, are seriously compromised, perhaps even
more so that nuclear power. For fossil fuels were contributing to a certain planet-wide
disaster-in-the-making that everyone needed to become aware of. Over the previous
century, he observed in the climactic chapter of his book, human beings had spewed
260 billion tons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.

This blanket of carbon dioxide tends to raise the atmosphere’s temperature
by intercepting heat waves going from the earth into outer space. . . .
Theoretically, after several centuries of fossil-fuel combustion, the increased
heat of the atmosphere could even melt the polar ice caps of the earth and
lead to the inundation of the continents with sea water. Remote as such a
deluge may seem today, it is symbolic of the long-range catastrophic effects
of our irrational civilization on the balance of nature.®

32 George T. Mazuzan, “Very Risky Business: A Power Reactor for New York City,” Technology and
Culture 27, no. 2 (Apr. 1986), 270-74, 283; Murray Illson, “City Hall Witnesses Split on Bills to Bar
Reactor in Queens,” New York Times, June 15, 1963.

33 Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), The Ravenswood Reactor: A Preliminary Report to the Public (New
York: Citizens Committee for Radiation Information, 1963), in MBPTL and copy in author’s collection.

34 Bookchin (as Lewis Herber), Crisis in Our Cities (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1965),
186, 194-95.

3 Tbid., 187.
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These sentences, written in 1964, could have been written today, except that the
looming catastrophic effects are no longer either remote or symbolic.

Bookchin continued with relentless logic: fossil fuels, since they generate the green-
house effect, have no future as a safe source of energy. And since giant cities depend
on them, giant cities have no future either. So “if an industrial civilization is to survive,
man will have to develop entirely new sources of energy.” Those sources will be solar,
wind, and tidal. From “the heat of the sun, the fury of the winds, the surge of the tides,”
humankind “could draw inexhaustible quantities of energy without impairing the envi-
ronment.” Certain “revolutionary lines of technological innovation,” like solar reflectors,
parabolic collectors, and more, “hold the promise of a lasting balance between man and
the natural world.”

But the sun, the wind, and the tides, he realized, cannot supply “the large blocks of
energy needed to sustain densely concentrated populations and highly centralized in-
dustries.”™” Much as fossil fuels are suitable for giant cities, renewable fuels are suitable
only for smaller communities, with their small energy grids.

Eco-decentralism, then, was no mere utopian fantasy. The rescaling of town and
country and rural-urban integration had a technological imperative: “To use solar, wind,
and tidal power effectively, the megalopolis must be decentralized.”®® That is, because
of the greenhouse effect—or climate change, as we call it today—eco-decentralism
would be necessary for the survival of civilization.

Fortunately, decentralizing society into human-scale communities would have posi-
tive effects on our civilization. It would improve our health, because we could then elim-
inate chemicals from food production. Integrating town and country would bring the
sun, the wind, the earth, back into people’s daily lives, overcoming our alienation from
nature. And thanks to new technologies of computerization, miniaturization, automa-
tion, and cybernetics, we could continue to enjoy “the amenities of an industrialized
civilization.” “We stand,” he wrote, “on the brink of a new urban revolution.”

Crisis in Our Cities too was ignored, attracting little more attention than Our
Synthetic Environment. A typical reviewer rejected its decentralist solution as un-
achievable.*’ The world was far from ready to hear about global warming, let alone a
solution that required a profound transformation in the organization of society.

But Bookchin knew he was on to something, and as he studied scientific ecology
in the works of Charles Elton, his philosophically oriented mind discerned striking
parallels between natural processes and social processes.*!
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Both nature and society, he reflected, are processes of evolution, moving from the
simple to the ever more complex. Nature has evolved from the inorganic to the organic,
and from simple organisms to more complex ones; human social organization, in turn,
has evolved from the band and the tribe to the nation-state, the international market,
and numerous types of community and association in between. Both types of evolution
achieve “a greater degree of specialization, complexity, and interrelatedness.”?

Both kinds of evolution, in order to move forward, depend on the existence of a
degree of spontaneity on the part of their components. In natural evolution, “variety
emerges spontaneously,” through complex ecological situations, random mutations, and
the interactions of organisms with their environment. And in social evolution, it is
people, who have the freedom to exercise their will, who move history forward. The
existence of social freedom allows them to spontaneously “find their authentic order.”
Indeed, “spontaneity in social life converges with spontaneity in nature” to form the
foundation of a society that would be both free and ecological.*3

In both natural and social evolution, uniformity is a weakness. In agriculture, mono-
cultures are prone to disease and insect infestation. Similarly, a centralized, author-
itarian, conformist society is prone to breakdown under stress. (Witness the Aztecs,
easily overpowered by the conquistadors.) Diversity, by contrast, promotes stability,
strength, and resilience in both realms: diverse crops in agriculture, diverse life-forms
in an ecosystem, diverse people in a free society.

Remarkably, anarchism and ecology seemed to parallel each other in striking ways.
For one thing, spontaneity turned out to be not only a social concept but a specifically
anarchist concept, as anarchism has an “ideal of spontaneous organization,” and “both
the ecologist and the anarchist place a strong emphasis on spontaneity.” Both, too,
avowed the importance of diversity. In natural evolution, diversity and differentiation
produce complexity, but the same is true of anarchism, for as the anarchist Sir Herbert
Read observed: “Progress is measured by the degree of differentiation within a society.”
Increasingly, in Bookchin’s mind, ecology and anarchism were converging.*!

Furthermore, in both natural and social evolution, diversity creates “wholeness and
balance.” In ecology, diverse species and elements create a healthy, rounded whole.”
Similarly, in an anarchist society, diverse individuals and communities “seek to achieve
wholeness” in the sense of “complete, rounded” people living harmoniously with their
natural surroundings. In ancient Athens and in the small cities of Renaissance Italy,
agriculture harmonized with urban life, “synthesizing both into a rounded human,
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cultural, and social development.™® Free people in an ecological, anarchist society
could revive and approximate that wholeness and roundedness.

In sum, the principles of ecology and the principles of anarchism coincided in a com-
pelling way. Spontaneity, differentiation, complexity, diversity, balance, and wholeness
were all “as important in producing healthy human communities as they are in produc-
ing stable plant-animal communities.” Their application would “promote human health
because they produce a stable ecosystem.™¢

Equally fascinating for Bookchin, “unity in diversity”—another name for such
wholeness—was also a theme in Hegelian philosophy. That was “an intellectual conver-
gence that I do not regard as accidental,” he would later observe, since “the language
of ecology and dialectical philosophy”—concerned with processes of developmental
change—“overlap to a remarkable degree.”

By contrast, Bookchin argued, modern society is sending the developmental pro-
cesses of natural evolution into reverse: by polluting the air and water, by destroying
topsoil and forests, by poisoning food with chemicals, and by promoting the hyper-
trophic growth of megacities, it was stripping nature of its complexity, “disassembling
the biotic pyramid,” replacing a complex environment with a simpler one that will be
able to sustain only simpler life-forms. If current trends continue, then “the precon-
ditions for advanced life will be irreparably damaged and the earth will prove to be
incapable of supporting a viable, healthy human species.”™®

The convergence of anarchism, ecology, and dialectical philosophy gave rise to “Ecol-
ogy and Revolutionary Thought,” the first manifesto of radical political ecology, which
Bookchin wrote in 1964. Only a revolution, one that creates an anarchist society, can
create the deep social transformation that will be necessary to avert the ecological cri-
sis. Far from being impractical, or “a remote ideal,” an anarchist society “has become
a precondition for the practice of ecological principles.” Rosa Luxemburg had said
that civilization’s choice was between “socialism or barbarism”; Bookchin restated it
as a choice between anarchism and extinction.

As he traveled to lecture more frequently, he missed Friday-night CI meetings and,
despite his promise to Dave Eisen, submitted nothing for publication. Eisen was per-
turbed. “You have given everything else precedence over your responsibility to the
magazine,” he scolded.”® Finally, Eisen decided he did not want to have to wheedle
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and coax: in July 1963 he resigned both from the editorship and from the CI group.
Bookchin followed, resigning in August.” CI would expire altogether a few years later.

To former Cl-ers who were looking for a new political home, the most promising
group around was CORE, the Congress of Racial Equality, which used Quaker- and
Gandhi-inspired nonviolent resistance to fight southern racial segregation. CORE had
helped organize the Freedom Rides, where blacks and whites partnered to ride to-
gether on interstate buses—and were beaten for it by white supremacists in Alabama.
Now CORE was planning Freedom Summer, to conduct a voter registration drive in
Mississippi. A member of New York’s Downtown CORE chapter, Mickey Schwerner,
had already gone to the South to lay the groundwork. In early 1964 Bookchin joined
Downtown CORE.

Meetings took place at a storefront on East Thirteenth Street, where Bookchin
met a twenty-year-old organizer named Allan Hoffman, with curly jet-black hair. At
twenty, Allan was less than half Murray’s age, but they struck up an acquaintance.
Each recognized in the other something of himself: political passion and intellectual
curiosity.??

Born in Brooklyn in 1944, Allan as a teenager had soaked up existentialism, poetry,
and jazz in Greenwich Village, spending long evenings “drinking cheap wine and talking
about the meaning of art, the existence of God, and who we were.” He had joined the
Committee for Non-Violent Action, a pacifist group, for its rejection of “all manifesta-
tions of violence.” And he fell in with the anarchist-pacifist Living Theatre, performing
in their space at Fourteenth Street and Sixth Avenue. The Living’s cofounder Judith
Malina praised him as “beautiful and far-out,” committing “daring and pure acts of civil
disobedience in the best Gandhian sense.” Now he was a field organizer for CORE.

After meetings Murray and Allan would head over to Stanley’s Bar, on St. Mark’s
Place, in whose laid-back, dimly lit ambience they’d talk free-form politics.”* Murray
and Allan surely raised a glass of vodka together on January 6, 1964, when Con Ed
withdrew its application to build the Ravenswood reactor. For the first time, a citizen
movement to oppose the construction of a nuclear reactor had triumphed over the huge
utility. It was an astounding victory, with strong implications for the power of popular,
democratic local government.?

51 Dave Eisen files.

52 Marty Jezer, introduction to Allan Hoffman, “Earth—Life—Reclamation,” WIN Magazine 6, no.
19 (Nov. 15, 1970), 4.

% Ibid.; Allan Hoffman (as Totalist), “Eighteen Rounds of Total Revolution,” Anarchos, no. 2
(Spring 1968), 13-14; Malina, Enormous Despair, 176-77.

%% Bookchin, “When Everything Was Possible” (originally written in 1973), in Mesechabe: The Jour-
nal of Surregionalism [New Orleans|, nos. 9-10 (Winter 1991). On Stanley’s as a political forum, see
Peniel E. Joseph, Waiting 'Til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America
(New York: Holt, 2007), 41-42.

% Thomas Buckley, “City to Weigh Peril of Nuclear Plant Sought for Queens,” New York Times,
May 10, 1963, 1; “Atomic Plant in Queens,” New York Times, Aug. 26, 1963, 26; and Richard P. Hunt,

103



Murray and Allan did not see eye to eye on everything. For one thing, Allan was a
pacifist. In the fall of 1961, in Times Square, he had been protesting nuclear weapons
testing, when police mounted on horses had charged. Allan had sat down in front of
them and stopped them, nonviolently, “with pure Gandhian zap,” as Malina put it.%¢
By contrast, back in the 1930s, when Murray and his comrades had been protesting,
they had actively provoked mounted police to charge and then fought them with two-
by-fours. Neither would have been impressed by the other’s tactic.

The two men shared a philosophical bent, but while Murray was fascinated by
the convergence of anarchism, ecology, and dialectical philosophy, Allan was drawn to
Eastern mysticism—Taoism and the I Ching. Despite Murray’s distaste for spirituality
of any kind, he soon realized that Allan was talented, in fact “rather brilliant.” He
found intellectual interchange with Allan a “sheer pleasure,” and he was eager to teach
him about radical history and theory, while Allan taught him about Albert Camus and
existential revolt. “We complemented each other to an astonishing extent,” Bookchin
would later write. By the summer of 1964 they were close friends—“We loved each
other dearly.”’

In the spring of 1964, as the Johnson administration was sending troops to Vietnam,
a radical group in New York decided to organize a protest march. M2M (for May 2nd
Movement, the date of the march) was actually a front for a Marxist-Leninist vanguard
party called Progressive Labor (PL).%®

In December 1961 the American Communist Party had expelled a cadre of ultra-
leftists for being too militant—they identified with the China of Mao Zedong. A few
months later they had formed PL, which soon had six hundred members. They were
champing at the bit to provoke the police into charging at them, so they could spark
the revolution and win esteem as revolutionary leaders in the eyes of the working
class.”

Under the name M2M, PL called a meeting to organize New York City’s first anti—
Vietnam War march. Bookchin attended—and was startled to see young Maoists de-
claiming in Bolshevik jargon and strutting imperiously. If there was one thing Bookchin
knew, and knew to avoid, it was Marxist-Leninist politics. He scolded the organizers
for their adherence to an outmoded ideology that had authoritarian implications. You
shouldn’t be organizing in terms of the proletariat, he berated them. You should be
organizing in terms of anarchism and ecology. Bookchin’s outburst didn’t alter PL’s
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plans, but it inspired some attendees “to begin reading about the origins and practice
of contemporary anarchism.”®”

On April 22, 1964, in Queens, the New York World’s Fair was scheduled to open
to extravagant festivities. Its various pavilions would celebrate American capitalism
and technological prowess. GE’s exhibit, for example, would showcase electric power
generation with a simulated thermonuclear fusion reaction.

New York’s civil rights and peace groups loathed the message of the fair: social
progress in America was a fraud as long as black citizens in the North and South
were subject to discrimination and police brutality and poverty. So CORE organized a
nonviolent protest for opening day. On April 22, at around nine in the morning, Murray
and probably Allan arrived at the fair’s entrance, along with James Farmer, Bayard
Rustin, Michael Harrington, Paul Goodman, and 750 other protesters. They fanned
out to the various displays. Some blocked the doors at the New York City Pavilion;
some climbed the Unisphere, a large structure donated by US Steel; some stood atop
the Florida Pavilion’s giant orange; and some, at the Louisiana Pavilion, demonstrated
the use of cattle prods, wielded on black prisoners in jails in New Orleans and Baton
Rouge. Bookchin was among those arrested for their nonviolent civil disobedience and
was detained for a week at Hart Island, a World War II-era prisoner camp.5!

But the nonviolent phase of the civil rights movement was coming to an end. A few
weeks later in Mississippi, CORE member Mickey Schwerner, along with two other civil
rights workers, disappeared, brutally murdered by white supremacists. In New York
on July 16, an off-duty policeman shot and killed a black fifteen-year-old. Two days
later CORE rallied in Harlem to demand that the policeman be arrested for murder.
The chairman of Downtown CORE announced, “I belong to a nonviolent organization,
but I'm not nonviolent. When a cop shoots me, I will shoot him back.” His fellow
protesters agreed, clashing with police at the station house. “Over the next several
hours, thousands rioted in the surrounding blocks—banging on cars, throwing bottles,
smashing windows. The police pursued, firing revolvers into the air.”?

At a rally in Harlem, Bayard Rustin pleaded with angry protesters to remain nonvi-
olent, but they booed loudly, having no further use “for preachments on nonviolence.”
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An urban rebellion erupted, and flames burned in Harlem for four days. One Harlem
PL-er told a street-corner crowd: “We’re going to have to kill a lot of cops, a lot of
these judges, and we’ll have to go up against their army.””® Five people were killed,
and several hundred were injured.

Malcolm X announced that “the day of turning the other cheek to those brute
beasts is over.” Waning too was the black-white alliance—white CORE members felt
increasingly unwelcome. That fall Murray and Allan quit; two years later CORE would
expel its white members.5

Since the end of World War II, mechanization and automation in the industrial
workplace had been eliminating assembly-line jobs. In March 1964 several high-profile
leftists issued a statement called The Triple Revolution, to warn that the technological
revolution would soon render much of the manual workforce unemployed. In order to
save jobs, they urged, government should place restraints on the development and use
of technology.%

Bookchin and his old CI friends were perplexed—they considered technology’s elim-
ination of toil to be, not a problem, but a liberation. In the fall of 1964, to respond
to The Triple Revolution, Frances Witlin, a friend and fellow ex-Trotskyist, created
the Alliance for Jobs or Income Now, which sponsored a three-month lecture series
called “Automation and Social Change.” Bookchin was one of the lecturers, and in his
presentation outlined what he was beginning to call his “postscarcity thesis.”

For millennia, people had competed for scarce resources, and those few individuals
who got control of the largest share ended up dominating everyone else. This tyranny
of scarcity had always stymied revolutionary movements for freedom, since even after
a revolution toppled a despot, most people were still burdened by material want and
had to return to work, allowing new despots to arise. In the past, socialism had tried
to put a good face on the problem by extolling toil as ennobling. But that just had
the effect of equating socialism with industrial labor and full employment.%

But now machines could perform repetitive tasks, freeing people from that drudgery.
The technology that had emerged since the end of the war had created a high level
of material abundance, enough to provide for the basic needs of all. Most so-called
work was, after all, useless. “Roughly seventy percent of the American labor force does
absolutely no productive work,” Bookchin observed—they just shift papers around.
And most of the goods produced were superfluous, “such pure garbage that people
would voluntarily stop consuming [them]| in a rational society.”" Let technology per-
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form whatever toil was necessary, and let us eliminate make-work and reduce working
hours—and a decent means of life could be available to all.%®

The fact that everyone could now potentially have material security had enormous
implications. People would no longer need to scramble to get a living, so competition
for scarce resources could be consigned to the past. In this “postscarcity” world, even
social and political domination could pass into history.%

In the winter of 1964-65 at Stanley’s, as Murray and Allan talked about postscarcity
and philosophy, other patrons clustered around, eager to listen in. At closing time,
Stanley would call out, “Time gentlemen, time,” and turn up the lights. It was “almost
traumatic for patrons to have to leave,” one denizen recalled. “Stanley almost had to
press them.”™ So Bookchin invited the listeners who wanted more to come up to his
apartment.” The conversations became regular meetings, and when the regulars kept
coming and brought their friends, they formed a group.

Most of them were in their twenties, young bohemians seeking “meaningful alter-
natives to the self-destructive life around us.”” They were hungry for a libertarian
education, and Bookchin was happy to provide it, turning the group into a study
group. His and Allan’s shared interest in philosophy and theory set the tone. (Joyce
Gardner called it the “metaphysical discussion group.”)™ Theory was necessary to the
revolutionary project, Bookchin taught them, because it could “rescue the rationality
of the individual revolutionary from the irrationality of the existing society.” But the-
ory alone was insufficient: revolutionaries must also have “the forces of history” on their
side. And while waiting for those forces to emerge, they must not only analyze the ills
of the existing society but plan the institutions and culture for the new society.™

He taught them about the potentialities latent in technological progress that made
utopia no longer a vague ideal but a practical program for liberation, about decen-
tralized eco-communities and solar energy, and about assembly democracy. He taught
them about the French Revolution, the Paris Commune, and the democratic soviets
in the early phases of the Russian Revolution. Martin Buber’s Paths in Utopia, which
they read aloud, gave them an introduction to nineteenth-century cooperativism.

They read The Mass Psychology of Fascism by Allan’s favorite author, Wilhelm
Reich, which fascinated them. Reich had argued that Hitler’s rise to power had been
made possible by sexual repression; the way to prevent a new fascism from emerging
was therefore through sexual liberation. The book had been banned by a US district
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court a few years earlier, so the group published a pirate edition themselves. “We
thought it was a revolutionary act,” Gardner recalled. “We had printers who were into
‘liberating’ paper and printing stuff for free.”™

Bookchin recommended the writings of Herbert Marcuse, from whose Reason and
Rewvolution he had learned so much in his CI years. They read his Fros and Civilization
(1955), which they applauded for its vision of a sexually nonrepressive civilization.
But One-Dimensional Man, which came to them hot off the press in 1964, was a
disappointment, portraying the present society as a vast technocracy in which social
control and repression were ubiquitous and monolithic. All oppositional behavior and
thought, argued Marcuse, were integrated into this “one dimensional” social universe:
even conceiving an alternative was all but impossible.” Bookchin, chagrined by the
pessimistic direction Marcuse was taking, regarded the book as so bleak as to betray
the revolutionary project.

Overall, by educating these young people in radical politics and theory and history,
Bookchin hoped to generate a new Enlightenment that would spawn a revolutionary
opposition, the way the French Enlightenment had fed into the Revolution of 1789.7
He urged the group to identify itself as anarchist. Allan objected, citing “the violent,
personal-terrorist aspect” of anarchist history. (Nineteenth-century anarchists had as-
sassinated heads of state.) But in the end they had decided, probably at Bookchin’s
urging, that anarchism was “the only word which could potentially embrace our enthu-
siastic affirmation of life, together with the negation of all coercive systems.”™ Besides,
the label was not co-optable. In the end, they agreed and took the name New York
Federation of Anarchists.

Bookchin wrote the federation’s manifesto, “The Legacy of Domination,” which also
summarized his own current thinking. Domination is based on scarcity, but scarcity
no longer exists, so domination in all its forms—military, statist, economic, cultural,
psychological—is historically redundant, lacking any further justification. It is merely
a hollow “legacy of the past, a product of historical inertia.” As such, we may easily
overturn it. We may justifiably abolish all systems of domination and replace them with
institutions appropriate to a balanced relationship with nature, especially “assemblies
of free individuals who live in decentralized communities” and who “determine their
social destiny in a direct, face-to-face democracy.”™

Those assemblies would take over decision-making on social life, including
postscarcity economic life. In a long, detailed article called “Towards a Liberatory
Technology,” he showed how new technologies could facilitate the transition to a de-
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centralized, self-managed society and constitute its industrial skeleton. Today’s giant
centralized factories could be eliminated, replaced by small-scale plants producing for
local needs. Within those small factories, automated machinery could replace most
onerous human physical labor; through cybernation, such machines could correct
their own errors, replacing human judgment. At the same time miniaturized electronic
components—including the new digital computer—could coordinate most routine
industrial operations and even perform much of the repetitive, tedious mental labor
characteristic of industrial production. Various kinds of machines could be multipur-
posed to manufacture a variety of products, including other machines. Decentralized
industry, like decentralized agriculture, would be tailored to regional economies,
powered by solar and wind and tidal energy.

All these innovations could potentially replace “the realm of necessity” with the “realm
of freedom” (terms that Bookchin borrowed from Marx) and could become a “tech-
nology for life” contributing to wholeness and balance, rather than a technology for
mindless consumption and military destruction. Bookchin was optimistic about the
prospects for such change because “a basic sense of decency, sympathy, and mutual
aid lies at the core of human behavior.”

Allan marveled at how the “strange & inexorable laws of dialectical thought” had
moved revolutionary theory from Marxism “onto a new level of speculation which
becomes suddenly Anarchist.” But how would the next revolution prevent a counter-
revolution and a new revolutionary tyranny? he wondered. “We have already seen . .
. too many revolutions which create greater evils than the ones they destroy.™ The
solution, he thought, was to change people at the psychological level, to alter indi-
vidual character structure. Today, domination warps people’s minds and bodies, but
a revolutionary movement must try to generate “a new psychological order in which
the fundamental drives (Eros) are liberated & allowed free play.” It must remake “the
totality”—mnot just the society but the individual person, sexuality included.

Bookchin, who had been grappling with the problem of revolutionary authoritarian-
ism for a quarter-century without considering the psychological dimension, concurred.
From the YCL commissars to the SWP Trotskyists to Herr Weber, the leading revolu-
tionaries he had known had had dictatorial personalities. That they had all failed was
fortunate, for “had society fallen into our hands, it would have been a world-historical
disaster.” He knew he had to get rid of his own inner commissar and “remake the revo-
lutionary™ “to the degree that it is humanly possible, [the revolutionary| must reflect
in his [or her|] own life what he is fighting for in social life.”™?
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Agreeing with Martin Buber that the fate of the human race hung on the “rebirth of
the commune,” the New York fédérés made themselves into an urban commune, renting
a loft at Bowery and Second Street.®® They fitted it out with a library and set up a
communal kitchen and dining area. They refurbished two discarded printing presses
and set up a radical print shop, where they published a journal called Good Soup. The
first issue contained Bookchin’s “The Legacy of Domination” and Allan’s rejoinder on
totality, as well as poems by Joyce Gardner and Judith Malina.®

Early in 1964 Lower East Side poets found themselves without a place to read their
work aloud. (The city had recently shut down the readings at Le Metro café, saying
it didn’t have a cabaret license.) Poet David Henderson, who lived upstairs from the
New York Federation’s loft, suggested to Allan that the anarchists host the poets’
readings.®

They agreed, and thereafter Lower East Side poets—including the likes of Ishmael
Reed and Allen Ginsberg—read their work weekly at the loft; Allan named the whole
project the Bowery Poets Coop.® Bookchin didn’t care for the poetry he heard there,
finding it “harsh and shrill. People strode up and down the aisles, screaming at the
audience. ‘Up against the wall motherfucker. White honky.” Who cares? . . . What
was interesting was that a cultural dimension had to be added, woven into a political
outlook.” After the readings, the fédérés would pass the hat to pay the rent. They let
the poets use their printing presses to publish their work. The Poets Coop continued
for a year or so, until police and landlord harassment, and lack of funds, broke it up.
In the summer of 1966, the poets found a new home at St. Mark’s Church.®

In 1965 the fédérés opened the Torch Bookstore on East Ninth Street, the first
anarchist bookstore in New York since World War I. Used books and magazines lay
scattered about, and historic posters adorned the walls. It was organized—or not—
along libertarian lines. “No one really runs the Torch,” wrote the FEast Village Other.
“There is no cash register. The rent is paid by voluntary contribution.” It had no regular
hours—*it is open only when someone wants to open it.”®

8 Martin Buber, Paths in Utopia (1949; Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1996), 136.
See Gardner interview; Gardner and Hoffman, “Introduction”; and Bookchin, “When Everything Was
Possible.” Members of the New York Federation of Anarchists didn’t call themselves fédérés to my
knowledge, but I'm doing so here, as Murray in later years would use that word to refer to the French
revolutionaries of 1789; it literally means “people who belong to a federation or confederation.”

8 Good Soup, published by the New York Federation of Anarchists, no. 1 (ca. 1965).
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University of California Press, 2003), 20ff, 230-31 n.109.

8 Gardner interview; Paul Prensky, interview by author, Mar. 31, 2008.
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The New York Federation’s urban commune was small and its efforts fragile, but its
message nonetheless had a pronounced influence on other bohemians in the Lower East
Side. At antiwar demonstrations, the fédérés marched under a banner that read “Com-
munity, anarchy, ecology.” People understood the first two words but asked, What’s
ecology? No one had ever heard of it. Meanwhile the group circulated Bookchin’s
“Towards a Liberatory Technology” and “Ecology and Revolutionary Thought.” The
postscarcity thesis caught on, enough that, for example, in 1966 Abbie Hoffman could
remark that he was thinking in terms of a “postabundant society” and affirm that
“due to our technological capabilities, we can really have an anarchist utopian future
in this country.” The SDS newspaper New Left Notes observed approvingly that “the
concept of post-scarcity” means “the liberation of men and the creation of a socialist
society.”™ Postscarcity soon became the de facto economic theory of New York’s youth
movement.

In February 1966 the fédérés demonstrated publicly as anarchists—carrying black
anarchist flags for the first time since Emma Goldman had done so during World War
I. They were protesting the arrest, in the USSR, of two Russian novelists for criticizing
the system. Sally Kempton, who covered the protest for the Village Voice, called it
“historic.™"

In 1965, forty-four-year-old Bookchin found himself associating with people half his
age. Looking for generational peers, he started attending meetings of the Libertarian
League, although its ten or so members turned out to be elderly, like Sam Dolgoff,
who was sixty-three.”! League members spent a lot of time memorializing the Span-
ish Revolution of 1936-37 and the Confederacion Nacional del Trabajo (CNT), the
anarcho-syndicalist trade union that had carried out the workplace collectivizations in
Catalonia.

One league member, Russell Blackwell, was intriguing: he had actually fought in
Spain. Now sixty-one, Blackwell had stowed aboard a freighter in 1936 and arrived
in Barcelona in 1936 to gather information for his Trotskyist comrades back home.
Speaking fluent Spanish, he had mixed easily with the anti-Stalinist leftists of the
Partido Obrero de Unificacion Marxista (POUM, in whose militia George Orwell had
fought), as well as the anarcho-syndicalists of the CNT and the anarchist-communists
of the Federacion Anarquista Ibérica (FAI).”” He had joined the militant anarchist
group Friends of Durruti.

In May 1937, in that momentous Barcelona street battle in which the Stalinists
crushed the anarchist revolution, Blackwell had fought alongside the anarchists and was

89 Abbie Hoffman, interview, in Allen Katzman, ed., Our Time: An Anthology of Interviews from
the Fast Village Other (New York: Dial, 1969), 290, 296; Robert Gottlieb, Gerry Tenney, and David
Gilbert, “Toward a Theory of Social Change,” New Left Notes, May 22, 1967, 5.
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Voice, Feb. 24, 1966, 3.

91 The Libertarian League met at 813 Broadway, between Eleventh and Twelfth Streets.

92 Sidney Lens, Unrepentant Radical (Boston: Beacon Press, 1980), 83-84.
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wounded. After vanquishing the uprising, the Stalinists had arrested him on charges
of being an American spy and, of course, “an agent of Trotsky.” He was imprisoned,
interrogated, and beaten. His friends back home formed a defense committee, and
thanks to their agitation, he was released.”

When I knew Murray, decades later, he spoke of no one except his grandmother with
more reverence than Russell Blackwell. It had been a privilege to be his companero,
he said. (Compatiero was what Spanish anarchists called each other, as opposed to the
Stalinist comrade.) Blackwell gave him intimate details of the Spanish anarchist revo-
lution. He told him about their remarkable organizational unit, the grupo de afinidad,
a small group of companeros who functioned closely together and could not be pene-
trated by outsiders.

Bookchin admired the Spanish Revolution immensely, but no matter how glorious it
had been, he thought the league’s anarchists were living too much in the past. He told
them about his project to renovate anarchism for the present era, through ecology and
postscarcity. The younger generation, he said, the New Leftists and the New Bohemi-
ans, had an anarchistic outlook, and his New York Federation was explicitly anarchist.
Out in San Francisco, a group of anarchistic actors called the Diggers were performing
plays for free in Golden Gate Park and serving free food. They had founded a free
store that gave away secondhand clothes and set up free housing.” These institutions
were part of a new and growing money-free economy, Bookchin told the old-timers. It
was part of the new society, a new technology, and potentially a new utopia.

But Dolgoff remained skeptical—he had a low opinion of the young bohemians.
Whenever they came to league meetings, they talked mainly about sex and drugs: “They
were disruptive and did little constructive work. The problem became how to remove
or expel them.” Bookchin could not persuade him otherwise and resigned himself to
the aging anarchists’ hostile incomprehension of their youthful counterparts.?

Only Russell Blackwell lent Bookchin a sympathetic ear. But one evening he took
his young companero aside and gave him an unexpected warning: Don’t use the word
anarchist for your political label, he said; if you do, you’ll attract every nut for miles
around. Bookchin listened but decided not to heed the advice: that would not be a
problem, he felt, since he was sure he could renovate anarchism into something relevant
for the present—and enlist enough spontaneous, diverse, ethical young people, whom
he could educate in radical politics, to create a movement for a free, rational society.

93 Tbid. Blackwell was supported by John Dewey, Carlo Tresca, Norman Thomas, James T. Farrell,
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One of the scruffy young bohemians who turned up at league meetings was Ben
Morea, a dark-haired twenty-four-year-old, short in stature but intense in demeanor,
a swaggering street kid.”® A former teenage junkie, he had kicked the habit and taken
up abstract painting. Morea’s canvases, Bookchin recalled, “consisted of vast panels of
black. Swirling nebulae. Completely black.”” He had learned about anarchism from
the Living Theatre and now turned up at Libertarian League meetings, where he too
was fascinated by Russell Blackwell.

At Bookchin’s invitation, Morea attended a New York Federation meeting as well.
He listened for a while, then scowled that they were all petty bourgeois white honkies
and stormed out with a stream of curses. He came to the next meeting, but the same
thing happened. He found Murray “too intellectual,” while Allan was just “a passive
hippy.” No love was lost: Ben’s tantrums did not impress Murray, while nonviolent
Allan found him destructive and nihilistic.”®

But the Lower East Side of 1965 had room for them all. Near the fédérés’ loft lay
Tompkins Square Park, and on spring and summer afternoons, Bookchin would meet
his friends there. Lounging on a sunny bench, Allan, with his long, curly black beard,
would tilt his head back, lower his eyelids, and soliloquize, as a barefoot Joyce nestled
at his side. In the evening they’d go to the loft to dine on vegetables and brown rice
(or in Murray’s case, tuna sandwiches). And on sweltering August nights, they’d sleep
in the park or stay up all night and watch the sun rise over the river.”

As ever, Murray and Allan carried on their dialogue, Murray holding forth on revolu-
tionary history and politics, Allan on the transformation of the individual psyche, and
sexual liberation, and totality. Their respective writings reveal that they listened to
each other closely. Murray echoed Allan when he wrote: “The established order tends
to be totalistic—it stakes out its sovereignty” over the self’s “innermost recesses”; so
liberation, too, “can be totalistic, implicating every facet of life and experience.”*® And
Allan’s writings are shot through with allusions to postscarcity and cybernetics and
the Paris Commune. Murray thought their dialogue had “a tremendous potential ...
for creating a rich cross-cultural, visionary, utopian, even communistic movement.” Be-
tween them they sought to meld “the potentially utopistic visions of the counterculture
with the socialistic visions of the New Left and with anarchism.”?!

Bookchin would always cherish “the beauty, the experimentalism, the openness, the
generosity” of that summer of 1965, when the fédérés’ communal life made it seem
that “everything of a loving nature was possible.” In later years, in later movements,
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he would look for that mutual trust and shared idealism in the people he worked with.
For without it, “nothing will have been gained or will be worth gaining.”"?

102 Bookchin, “When Everything Was Possible,” 6.
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6. Counterculture Elder

AS AMERICAN MILITARY involvement in Vietnam escalated, the New Left
shifted from demanding participatory democracy to protesting the war. On April
17, 1965, SDS held an antiwar demonstration in Washington, D.C.—the showing
of twenty-five thousand was unexpectedly large. Against the advice of their Old
Left elders, SDS-ers had decided to allow Progressive Labor, the Maoist group, to
participate. Why be so exclusive? they wondered. What could go wrong?

Meanwhile the whole youth revolt was becoming “totalistic” in Allan’s sense—
favoring cultural and psychological as well as political liberation. Rock and roll and a
new generational self-awareness were inspiring not simply bohemians but multitudes
of young people to shake off social conventions. Starting in California in November
1965, they gathered in large venues under strobe lights, drank acid-spiked punch, and
danced with abandon. LSD, these hippies believed, could tap into the interior spaces of
personality and unlock their natural, spontaneous selves—and those selves were peace-
ful and communal. If enough people underwent the psychedelic experience, it could
solve the problems of humankind, leading to revolutionary social and political change.

In 1966 and 1967, hippies streamed into the Lower East Side, supplanting the earlier
bohemians, bringing with them a new kind of alternative culture, living together in
communes. The younger New York fédérés too donned hippie garb and consumed LSD
enthusiastically, considering it a revolutionary tool for the liberation of the psyche.
They “incorporated sexual radicalism with all our other radicalism,” Gardner told me.
“Many members of the commune experimented with sexual freedom.”

Bookchin didn’t wear hippie clothes—he stuck to his usual plaid or polyester shirts
and olive drab field jacket. He kept his hair short and his face shaved. And he stayed
aloof from the sexual experimentation. “I don’t recall Murray being lovers with any-
body,” recalled Gardner. Sexually, he preferred emotional intimacy to promiscuity.
“My sexual life was guided by my feelings,” he later told an interviewer.?

But even as he stayed aloof from counterculture practices, he admired the “beautiful
innocence” in his friends’ glowing faces and trusting behavior,® seeing in it the poten-
tial for a profound social transformation. Rebellious youth had disavowed money and
commodities and dropped out of a destructive culture; they had embraced the values
of cooperation and communality. It was an ethical revolt, and their values could possi-

! Joy (formerly Joyce) Gardner, interview by author, Apr. 5, 2008.

2 MBVB, part 37.

3 Bookchin, “When Everything Was Possible” (1973), Mesechabe: The Journal of Surregionalism
[New Orleans|, nos. 9-10 (Winter 1991), 2.
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bly fulfill the promise of the new technology, guiding it toward liberatory uses rather
than wasteful or destructive ends. An ethically grounded youth movement, he thought,
might achieve the role that Marx had assigned to the proletariat, as the agent of broad
social revolution.* Young people might lack a socially revolutionary consciousness, but
they could learn, and he would cultivate it in his young friends.

What irritated him was the drugs. At political meetings, joints would come out, and
then next thing he knew, people wouldn’t be talking anymore—‘they were looking at
their feet.”™ The New York Federation never did publish a second issue of Good Soup
because the fédéré who was supposed to handle it was too stoned.® Nor did he agree
that psychedelic drugs could lead to revolutionary social transformation: they were
“devices for mere sensation, for formless states of mind.”” Personally, he said, “I like
clarity of thinking,” so “I would not take LSD."™

By 1965 hippies were flooding into SDS, the largest New Left and antiwar organiza-
tion, bringing with them a preference for sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll over politics and
demonstrations. At SDS’s June 1965 national convention at Kewadin, Michigan, the
many sensual distractions made focused discussion difficult. Those who tried to present
position papers were ignored; those who tried to provide leadership were shrugged off
as elitist. In a Dionysian haze, the participants voted to allow Communists to join
SDS.?

No sooner had they done so than Progressive Labor burst in, having waited a long
time to enter the fast-growing student antiwar organization. Clean-cut and disciplined,
these Maoists had studied the Chinese and Cuban revolutions and now were prepared
to assume the role of the New Left’s vanguard. While other SDS-ers merely demanded
American withdrawal from Vietnam, PL-ers actively supported the struggle of the
Vietcong against the imperialist aggressor; now they would turn SDS’s orientation
from antiwar to pro-Vietcong. They diligently formed clubs on campuses to attract
student supporters. “PL grew because it projected an image of fearless militance,”
noted one observer.'?

Traditional Marxism seemed to be infecting an old hero of Bookchin’s as well. In
1966 Herbert Marcuse spoke at the NYU Law School, where Murray was stunned
to hear the author of Reason and Revolution and Eros and Civilization mouthing a
crudely orthodox Marxist class analysis. According to this new incarnation of Marcuse,
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the peasant-based anticolonial revolts constituted a globalized proletariat that was even
now rising up against the globalized bourgeoisie—the wealthy industrialized nations.
Bookchin met him here and perhaps chided him for returning to Marxist formulas
just when a rebellious youth culture with fervent dreams of a peaceful, egalitarian,
postscarcity society was booming all around them.!!

In March 1967 the two met again after Marcuse spoke at the School of Visual Arts,
telling his hearers that the “totalitarian” nature of the United States “easily absorbs
all non-conformist activities” and anesthetizes dissent. The only hope for changing this
society lay in an art that assumes “a position of protest, denial and refusal.” Once
again, Bookchin tried to speak past his pessimism and call his attention to the new
possibilities for a liberatory, ecological, and decentralized society.'?

Bookchin had remained on good terms with the anarchist painter Ben Morea, de-
spite their disagreements. Sometime in 1966 Morea formed a small group called Black
Mask, as if to embody Marcuse’s SVA call for an art of protest, denial, and refusal.
An art that changed society, Black Mask held, had to exist outside museums and be
integrated into everyday life."® Hence its members produced poster-size broadsheets
that featured extravagant drawings with captions like “The proletarian revolution is
the sexual revolution,” and “The revolution is sexuality trampling civilization.” Black
Maskers plastered them onto walls around the Lower East Side, where they became a
familiar sight.™

Increasingly, some of the New York fédérés dreamed of leaving New York and mov-
ing to the countryside. In 1966 they paid a visit to the School of Living at Heathcote,
an intentional community in rural Maryland. Founded in the 1930s by Ralph Borsodi
and now led by Mildred Loomis, the School of Living taught cooperative lifeways, com-
munal land ownership, and self-sufficiency. The New Yorkers learned that they too
could form a rural commune, where they could cultivate the soil together, produce
their own food, and live self-sufficiently without much money. The visit was “a trans-

11 Bookchin thought his urgings bore fruit in Essay on Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969),
where Marcuse wrote lines that echoed Bookchin’s essay “Towards a Liberatory Technology”: “Freedom
indeed depends largely on technical progress”; if science and technology were “reconstructed in accord
with a new sensibility—the demands of the life instincts,” they could become “vehicles of freedom” for “a
human universe without exploitation and toil” (19). Bookchin to Laurence Veysey, November 10, 1973,
unpublished letter, MBPTL and author’s collection.

12 Marcuse’s SVA talk was published as “Art in the One-Dimensional Society,” Arts Magazine 41,
no. 7 (May 1967), 2728, 53-55. Bookchin later identified the various themes of his conversations and
correspondence with Marcuse in “Response to Andrew Light’s ‘Rereading Bookchin and Marcuse’ as
Environmental Materialists,” Capitalism Nature Socialism 4, no. 2 (June 1993), 189-91.

13 Ben Morea, interview by Iain McIntyre, 2006, online at http://libcom.org/history /against-wall-
motherfucker-interview-ben-morea, accessed Oct. 8, 2011.

4 Bookchin, “1960s,” 83; Bookchin, “When Everything Was Possible”; Ron Hahne and Ben Morea,
Black Mask € Up Against the Wall Motherfucker: The Incomplete Works of Ron Hahne, Ben Morea,
and the Black Mask Group (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2011).

117



formational revelatory experience,” its atmosphere “akin to that of a church camp or
revival or music festival.” The fédérés decided “to go ahead and do it.”*?

They chose a rundown 450-acre farm in upstate New York, near Hobart, and named
it Cold Mountain Farm. A group of the fédérés would go there and farm communally,
organically, and send fresh vegetables back to the rest of the group in New York. Some
harbored visions of free love.! Murray expected Allan to stay behind in the city with
him, but in the spring of 1967 he decided to join Joyce and headed for the countryside.
His departure pained Murray and brought “a coldness into our relationship that lasted
for some time.”!"

After they left, Bookchin mulled over the compulsion that had driven half his group
to betake themselves to the countryside.

The film Marat/Sade was then showing in New York, and as he listened to the
inmates of the Charenton insane asylum singing about copulation amid the blood-
shed of revolutionary France, he pondered the question of expanding the revolutionary
project to include sexual desire. The problem of Need (the economic agony of the
masses) would have to be solved by social revolution, while Desire (individual pleasure
and sensuality) could be answered by private satisfaction. But Desire and Need were
not in contradiction, because both are necessary for full human liberation. People in
revolutionary situations historically demanded both “the filled belly and the height-
ened sensibility.” For the hippie culture of the Lower East Side, the problem of Need
had been solved by the technology-generated affluence of postwar America, and if the
neighborhood now floated on a sea of sex and drugs, so had revolutionary Paris of
1793, which “floated on a sea of alcohol—for months everyone in the Belleville district
was magnificently drunk.”®
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Still, the counterculture’s new apotheosis of the individual self, he warned in his
essay “Desire and Need,” must not be taken to such an extreme that people give up
on social action. For without social action, the self “contracts to banalities and trivia”
and takes a placid “journey inward.”"

Just at that moment, in March 1967, two members of the New York Federation
who had declined to go to Cold Mountain Farm decided to join the Situationists,
a group of artists and poets based in Paris. Since the 1950s, the Situationists had
been criticizing the postwar cityscape, along lines similar to Bookchin’s, calling it
dehumanizing and anonymous and banal and gigantic. But where Bookchin offered
a program—eco-decentralism—to contest and replace it, the Situationists’ solutions
were more fleeting: taking boulevard strolls without a destination; bringing art into
the fabric of everyday life; and creating transient “situations” and “irruptive acts,” such
as building occupations, street demonstrations, guerrilla theater, and graffiti. Such
détournements would transform everyday life momentarily, if not in any lasting way.?

The Situationists had recently formed an international (SI), and Tony Verlaan, an
official representative of the SI, had arrived from Paris to form the American section; it
was he who recruited the two fédérés. Between Cold Mountain Farm and Situationism,
Bookchin felt his group evaporating. Rather than mourn another loss, he decided to
go to Europe to investigate the political scene there. He’d been told that in Europe,
too, disaffected children of affluence were rejecting consumerism and yearning for a
revolutionary transformation of everyday life. Perhaps he could bring them together
into an international anarchist movement. So in mid-August 1967 he boarded a plane
for Paris.?!

Upon his arrival, he spent a day with his friend Judith Malina of the Living The-
atre, explaining that he wanted to “build up an anarchist program” and consolidate
anarchist tendencies on both continents. She found him “full of grace and openness.”?
He visited members of the French Anarchist Federation, a small group of old-time
anarcho-syndicalists, as well as Noir et Rouge, a group of younger anarchists. But old
and young, in that summer of 1967, the French anarchists all told him the same thing:
as far as radical politics was concerned, France—C’est mort! And indeed, compared
to the growing social uproar over the Vietnam War back home, Paris did seem eerily
quiet.

In Amsterdam, Bookchin went looking for the Provos, another youth movement,
whose reputation for “happenings,” theatrical gestures, and performance art had
crossed the Atlantic. A philosophy student named Roel Van Duijn had founded the
Provos back in 1965, based on the idea that artists, dropouts, street kids, juvenile
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delinquents, and beatniks could create a viable alternative to capitalist society. Van
Duijn wanted to “awaken their latent instincts for subversion” and channel them “into
revolutionary consciousness” and “anarchist action.” The Provos called for banning
automobiles from the inner city and setting up a system of white-painted bicycles,
to be shared, gratis, for urban transport.?* Many members of the Dutch public
sympathized with them—so much so that the Provos became superficially popular,
even among the bourgeoisie. The founders considered such widespread acceptance
intolerable and in the spring of 1967 declared the “Death of Provo.” Bookchin arrived
a few months later to find Amsterdam, too, quiet.

Returning to Paris, Bookchin visited (or was granted an audience with) the principal
Situationists: Guy Debord, Raoul Vaneigem, and Mustapha Khayati. They, too, were
depressed about the placid French political situation. Murray tried to give them hope.
He told them about anarchism, but they weren’t interested.? He told them about the
counterculture and the huge impact it was having in the States, but the Frenchmen
dismissed it as “politically regressive and petty bourgeois.” Finally, he told them about
the sleeper issue, ecology—people weren’t yet complaining much about deforestation,
or air and water pollution, or chemicals in agriculture, or the destruction of topsoil,
but they would, sooner or later. But that only led to more derision—the Situationists
mocked Bookchin as “Smokey the Bear.” He concluded with a shrug that they were
not serious politically—they were “basically literary.”

Bookchin had a second reason for coming to Europe. The Spanish anarchist revolu-
tion of 193637, with its confederations and collectives, had been a high point in radical
history, but no good study of the Spanish anarchist movement existed. He had decided
to write that book himself. Surviving veterans of the 1936 Spanish Revolution—CNT-
FAT men—were still alive, living as expatriates in France. He would track them down
and interview them, starting at a meeting of the CNT in Paris.

Sure enough, there he met veterans of ’36 who told him about “the fiery anarchist
proletariat of Saragossa, the authentic black-flag center of the movement.” He asked
many of them about the grupos de afinidad that Russell Blackwell had mentioned,
and they explained these close-knit, nonhierarchical groups for political action. After
hearing their tales, he resolved that the “magnificent” Spanish working class “must
never be forgotten.”’
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He came across Gaston Leval, a historian, who answered his questions about the
revolution’s industrial and agricultural collectives. He met Pablo Ruiz, veteran of a
militia column of fifteen thousand Barcelona workers known as the Durruti Column.
As they marched northwest to the Aragon front to fight Franco, they had spread
social revolution through the Catalan countryside. At one point, someone introduced
Bookchin to Cipriano Mera, commander of the anarchist troops in Madrid. Murray
had thought he was dead, but here he was, standing before him in a long blue army
overcoat. They sat down together in a Parisian bistro, where Mera detailed for him
the organizational structure of the anarchist militias, using salt and pepper shakers to
illustrate their maneuvers.?

Pablo Ruiz, the Durruti Column veteran, told Bookchin how stunned he had been by
the CNT leadership’s betrayals of 1936. Late that year the Popular Front had invited
the anarcho-syndicalist union to join the government, and to the horror of the anarchist
rank and file, the leaders had accepted. That meant they agreed to collaborate not
merely with the hated nation-state—that would have been bad enough—but with their
arch-enemies the Spanish Stalinists, who were part of the Popular Front coalition.
Aghast, Ruiz had helped found a militantly antistatist grupo called the Friends of
Durruti. The Friends at their peak had had only about 250 members, Ruiz explained,
but their periodical, El Amigo del Pueblo, had been widely read. By adhering to
antistatist principle at a time when the CNT leaders were abandoning it, Bookchin
thought admiringly, they had upheld the honor of Spanish anarchism.?

Ruiz told Murray about the momentous May 1937 uprising of the Barcelona prole-
tariat, in which he had personally participated. It had been mind-boggling: government
troops, including Stalinists, aided by the treacherous CNT leadership, had reduced
anarcho-syndicalist Barcelona to a “shambles.”"

Suppose the uprising had prevailed, Bookchin asked Ruiz, and the anarchists had
regained control of Barcelona. What would you have done?

Ruiz exclaimed, We would have marched to Valencia—the temporary republican
capital-—and kicked those bastards out!

The answer was superb in its nerviness. Ruiz and the other militants, Bookchin felt,
knew the meaning of principled commitment. And even after three decades, their politi-
cal passion remained unabated. Their viewpoint on the Spanish Revolution—including
their hatred of the CNT leadership’s collaboration—would become his position as well,
and that of the book he was planning.

Traveling south, Bookchin met José Peirats in Toulouse, a tailor who was also the
author of an important three-volume history of the anarcho-syndicalist confederation.
Peirats welcomed Bookchin warmly: he too was self-educated, having dropped out
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1974), 28.

30 Bookchin, “The Forms of Freedom” (1968), in PSA, 154.

121



of school at twelve. During their conversations, Peirats unscrambled for Murray the
complicated organizational structure of the CNT and the FAI.3!

Bookchin then crossed the border into Spain itself, where Franco, the general who
had destroyed the greatest proletarian revolution in history, still held power. Walking
the Ramblas in Barcelona, Bookchin mentally reconstructed the May 1937 uprising—
he knew the positions of the various militias and the Stalinist forces, even down to
individuals. When he got up close to building walls, he could still see the bullet holes.

But Spain was no longer the same country. The Ramblas was filled with “as many
American-style attaché cases as lunch boxes.” In Andalusia, once an anarchist heart-
land, the houses had television antennas.®? Residents seemed to have forgotten the
anarchist history that he was researching, or to have suppressed their memories of it.

When he stepped into a bookshop and asked the elderly proprietor for material on
the anarquistas, the man’s face turned pale, his eyes anxious. But after a pause, he held
up a finger, indicating that Bookchin should wait, and went into a back room. After a
few minutes, he returned with some material retrieved from a hiding place, then handed
it over. The fear that Murray saw in people’s eyes caused him to reexamine what he
was doing, and he decided that “it would be imprudent to continue the research I had
planned.”™? Now that he was a published author, the Spanish authorities could easily
figure out who he was, and he didn’t want to endanger anyone in Spain by association
with him. So he cut his trip short and returned home in mid-November.3*

Back in New York, he discovered, lo and behold, that Allan Hoffman had returned
from the countryside. Murray must have been delighted to see his protégé. But what
happened to Cold Mountain Farm? he asked.

The farmhouse turned out to be more isolated than we expected, Allan explained,
and it was more primitive—it had no electricity. The would-be members of the rural
commune were inexperienced farmers—they didn’t plant their crops until the weather
warmed up, by which time it was too late in the season. They had bought a tractor,
but it broke down.

At first the group members had lived together. Some practiced casual nudity, work-
ing outdoors all day. But the neighboring farmers got upset and turned against the
hippies. Some commune members drifted away, new people arrived—and the unstable
population made it impossible to organize household tasks. A hepatitis epidemic struck.
Joyce and Allan broke up. Finally the local health inspector demanded that they install
electricity, refrigeration, and indoor plumbing, including a toilet—but they couldn’t
afford it. Stranded in a hostile environment, they declared the experiment over and
left.?
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Murray was glad to be reunited with Allan, and the two of them resumed their close
friendship. Allan was “starved for some kind of theoretical stimulation,” Murray noticed,
so he showed him the Situationist articles he’d picked up in Europe, including “Totality
for Kids,” a translation of an essay by Raoul Vaneigem. Allan loved the article: in fact,
it inspired him to write one, combining as always his own ideas with ideas he got from
Bookchin—and now with Vaneigem’s as well. “The goal of revolution,” Allan wrote,
“is the liberation of the entirety of daily life,” for “in our time the revolution will be
total or it will not be!” He called the piece “Eighteen Rounds of Total Revolution”—an
unusual title for a pacifist—and signed it “the Totalist.”

Just then the Situationist author himself, Vaneigem, arrived in New York. Allan
naturally asked to meet him. Vaneigem agreed, and he read “Eighteen Rounds,” but he
wasn’t impressed—Allan had misunderstood him, he complained.?” And after meeting
Allan, he dismissed him as a “mystic” and an “acidhead.”®

Then Ben Morea sought an audience with Vaneigem, understandably, since Black
Mask’s broadsheets were a Situationist-style detournement in their own right. But
Vaneigem refused to meet him. Baffled, Morea sat down and wrote a letter to Guy
Debord, demanding an explanation. The letter he got in response explained that he
had been rejected because of his friendly relations with the “mystic” Allan Hoffman.

Meanwhile Bookchin had personally met with Vaneigem, defended Morea to him,
and urged him to reconsider.? His appeal did not go over well, not at all. On December
21, 1967, the Situationist leadership in Paris thundered a denunciation of Bookchin:
“Confusionist cretin, your suspicious efforts to act as mediator in New York in favor of
pathetic Morea and his mystical associate have finished you off. You are only spit in
the horrible communitarian soup. . . . Never more hope to meet a situationist (if you
see one, it will be a false one).™” In another letter they denounced Morea, and in yet
another they expelled the SI's whole British section, for the crime of solidarizing with
Bookchin and Morea.*!
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Somehow Bookchin managed to survive denunciation by this strange clique. In the
next years the Situationists would become ever more notorious for expelling people.
Their dogmatic severity contrasted mightily with the saucy high spirits of, say, the
Dutch Provos. “The full measure of the degeneration that occurred between 1965 and
1968,” Bookchin observed, “can be understood by placing these two tendencies in jux-
taposition to each other.”?

Allan was a man in crisis. The failure of Cold Mountain Farm and his breakup
with Joyce distressed him deeply. Then one day in late 1967 a friend, Walter Caughey,
was stabbed to death by burglars who’d entered his apartment. The killers got away
clean—the police never found them. Bookchin thought Caughey’s unpunished murder
was what propelled Allan into a new way of life.*

He gave up on his long-standing commitment to nonviolence, concluding that it
was merely “a re-statement of christian ideals in an east Indian (gandhian) guise” and
amounted to merely “begging the established order to rectify itself.”™** He swung to the
other extreme—and became an advocate of revolutionary violence, adopting the motto
“Armed Love.” He took to writing “rabid poetry about vengeance,” recalled Judith
Malina. Even though Allan was “in his personal manner extremely gentle,” sometimes
his “passion is roused and he jumps up and shouts—*You gotta kill them.”™>

Other young radicals were making a similar transition, at the same moment. Black
activists were abandoning nonviolent resistance, in the face of brutal, seemingly in-
tractable racism. And New Leftists found that all their peaceful antiwar protests had
accomplished exactly nothing: the United States was still bombing North Vietnam, still
destroying villages, still dropping napalm. Nonviolent resistance and bearing moral wit-
ness seemed ineffectual. So when Frantz Fanon’s 1961 anticolonial tract The Wretched
of the Earth began passing from hand to hand, young radicals eagerly absorbed its
lesson that using violence against a dehumanizing oppressor was justifiable as part of
attaining manhood. Riots broke out in Watts in August 1965, in Newark and Detroit
in 1967, and in many other American cities; young radicals reframed them as instances
of revolutionary guerrilla warfare, waged by a colonized people seeking liberation.

National liberation struggles were firing the imaginations of activists, black and
white. The examples of Mao Zedong and Fidel Castro and Che Guevara taught them
a new revolutionary zeal and beckoned them to create “two, three, many Vietnams.”
Above all they admired Ho Chi Minh, for his heroic resistance to imperialist aggression.
Some even saluted him as a comrade, shouting at protests “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh / The
NLF is gonna win.” When Clark Kissinger (a onetime national secretary of SDS) was
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asked at his draft board hearing, “Are you willing to fight in Vietnam?” he responded,
“Sure I am—just not on your side.™®

An international revolutionary armed struggle seemed to be underway: Herbert
Marcuse, lecturing at NYU Law School, told his listeners that the Third World con-
stituted the real proletariat, and the developed world constituted the bourgeoisie.*’
And within that international struggle, the American wing was the student and black
movements. SDS must become “a revolutionary organization,” argued national secre-
tary Greg Calvert, and its leadership must function as a “steering committee,” a van-
guard, leading radical whites, urban blacks, and industrial workers to make a socialist
revolution in the United States.*®

From Mao’s Little Red Book they learned to “dare to struggle, dare to win.” From
the film The Battle of Algiers (released in the United States in September 1967) they
learned how to wage urban guerrilla warfare. And from Regis Debray’s writings they
learned to create focos, or small, fast-moving guerrilla groups that would fight in the
streets and provoke the government into responding with excessive force, which would
generate sympathy among the general population, who would then join the revolution-
ary struggle.

From these pieces, antiwar radicals assembled a new strategy that they called “mo-
bile tactics.” They put it to work in October 1967 in Stop the Draft Week, an action to
shut down the induction center in Oakland, California. Donning motorcycle helmets,
they ran into the streets and overturned garbage cans, ripped down fences, stopped traf-
fic, and damaged property. Like Third World urban guerrillas, they used walkie-talkies
and coordinated their actions from “command posts.” They succeeded in shutting the
center down for a few hours—and thereby paused the war machine, however briefly.

With mobile tactics, they realized, they need not settle merely for protesting the
war or bearing nonviolent witness—they could actively disrupt the war machine. They
shifted the antiwar movement’s goal “from protest to resistance.” Another Stop the
Draft Week was planned, for New York in early December. Thousands of demonstrators
converged at the Whitehall Induction Center, near Wall Street. From there would-be
guerrillas ran up Broadway and smashed windows and knocked things over, aiming to
provoke the police into a confrontation. It worked—on Friday the cops clubbed them
in Union Square.*’
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Bookchin participated in Stop the Draft Week but as a peaceful protester. He ad-
mired the young people’s revolutionary zeal (perhaps he saw his younger self in them),
but he decided that mobile tactics were mere adventurism, a fight-the-cops diversion
that succeeded mainly in disrupting traffic. Even more dismayingly, he thought, SDS
leaders were leading the antiwar and black movements astray, by giving up their vi-
sion of participatory democracy in favor of Marxism. The Third World revolutionaries
they admired—Mao, Castro, Che—were authoritarians, centralizers, irrelevant to the
egalitarian aspirations of American political culture. Bookchin saw it as his task to try
to persuade SDS to return to its original participatory democracy program.

He organized some old friends into a collective to publish a periodical, Anarchos,
which would “advance nonauthoritarian approaches to revolutionary theory and prac-
tice.”™ The first issue contained three of his articles, under his old CI pseudonyms
Robert Keller and Lewis Herber, as well as Murray Bookchin. It went to press at the
end of December 1967.%

The fact is, he explained in “Revolution in America,” that in the United States
“there is no ‘revolutionary situation’ at this time” and “no immediate prospect of a
revolutionary challenge to the established order.” That being the case, the call to
urban warfare in the streets is “a demagogic exercise in adventuristic sloganeering.’
On the other hand, “the potential for a future revolution is greater” here “than in
any other industrialized country.” Among youth and blacks, opposition to the war
and to racism was growing into a profound disrespect for established institutions and
“a hatred of political manipulation.” Ordinary Americans were “emerging from the
inertness of the 1950s” and becoming irritated by the war. They had a long-standing
cultural suspicion of government and authority. By the millions, they were questioning
what is (the actuality of domination and capitalism) and envisioning what could be
(the potentiality of freedom), the kind of questioning that Bookchin since the 1950s
had thought necessary for a revolutionary movement.%

Sometime soon, mainstream America might become interested in participatory
democracy. But just at this moment, the New Left was giving up on democracy and
embracing Leninist propaganda. Instead of calling for greater democracy, they were
emulating Red Guards in their inflexible authoritarianism, their insufferable cadres,
and their acrid scorn for the populist impulses of ordinary people. This was no way to
achieve freedom.

The fact is, Bookchin explained, the American movements are not part of some
common international revolutionary struggle. The Third World revolutions that the
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New Left admires are taking place in societies that have yet to overcome the problem of
scarcity. China, Vietnam, and Cuba are struggling to industrialize, a task the United
States and western Europe achieved long ago. Moreover, Mao and Ho and Castro
are not just promoting industrial development, they are forcing it, using dictatorial
means. The states they created in the name of socialism aren’t really socialist—they
are police states, draped in red flags and adorned with portraits of Marx, Engels, and
Lenin. Their little red books, invoking socialism, offer only the fraudulent maxims of
tyranny.t

Really, Bookchin said, the best way for American radical youth to help Third World
peoples would be to make revolutionary change here at home. “Don’t cop out by hiding
under Ho’s and Mao’s skirts,” he implored, “when your real job is to overthrow domestic
capitalism!” The New Left must cease speaking German (that is, Marxism) and Russian
(that is, Leninism). It must cease propounding the absurd notions that the whole Third
World is the proletariat, and that college students are workers, and that Third World
dictators represent liberation.?

Rather, they must talk to Americans in their own terms, appealing to their indige-
nous discontents and aspirations. Americans were demanding “the self-realization of
all human potentialities in a fully rounded, balanced, totalistic way of life.” Meanwhile,
modern technology was making it possible for them to achieve a civilization of “un-
precedented freedom.” That technological potential was overripe: “Like hanging fruit
whose seeds have matured fully, the structure may fall at the lightest blow.” Amer-
icans had utopian dreams; radicals must give them a utopian vision, based on their
issues. Given their deep suspicion of government, Americans were much more likely to
respond to the language of anarchism than to Marxism and to join a movement that
tried to end hierarchy and domination.?

If and when the revolution comes to the United States, he said, it will not be
created by a Marxist-Leninist vanguard. It will emerge spontaneously, from below, by
a “molecular movement of ‘the masses.”” It will seek to abolish domination by the
centralized, bureaucratic state, and authoritarianism of all kinds including racial and
sexual, in order to emancipate the spontaneous individual, the creative personality,
and the diverse eco-community. It will try, that is, to dissolve “hierarchy as such.” At
most, revolutionaries may act as “catalysts” but never as commissars.’”
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The “moment of confrontation” will in fact involve “no confrontation at all’—because
at that point defenders of the old order will have vanished, leaving its institutions
available for the revolutionaries simply to seize. If the United States and Europe were to
undergo such a libertarian revolution, it would spread abroad, to the Soviet Union and
to the rest of Asia. Then the planet as a whole could become eco-anarchist. To achieve
a libertarian revolution in America would be “the highest act of internationalism and
solidarity with oppressed people abroad.”®

After the moment of liberation, societies will need new, democratic institutions—
“forms of freedom,” as he called them in an article by that name. Ancient Athens long
ago achieved a popular, face-to-face democracy. And revolutionary movements of the
past also formed democratic assemblies. In 1789, as the French ancien régime was
on the brink of collapse, the city of Paris was divided into sections, where residents
met in ad hoc assemblies to draw up lists of grievances. Once they performed that
task, they were scheduled to disband, but the citoyens refused. In the next years,
these citizens’ assemblies became “genuine forms of self-management” in the heart of
revolutionary Paris, “the very soul of the Great Revolution.” Young revolutionaries
today could create similarly self-managing institutions, embodying the heart of the
ethics-laden youth revolt. And because they are of, by, and for the emancipated people,
they could become “the universal solvent,” dissolving bureaucracy, war-making state,
and hierarchy generally, as well as industrial agriculture and the gigantic city.?

Bookchin’s foundational 1960s trilogy—on ecology (“Ecology and Revolutionary
Thought”), technology (“Towards a Liberatory Technology”), and democracy (“The
Forms of Freedom”)—was published in the first issues of Anarchos. The response was
like nothing he had seen before. The mere two or three thousand copies that were
printed circulated widely, passed from hand to hand. Letters poured in from young peo-
ple forming anarchist groups around the country. The times were “buoyant,” Bookchin
recalled decades later—*“What a time to live!”®

To Murray’s disappointment, Allan didn’t join the Amnarchos collective. In early
1968 he decided that the time for theorizing and writing and publishing was over. He
would become an urban guerrilla and try to make “the street into the arena of social
change.” He transformed himself, as Bookchin described it, “from the rustic to the
tough urban ‘street person.”” And in the streets, he suddenly found Ben Morea—
whom he’d once detested—and Black Mask, with its provocative broadsheets, to be
fascinating. He joined the other artistically minded radicals who were also making their
way into Morea’s orbit.

In February 1968, the city’s sanitation workers went on strike. Wealthy New Yorkers
hired private haulers to remove their refuse, but on the Lower East Side mounds of
garbage piled up on the sidewalks and spilled into the streets. “Rats were having a field
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day,” recalled Osha Neumann. One evening, disgusted by the city’s inaction, Morea
and his friends stuffed some stinking, rotting refuse into large plastic bags, boarded
the uptown subway, and got off on the Upper West Side, where the glittering new
palace of culture, Lincoln Center, welcomed elite patrons dressed in their finest. Morea
and friends approached the illuminated fountain and emptied some of the trash into
it, then dumped the rest on the marble steps. The leaflet they distributed read, “We
propose a cultural exchange: Garbage for garbage.” And it was signed, “Up Against
the Wall Motherfucker,” a line from a poem by Amiri Baraka. That signature became
the new group’s name.%

UAWMF was Black Mask on an expanded scale, a “street gang with analysis.” Its
florid broadsheets featured skeletons, skulls, and smoking guns and bore captions like
“We are the ultimate Horror Show” and “Armed Love striking terror into the vacant
hearts of the plastic Mother & pig-faced Father.”® One poster reproduced a picture
of Geronimo holding a .30-caliber lever-action rifle, over the caption, “We’re looking
for people who like to draw.” The Motherfuckers wore leather jackets and clicked open
folding knives with one hand, recalled Neumann. While the counterculture talked of
peace and love, “we talked of rage—its reality in us and the dangerous rage of society
against us.”%*

Anarchos and the Motherfuckers maintained friendly relations. Bookchin viewed
their violence as basically rhetorical, believing “that their main job was to ‘blow peo-
ple’s minds.”” But Allan the poet was now positively attracted to these artistic street
rebels, whose totalistic vision fused “revolutionary & economic consciousness w/liber-
ation of the unconscious (the psychological project) & artistic reconstruction of life.”
Murray warned Allan that the Motherfuckers mostly practiced street theater: Morea
thought he could incite people to a revolution with artistic antics, but street theater
“rarely makes [people| think, and it can get out of control and undermine serious orga-
nizations.” Above all, it could make you lose sight of politics, which had to be the top
priority. “However personalized, individuated, or dadaesque may be the attack upon
prevailing institutions, a liberatory revolution always poses the question of what social
forms will replace existing ones”—that is, what concrete institutions, what forms of
freedom. Art cannot answer that question. Serious revolutionary thought must “speak
directly to the problems and forms of social management.”®
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But by this time Allan was already within Morea’s circle, sympathizing with
UAWMF on a gut, generational level. “The thing that pushed Allan toward us,” Morea
told me, “was that we were part of the youth rebellion. We used drugs rampantly.
We saw LSD as a revolutionary tool. We thought the mind had to be changed as
well as the environment.” When Allan finally joined the Motherfuckers, Murray
was stunned.’® He had given Allan a unique education in revolutionary history and
theory—and Allan was setting it aside in favor of street theater.

In the spring of 1968, Columbia University announced its plans to build a large gym-
nasium in Morningside Park, which was used mainly by blacks in neighboring Harlem.
On April 23 student radicals, in outraged protest, marched into Hamilton Hall, occu-
pied it, and renamed it Malcolm X Hall. Others took over Low Library and occupied
the university president Grayson Kirk’s office. “It is the opening shot in a war of lib-
eration,” SDS leader Mark Rudd wrote to Kirk. “Up against the wall, motherfucker,
this is a stick-up.”” A thousand students “liberated” three more buildings, barricaded
themselves inside, created communes, and held discussions on politics, society, ideol-
ogy, and the role of the university. Bookchin admired the students for shedding “the
internalized structure of authority, the long-cultivated body of conditioned reflexes,
the pattern of submission sustained by guilt that tie one to the system.”®® He saw
them as courageous and beautiful. On April 25 some conservative student athletes
tried to blockade a building to keep food from getting through; Bookchin participated
in a defense squad to prevent them.

On April 30, at President Kirk’s insistence, a thousand city police arrived and
began to arrest students, who surrendered peacefully (although some yelled “Up against
the wall, motherfucker”). Students and faculty stood before the occupied buildings,
attempting to block the arrests nonviolently. The cops brought out billy clubs and
brass knuckles and rioted, injuring more than one hundred. Bleeding students were
dragged to paddy wagons.”” Thereafter students went on strike; the administration
shut the university down.

The student occupation and the police repression that it provoked could have come
out of Debray’s and Fanon’s playbooks for urban guerrillas. It gave rise to a new revo-
lutionary strategy. Radical students would occupy more university buildings and build
strong barricades. Police would be unable to overcome the barricades, and the univer-
sities would have to shut down, as Columbia had. The government would send troops
to restore order. Then the rebellion would spread to the cities, where black militants
would join the students, and the Black Panthers would mount guerrilla rebellions. The
crisis would be so massive that the police could not vanquish it. Having no alternative,
the government would finally have to end the war in Vietnam. This was the strategy
in pursuit of which Tom Hayden, echoing Che Guevara, called for “two, three, many
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Columbias.” A university’s only function now, announced SDS leader Mark Rudd, was
“the creation and expansion of a revolutionary movement.”™

Bookchin, aghast, recognized that the whole plan was foolhardy. Ordinary Ameri-
cans were repulsed by posters of Mao and Ho and Che and Fidel, and they didn’t like
cops being provoked. Revolutionary rhetoric and quotations from the Little Red Book
would do nothing but drive them away.

Even as Bookchin was writing such words, students in France were doing more or
less what he was advocating.

In the early spring of 1968, students at Nanterre University occupied school build-
ings, protesting the university’s bureaucratic structure and its archaic curriculum. On
May 2 the administration shut the school down. The next day, in Paris, students ral-
lied outside the Sorbonne to protest the Nanterre closing. In the late afternoon, black
vans pulled up, carrying the paramilitary riot police called CRS. The students attacked
the vans with fists and rocks, overturning cars and creating makeshift barricades. The
CRS responded with tear gas and truncheons.

The battle continued into the following week. On Friday, May 10, students ripped

paving stones from the streets and piled them up to make several dozen new barricades.
After midnight the CRS attacked with more tear gas and smoke bombs. Neighborhood
people living above the barricades helped the students by pouring water from their
windows to douse the gas; they dropped flowerpots onto the police below. At daybreak
the police fired gas grenades and dispersed the students.
A national outpouring of sympathy for the student rebels followed—they had coura-
geously taken on the much-hated CRS. On May 13 one million people thronged the
streets of Paris in support. The government yielded, reopening the Sorbonne and re-
leasing four students from jail. Students then occupied the Sorbonne, hoisted the red
flag, and declared it a “people’s university.” They turned it into a twenty-four-hour
debating forum, insurrectionary headquarters, and revolutionary commune.

Throughout the Left Bank, students plastered walls with posters bearing slogans
like “Power to the imagination”; “It is forbidden to forbid”; “Be realistic—demand the
impossible!”; and “We take our desires to be reality because we believe in the reality
of our desires.” Even the prime minister, Georges Pompidou, understood that “our
civilization is being questioned—not the government, not the institutions, not even
France, but the materialistic and soulless modern society.”!

Then industrial workers went on strike, again in sympathy for the students. On
May 14 in Nantes, workers occupied the Sud-Aviation plant. Farmers came from the
countryside on tractors and joined them; for a week a revolutionary soviet ran Nantes.
The general strike spread to Paris, shutting down banks, post offices, insurance firms,
and department stores. The strikers’ grievances, remarkably, did not involve wages
and working conditions: they complained, rather, about the “alienated atmosphere” in
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factories and workplaces and the bureaucratized society. “It was not only a workers’
strike,” Bookchin would observe—"it was a people’s strike that cut across almost all
class lines.”™

The media reported on the strike sympathetically. It swept to other major French
cities and to the manufacturing, mining, utilities, and transport sectors. Workers oc-
cupied factories. Stores, teachers, civil servants, and physicians walked off their jobs.
Reaching 9 million workers by May 22, it was the largest general strike in French
history. Bookchin was champing at the bit to get there, but because the transport
workers were on strike, no planes were landing at Orly Airport.

On May 27 the government offered large increases in wages and fringe benefits and
half pay for strike time. Rank-and-file workers rejected it, and the general strike con-
tinued. On May 30 President Charles de Gaulle dissolved the National Assembly and
announced new parliamentary elections. His party organized large counterdemonstra-
tions; the armed forces conducted ostentatious troop movements. The Communists,
colluding with de Gaulle to end the revolt, tricked Metro workers into resuming op-
erations. The strike wave subsided, and the revolutionary mood waned. On June 16
police cleared the Sorbonne. Two days later the Renault plant surrendered. A week
after that, de Gaulle’s party triumphed in the parliamentary elections.

Finally, on July 13, Bookchin arrived in Paris. The streets had been repaved, and the
graffiti was painted over. CRS loitered in full battle gear, some carrying submachine
guns. On the eve of Bastille Day, he marched with a crowd of Africans to the Rue de
Madeleine, singing “The Internationale.” The CRS chased them into the Rue Soufflot;
he escaped near the Panthéon. Street fighting flared up sporadically during that night.™

Bookchin spent the next few weeks interviewing leaders of the student uprising, to
find out what had happened, and how, and why.™

In hitherto quiescent Paris (C’est mort!), the May-June uprising had surprised the
whole Left, be it Marxist, anarchist, or Situationist: it had emerged spontaneously,
without leadership.”™ It had had majority support, based on no single class.

Structurally it had been, in a word, anarchic. Students had exercised “self-
management,” in general assemblies, action committees, and strike committees. The
Sorbonne assembly had been nonhierarchical and open to all, on the principle that
“the direct entry of the people into the social arena is the very essence of revolution.”
The students had made decisions by finding “the sense of the assembly.”®

The strikers’ grievances were less about material issues than about the character of
modern society. Young people saw bleak lives stretching out ahead of them, empty of
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meaning, geared toward routine work and the consumption of useless, shabby goods;
their elders despaired that their lives fulfilled precisely that expectation. But the op-
portunity to rebel called forth their passions and aroused their senses: “A fever for life
gripped millions. . . . Tongues were loosened, ears and eyes acquired a new acuity. . .
. Many factory floors were turned into dance floors.” Repressed people demanded the
liberation of experience. The tenor of the revolt was creative, even artistic, as reflected
in the clever graffiti Bookchin saw.”

As for the Marxist-Leninist groups, of which Paris had several, the naive observer
might expect them to have scrambled to support the uprising, but in fact they had
played a retarding or even counterrevolutionary role. “Virtually every one of these
‘vanguard’ groups,” Bookchin noted, “disdained the student uprising up to May 7.”
The Trotskyists and the Maoists had criticized the student revolt as peripheral; the
Trotskyists had condemned its street actions as “adventuristic.” Once the general strike
erupted, the Maoists had opposed demands for workers’ control and occupation of
factories. “Not a single Bolshevik-type party in France raised the demand for self-
management,” he reported. “The demand was raised only by the anarchists and the
Situationists.”™
The Communists, who controlled the powerful industrial trade union CGT, joined the
revolt only to try to retard it, Bookchin maintained, using trickery and deceit. In the
Sorbonne assembly their machinations had interrupted the democratic proceedings and
thereby “demoralized the entire body.” In workplaces, instead of promoting the general
strike, they had tried to dampen the enthusiasm and even sent some factory workers
home. They had attempted to keep the students and workers apart. They told Metro
workers at some subway stations, untruthfully, that others were going back to work, to
induce them to give up. Bookchin called their actions “shameless” and “treacherous.”™

He wrote up his findings in a series of letters, enough to fill an entire special issue
of Anarchos. But the collective didn’t have enough money to publish such an edition,
so New Left Notes and the Rat published several of them, and the new underground
press around the country picked them up.®

When he returned to New York on August 1,*! Bookchin was shocked to find that
the May-June événements had hardly registered on the American New Left. But in
retrospect, the reason was clear: the French general strike had taken place in a Western,
industrialized country, and its outlook had not coincided with Marxist ideology.

And Marxist ideology was now de rigueur among the New Left’s leadership. On June
9-15, at an SDS national conference in East Lansing, Michigan, pictures of Lenin and
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Trotsky had hung on the walls. In the plenary, two sets of Marxist-Leninists glowered
at each other from across the room in mutually seething hatred. One was Progressive
Labor, its clean-cut Maoists present in force, disciplined and unwaveringly self-assured.
The other was a group of Marxists who preferred Cuba to China, organized by the
Bernardine Dohrn of the SDS National Office to counteract PL. Both groups wore red
armbands and raised clenched fists.

PL promoted its ideas aggressively at the conference, pushing its line in every ple-
nary and workshop. Whenever a regular SDS militant made a proposal, PL introduced
a ratcheted-up counterproposal; “they waved their little red books at every juncture.”
They resisted all suggested compromises and counterarguments. Unprepared intellec-
tually to rebut PL or offer a coherent alternative, Dohrn’s group simply competed in
revolutionary braggadocio: “Motions from the floor outdid one another in their claims
to be revolutionary.”

Someone from Dohrn’s group attempted to expel PL on the grounds that it was
an “external cadre”; PL dug in its heels and screamed that that was “red-baiting.”
Dohrn’s people on the floor chanted “PL out!,” but the PL delegates sat immobile.
They successfully obstructed every move to sideline them.®?

In July 1968 the well-known anarchist Paul Goodman, whose writings had helped
to inspire the Port Huron Statement, published an article in the New York Times
Magazine berating the SDS leadership for embracing Marxism and for manipulating
the youth revolt’s “lively energy and moral fervor.”™ At the time, Bookchin was still
trying to persuade the New Left to abandon Marxism in favor of anarchism. He felt
Goodman’s prominent article made that task more difficult, so he chastised Goodman
publicly, in the Rat, in a piece signed “Incontrollado.”™!

But Bookchin’s efforts to promote anarchism were not bearing much fruit. In Novem-
ber 1968, writing in New Left Notes, Huey Newton, cofounder of the Black Panthers,
explained why he rejected it: anarchists were disorganized and unruly. “You cannot
oppose a system such as this is,” he said, “without organization that’s even more disci-
plined and dedicated than the structure you’re opposing.” Newton called instead for “a
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real, disciplined vanguard movement.”™ Newton’s piece cut to the heart of the matter.
Bookchin wrote a response, arguing that, contrary to popular belief, anarchists were no
strangers to organization; most notably the Spanish anarchists had maintained their
trade unions for decades. The relevant issue wasn’t organization as such but what kind:
authoritarian or libertarian; top down or bottom up.*

The Spanish anarchists, however, were all but unknown in the United States, espe-
cially to the young people around him. So Bookchin spent the rest of 1968 working on
his book on “the largest organized Anarchist movement to appear in our century.”™’
It would be a history of that movement but also an argument for anarchism as an
ideology and an illustration of an alternative, enlightened, nonhierarchical way for the
New Left and the counterculture to organize themselves.

The Spanish anarchists’ trade unions had been organized—indeed, intricately, elab-
orately. “In individual shops, factories, and agricultural committees,” workers in assem-
blies had “elected from their midst the committees that preside over the affairs of the
secciones de oficio and the federaciones locales; these were federated into regional . .
. committees of nearly every geographic area of Spain.”®® The local federations man-
dated their delegates to CN'T congresses, a practice that kept them accountable to the
base and kept the movement democratic.

The Spanish anarchists’ sophisticated training in organization bore fruit in July
1936, when they made their revolution to “gain full, direct, face-to-face control over
their everyday lives, to manage society . . . as thoroughly liberated individuals.”™ They
collectivized factories and farms; they established councils and committees to function
as local self-government; they set up armed patrols to serve as police; and they formed
militias to defend the revolution against the generals. This was organization indeed,
melding structures of the traditional village with those of modern industry.

At the same time, the Spanish anarchists resembled the 1960s counterculture in
their lifestyle changes, their spontaneity, and their fondness for initiative from below—
and in their antihierarchical outlook. They, too, wanted to develop integral (in the
sense of authentic and well-rounded) personalities.

The Spanish anarchists’ unit of revolutionary organization (as opposed to institu-
tions of governance) was the affinity group, a small action group whose bonds were
both political and personal. (Murray had learned about affinity groups from Russell
Blackwell and from the Spanish anarchists he interviewed in France in 1967.) Affinity
group members were friends and comrades who shared “common revolutionary ideas
and practice.”

As a way of organizing, Bookchin thought, the affinity group should be of partic-
ular interest to the New Left—it was the anarchist answer to the Marxist-Leninist
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vanguard. Marxist vanguards attempted to constitute a movement’s command center,
coercing uniformity, but affinity groups acted as “catalysts” within “the spontaneous
revolutionary movement of the people.” While vanguards were hierarchical, affinity
groups were local and could confederate regionally for joint action. While vanguards
commanded and coerced, affinity groups achieved coordination through education and
the formulation of common policies. While vanguards sought to seize power, affinity
groups sought to dissolve it.”

In August 1968, the New Left’s urban guerrillas and the Chicago police waged their
climactic battle at the Democratic National Convention. Radical youth turned over
garbage cans and pounded on cars. They threw bottles and rocks, bricks, eggs, chunks
of concrete, and urine-filled balloons. Police responded by clubbing indiscriminately,
beating protesters unconscious, and rioting: they cracked skulls and broke knees for
twenty minutes. If the New Left’s strategy had been to provoke, the use of force by
the police was excessive beyond anyone’s wildest predictions.

But as Bookchin predicted, it did not arouse sympathy in mainstream Americans;
in fact, it appalled them. Even many who opposed the Vietnam War thought the
Chicago cops had been too restrained, had used insufficient force against the protesters.
Ordinary Americans, it turned out, hated the protesters more than they hated either
the atrocious war or the thuggish cops. In fact, antiwar protesters were by now “the
most despised political group in the country.”!

But the SDS leaders in the National Office were not listening—they ratcheted
up their own Marxist zeal to counter that of PL. In December they proposed that
SDS should no longer be a student movement—it should become an organization for
working-class youth called Revolutionary Youth Movement (RYM). Their vision was
all but indistinguishable from PL’s program for a worker-student alliance. They dif-
fered only on the issue of black nationalism: PL opposed all nationalism as reactionary
and bourgeois, while RYM said that in the United States the Black Panthers were
the revolutionary vanguard and that SDS must develop disciplined cadre to support
them.”?

The RYM and PL would wage their own climactic battle for the soul of SDS at
its Ninth Annual Convention, to start on June 18, 1969, at the Chicago Coliseum. In
advance, Bookchin wrote a long essay called “Listen, Marxist!” in an effort to break
the Marxist-Leninist spell that had such a powerful hold on both factions. “All the old
crap of the thirties is coming back again,” he began with confidence born of experience.
Marxism, with it fantasies of proletarian dictatorship, belonged to the past, he contin-
ued, and good riddance. Its cadres and vanguards had done nothing more than seek
power for themselves, then maintain it at any cost. During the revolutionary ferment
of 1917 in Russia, workers had organized themselves into relatively democratic factory
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councils, called soviets, which the Bolsheviks had pretended to favor and thereby won
the support of the workers. That support had been their stepping-stones to power. But
once in charge of Russia, they had suppressed dissent and transformed the soviets into
instruments for top-down rule.

Marxist-Leninist organizations behaved the same way everywhere, Bookchin argued:
they sought above all to build their own organization and to gain power, and they would
pursue both goals at the expense of all other considerations, including social revolution
itself. In Paris a few months earlier, the Bolshevik groups had been “prepared to destroy
the Sorbonne student assembly in order to increase their influence and membership.”
Today in SDS, PL was trying to do the same thing. He appealed to SDS to look not
to the past but to the present, when the revolutionary agent is not the worker but
“the great majority of society,” especially the youth. SDS should resist Marxification,
he pleaded, and return to its original anarchistic call for participatory democracy.”

He also wrote a program for an alternative SDS, called “The Radical Decentralist
Project,” that called on SDS chapters to reconstruct themselves as affinity groups—
and to focus on issues of ecology and community. It urged university students to create
liberated spaces “in the fashion of the Sorbonne” and to “help the Third World ... by
changing the First.”* A printer friend ran off thousands of copies, and the Anarchos
group loaded them into a truck and drove off to Chicago.

At the Coliseum, a huge, barren hall constructed of steel girders and cement blocks,
all the SDS politicos were present: the National Office’s RYM group; the Black Pan-
thers; and socialists of all different stripes. PL bused in its people from around the
country—organized into squads, they constituted about one-third of those present. And
mingling among them all were hundreds of plainclothes Chicago police, with cameras,
and assorted other government officials.”

The Anarchos group set up a literature table with copies of “Listen, Marxist!” and
“The Radical Decentralist Project.” By the end of the first day, all copies were gone.

Clashes between RYM and PL erupted right away. When a speaker said something
that PL found objectionable, its cadres tossed Little Red Books at him or her. PL
would chant, “Mao, Mao, Mao Tse-tung,” while RYM answered with “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi-
Minh.”

Then RYM played its trump card: its alliance with the Black Panthers. Rufus
Walls, minister of information from the Illinois Black Panther Party, took the mike
and declared that the Panthers were the true vanguard because while the white Left
was sitting comfortably in armchairs, the Panthers were out in the streets shedding
blood. Walls denounced PL, in what RYM hoped would be a fatal blow.

He continued by saying that the Panthers supported women’s liberation—and be-
lieved in “pussy power.” The room gasped; then the PL-ers started chanting, “Fight
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male chauvinism!” RYM was mortified but recovered enough to sen