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Nanny, Garvey, Rodney and the Cuban Revolution 
J Everet Green 

The struggle for liberation of African peoples is inextricable linked to the continuous fight for 
freedom of the peoples of the Americas.  The emergence of the Europeans in the Americas sets 
in motion domination, exploitation, and expropriation that continue to this present time.   The 
genocide of the native peoples, the Arawaks, the resistance of First Nation peoples exposed the 
Europeans’ inability to cope with the new environment and they quickly recognized that their 
survival depended on the importation of a labor force.  African slaves were the answer.  
Captured, kidnapped, mutilated, dehumanized, they were brought to build a nation in which they 
could not participate and enjoy the fruits of their labor. 

 There should be no need to go into detail of the horrific middle passage since there has 
been much documentation of one of the greatest crimes in human history.   However, the point 
needs to be made that the coming of the Africans to the Americas, and the attendant subjugation, 
dehumanization, and attempted genocide instituted a quest for freedom and heightened the 
contradiction which is at the very heart of what Europeans projected as universal rights of man. 

The constantly standing at the threshold between life and death, that one can be 
annihilated at any moment which has been in existence for over three hundred years (in modern 
history) and still exists today as in the cases of Eric Garner, Michael Brown, John Crawford, 
Tamir Rice, Yvette Smith to name a few recently executed by law enforcers and the general 
status of African peoples in the Americas heightened this sense of urgency for liberation. 

 In this constant quest for liberation, there are many ironies in terms of the condition and 
status of Africans.  One prominent irony is related to the need to defend territories of imperial 
powers since one country could change national flags of three different European powers in a 
year.  Slaves were used as fodders to defend imperial powers who regarded them as objects and 
therefore who had no ability to demonstrate the basic possibilities of a human being.  

In struggles for liberation from antiquity to the present, women have been central at 
various levels of defending home and hearth but often these women are forgotten on the dust 
heap of history.  It is in this context that I am recognizing and paying tribute to Nanny of the 
Maroons although for the most part she is shrouded in mystery and myth making.  However, she 
symbolizes the natural instinct to defend and protect the community against predators.  This 
natural instinct was partly borne out of a long memory of rape, torture, and mutilation of women 
and girls in the plantation system.   This retrieval of the exploits of Nanny is to represent an 
effort to demonstrate the centrality of women then and now in the quest for social transformation 
and serve as a reminder that there will be no justice, no peace until the gender question is 
resolved. 

There is no other figure in the twentieth century who has embodied the strivings and 
aspirations of African peoples like Marcus Garvey.  Building on the traditions of resisters before 
him, he considered himself ordained by divine powers to lead black people to a new state of 
grandeur.  One of the first to affirm that black is beautiful and affirmed that Africans can 
accomplish whatever they are committed to do.   He was indefatigable in emphasizing that 
wherever black people find themselves and whatever shade, they were Africans.  He tirelessly 
postulated and demonstrated the intellectual, cultural, political, and economic aspects of 
liberation.  He was fully aware that one cannot live in a cultural vacuum so he was in the 
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business of the decolonization of the mind by weaving a narrative placing African history and 
culture at the center of one’s education.   He fully understood that self respect, confidence in 
one’s place in the world can only be achieved by affirming a link with one’s past.  African 
peoples had histories, and cultures worthy of emulation and restoration of these historical 
memories give the confidence to confront systems of oppression.  “Up ye mighty race” was a 
galvanizing clarion call for Africans worldwide to reassess African history and culture and 
affirm the continent of Africa as the cradle of human civilization.   

Marcus Garvey is the progenitor of what has been popularized in the sixties as “Say it 
loud, I am Black and I am proud.”  In spite of his conflicting views on Africa, the designation of 
African dignity, respect and self actualization motivated African descendant people world wide 
to investigate African history and culture and internalize African values.  Suddenly the projection 
by Europeans of Africa as the land of savages and ignorant brutes began to lose its legitimacy on 
the minds of the masses of people in the Caribbean and the Americas.  Now it became evident 
for many Africans in the Americas that the study of African culture should be done for its own 
sake, its own intrinsic value.  Marcus Garvey also expressed African solidarity with his famous 
statement, “Africa for Africans at home and abroad”.  This was not merely a metaphor to rally 
the troops but an organizational implementation through the Universal Negro Improvement 
Association (UNIA) and instructive in its preamble “One God, one aim, one destiny” in the 
promotion of the universal rights of all people.  Consequently the preamble of the 1929 
Constitution called on its members to 

pledge themselves to do all in their powers to conserve the rights of their noble 
race and to respect the rights of all mankind believing always in the brotherhood 
of man and the fatherhood of God.  Therefore let justice be done to all mankind 
realizing that if the strong oppresses the weak, confusion and discontent will ever 
mark the path of man, but with love, faith, and charity towards all the reign of 
peace and plenty will be heralded into the world.   

Malcolm X whose father was a Garveyite took up the mantel for the unification of African 
peoples everywhere through his Organization of Afro-American Unity.  One of Garvey’s 
greatest contributions to Africans in the Americas has been his constant emphasis on self-
reliance as the primary avenue out of mental and economic slavery.  His sense of urgency then is 
even more applicable today especially as we observe many Caribbean states.  At the level of 
economic ingenuity, Cuba is the model par excellence of Garvey’s vision of self-reliance in 
terms of its survival of over fifty years of blockade and sabotage.  I hope that the recent 
celebration of Garvey will become part of the Cuban landscape.  His contribution in the creation 
of a new image of the African is immense and his place in history as one of the greatest black 
leaders of all times is yet to be affirmed.  Garvey was not fully aware that to affirm or assert 
one’s Africaness is to be in direct confrontation with white supremacy. 
 Revolutionaries of the ensuing generation had no illusion that to be black and proud is to 
be in confrontation with the status quo.  That was Malcolm X’s experience and certainly Walter 
Rodney who asserted that to affirm one’s humanity as a black person is a revolutionary action.  
This affirmation received greater legitimacy in the understanding and appropriation of one’s 
history and culture.  Therefore history is a weapon against oppression.  African history must be 
seen as a direct link to the contemporary struggle of African people and he pointed out that the 
Afro-Cubans are concrete examples that asserting one’s humanity is a revolutionary struggle.   In 
this regard, he is referring to the long history of discrimination and struggles of Afro Cubans up 
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to the revolution and pointed out that Africans in this hemisphere were the first revolutionaries 
and the first guerrilla fighters in this part of the world.  It is in this context, I would also like to 
affirm the revolutionary actions of the Maroons of Jamaica.  As we stand in this pivotal moment 
in the history of the Americas and specifically Cuba, let us remember and celebrate the heroic 
and epic struggles of Africans who have brought us to this hour.  In this regard we have to make 
the linkage between the struggles that led to the Haitian Revolution and the Morant Bay 
Rebellion during the Nineteenth Century and the uprisings in Barbados, Jamaica, Trinidad and 
Tobago, Saint Kitts, Saint Lucia and other Caribbean countries during the nineteen thirties 
(1930s) that culminated in the Cuban Revolution.  Let us utilize this history of struggle to deepen 
our understanding of and solidarity with all the peoples of the Caribbean and the Americas as a 
whole. 
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Christianity and the Subjugation of African and Indigenous peoples 
of the Caribbean:  Towards Reparatory Justice 

Zay D. Green 

Historically, Christianity is fundamental to white hegemony and white supremacy.   If we look at 
the map of the world as it existed in 1940, a question that invariably arises is how could a group 
of European territorially relatively insignificant countries—England, France, Spain, Portugal, 
Holland, Belgium—control vast regions of the world that in some instances would triple or 
quadruple their size? In the early part of the twentieth century “the sun never sets on the British 
Empire was oft repeated.  Besides advanced technology, and confidence in power and control 
based on military might, there was another important factor that played a salient role in the 
success of European imperial dominance and that factor was divine sanction.   
 Portugal was the first country to openly seek divine legitimacy for its colonial expansion.   
From as early as 1430, Papal authority and hence divine sanction gave Portugal exclusive claim 
to the coveted eastward expansion down the coast of Africa to the lands of spices and often 
fabled wealth--primarily China, Japan and India.  We all know the story of Columbus and how 
he managed to persuade the sovereign of Spain that in the quest for a route to India since the 
world was round, it was possible to circumvent the Pope, Divine authority, and Portugal and 
reach India by going west.  

In 1493, to settle disputes developed between Portugal and Spain regarding rights to sea 
routes, conquered lands, and “discovered” territories not under the dominion of a Christian 
monarch, Pope Alexander VI issued the famous Inter Caetera in which the world was divided 
between Spain and Portugal.  The Inter Caetera would have devastating consequences on the 
Caribbean and other colonial peoples as England, France, and Holland defied the Pope’s edict.  
The colonial territories did not only become the battlefields as European countries plunged in 
endless warfare and bickering, but many of these colonies further suffered a lack of stability as to 
their colonial ruler.  At treaty tables, colonies would be tossed back and forth—now British, then 
French, the British again or half their island could be partitioned between colonial powers as in 
the case of Santo Domingo.    

Included, and this is very significant, in the rights of Spain and Portugal to uninhabited or 
conquered territories as proclaimed by the Inter Caetera, was the obligation to Christianize the 
“heathen, pagan” that is anyone who was not a Christian. Heathen, pagan, savage, uncivilized, 
primitive, wild, were some of the terms used to denote peoples who were not Christians.  Thus 
Christianity automatically not only classified peoples as the “other” but as inferior beings, and 
indeed in many ways subhuman.  A very important aspect of the colonization process is the fact 
that not only were non Christian peoples labeled as inferior but it was the duty of the Christian to 
transform the lives of these inferior beings.  The tool that would transform the heathen, the 
primitive, the savage, was Christianity.  The transformative power of Christianity is a 
fundamental tenet of Christianity’s doctrinal teachings.   

 In other words, the Christian religion was fundamental in not only motivating conquest, 
but in subjugating and maintaining control of the colonized.  The Christian tenet of conversion 
played a significant role in the inferior/superior relationship of the colonial power and the 
colonized. Thus Christianity was a major contributory factor in terms of the total uprooting of the 
way of life of the colonized and replacing it with European values, laws and mores.  In other 
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words European hegemony and imperialism were divinely sanctioned. Christianization not only 
had a profound impact on political, economic, and social issues, but it also had deep 
psychological consequences.   

You are bad if you resist.  In 1865, a number of peasants under Paul Bogle sought redress 
for unfair taxes, low wages and racial oppression by whites and browns.   The retaliation of the 
British was swift and brutal In response to the Morant Bay Rebellion (which was really a riot—it 
covered only a thirty mile radius at the eastern end of the island). Two or three whites were 
killed.   The British (a Christian country) 

went for a scorched earth policy.  Thousands of dwellings were burnt to the 
ground and more than one thousand blacks were rounded up and hanged.  400 
were flogged.  Paul Bogle was hanged on the British ship the Wolverine on the 
24th October, 1865.1 

That the Christian religion was a conquering religion and also a religion of a book—the 
Bible greatly contributed to control and subjugation of colonial peoples.  The Christian churches 
were and are powerful entities and colonized peoples had very little option in terms of pursuing 
African or indigenous religions not only because of persecution but the church carried status and 
opportunities for employment.  There has never really been systematic critical analytical 
response from the intellectual elite amongst African descended peoples regarding the 
postulations that Africans were barbaric, savage, heathen, prior to being Christianized.   

In many parts of the Caribbean today, churches dominate the landscape. Yet there has not 
been a change in the perception of African descended peoples and indigenous peoples in spite of 
four hundred years of Christianization, the inordinate investment in Christian Churches of blacks 
and indigenous peoples in terms of time, money and energy, and the fact that the religion claims 
to be transformative.  African descended peoples still carry the curse and the stigma of a second 
fall, the fall of Ham.  
 There has been resistance, but there needs to be a third wave—a third wave of reparative 
justice.  Today, after four hundred years of slavery, colonization, Jim Crow, based to a large 
extent on the second fall of Ham, and several declaration of promises of liberation—
Emancipation, Independence, Civil Rights, many people of African descent and indigenous 
peoples of the Caribbean live a deplorable, dehumanizing, and horrendous existence.  The claim 
by a number of writers that the oppression, and mental anguish of today’s poor, are, in some 
instances, worse than what occurred during slavery particularly in terms of the prison industrial 
complex has aroused some controversy.  It has been years of struggle, resistance, and rebellion 
with the constant but elusive hopes of blacks that some day “there will be equal opportunity and 
justice without regard to race” in the face of the unrelenting morphing of racism.  

I think one of the main reasons for the beguilement of African descended peoples is the 
Christian eschatological view that “we are marching unto progress”.  We should forget the past 
and think only of the glorious future ahead. However “catching up” will never happen.  
Ignorance of our past and hope for the future will lead to further vulnerability of African and 
indigenous peoples to the subjection of strategies of oppression. 

                                                
1 Horace Campbell, Rasta and Resistance: From Marcus Garvey to Walter Rodney, (Trenton, NJ: Africa World 
Press, 1987). 
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I am hoping therefore that the people of Cuba who have courageously withstood the 
onslaught of ostracism for centuries will join the cry for reparations—for the hundred of years of 
slavery, colonization, brutality, and oppression.  Reparations is the only way forward for even if 
the countries of the Caribbean institute socialist policies, we are bounded by international 
treaties, trade agreements, and monetary systems that determine economic growth and social 
development.  A major factor for the political and economic weakness of the Caribbean is the 
fact that the islands were pawns of European imperialist powers and were often tossed back and 
forth amongst Europeans without regard to history, culture or unity of the islands.  The result is 
that though termed the Caribbean or the West Indies, these islands are a disparate group with 
very little communication and knowledge of even closest neighboring islands.  Jamaica is ninety 
miles from Cuba, and for a number of decades after the 1959 Revolution, Jamaicans could not 
travel to Cuba or communicate with Cubans.  Three activists during the 1960’s visited Cuba and 
were declared persona non grata when they returned. 

One year a hurricane which hit Cuba was heading for Jamaica. Jamaicans battened up in 
preparation. Suddenly, the hurricane changed course. It turned around and hit Cuba a second 
time.  Christians in Jamaica rejoiced.  God was punishing Cuba for being communist.  That 
Jamaica suffered from severe floods as a result of that hurricane, that many people lost their 
lives, that Jamaicans suffered a lot of property damage, that it is far easier to seek international 
aid for hurricanes than it is for floods were not topics of theological debate. 

The islands depend on the metropolitan countries for goods and services.  Now more than 
ever in an age of rapid technological development—cars, airplanes, cell phones, computers, 
business and home appliances—it is difficult for the Caribbean islands not to acquiesce to the 
demands of its citizens for the latest equipment or product.   How can these islands be truly 
independent in the light of a global economy and a shrinking world?  Caribbean islands were 
“given” independence after the imperialist powers passed laws that declared that colonies existed 
for the benefit of the “Mother Country.”  Laws were passed that did not only impede the growth 
and development of the Caribbean but actually retarded initiative and creativity of its peoples. As 
the principal moral arm of the imperialist country and its colonial administrators, the Church 
played an integral role in the retardation of Caribbean peoples.    

The revolution needs a new wave.  We need reparative justice for the years of brutality, 
barbarism and colonialism.  It is the oppression of the Caribbean that has led to the exponential 
growth in the wealth of European countries.  It is time for European countries to face their 
horrific deeds including the brutal squashing and persecution of African and indigenous 
religions.  Only when whites are forced to participate in reparatory justice can the Caribbean 
achieve some measure of equality.  
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Building an Agroecological and African Cultural Exchange between 
the African descendants in U.S. and Cuba —  

“The Afro-Eco exchange” 
 

Shakara Tyler, Blain Snipstal, Cynthia Hayes 
 
Abstract 
Cuba is one of the most iconic cultural, social, and, ecological icons in the African Diaspora and 
agroecological movements of the 20th and 21st century. Due to the political, economic and social 
embargo placed upon Cuba by the United States government, the ability and degree by which the 
significant cultural and agricultural revolutions that radically transformed Cuba in the early-to-
mid and late 20th century are mostly unknown to most of the United States and in particular to 
the populations of African descendants in the United States. Given the significance of 
agroecology and cooperative land reform models in the Black agricultural tradition, this 
exchange strategically employs an internationalist (defined as illuminating the collective 
experiences of African descendants across the African Diaspora) approach in the building of an 
agroecological alliance among African descendants in Cuba, and the United States. The 
advancement of agroecology and internationalist cooperative economics through a Pan-African 
transnational alliance among the United States and Cuba can mutually benefit agroecological 
development across all sites of interest with a particular emphasis on Cuba’s experiential 
expertise in science and practice of agroecology as a model of social, political, and economic 
development. This proposal explains the goals, objectives, and outcomes of the Afro-Eco 
Agricultural Exchange between the African descendants in the United States and in Cuba via the 
networking capacity and regional collaborations of the Southeastern African American Farmers 
Organic Network (SAAFON). 

* * * * * 
Introduction 
Cuba is one of the most iconic cultural, social, and, ecological icons in the African Diaspora and 
Agroecological movements of the 20th and 21st century. Due to the political, economic and 
social embargo placed upon Cuba by the United States government, the ability and degree by 
which the significant cultural and agricultural revolutions that radically transformed Cuba in the 
early-to-mid and late 20th century are mostly unknown to most of the United States and in 
particular to the populations of Afro-descendants in the United States. This project aims to lay 
the foundation for an Afro-Eco Agricultural Exchange between the Afro-descendants in the 
United States and in Cuba via the networking capacity and regional collaborations of the 
Southeastern African American Farmers Organic Network (SAAFON). Given the significance of 
agroecology and cooperative land reform models in the Black agricultural tradition or Black 
Agrarianism, this exchange strategically employs an internationalist approach – defined as, 
within the context of the exchange, illuminating the collective experiences of Afro-descendants 
across the African Diaspora – in the building of an agroecological alliance among Afro-
descendants in Cuba, and the United States.  

Within this framing, we intentionally use the term diasporic to convey the core emphasis 
of diaspora forging within the agroecolgocial exchange between the African descendants in the 
U.S. and Cuba, or as we call it the Afro-Eco Exchange. This paper is a living theoretical proposal 
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to build an agroecological and african cultural exchange between the African descendants in the 
U.S. and Cuba. We begin with surveying the literature of agroecology, the African Diaspora, 
transnationalism, and cultural exchanges. We subsequently proceed to discuss the organizational 
contexts for which the exchange will be grounded and conclude with the goals, objectives, and 
outcomes of the Afro-Eco Exchange.  
 
Review of Literature 

African Diaspora. The African Diaspora is a fairly novel term in explaining the forced 
and voluntary migrations of Afro-descendants across the globe. In essence, diasporas are fluid 
cultural constructs fostering identity, community, and connections over time, difference, and 
social space (Lopes et al., 2014). It is also a series or tangle of crossroads from which one can 
look in many directions (Fox, 1999). In other words, diasporas emerge out of movement and 
migration processes from a “here” to a “there”, from real or imagined homeland to a loved or 
hated hostland (Zeleza, 2010).  In spite of prevailing cynical notions of diaspora in defining 
Black experiences, like diaspora of enslavement and diaspora of colonialism (Mazarui,1999) or 
“laboratory of dispossession, dehumanization, and alienation” (Afolabi,1999, p. 315), more 
optimist perspectives of  diaspora counter these notions by affirming it not as a loss or dilution 
but as a site of  “struggle, survival, rebirth, and the creation of new centers” (Fox, 1999, p. 369). 
These new centers of being, thinking, and doing can act as spaces for potential empowerment 
and internationalized support and influence (Clifford, 1994). 

 Transnationalism. In celebrating the energies of multiple subjectivities (Zeleza, 2005), 
narratives of transnationalism are intricately laced within the African diaspora discourse. 
Makalani’s (2009) “Diaspora and the Localities of Race” emphasize diasporic transnationalism 
through the idea of “various locals forming the constituent elements of diaspora, those places 
where diaspora emerges and gets created are processed, social structures, relationships of 
domination, modes of imagination, and affect that are simultaneously ordered by the local and 
the global” (p. 4). McLaren (1999) describes the transnational solidarity of diasporic 
relationships arguing Africans support the African American construction of a Diasporic vision 
and identity when it seeks to overturn the hegemony of the West as part of the anticolonial or 
anti-imperialist struggles. Though transnationalism is essential to the concept of the diaspora, 
Zeleza (2010) posits the challenge of theorizing the African diaspora is developing analytical 
models that are historically grounded in a sensitivity to local experiences without losing sight of 
the global forces that structure them, and of the multilayers between African history and world 
history.   

Cultural Exchanges. Diasporic exchanges of knowledge and material resources have 
proven to be pivotal processes in developing strategic alliances. Since the slavery era, and 
particularly after the U.S. intervention into the Cuban War for Independence in 1898, Afro-
Cubans and African Americans have reached across cultural and linguistic differences to develop 
cultural exchanges, forge economic relationships, and construct political solidarities (Guridy, 
2010). These “Afro-disaporic linkages” (Guridy, 2010, pg. 4) were motivated by intertwined 
processes of imperialism and racial segregation which prompted the development of survival 
strategies that crossed cultural and national boundaries. Pulling from examples of Afro-Cuban 
attendance at Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute, the cross-cultural interaction between 
the Harlem Renaissance and the afrocubanismo movement, and other phenomena, Guridy (2010) 
argues for the need to see these cultural exchanges as diaspora making or diasporization. This 
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practicing of diaspora was enacted to ultimately resist transnational racialization structures that 
oppressed African descendants in both realms. The “campesino a campesino” peasant farmer 
movement is a fitting exemplar for cultural exchanges that rely on extensive agroecological 
knowledge networks rooted in culturally grounded campesino ways of learning (Holt-Gimenez, 
2006).  

Agroecology. Agroecology represents both a form of ecological agricultural production 
and a process for organizing and building community self-determination that builds upon 
ancestral and cultural knowledge (WhyHunger, 2015). More broadly speaking, agroecoloy can 
also be considered an approach grounded in transdisciplinarity, participation, and transformative 
action to agro-food systems (Méndez et al, 2013). Along these lines, Holt-Gimenez et al (2013) 
argues for the need to build a countermovement to the corporate food regime’s Green Revolution 
by forging strong strategic alliances between agroeoclogy and food sovereignty to the reformist 
versions of agroeoclogy and instead center the politically transformative peasant movement for 
food sovereignty. The transformative potential is rooted in agrarian social thought and 
movements that resist capitalist industrialization of private property, commercialization, and 
global commodity markets (Guzmán, 2012). This important means of resistance (Funes et al., 
2002) is the science and practice that ironically feeds over half the planet with the fraction of 
land and resources (Snipstal, 2015).  In the struggle to build food sovereignty and confront the 
development of the capitalist mode of agriculture, agroecology is situated as a “key pillar in the 
construction of food sovereignty” and part of the social movement process for social and 
ecological transformation (Sosa, B. M. et al, 2013). Lastly, agroecology is also being used by 
small-farm and ecological organizations around the world, as a methodology to make farm-level 
transitions towards more ecological models of food production, and more socially just and viable 
business and economic models. 

Afro-Eco Exchange: The Afro-Diasporization of Agroecology  
Cuba’s largest Agroecological Small Farmers organization – ANAP (Assocacion 

Nacional de Agricultores Pequenas or National Association of Small-Scale Producers) – is 
considered by some as the most progressive and comprehensive small-scale sustainable 
agriculture organization in the Americas and the Caribbean. Following the loss of trade relations 
in the early 1990s, ANAP helped to transition the country’s model of agriculture from that of 
Industrial-Conventional and Agribusiness that used high amounts of pesticides, fertilizers and 
toxic chemicals to a model that is more agroecological, small-scale and cooperative that relied 
upon more labor, local/traditional knowledge, biological and natural methods of production and 
more collective forms of organization and ownership. This forced self-reliance model cultivated 
a new Cuban agriculture in which the island’s food import dependency decreased significantly. 
Cuba has proven to be a “world-class case” of agroecology with a 4.2% annual growth in per 
capita food production, it has been documented to be the highest in all of Latin America and the 
Caribbean from 1996-2005, according to a report published by Dr. Fernando Funes and others in 
2009 titled “The Avery Diet: The Hudson Institute’s Misinformation Campaign Against Cuban 
Agriculture.”  

 Similar to the ANAP, the Southeastern African American Farmers Organic Network 
(SAAFON) is a network of Black farmers committed to sustainable growing methods as well as 
the regeneration of Black agrarianism. With use of old-style black critical vernacular, Harry 
Haywood describes in Negro Liberation that “The Negro Question in the United States is 
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agrarian in origin” (Haywood, 1948, p. 11). In this affect, we locate this exchange and the 
process of SAAFON within the redefinition, re-expression and clarification of Black 
Agrarianism via the development and elaboration of a Black Agrarian Pedagogy. Coupling this, 
with our understanding of the historic nature of what SAAFON represents, we historically 
understand that, as mentioned by Carolyn Merchant in Shades of Darkness; Race and 
Environmental History, “slavery and soil degradation are interlinked systems of exploitation, and 
deep-seated connections exist between the enslavement of human bodies and the enslavement of 
the land” (Merhcant, 380).  

SAAFON’s efforts to re-blend “Organic” or agroecological production methods back into 
the cultural experience of African Americans in agriculture, as a means for building power, 
maintaining and building land-ownership (or autonomous land uses self-determined by black 
people), and strengthening of economic models as a way to bring dignity back to the black 
agrarian experience in the diaspora, is historic, transformative and needed. SAAFON is in the 
process of further elaborating this Afro-Diasporization of agroecology. To this, SAAFON 
articulates it as Afroecology: 

A form of art, movement, practice and process of social and ecological transformation 
that involves the re-evaluation of our sacred relationships with land, water, air, seeds and 
food; (re)recognizes humans as co-creators that are an aspect of the planet’s life support 
systems; values the Afro-Indigenous experience of reality and ways of knowing; 
cherishes ancestral and communal forms of knowledge, experience and lifeways that 
began in Africa and continue throughout the Diaspora; and is rooted in the agrarian 
traditions, legacies and struggles of the Black experience in the Americas (Snipstal, 
2015). 
Most notably, SAAFON has been recognized as the only African American farmers 

organization of its type in the United States. The Network is comprised of small and limited 
resource farmers that are either certified organic and growing organically. SAAFON provides 
education and training to small-scale underserved farmers and their communities on the best 
practices for creating sustainable and economically viable agricultural projects and programs. Of 
equal importance, SAAFON has developed a farmers’ network for the purpose of marketing their 
organically grown products locally, regionally, nationally and internationally. In recent years, 
SAAFON launched its Caribbean Initiative to expand its network with Afro-descendant farmers 
throughout the Caribbean, specifically St. Croix, Barbados, and St. Thomas. Through the 
Caribbean Initiative, SAAFON has begun to cultivate significant partnerships with Afro-
descendant farmers in Cuba. SAAFON’s Caribbean Initiative also launched a Slow Food VI 
chapter under Slow Food International of which Cuba serves as the regional headquarters. 
SAAFON represents a critical point of departure within the historical development of the 
intersections of race, class, ecology, culture and gender in southern agriculture and southern farm 
organizations, and by extension, U.S. agriculture and farm organizations as a whole. 

Given the overlapping visions, philosophies, and interests of these agroecological 
organizations, an Agroecological and African Cultural Exchange between the African 
descendants in U.S. and Cuba (the Afro-Eco Exchange) is essential to explore the diasporic 
connections between agroecological movements in both geographical spheres. This cultural 
exchange is necessary to inaugurate new understandings of agroecology within the framing of 
Afro-diasporic cultures by building on the farmer-to-farmer movement that fueled the 
agroecological revolution in Latin America (Holt-Gimenez, 2006). It is our hope that is cultural 
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exchange can facilitate the diasporic political solidarity necessary for African descendants in 
these locales to engage in radical socio-ecological, socio-economic, and socio-political 
transformations. The advancement of agroecology and internationalist cooperative economics 
through a Pan-African transnational alliance among the United States and Cuba can mutually 
benefit agroecological development across all organizational and geographical sites of interest 
with a particular emphasis on Cuba’s experiential expertise in science and practice of 
agroecology as a model of social, political, and economic development.  

The Afro-Eco Cultural Exchange aims to accomplish the following goals:  

• Developing a theoretical and practical base of black agrarian pedagogy 
• Support the development of pro-agroecological farm organizations serving Afro-

descendants in the United States, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and Cuba; 
• Build relationships among Cuban and United States organizations to support the 

agroecological transitions within Cuba and the United States; 
• Create and implement transnational mechanisms for the exchange of agroecological, 

grassroots cooperative development, and land reform models between Cuba and the 
United States; 

• Explore, understand, and exchange critical pedagogies and methodologies developed 
during the agroecological, and liberation movements in Cuba and the United States; and 

• Gain a deeper mutual understanding of Cuban and United States history, culture and 
social structures and dynamics. 
In order to achieve the goals discussed above, the following objectives will be used to 

guide the work: 

• Develop formal mechanisms (i.e. digital database, participatory evaluation, etc. ) for 
collecting and retaining knowledge within the Afro-Eco exchange among the 
Coordinating Committee organizations in the United States and Cuba; 

• Create communication and organizing strategies to widely distribute and share the 
experiences of the Afro-Eco exchange; 

• Organize exchange participants to facilitate trainings and workshops to disseminate 
knowledge gained from the exchange to raise awareness of agroecology and collective 
landownership as social, political, and economic development tools for small, limited 
resource farm communities in both urban and rural settings; 

• Measure – via qualitative and quantitative approaches– the social, political, 
environmental and economic impact of the Afro-Eco exchange in the United States and 
Cuba (i.e. to determine how has the Afro-Eco exchange been able to address issues of 
poverty, hunger and structural inequalities amongst the delegates and their communities) 
 

Upon the successful completion of the objectives, we anticipate the following outcomes: 

• Develop a group of 8 delegates as “Promoters of Agroecology and Cooperative 
Development” in the United States and Cuba 

• National webinars, regional and local trainings on Agroecology, Cooperative 
Development and Afro-Cultural heritage in the Diaspora with guests lecturers from both 
Cuba and the United States 
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• At least 10 community educational events rooted in Agroecology, Cooperative 
Development and Afro-Cultural Heritage will be held in the United States, the U.S. 
Virgin Islands, and Cuba  

• The creation of popular education materials and critical pedagogies for trainings and 
workshops implemented by organizers and exchange participants that establish the basis 
for agroecological and cooperative economics methodologies and afro-cultural traditions  

• Written report summarizing the processes, outcomes, reflections and evaluations of the 
1st year of the Afro-Eco exchange  

 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Afro-Eco exchange represents the critical unfolding necessary to catalyze 
the Afroecological revolution through Afro-diasporic linkages. We believe this reviving of the 
black agrarian experience in the diaspora will be heavily cultivated through the intersections of 
agroecology, the African Diaspora, transnationalism, and cultural exchanges. Within the scope of 
these four pillars: we pose three methodological questions to guide the inquiry process of this 
pedagogical-oriented exchange:  

• What are the foundations of black agrarian pedagogy?  
• What knowledge is transnationally exchanged in the Afro-diasporic agroecological 

exchange? 
• How is knowledge transnationally exchanged in the Afro-diasporic agroecological 

exchange? 

 In the words of Assata Shakur, “Imperialism is an international system of exploitation, and, we, 
as revolutionaries need to be internationalists to defeat it” (Shakur, 1987) and agroecoloy is a 
critical seed to root in the Afro-diasporic discourse of collective black liberation. Thus, merging 
the revolutions into the framework of Afroecology. 
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Organizing the Precariat Class as a Strategy for Systemic 
Transformation 

Tiffany Montoya 

The word, “precariat” in the title of my presentation is not a typo, or a mispronunciation. It is a 
combination of the word ‘proletariat’ and ‘precarious’ to imply that these two things go hand in 
hand - the working class and an insecure and unstable existence. The word is attributable to 
economist, Guy Standing, who claims in his book, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class, 
that this specific social class is a new manifestation under capitalism and thus, we are now seeing 
a new and multidimensional class structure as opposed to the old Marxist dualism of proletariat 
and bourgeoise.  

In 2013, a survey was conducted in Great Britain to analyze the differentiations between 
classes. The study found seven categories - the elite as the highest class and the precariat as the 
lowest.2 In between are divisions such as, “emergent service workers”, “Traditional working 
class”, “new affluent workers”, “technical middle class”, and “established middle class”. The 
traditional Marxist model would subsume most of the above under, simply, proletariat because 
all the workers within this range clearly need to sell their labor in exchange for wages in order to 
survive - this is what they all have in common. It might be appropriate to equate the precariat 
with, what Marx calls the lumpenproletariat. He, like Standing, even refers to them as the 
“dangerous class”; they are “the social scum, that passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest 
layers of the old society, [which] may, here and there, be swept into the movement by a 
proletarian revolution; its conditions of life, however, prepare it far more for the part of a bribed 
tool of reactionary intrigue.”3 This implies that the lumpenproletariat, by virtue of their material 
conditions, are more likely to side with reactionary forces before siding with any working class 
uprising. If this is what Standing, and other economists and sociologists mean by the precariat 
class, then according to Marx, this particular class will prove to be more difficult to organize 
than the working class.  

One crucial thing that is forgotten about, however, is that these categories of classes are 
based simply on a criteria of a particular relation to the means of production, and the individuals 
within these categories may move in and out of them without changing the categories at all. This 
means that a proletariat or an “emergent service worker” can potentially fall to lumpenproletariat 
or precariat class if, for instance, they lose their job. So the individuals may be fluid while the 
categories are fixed. This is important because it would mean that all stages of class, from the 
precariat to the “technical middle class” and even the “established middle class” have that 
potential to fall into precarity. This happens through a process called proletarianization, which 
we see as Marx’s main thesis all throughout Capital -  where, downward social mobility 
naturally takes place in capitalism because of the relationship between rising capital and the 
rising population of those who need to sell their labor for wages. Thus, a precarious existence has 
always been symptomatic of capitalist growth. So, as long as you meet the criteria for working 
                                                
2 BBC, “Huge survey reveals seven social classes in UK,” BBC.com, 3 April 2013. Accessed 6/2/15, 
www.bbc.com/news/uk-22007058. 

3 Karl Marx, “Manifesto of the Communist Party: Chapter 1. Bourgeois and Proletarians,” marxists.org, 1848. 
Accessed 6/2/15, www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/ch01.htm. 
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class - you sell your labor to a capitalist (regardless of your income) - you are a precariat by 
virtue of the way the system works.  

Other examples that show that the proletariat has always lead a precarious existence, even 
in the 19th century are: 

In Chapter 25 of Capital vol.1, “The action of the law of supply and demand of labour… 
completes the despotism of capital. As soon…as the labourers learn the secret, how it comes to 
pass that in the same measure as they work more, as they produce more wealth for others, and as 
the productive power of their labour increases, so in the same measure even their function as a 
means of the self-expansion of capital becomes more and more precarious for them”4 

In the Communist Manifesto, “The growing competition among the bourgeois, and the 
resulting commercial crises, make the wages of the workers ever more fluctuating. The 
increasing improvement of machinery, ever more rapidly developing, makes their livelihood 
more and more precarious” 

And in Fredrik Engels’ Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, “With constantly increasing 
swiftness, the splitting-up into large capitalists and non-possessing proletarians went on. 
Between these, instead of the former stable middle-class… [now] the most fluctuating portion of 
the population, now led a precarious existence.”5 

So if this precariat is not a new class of people, why has this word gained so much traction 
in current discourses among economists, sociologists and activists? Sociologist Charles Post 
notes that Standing is making the comparison with the unionized working class of the 1950s and 
60s, “people who had full-time employment, job security, who stayed with their employer for 
twenty or thirty years, who could not be hired or fired at will”6. In this case - yes - changes have 
occurred since then that add to the precarity of the working class. Changes such as: the attack on 
and decline of unions, outsourcing manufacturing jobs, full-time positions being cut to part-time 
(in order to cut benefit costs), and the rise of neoliberalism (just to name a few changes). This 
affects everyone from the janitor with a high-school diploma to the non-tenured faculty with a 
PhD.   

So, what does all this mean for organizing? Well, it looks pretty bad. Pragmatically 
speaking, the precariousness of the working class makes them nearly impossible to organize. 
Many workers are not willing to risk their jobs by requesting raises or threatening to join unions, 
much less go on strike or engage in any other “radical” activity. And with the high rate of 
unemployment, having any job, regardless of how exploitative it may be, seems appealing and 
better than no job at all. So, fundamentally, you have the issue of risk involved with organizing, 
and if that risk includes your means of subsistence, your ability to feed your children, and paying 
for the roof over your head, then the immediate consequences are too severe to consider as an 
option.  
                                                
4 Karl Marx, “Capital Vol.1, Chap.25 The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation,” marxists.org, 9/14/1867, 
Accessed 6/2/15, www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/ch25.htm . 

5 Fredrik Engels, “Socialism: Utopian and Scientific,” marxists.org, 1880, Accessed 6/2/15, 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/Engels_Socialism_Utopian_and_Scientific.pdf. 

6 Charlie Post, “We’re All Precarious Now,” jacobinmag.com ,4/20/2015. Accessed May 2015, 
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2015/04/precarious-labor-strategies-union-precariat-standing/. 
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This is where I want to make a comparison that may seem excessive at face value: a 
comparison between chattel slavery and capitalist wage labor - specifically those workers who 
earn less than a living wage. I want to note that this is not a comparison in the severity or level 
of brutality of the situation, but in the catch 22 that both the slave and the worker seem to be in. 
This catch 22 is that while option one, of remaining in their position, gives them exploitation and 
distress, option two, of rebelling leads to severe punishment. Now, one may point out that the 
exploitation and distress of a worker may be tolerable, and in fact, the worker might consider her 
conditions justifiable or worth suffering through if it means she can take care of herself and her 
family. But the problem, specifically for people whose wages are less than what is needed to 
live, is that in exchange for their labor, they are not given what they need to care for themselves 
and their families. As a consequence, they need to choose either spending more time with their 
children or getting a second or third job; they need to decide whether going to the doctor is more 
important than buying food, or whether they could live without heat or live without electricity. 
They have to live in low income neighborhoods, with low income schools, and when their child 
receives less than a standard education and needs to contribute to the family income, higher 
education is not an option. They must go into the same workforce that kept their family 
immobilized for generations. This lifestyle, although wretched and inhumane is a necessary 
component for capitalism to function - there must be a whole sector of the population that 
remains poor enough to be immiserated but has no other choice, because to not participate in the 
game is to starve.   

This structure resembles slavery, where wealth is amassed for others, and whatever scraps 
of food they have left over from their feast will not flow, but merely trickle-down to you and 
your kin. Out of fear, the slave must remain in their station and must not rebel to avoid lynching, 
the whip, or retaliation to their family, which manifests today as incarceration or “accidental” 
death at the hands of police. And in the same way that it was unheard of to consider the abolition 
of slavery, it is unheard of to consider the abolition of capitalism because both are economically 
profitable foundations of society. 

So, how did the old model of slavery come to an end? Well, there were policy changes; but 
prior to the policy changes there was a war; and prior to the war there were two things happening 
simultaneously - the collective consciousness began to shift due to a morally based abolitionist 
movement, and on the other hand political opposition to southern slavery’s westward expansion. 
But what I would like to focus on is the former - the morally based abolitionist movement. With 
the help of the moral suasionists of the abolitionist movement, slavery was eventually seen as 
ethically abhorrent. This was because, the brutality imposed upon them was clearly a violation 
basic human dignity if they were indeed considered humans themselves. Therefore, slaves were 
merely reacting to a system that literally prevented them from being human. Survival, and 
desiring a wellbeing are essential human traits that do not need further justification. And because 
of this ethical/moral violation, slavery had to be abolished completely.  

The strategies for abolishing slavery were varied, from the liberal reformist ideas of 
politicians, to the moral suasionists like Frederick Douglass, to the insurrectionists like David 
Walker. Philosopher Leonard Harris claims that liberal reformist, or gradualist solutions do not 
do enough given the severity of the situation - one where men are killed, women are beaten and 
children are sold daily - in fact, gradualists thought it important to consider the disadvantage that 



 
 

17 

abolishing slavery would bring to the white slaveholding class.7 In the same way, a 
contemporary gradualist believes it is important to consider how changing the structure of 
capitalism would affect the wealthy capitalist class. Harris claims that moral suasionists were 
dramaturgically effective, but that they were wrong in believing that insurrection had no moral 
ground. He says that, “moral suasionists did not believe that there were compelling moral 
grounds for insurrection and/or that insurrection as an instrumental or practical tool was likely to 
be successful or sufficiently valuable for ending slavery.”8 But both Harris and Walker agree that 
enmity and vengeance were natural responses for such exclusion from humanity. Furthermore, 
invoking sympathy through moral persuasion does not work if the population you are persuading 
has already ostracized you from their moral community.  

This exclusion is also strategically and symptomatically a part of the system in order for it 
to function successfully. Harris explains,  

Slavery tries to hide, destroy, and prevent natural responses. It must, like any 
system that hopes to exclude whole categories, demean, insult, and exclude the 
group from membership in the moral community. Prima facie trust, empathy, 
admiration, and obedience are never granted to persons outside of a moral 
community.9  

We see this same sort of treatment with the lower working classes of today. Their neighborhoods 
are deemed dangerous and the people are not to be trusted; they are insulted as being “welfare 
queens” and “thugs”; they receive no empathy because they are believed to have brought these 
conditions upon themselves through a lack of discipline or poor moral judgement. They don’t 
deserve better because they simply did not try hard enough. So in the same way, capitalism tries 
to exclude this group from membership in the moral community. And any attempt the poor may 
make at trying to challenge the system or object to their misery is not seen as a natural response, 
but rather as barbaric and immature.  
 Therefore, according to Walker and Harris, insurrection is not only an ethically 
defensible moral intuition or reasoning strategy, but also the support or engagement in such 
action is a moral duty if the insurgent population is a victim of brutality. He says, “The slave has 
no moral requirement to remain brutalized. They have a strong claim to free themselves by 
whatever means available. The pursuit of well-being does not need a philosophical argument any 
more than the pursuit to sustain one’s existence from undue death needs a philosophic 
justification. Any viable ethics gives warrant to existence.”10  

So when conditions are as bad as they are now - where entire neighborhoods are 
ghettoized; where children can’t get the proper nutrition they need for their bodies and minds 
                                                
7 Harris, Leonard. "Walker: Naturalism and Liberation." Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A Quarterly 
Journal in American Philosophy 49, no. 1 (2013): 93-111. 

8 Harris, Leonard. “Honor and Insurrection or A Short Story about why John Brown (with David Walker’s Spirit) 
was Right and Frederick Douglass (with Benjamin Banneker’s Spirit) was Wrong.” Frederick Douglass: A Critical 
Reader. Ed. Lawson, Bill E. and Kirkland, Frank M. (Blackwell. 1999): 227-242. 

9 ibid. 

10 Harris, Leonard. "Walker: Naturalism and Liberation." Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A Quarterly 
Journal in American Philosophy 49, no. 1 (2013): 93-111. 
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because their family can only afford fast food; where life expectancies are lower because of 
exposure to crime or lack of healthcare; or where personal assessments of self-worth are low 
because televisions (the only pastime you can afford) show you images of the people you can 
never be - why is it, then, that no one is insurrecting? There is a difference of severity between 
chattel slavery and the experience of the precariat, but premature death, and misery while alive is 
still the fate for each. But they do not insurrect because, pushing the immobilizing effects of 
situational depression, poor health, and lack of resources aside, insurrection is just not practical.  

Insurrection is not practical because the odds are stacked against the oppressed and because 
any action will not work in the actors’ immediate best interest. For one, low wages, as a natural 
occurrence in capitalism, are institutionalized and normalized in the same way that slavery was 
institutionalized and normalized, so it is engrained in the psyche of the public. Secondly, as was 
explained earlier, the working class are in a fragile and precarious position where insurrection 
can cost them their livelihood and the wellbeing of their family. Similarly it was impractical for 
slaves to insurrect because they could be mutilated and killed. It it precisely because of this 
precarious position, that insurrection of any form looses its practicality. Thirdly, insurrection 
involves a commitment to strangers (the entire population of slaves, or the entire population of 
working class people)  and potentially rejecting allegiances - and we all know how difficult it is 
for Americans to shed their individualism and consider a more communitarian ethic.  

Fourthly, there are hardly any models of success from a single act. With the exception of 
Haiti, no single insurrection has ended slavery in the modern West.11 Harris argues that liberation 
historiography often romanticizes history as always progressing for the triumph of the oppressed 
and that the right will always prevail. If this is true, then “the past is not a series of events, 
conditions, contradictions, or forces that produce a future of liberated persons as a function of 
protest and organizing efforts on behalf of or by the oppressed.”12  No insurrectionist in history 
had good reason to believe that their single act of defiance would produce the desired results of 
liberation. So why did they act anyway? 

There are a few reasons why the insurrectionist would be motivated to act: 1. for the sake 
of defending what is morally right, 2. for the sake of future generations, and those he/she cannot 
see 3. for the sake of possibility. Thus the empathetic projection of the insurrectionist’s ethics 
must be able to transcend time, transcend communities of spacial proximity, and transcend the 
confines of rational instrumentality. The first motivation, defending what is morally right, is a 
natural inclination given what it is to be human, and when the existence and well-being of a 
person is at stake, we have a moral obligation to defend that. The difficulty arrises however 
when we realize that, most of the time, our actions will not create any immediate changes (and in 
fact, as stated earlier, would more likely have deleterious effects) but we must act for the sake of 
future generations of people who will suffer under the same conditions if we don’t change 
something. So the insurrectionist must have the imagination to be able to stretch their empathy to 
reach those people whom she will never meet - meaning that their ethical principles transcend 
time. This is a correct depiction of ethics anyways because the very basic foundation of ethics, 

                                                
11 Harris, Leonard. "Walker: Naturalism and Liberation." Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society: A Quarterly 
Journal in American Philosophy 49, no. 1 (2013): 93-111. 

12 ibid. 
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regarding basic survival, does transcend time - the survival and wellbeing of all people 
throughout time ought to be protected.  

The insurrectionist imagination must also be able to empathize with those he/she cannot see 
- with those who are separated by distance - because capitalism is global, and it actively tries to 
hide its images of poverty and clear exploitation, not only in the factories of the third world but 
also in the slums outside of the major cities of the first world. In this way, the insurrectionists’ 
ethics must also transcend the tendency to only empathize with the proximate community.  

And finally, the insurrectionist is motivated to act for the sake of irrational possibility. 
Remember the catch 22 that the precariat or the slave is in, where death is possible with either 
action - to remain passive brings misery or to act, almost certainly, will bring punishment. But 
one decision - the decision to act - has at least that slight possibility of liberation. As an 
insurrectionist, your reasons for acting (whether that’s withholding your labor, handing out 
pamphlets, or sabotage) are not based on instrumental-functional-reason or logos. There is no 
logic to your action. The reason for acting is pathos - or out of pure existential and passional 
sympathies. The reason for acting is attributed to your humanity and is only a duty by virtue of 
what it means to be human. To act is not logical because it requires a risk with a highly negative 
probability, and yet one ought to take that gamble if doing nothing permits atrocities to continue. 
In this way, the insurrectionist’s decisions must transcend rational instrumentality. 

The reason I have brought so much attention to the ethics of insurrection in a paper that 
was supposed to be about strategies is because knowing what exactly is morally wrong with a 
situation and understanding your ethical duties will automatically give you your strategy. 
Furthermore, learning about the history of the abolitionist movement provides an example of 
success where the deplorable morality of a system was front and center, and this led to the 
recognition that abolition was the only ethical option. In our case, the abolition of capitalism is 
the only ethical option. There is no such thing as a humane capitalism. So, strategically speaking, 
we must follow in the footsteps of the abolitionists and first appeal to principles of morality 
before workers even begin to have the motivation or the courage to utilize their immediate 
relation to the means of production. This strategy of invoking an ethical trend could manifest as a 
sort of moral revolution or an ethical awakening before it starts to gain traction materially.  

For many on the Left, it seems like we are tirelessly and fruitlessly attempting to halt the 
means of production when the workers are neither organized, nor are they given the right 
motivations to start organizing. Many are told told that organizing will give them raises or solve 
any benefit disputes. While these are great rewards, with the amount of time, effort, and risk it 
would take them to organize does not seem worth a 50 cent raise and less than amiable relations 
with the boss. Instead, these workers should be told the truth of the situation - that they are being 
systematically exploited, that they are statistically more unhealthy, that their life expectancy is 
lower, that their progeny are unlikely to become as successful as they dream for them to be. Then 
they should be told the truth of what they ought to have - it is a moral imperative that they have a 
place to live, that they have the option to eat healthy, nutritious food, that they can see a doctor 
when they are ill, that they live in sanitary conditions with water, heat and electricity, and all of 
this must be provided without debt. Then when they put those two things together in their own 
minds - what they have and what they ought to have, they will come to the conclusion 
themselves that something ought to be done. And when they see this moral deficiency existing in 
our society, they will recognize that the cause of this deficiency must be abolished by any means 
possible.  
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I have illustrated how systematic transformation must begin with an ethical recognition that 
existing systems are morally deficient. Then we must recognize that the precarious existence of 
the oppressed, while being a pragmatic disadvantage, is not an strategic disadvantage. This 
strategy of “pulling the morality card” works precisely because a human being is living in such 
precarity. Post-modern capitalism may have evolved to be more pernicious and the working class 
may have multiple subclasses, but the morality of capitalism has always remained the same. So, 
no, the working class, or the precariat, is not more difficult to organize now, it is just that we 
have allowed them to believe that they deserve no more than their meager lot and that there is no 
other option. We have forgotten that human exploitation is not a normal misfortune of society, 
but that it naturally and ethically obligates us to abolish the cause.  
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Obama’s New Scheme to Reverse the Cuban Revolution 
Cliff DuRand 

The change in US policy toward Cuba announced by President Obama on December 17 was a 
long overdue step forward in US-Cuban relations.  Minimally it acknowledges that Cuba has a 
government.   Yet, at the same time it was a continuation of objectives that have moved US 
policy makers ever since the triumph of the Cuban Revolution, viz. to prevent a successful 
construction of socialism in this hemisphere.  Let me explain this by contrasting two documents 
from our political elite.   

The foundation of US policy up to the present was laid in the Eisenhower years in an April 1960 
State Department guideline:   

“[E]very possible means should be undertaken promptly to weaken the economic life of 
Cuba. ... a line of action which, while as adroit and inconspicuous as possible, makes the 
greatest inroads in denying money and supplies to Cuba, to decrease monetary and real 
wages, to bring about hunger, desperation and overthrow of the government.” [Office of 
the Historian, Bureau Of Public Affairs, U.S. Department Of State; John P. Glennon, et 
al., eds., Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958-1960, Volume VI, Cuba -
Washington D.C.: GPO, 1991, 885.]   

This is the basis of the blockade and other aggressive actions over the last half century.  The 
objective was to prevent socialism by promoting regime change by imposing hardship on the 
Cuban people.   

Contrast that with today’s White House statements:   
“It does not serve America’s interests, or the Cuban people, to try to push Cuba toward 
collapse…. [Instead] Our efforts are aimed at promoting the independence of the Cuban 
people so they do not need to rely on the Cuban state.”  Rather than seeking to impose 
hardships on the Cuban people, policy statements emphasize helping the Cuban people, 
helping them “to improve their living standards and gain greater economic independence 
from the state.”  This is to be accomplished by “providing… opportunities for self-
employment and private property ownership, and by strengthening independent civil 
society.”   [“Charting a New Course on Cuba”, Office of the Press Secretary, The White 
House, December 17, 2014.]  

What we see here is a smarter policy that aims not at regime change but systemic change.  The 
fundamental objective of the US political elite remains the same: bringing Cuba back into the 
capitalist orbit.  Back in the 1960s toppling the Castro regime was the necessary condition for 
preventing the consolidation of socialism under a popular Revolutionary government.  It was 
really opposition to socialism in “our back yard” that was the basis of US policy.  That’s why 
Obama can now shift tactics with a new focus: undermining socialism in Cuba by promoting 
capitalism within Cuba’s civil society.   
The blockade remains in place for the time being at least and support for so-called “democracy 
promotion” programs will continue. These involve support to opposition groups to strengthen 
civil society –as if there were no socialist civil society in Cuba.  The civil society the US 
supports is those small groups who are against the government.  What is new in Obama’s 
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approach is not this but is an emphasis on economic rather than political subversion.  
Recognizing the Cuban government does not mean accepting its socialist economic system.  

The opening for this strategy lies in Cuba’s efforts to renovate its socialism.  That effort includes 
economic space for small to medium sized private businesses.  It is these new entrepreneurs that 
the US will now be supporting with money, supplies and business training, thereby growing and 
strengthening a nascent capitalist class.  It is not just the small group of political dissidents 
opposed to the regime who will be receiving US support, it will be ambitious businessmen 
receiving remittances from relatives in Miami and US tax dollars through other private channels.  
There is even an opening to trade, so long as it is with Cuban entities that are independent of the 
government.   

The US has instituted numerous measures to assist in the development of a nascent capitalist 
class from the private business sector.  A careful reading of the new Treasury Department and 
Commerce Department regulations reveals a concerted effort to direct resources to entrepreneurs 
within Cuba by means of remittances, material aid, training and trade.  For example, the level of 
remittances allowed is being increased so as to provide increased funding for private businesses.  
The Dec 17 White House press release says, “Remittance levels will be raised from $500 to 
$2,000 per quarter for general donative remittances to Cuban nationals (except to certain officials 
of the government or the Communist party”.  Similarly, exports of equipment and supplies to 
Cuba is allowed as well as imports from Cuba as long as the Cuban entity is independent of the 
government.  The US seeks to expand “opportunities for self-employment and private property 
ownership…strengthening independent civil society.”  The White House explicitly states “Our 
efforts aim at promoting the independence of the Cuban people so they do not need to rely on the 
Cuban state.”   
But we should remember that it is not only private businesses that can benefit from these new 
regulations.  Cooperatives are also independent of the government.  Cooperatives can also 
receive remittance money.  Cooperatives can also receive equipment and supplies from abroad.  
There is now the possibility for the solidarity movement in the US to support a socialist 
alternative in Cuba – an alternative to private business.  It is projected that in the next few years 
the non-state sector will provide 35 percent of employment and, along with foreign and joint 
enterprises, 45 percent of the gross domestic product.  Will the predominant portion of that non-
state sector be cooperatives or will it be private businesses?  Obama is pushing for the latter.  We 
need to join with the Cuban government in promoting the cooperative alternative.   

Cooperatives are a socialist form of property under democratic management. As such, 
cooperatives have the virtue of nurturing socialist values, responsibility, democratic decision-
making, cooperation and social solidarity. They are little schools of socialism. They embed 
socialism into the daily life of working people, engendering a socialist civil society. 

In this respect, they contrast with the new petty bourgeois, small- and medium-sized private 
businesses now also being opened by the self-employed. A petty bourgeoisie is seen as 
compatible with socialism - compatible as long as it is regulated and taxed so it doesn't become a 
big bourgeoisie. Great inequalities of income and accumulation of wealth are to be avoided - a 
cautionary note made in the Guidelines. But it is clear a petty bourgeoisie is not socialist; it does 
not nurture a socialist consciousness, but the narrow mentality of the petty shopkeeper. It does 
not nurture socialist social relations, but individualism. A petty bourgeoisie is compatible with 
socialism when kept within limits. But it is not socialist. 
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But cooperatives are socialist. They represent associated producers coming together on a small 
scale to govern their work life in a democratic way. It is this relation that the socialist transition 
needs to point toward. With the current opening to cooperatives, Cuba's state socialism is finding 
a new road forward. Socialism cannot be built top-down by state power alone. It has to be rooted 
at the base of society among ordinary people. Its values, its practices and its social relations have 
to be built into daily life where people live and work. This is the virtue of cooperatives. 
Cooperatives thus can help make socialism irreversible. 
If a social order is to be sustainable over the long run, it needs to be rooted in the character of the 
people. Their values, their sensibilities, their taken-for-granted understandings, their very 
subjectivity needs to be consonant with its institutions. The socialist transition is a process that 
needs a people with a socialist character if it is to continue. The social relations of cooperatives 
help build such a character among the people.  What we are seeing with the promotion of new 
cooperatives in Cuba is the constituted power of the state nurturing constituent power in civil 
society.   

To state the current juncture in Cuba's efforts to construct socialism in bold terms, there is a race 
for the soul of Cuba between the cooperative movement and expanding private businesses. 
Which will make up the larger part of that one-third of non-state employment? Will it be socialist 
enterprises or proto-capitalist ones? The Cuban government is favoring the development of 
cooperatives. Obama is promoting private businesses. This is a smarter policy on his part. But, as 
Olga Fernandez pointed out to me, "Ours is a smart revolution, too. We are a smart people." 

Clearly, there are new challenges for the Cuban Revolution. How can the petty bourgeoisie be 
limited while still taking advantage of its dynamism? Here are some measures presently 
available: 
• Promotion of an ideology of social responsibility for private businesses, perhaps enforced by 

the local community. 
• A steeply graduated tax on private business profits. 

• Steep import duties on imported supplies for private businesses. 
• Requirement of a minimum salary. 

• Unionization of employees and vigorous enforcement of workers' rights. 
• A limit on the number of wage employees allowed in private businesses. 

• Requirement that when a private business grows to a certain size, it be converted to a 
cooperative so all employees can share in the profits and decision-making. 

A regulatory regime needs to be developed for the private sector. The state seems to be slow in 
developing this and some complain it is a wide-open free-for-all. Others see that as a virtue, 
pointing to small- and medium-sized private businesses as well as foreign investment as the key 
to needed economic growth. There are conflicting tendencies stirring in Cuba today among 
policy makers and their advisers. [Camila Piñeiro Harnecker, "Visiones sobre el socialismo que 
guían los cambios actuales en Cuba," TEMAS 2012] 

While promoting cooperatives with one hand, the Cuban state needs to carefully regulate private 
businesses with the other hand so as to assure that they do not accumulate great wealth.  Why is 
this important?  The political power of a class lies not just in its control of political institutions.  
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It also lies in its weight in the economy.  If private businesses were to come to dominate the non-
state sector of the economy so that prosperity depended significantly on them, the state could 
find itself compelled to favor this non-socialist form of enterprise.  Obama is determined to push 
Cuba down this slippery sloop toward capitalism.  The Cuban Revolution needs to use its smarts 
to prevent that by containing the private sector while promoting the cooperative sector.   
Obama’s strategy is to change Cuba, not through regime change, but by promoting capitalism 
within the country through support of a petty bourgeoisie.  After all, the fundamental objective of 
US policy has always been to bring Cuba back into the capitalist orbit.  We have a unique 
situation in Cuba today.  A socialist state is actively promoting cooperatives, thereby devolving 
economic power to people at the grassroots level.  There is a rejuvenation of civil society 
underway, a socialist civil society.  Solidarity calls on us to help it move forward along the road 
to a socialism for the 21st century.     
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Building a Regulatory Regime for Cooperatives 
Cliff DuRand 

Cuba is poised to be the first country in history to have cooperatives as a major sector of its 
economy.  With the opening to urban cooperatives two years ago, this country embarked on a 
project of world historical importance to construct a 21st century socialism.  This is a project that 
uses the power of a socialist state to empower a socialist civil society by building democratically 
participatory economic institutions.     
A half century ago the Cuban Revolution socialized the means of production.  This was 
understood to mean that the revolutionary state was to be the representative of the working class 
in controlling the economy in a rational, planned way for the benefit of society as a whole.  
Social property meant state property and that meant state control.  Now however, with the 
current program for the renovation of socialism, it has come to be seen that social property does 
not necessarily have to be under state control even when it is still under state ownership.  
Collectivities of working people at the point of production can directly manage social property 
themselves.  Management does not necessarily have to be in the hands of the state.  Ownership 
and management can be separated.  This is the new understanding of socialism we are seeing 
today.  It is a turn away from the state socialism of the last century.   
It is no longer thought that only a revolutionary vanguard in control of the state apparatus can be 
trusted with the historical mission of building socialism.  Now after a half century of socialist 
construction, ordinary people at the base of society are deemed to have developed to the point 
where they can be trusted with this historical mission.  Indeed, it is through their participation in 
this project at the grassroots level that their capacity to “found society anew” can be further 
developed.    
In effect, the state is devolving power downward  -- economic power to cooperatives, political 
power to local levels of government.  The central state remains the constituted power of society 
as a whole.  The major means of production remain in the hands of the government and laws and 
policies continue to be made at the national level.  The state is not being disbanded.  It is just 
devolving powers downward in accordance with the principle of subsidarity.  Decisions should 
be made at lower levels while the higher levels support them.  This increases the constituent 
power that is the foundation of a socialist society.     

It’s not that state socialism was a failure.  It was necessary to move society away from the dead 
end of capitalism as well as to defend against the onslaught from other capitalist states.  What is 
of long run consequence is the sense of social solidarity this engendered.  A socialist 
consciousness and socialist values took root in the people.  It is from this platform that today’s 
renovation is being launched.  At the same time, there was a serious limitation in state socialism.  
Although there were abundant opportunities for popular participation, this tended toward a 
passive participation.  With a paternalistic state undertaking to do everything for the people, 
there was little space for initiative by the citizenry.  As popular humor put it: “how do you 
conjugate the verb participar?  Answer: I participate, you participate, they decide.”   
The present withdrawal of the state from portions of the economy aims to expand the scope of 
participation at the point of production.  Democratic worker owned cooperatives open space for 
an active participation in daily life at the workplace.  No longer do workers have to wait for 
decisions to come down from above.  They are no longer passive participants.  Cooperative 
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members are responsible for the running of their enterprise.  New social relations emerge – 
socialist social relations.  Socialist human beings are developed through practice.  The resulting 
sense of collective empowerment becomes a motivator that is itself a force of production – a 
socialist force of production that produces not only use values, but also socialist human beings.   

It was in December 2012 that Cuba embarked on this course when the National Assembly passed 
an urban cooperative law that established the legal basis for the new urban cooperatives.  This 
was seen as experimental.  Based on the results, a comprehensive law of cooperatives is planned 
for 2016.  As of July 1, 2014, 498 new cooperatives had been approved, mostly in and around 
Havana.  Many others were awaiting approval.   
The socialist state is supporting these new cooperatives in a number of ways.  Capitalization is 
coming from bank loans and a new Finance Ministry fund for cooperatives, as well as member 
contributions.  The tax rate is lower for cooperatives than it is for private businesses.  They can 
buy from the state at a 20% discount.  Where a cooperative is formed from a former state 
enterprise (which is the bulk of the cases so far), the new cooperative can have 10 year 
renewable leases for use of the premises, paying no rent in the first year if improvements are 
made.  

Beyond these material preferences given to cooperatives, the state has begun to establish a legal 
framework for them in the 2012 law.  This includes the following provisions:  

• A cooperative must have at least 3 members, but can have as many as 60 or more.  One 
vote per socio.  As self-governing enterprises, cooperatives are to set up their own 
internal democratic decision making structures.   

• Cooperatives are independent of the state.  They are to respond to the market.   

• Member contributions to capitalization are treated as loans (not equity) and do not give 
additional votes.  Loans are to be repaid from profits.  

• Cooperatives are to pay taxes on profits and social security for socios.  

• Distribution of profits is to be decided by socios after setting aside a reserve fund.  

• Cooperatives may hire wage labor on a temporary basis (up to 90 days).  After 90 days a 
temporary worker must be offered membership or let go.  Total temporary worker time 
cannot exceed 10% of the total work days for the year.  This gives cooperatives flexibility 
to hire extra workers seasonally or in response to increased market demands, but prevents 
significant collective exploitation of wage labor.   

While the state is to promote cooperatives, at the same time there are impediments to the 
cooperativization process coming from the state.  These are a consequence of a contradiction 
between the old hierarchical structure of state socialism and the new participatory practices 
proclaimed for a renovated socialism.  As has often been said, “there needs to be a change in 
mentality.”   
In her study of the cooperativization process Camila Pineiro Harnecker has identified a number 
of shortcomings.  She points out that the approval procedure to become a cooperative has too 
many steps, does not include timelines and is subject to administrative will.  The conversion of a 
state business into a cooperative is at the initiative of the state, not the workers, who are not even 
consulted about becoming a cooperative.  Typically there is no education of workers about 



 
 

27 

cooperatives – a serious shortcoming.  Sometimes state enterprises even refuse to deal with them.  
There is no institution to supervise the internal functioning of cooperatives or to mediate 
conflicts.  There is no organization to represent the interests of cooperatives before the state, 
comparable to ANAP for small farmers.   [cf. Camila Pineiro Harnecker, “Cuba’s cooperatives: 
Their contribution to Cuba’s new socialism” in Moving Beyond Capitalism, Cliff DuRand, ed. 
(Ashgate Publishers, forthcoming)]   Hopefully all of these defects will be addressed in the 2016 
law.   
In addition to that, there is a vital political imperative for strengthening cooperatives.  Along 
with private businesses, in the next few years they are expected to provide 35% of employment 
and 45% of the GDP.  In effect, private businesses and cooperatives are in competition for 
predominance in this non-state sector of the economy.  On a level playing field where each could 
develop based on their own strengths, cooperatives ought to prevail.  And this is especially so 
given preferential treatment by the state.  However, the playing field is far from level.  Private 
businesses are receiving substantial capitalization from relatives living abroad in the form of 
remittances.  To this there is now added further financial and material support due to changes in 
US remittance and export policies under the Obama Administration.  These are designed to 
support “the independence of the Cuban people from their government.”   
While these policies are aimed to benefit private businesses and develop a nascent capitalist class 
in Cuba, they also open the way for support of cooperatives.  To take advantage of this opening, 
the cooperative regulatory regime will need to facilitate solidarity aid from abroad.  Loans, 
material aid, technical assistance and training can help strengthen cooperatives in Cuba.  The 
state can also promote exports by cooperatives to the US market of such things as handicrafts, 
art, and, especially, organics.  This will enable them to earn hard currency foreign exchange.   
For its part, the Center for Global Justice, located in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, has begun 
a collaboration with the Instituto de Filosofia in its cooperative training program in Central 
Havana.  Training of Cuban workers in the principles and operations of this unfamiliar business 
form is urgently needed if cooperatives are to succeed.  The Center has been conducting 
workshops for Mexican campesinos for the last four years.  The exchange of experiences and 
resources with our Cuban comrades promises to be fruitful for both sides.  It is an example that 
hopefully others will also follow.   

Consideration should also be given to the eventual conversion of private businesses into 
cooperatives.  Those businesses are allowed to employ wage labor.  This enables them to grow 
beyond the size of a small or even middle size enterprise.  Although regulations limit the number 
of wage laborers, reportedly these limits are not being enforced.  The exploitation of wage labor 
presents the opportunity for accumulation of wealth in private hands, something that current 
policy says will not be allowed.  But how to prevent that?  

One solution is to require private businesses once they have reached a certain size to convert into 
cooperatives so all who are employed there can enjoy the benefits equally (no exploitation) and 
participate in decision making (democracy).  This could be done with tax incentives for 
conversion and political organizing of their wage labor force.  Such measures would assure the 
predominance of the socialist form of enterprise over the nascent capitalist form of private 
business.   

These then are some of the features of a socialist regulatory regime for cooperatives in the Cuban 
context.   
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As Gramsci pointed out, the state penetrates down into civil society.  Foucault takes this a step 
further with his notion of governmentality.  This refers to those systems of control that extend 
even into the subjectivity of the human, into the self.  This is what makes a social system self-
governing and self-replicating.  Cooperatives educate their members to the values and practices 
of a participatory socialism.  This is more than an invigoration of civil society, it is also 
construction of a socialist governmentality in Foucault’s deeper sense.  It is a resocialization of 
workers away from their passivity under a paternalistic state socialism to protagonistic 
participants able to found society anew.  Some Marxists see cooperatives as a step back from 
what they consider a more advanced state socialism, perhaps even a step toward capitalism.  But 
my view is that it is a step forward toward a society ruled by the associated producers.      

If a social order is to be sustainable over the long run, it needs to be rooted in the character of the 
people.  Their values, their sensibilities, their taken-for-granted understandings, their very 
subjectivity needs to be consonant with its institutions.  The socialist transition is a process that 
needs a people with a socialist character if it is to continue.  The social relations of cooperatives 
help build such a character among the people.     
At a time when global capitalism is in crisis, there is a pressing need for an alternative.  At a time 
when the state socialist model no longer inspires, there is also need of a renovated socialism.  
Socialism needs a socialist state.  But equally, a socialist state needs a socialist people.  In this 
century we are beginning to see a socialist state empowering a socialist people.  The future of 
humanity depends on its success.   
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Despite the fact that it was me who sent the title to Caridad that you see in the program, and I 
even proofread the program only last Friday, through forces beyond human understanding the 
title has undergone a magical transformation since then and is now: 

The Relations of Members of Society to the State (or the Public 
Sector), for Socialism in the XXIst Century 

Al Campbell 

This talk is of course not intended as an abstract exercise in socialist theory. 
Rather, it is intended to present some very brief and very basic thoughts on one major 

issue about building a new type of post-capitalist society. This is an issue which is being debated 
in the real world today. It is an issue on which, at least on the surface, there are important 
fundamental differences among anti-capitalists. 

And this is a world-wide discussion with at least one modified echo in Cuba. 

The world-wide discussion on this issue today among people working to build a humane 
post-capitalist society is on if that society should have a state. The anti-state position, again in a 
very simple form, is as follows. Not only have states always oppressed people historically, but it 
is in their essential nature as a state to do so. Further, not only have states always been 
hierarchical, it is in the essential nature of a state to be hierarchical. States by their nature are 
something both separate from, and opposed to, the majority of the members of society. I want to 
stress that that implicitly this anti-state position is a rejection of the possibility of an authentic 
democracy, a rejection of the position that people are capable of collectively understanding and 
controlling any human institution that they are part of. The anti-state advocates conclude, 
therefore, that to build the desired humanly liberating post-capitalist society, it must not have a 
state. On the one hand this ties in to anarchist theory as it has existed since the 1800s. On the 
other hand, this is a current of post-capitalist thought that has mushroomed since the latter part of 
the 20th century. One sees it not only in the North, for example in many currents in Occupy Wall 
Street and the Indignados, but in the South in some interpretations of the Zapatistas and now 
very clearly stated in the Kurdish Revolution. A particularly well known current expression of 
this was the book “Change the World without Taking Power.” The recent growth of this current 
was driven in the first place by the collapse of the Soviet experiment at building a post-capitalist 
society. But much more important to the growth of this anti-state sentiment than that collapse 
itself, is the deep social understanding that has developed world-wide that despite its many 
achievements (and we must recognize its human achievements), what existed in the Soviet 
Union, even when it had power before the collapse, was a failure as an experiment in a process 
of developing into the society of human freedom that is the goal of socialism. 

The pro-state position denies that there is anything essential to the nature of a state in 
general such that the relation of the state to the members of society needs to be hierarchical and 
oppressive. It denies that states or the public sector need to be separate from and opposed to the 
majority of society. It maintains the position that authentic democracy is possible, that humans 
can self-organize to consciously control all the institutions they are part of, including in 
particular the government and the economy. But that is just its rejections of the logic of the anti-
state position against states. The deeper and more important aspect of the pro-state position is its 
positive statement of why states are necessary for human liberation, which will be indicated in 
what follows. 
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One comment in passing before turning to the main points of this talk. The issue of the 
necessity of a state and its nature in a socialist society is often mixed together in discussions and 
arguments with the question of the necessity of a state and its nature to fight the class battle 
necessary for a transition from a capitalist to a socialist society, to be followed by its “withering 
away.” For reasons of time here we will not discuss at all this frequently misused phrase by Marx 
and Engels, and will stick to the issue of the necessity of a state in socialism itself, and not be 
discussing the state’s quite different nature during a transition to socialism. 

This presentation will have four parts, and again for reasons of time they will all be 
extremely terse: 1) the historical reasons that the anti-state position has regained such political 
weight in the current struggle to transcend capitalism, 2) the simple argument why their anti-state 
conclusion from historical experience is wrong, 3) the theoretical reason why a state is needed in 
socialism, 4) a few comments on some modified echoes of this world-wide discussion in Cuba 
and its changes today. 

1) The Historical Reasons that the Anti-State Position has Regained such Political Weight 
in the Current Struggle to Transcend Capitalism. 

The vision of a post-capitalist society of expanded human freedom that promotes human 
development was shared by anarchists and socialists from the 1800s onward. Put simply, the 
socialists felt that to replace capitalist society with a new one it was necessary to take control of 
the state and use its power, both its armed force and its many other institutional and ideological 
powers, to achieve that goal. As Marx made clear particularly after the Paris Commune, this state 
used for the transformation would have to be a fundamentally different state from the capitalist’s 
state. The most important difference had to be that it would be authentically democratically 
controlled by the members of society, instead of something used by a minority to control society. 
The anarchists argued that it was in the nature of a state to be hierarchical, oppressive, and to be 
controlled by a minority, and so the transition to the desired post-capitalist state, and of course 
that post-capitalist society itself, would need to be stateless to achieve its human goals. They 
then correctly observed that in the great socialist experiment of the 20th century, the Soviet 
Union and its ideological spin-off, China, neither the state nor even the government ever came to 
be authentically democratically controlled by the members of society. Rather the state and 
particularly the government became the instruments of a privileged 10 or 20% of society, used to 
protect and reproduce their privileges. By the end of the 20th century anti-capitalist forces came 
to see the biggest failure of the Soviet Union not as its collapse and return to capitalism, but as it 
failure to progressively develop the most important aspects of socialism during its almost 75 
years of power, above all its failure to empower the members of society to more and more 
become the protagonists of their own history, to control society themselves, including the state. 
Anarchist forces saw this as a vindication of their long-standing positon, that as long as there is a 
state it will be hierarchical, oppressive and used by a minority to control the majority of society. 
As such, their anti-state position gained new political weight. 

2) The Simple Argument why their Anti-State Conclusion from Historical Experience is Wrong 
  The simple argument against the anti-state conclusion from the history of the experiment 
in building socialism in the Soviet Union is that a single failure in a single experiment to build 
something new does not prove it is impossible. Attempts to build an airplane failed hundreds of 
times before the Wright brothers succeeded. As a logical point, no number of failures can 
logically prove that  some goal cannot be achieved, and certainly not a single failure. 
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 As an experimenter, one looks at failed experiments and tries to understand why they 
failed, to avoid that cause of failure in the next experiment. Socialists have written a large 
literature on why the Soviet Union’s experiment to build socialism failed. It is almost universally 
agreed that a central cause was that it failed to establish a correct relation between the members 
of society and the state. A privileged elite politically marginalized the majority of the members 
of society, instead of empowering people to control their own society (starting with the state), 
which is a goal of socialism. 
 So socialists and anarchists broadly agree on what happened in the Soviet Union in 
regards to the relation of the members of society to the state. What the socialists disagree with 
the anarchists on is considering that it was inevitable by the abstract nature of a state. Instead, 
socialists around the world are working on redesigning especially this aspect of building 
socialism, designing mechanisms to promote the empowerment of the members of society and 
their control of the state and the economy in socialism. Many, though far from all, of these 
efforts loosely refer to themselves as Socialism for the 21st Century. 

3) The Theoretical Reason why a State is Needed in Socialism 
 In a theoretical sense this is the most important section of this talk, but again for reasons 
of time, it will also be dealt with very tersely. 
 The starting point is that humans by their nature are social beings. The image of human 
nature as that of Robinson Crusoe, which is explicitly built into the basis of capitalist economic 
and political theory, is absurd (and Marx used to ridicule it specifically). Who we are as 
individuals is influenced by our culture, our parents, our teachers, and even tremendously by our 
language. It is in that sense that we are social beings and social individuals. 

Then the following follows logically. Because we are social beings we have collective 
interests. Then because we have collective interests, we need some sort of institutions and 
procedures to collectively determine what those collective interests are, and to collectively 
implement them. Those institutions, whatever form they take, are the state. The state or public 
sphere is the collection of social institutions that address the collective social needs of the 
members of society. 

I need say one word in passing on not mixing up “collective nature” with a lack of 
individuality. Critics of Socialism have always charged it with subordinating the interests of the 
individual to the interests of the collective, in the extreme form claiming socialism dissolves 
individuality into an amorphous collective whole. That is fundamentally wrong. If one looks at 
the early writings of Marx as one example, the place where he started his criticism of capitalism, 
his concern was exactly that capitalism did not allow individuals to develop their potential 
human individuality. It warped and stunted our human development in accord with its need for 
exploitable labor. What Marx insisted on, however, is that our individuality, which he was 
interested in freeing for authentic development, must be understood as a social individuality. We 
are individuals, with different talents and abilities and interests. Many of those talents and 
interests are socially influenced. In any case, if we are to develop our potential human 
individuality, we must recognize that we do so as part of a society, not as Robinson Crusoe. A 
physicist who wanted to develop his understanding of the fundamental nature of the universe, 
and refused to read any works by other physicists, could not develop his potential to contribute 
to our human understanding of nature. If we act as if we were Robinson Crusoe, we can never 
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develop our potential social individuality. Subordinating our social individuality to some 
uniform collective whole was never a socialist aspiration. 

I will end this section by re-stressing its message in a still more abbreviated statement. 
Humans cannot develop their potential humanity unless they have an institution to determine 
their collective interests and implement them, and that institution is the state. Among many other 
aspects that differentiate this state  from all previous states in history, these states must be 
nonhierarchical, non-oppressive, and above all, be authentically democratically controlled all 
members of society, what we today often popularly call “grass roots control.” 

4) A Few Comments on a Modified Echo of this World-Wide Discussion in Cuba. 
 Here I will just address one phrase from the echo of this world-wide discussion in Cuba, 
though there are other similar ones that involve the same issue. The official phrase, as used in the 
guidelines, is: “the separation of ownership from management.” That is popularly and 
unofficially taken by many Cubans, though again not by all and so there is another debate as to 
exactly what that means and how it will work, to mean: “the state should not run the state 
enterprises, economists should.” 
 There is a basic problem with the Cuban economy that this phrase was intended to reflect, 
which I agree it was essential to correct. The productive enterprises of the country were run by 
the government ministries. This actually involved two problems that became fused together.  

On the one hand, it resulted in a drastically over-centralized economy. By this I mean that 
decisions on what to do in the production process were taken by people far away from the 
production process, far away in their role in the process from the actual process of production, 
and often even physically far away. Such people often did not have access to all the local 
information needed to resolve unforeseen problems. 

But the other issue was that ultimate decisions on how to run the economy were often 
made by administrators with little real economic training. They had courses in what was claimed 
to be Marxist-Leninist economics training (I would argue key aspects of the training were  not 
Marxist, as will be mentioned in the next pragraph), but little training in how to keep production 
processes going in the face of disruptions, how to secure inputs and dispose of outputs when 
planned channels broke down, and so on. (This is actually more of a system problem than a 
problem of the training of the individuals, but we will not discuss that here – the result was that 
the enterprises were not run in an intelligent socialist economic way). 

And all this leaves aside the even bigger economic issue for building socialism that the 
administrators were not trained in training the workers over time to become capable of worker 
self-management, as part of the overall goal of socialism of empowering members of society to 
collectively run all the institutions they are part of. 

To conclude: it is unclear to the point of being meaningless to say the solution is to get 
the state out of the business of running the enterprises, and have only state ownership. Just to say 
that immediately poses questions, and if one thinks about them, one sees how problematic such 
formulations are. 

If the state does not manage the enterprises, who does? The word “economists” is not an 
answer. Presumably if the enterprises belonged to the state, the managers, even if well trained as 
economists, would be state employees. (We will not discuss the scenario of the state renting the 
buildings and machinery to private entrepreneurs who then run them – there is no current 
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discussion of that for the projected core state enterprises in Cuba). To start today, Cuba can have, 
and indeed Cuba must have, managers who are better trained at real socialist economic 
management than the administrators from the ministries that often made final decisions in the 
past. But to say that one needs state employee managers that are better trained, and differently 
trained, to manage the enterprises than state employee administrator managers in the past, is a 
very different statement from implying the enterprises will be managed by some un-named entity 
that is not the state. I argue that this formulation of “separation of ownership from management” 
can be interpreted, and is being interpreted by some people in Cuba, in a way that is a modified 
echo in Cuba of the world-wide attack on the state as a necessary tool for human liberation. 

And finally, one last point on the relations of members of society to the state. The final 
full realization of the state as the instrument for the determination and implementation of the 
collective interests of the members of society will only come with a fuller self-governance. We 
heard an excellent  presentation on Cuba’s system of Popular Power, dispelling the idea that 
Cuba does not have a representative and even participatory government, with levels of popular 
participation arguably above those in the US through the institutional role of its mass 
organizations. But that is still far short of self-governance, including self-management in the 
workplaces and in all other social institutions, that is the goal of socialism. It’s a goal that might 
take 15 or 30 or however many years it takes to develop the skills and especially the culture of 
complete self-governance in the state and all other social institutions. But despite this long time 
horizon, complete self-governance is a goal on which any country building socialism should 
begin working from its first day of power, whatever other emergency transformations it needs to 
undertake, and however long it finally ends up taking. Complete self-governance is the socialist 
form of the relation of the members of society to the state, it is the form that ends the opposition 
of the state to the members of society. 
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The Incubator of the Great Meltdown of 2008: The Structure and 
Practices of U.S. Neoliberalism as Attacks on Labor 

 
Al Campbell and Erdogan Bakir 

 
I. Introduction 

 Working people in the United States are more dissatisfied with its economy than at any 
time since World War II (WWII). While not dead, the “American Dream” that since the 
country’s birth has been so central to its stability and its very self-identity is now for the first 
time in its history believed in by only a minority of the population.  Polls now regularly show 
that about half the population thinks it is no longer ‘possible for just about anyone in America to 
work hard and get rich, and only about a quarter believe it is.13 Even more devastating to the 
“American Dream,” the percentages are similar for the statement: ‘today’s children [will] be 
better off than their parents.’14  Coming out of this fundamental change is a growing popular 
questioning of the U.S. economic system itself. While still a minority, a growing number of 
people have begun to think of the capitalist system as problematic, and some of these to even 
consider a ‘socialist’ alternative as preferable.15 The depth of the social penetration of these 
attitudes is unprecedented. For people committed to working to move beyond capitalism to a 
more humane economic-political-social system, the popular perceptions of the system’s 
problems must be the starting point for furthering the change of consciousness throughout the 
working class that is necessary to achieve the desired transcendence in a healthy and authentic 
way (i.e., driven by grass-roots concerns and participation). Specifically, for such a project to 
succeed it is necessary to replace the currently dominant popular desire to fix the existing 
problems within the frame of capitalism with a desire to fix the problems by transcending 
capitalism.  To do that it is necessary that the popularly perceived problems must come to be 
understood as existing because of the practices adopted by capitalism in accordance with its 
goals, and not as policy errors that capitalism will readily abandon if their costs to society as a 
whole are only presented clearly enough to capitalism’s centers of power. 

The intent of this paper is not to discuss the recent U.S. crisis and anemic recovery themselves. 
There are a significant and constantly growing (as the weak recovery continues) number of 
articles and books describing the Great Recession and the related subsequent lethargic recovery, 
written by both liberal critics16 of neoliberalism, and radical critics17 of both neoliberalism and 
                                                
13 For a particularly reputable poll that regularly reports on this now fairly commonly commented-on belief, see the 
Rasmussen Reports, for example Rasmussen (2013). 
14 Rasmussen (2012). 
15 In a Rasmussen (2009) poll, while a majority 53% of adults found capitalism better than socialism, a full 20% 
believed socialism is better than capitalism and 27% said they were not sure, a large shift from traditional U.S. 
public opinion on capitalism. Even more indicative of how far these changes have gone, adults under 30 were evenly 
divided as to which system was better. These of course must not be interpreted as something more than they are. 
These are responses to polls, not people engaging in class struggle to change the social system. Beyond that, as 
always one has to be very careful with the interpretation of responses to simple poll questions. As an example, the 
vision of ‘socialism’ by most U.S. respondents favorably disposed to it would be social democracy, perhaps as it 
existed in Scandinavia several decades ago, certainly not the post-capitalist system that Marx and Engels meant by 
the term. Nevertheless, the magnitude and importance of these changes in consciousness is clearly enormous.  
16 Valuable works by high profile liberal authors include Krugman (2009, 2012), Stiglitz (2010), and Reich (2011). 



 
 

35 

capitalism. This paper rather addresses two prequel questions; why U.S. capitalists abandoned 
the previous form of capitalism that had served them so well in the first two decades after WWII, 
and (related to that, we will see) why they adopted the specific practices and structure of 
neoliberal capitalism that existed in the U.S. in 2007.  

Because it is the way these specific practices and structure function that gave rise to the Great 
Recession and the ongoing lethargic economic performance, they are at the heart of today’s 
debates about what can and must be done to repair the broken U.S. economy. In relation to those 
debates, a second intent of this paper is to contribute to promoting a deeper understanding of the 
connection to the essential nature of capitalism of those aspects of today’s economy with which 
the majority of society is most disconcerted. The paper will discuss how the issues of greatest 
popular concern cannot be thought of as policy errors, but to the contrary serve the goals of 
capitalism, and in particular they addressed the problems capitalism faced when they were 
adopted. 
The argument in this paper for why U.S. capitalism chose the particular practices and structure 
for the neoliberalism which it had developed by the eve of the post-2007 crisis will be presented 
in two parts. The first, section II, will address why capitalism came to feel compelled to abandon 
the postwar-compromise18 structure that had served it so well for two decades. Understanding 
neoliberalism as a negation (from the perspective of capital, hence remaining in the frame of 
capitalism) of the prior capitalist model due to its problems with profitability and capital 
accumulation, is a preliminary to considering the specific characteristics that developed. 

Section II’s establishment of U.S. capitalism’s central problems in the late 1960s, as perceived 
by capital, indicates the essence of neoliberalism: a consciously intensified attack on the working 
class in comparison to the capitalism that existed before it. In that frame, the second part of the 
argument, section III, then discusses four aspects of U.S. capitalism’s neoliberal restructuring 
that are central to both its resulting functioning and to the current popular discontent with the 
economy: the direct (point of production) attack on wage gains and labor costs, the effects of the 
changed (immediate) objective of corporate governance, the indirect (and essential) attack on 
labor by making government, the broader state and even popular culture (still) friendlier to 
capital, and various aspects of financialization. The presentation will make clear that the changes 
were not simply some automatic result of the functioning of capitalist markets, but rather were 
the result of a broad political-economic project that was consciously executed by capital. 
While it is a misunderstanding of neoliberalism to see the dramatic financialization of capitalism 
as its essence, U.S. capitalism could not have evolved its 2007-specific neoliberal structure 
without it. It is because of this central importance to the concrete neoliberalism that developed 
that section III will, as just indicated, discuss various aspects of financialization. But beyond this, 
and in the frame established of the essence of neoliberalism being an intensified attack on labor,  
this section will also focus on bringing out the interaction of financialization with the real sector, 
which was essential to the specific way neoliberalism carried out its attack on labor. “Excessive” 
                                                                                                                                                       
17 See for example Baker (2008), Foster and Magdoff (2009), Albo et al (2010), Rasmus (2010, 2012), Duménil and 
Lévy (2011), Vasudevan (2013) and Kotz (2015). 
18 A key aspect of the structure of U.S. capitalism coming out of WWII was a compromise between capital and labor 
that a number of fundamental issues would not be contested at that time, such as workers’ complete exclusion from 
management decisions, the existence of unions, significant sharing of productivity gains, etc. There was never a 
class “truce.” (Rosenberg 2003, 65; Campbell 2005,188) 
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financialization therefore is treated here not in accord with the liberal position that it is harmful 
to capitalism, nor as something “accidental,” nor as something driven strictly by its own interests 
separate from those of capital as a whole (though it does have such self-interests in addition to its 
central common interest with the rest of capital), but rather as one important aspect of the actual 
neoliberalism that developed, and which made important contributions to neoliberalism’s central 
goal of intensifying capital’s attack on labor. 
 
II. Why U.S. Capitalism Felt Compelled to Abandon the Postwar Compromise 

As part of the logical basis for the discussion below of why U.S. capitalism chose to create the 
specific structures that came to constitute its neoliberalism, it is necessary to first address the 
preliminary question: why did capitalism feel compelled to change from its previous structure?  
We argue that to understand why capital felt compelled to abandon its postwar-compromise 
structure it is necessary to consider two causes: the fall in the rate of profit, and the fall in the 
share of national income and wealth of the very rich. The rate of profit and changes in its level 
are understood here, as in the standard broad Marxist tradition, as centrally important indicators 
of the general health of a particular capitalism, both as push and pull for capitalist activity; 
profits are both the source of value for the self-expansion of capital and the ‘goad of capitalist 
production.’19 Changes in the very rich’s share of the national income need to be considered 
separately because while they can be merely the result of changes in the profit rate, they can also 
occur for other reasons. Two such other reasons that are important in the current popular 
discontent with the economic system are pro-wealthy changes in taxation,20 and mushrooming 
CEO and upper financial sector salaries and ballooning bonuses. These latter ones are important 
to keep in mind as examples where the drive by the very rich to increase their income can 
actually lower a firm’s rate of profit. 

We are careful with this distinction because it has been important in the specific development of 
U.S. neoliberalism, and without it one cannot fully explain all the specific features that were the 
trigger for the current crisis. The greatly increased inequality, which is a much discussed 
characteristic of neoliberalism, and which played such an important role in the onset of the 
current crisis, was partially driven by the recuperating rate of profit over the first half of the 
neoliberal period, but only partially. As will be discussed below, the growth of inequality began 
already in the late 1960s and early 1970s while the rate of profit was still falling. This paper 
considers it important to avoid two possible errors concerning the relation of the increased 
inequality to the rising rate of profit. On the one hand, it is incorrect to treat the increased 
inequality that has been so important to both the onset of the current crisis and to capital’s 
inability to resolve it as simply the result of the success of capital in partially restoring its rate of 
profit. On the other hand, it would also be incorrect to treat the very rich’s drive to increase their 

                                                
19 Marx (1894, 240). 
 
20 It is widely understood by both radicals and liberals that ‘recent changes in the tax system 
have [only] exacerbated the problem’ of inequality, even when large such as the Bush tax cuts, 
and that the fundamental ‘inequality developments are all based on market outcomes.’ (Mishel et 
al. 2009, 3) Detailed supporting evidence for the secondary (but still important) significance of 
taxes is presented in the work just cited. 
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share of the national income as an equally important cause for the development of neoliberalism 
as was capital’s drive to restore its rate of profit. 

The Fall in the Rate of Profit and Capital’s Declared Response 
Following profits so high in 1966 that the (pro-business, of course) Chairman of the Economic 
Advisers Gardner Ackley asked publically if profits any higher would be harmful to business 
(Brooks 1971, 298), profit rates began their decade-and-a-half decline. The majority of the 
empirical work over the last four decades on the post-WWII rate of profit in the U.S. presents 
results very similar to our results presented in figure 1.21 See as examples Weisskopf (1978, 
1979), Duménil, Glick and Rangel (1987), Michl (1988), Cipolla (1992), Devine (1994), Brenner 
(1998, 2002),  Wolff (2001, 2003),  Duménil and Lévy (2002a, 2002b, 2011), Harvey (2005), 
Glyn (2006), Bakir (2006), Bakir and Campbell (2006, 2009, 2010), Kotz (2007), Basu and 
Vasudevan (2013), and Cámara Izquierdo (2014). 

 

                                                
21 Note that this general pattern and in particular the fall of the rate of profit from the mid-1960s 
to the early 1980s and subsequent partial recovery hold up if considered broadly for the whole 
private (corporate non-financial plus corporate financial plus non-corporate) sector as we do 
here, more narrowly for the corporate sector, or still more narrowly for the non-financial 
corporate sector. 
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Figure 1. Profit rate in private sector 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations based on national income and product accounts tables, GDP by industry accounts 
tables and fixed assets accounts tables from Bureau of Economic Analysis. For details of calculation, see Bakir and 
Campbell (2013), or at greater length in the technical appendices in Bakir (2006). 

Figure 1 shows that from 1947 to 1973 the aggregate rate of profit for the U.S. private sector was 
always between 18% and 14%. Starting from the top of that range in 1966, it then suffered a 
decade-and-a-half fall to 10.5% by 1982. Operating from the premise that capital is driven to 
self-expand or accumulate through the pursuit of maximum profits implies that it would consider 
such a steep and extended decline in the rate of profit to be a major problem which needed to be 
addressed. As background to the changes in the operation of capitalism which this paper will 
discuss, this 42% decline over 16 years is taken as the major cause for capital’s conscious 
decision to launch its neoliberal restructuring. 

While an understanding of the nature and dynamics of capitalism make it clear that capital will 
react to a sustained significant decline in its rate of profit by increasing its aggression against 
labor, in this case it also openly declared its intention to do so. The Construction Users Anti-
Inflation Roundtable (CUAR) was formed in 1969, headed by the CEO of US Steel, and 
published material proposing ways to reduce the wage gains of unionized construction workers. 
The Labor Law Study Committee (LLSC) from the same time, composed mostly of the 
executives of large corporations responsible for labor relations, likewise published material 
directed to reforming labor law to hold down wage gains. In 1971 business openly called for and 
lobbied for the government to restrict wage gains as much as politically possible in the “wage-
price controls” introduced then.22 But the most important and most often referred-to document 

                                                
22 Phase I of the “wage-price controls” initiated August 15 froze wages. Phase 2 initiated 
November 15 ended the freezes and instituted a system in which all wage increases had to be 
approved by a Pay Board consisting of 5 members each from business, labor and “the public.” 
By June 1973 when a “price freeze” was reinstituted in response to the rekindled inflation under 
Phase III deregulation, wage growth was considered to have been so reduced that it was not 
necessary to have any accompanying wage freeze.  Real wage growth was in fact completely 
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from that time that openly declared the need for capital to escalate its fight against labor was the 
Powell Memo23 from August 1971, ‘Attack on the American Free Enterprise System.’ (Powell 
1971)  This multidimensional call to battle and blueprint for the 1970s “corporate 
mobilization”24 went beyond openly calling on business to coordinate itself to both directly hold 
down wages and to lobby the government for changes in labor law to that end. It was a clear call 
for the coordination of capitals to enable them to become more aggressive in shaping all US laws 
and controlling U.S. politics, including going beyond simply pressuring legislators to instead use 
capital’s vast resources to assure the election of business-friendly legislators and the defeat of 
labor-friendly ones. Below we will look at some of the results of capital’s actions that were 
quickly to follow these open declarations: here the point is merely to indicate clearly that capital 
was very open (as it had to be as part of mobilizing itself for the battle) about the need first to 
sharply reduce workers’ wage gains, and then beyond that to more directly capture and fully 
control the government to use it in pursuit of all of capital’s interests in its escalated aggression 
against labor. 

The concern in this section is to indicate the reasons capitalism felt compelled by the 1970s to 
restructure itself as neoliberalism. Although they do not directly address that concern, one can 
nevertheless not help but notice two subsequent results from figure 1.  First, the early neoliberal 
restructuring was successful from 1982 to 1997 in achieving a major albeit not complete 
restoration of the rate of profit. But second, despite the existence of mature neoliberalism, the 
profit rate then suffered a four year significant decline followed by four years that did little more 
than recover from that fall. After 15 years of impressive growth in the profit rate following the 
early consolidation of neoliberalism, mature neoliberalism was unable to deliver further gains 
over the decade leading up to the Great Recession. 
The Fall in the Share of National Income of the Very Rich 

As argued above, a second motivation for the neoliberal project, secondary in importance to the 
desire to restore the rate of profit but partially independent of it, and necessary to include to fully 
understand the specific U.S. neoliberalism that developed, was the desire of the very rich to 
restore their share of the national income. Their income share had fallen as a result of the 
restructuring of the economy during the New Deal, WWII and the first three decades of the 
postwar period, and then began to recover as first isolated neoliberal policies and then full-
fledged neoliberalism were implemented from the 1970s onward. The work by Piketty and Saez 
(2003) has today become the best known and most frequently referenced support for this 
                                                                                                                                                       
halted by 1973, though real wage and benefit growth was not stopped until 1979, as will be 
discussed further below. (Rosenberg 2003,185)  
23 This was much more than simply one person’s opinion. It was written at the behest of capital’s 
most “grass roots” organization,  the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and distributed through its 
broad channels. 
24 This well documented sharp change in behavior by business toward government has many 
names in the literature, among them: business mobilization, corporate mobilization, business 
rebellion, revolt of the bosses and  politicization of the business community. Its goal was to 
‘refine its ability to act as a class, [to submerge] competitive instincts in favor of joint, 
cooperative action.’ (Edsall 1984,128). Four works that detail this changed behavior are Edsall 
(1984), Harrison and Bluestone (1988), Stein (2010) and Smith (2012,chpts 1-2). 
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position, though there was a small handful of works documenting this behavior before them 25 
From a bubble-induced peak of 19.6% in 1928, first the Great Depression and WWII and then 
(more important and more sustained) the social policies that began under Roosevelt and 
continued through the 1960s brought the share of total income of the top 1% down to 10.5% by 
1944 and 7.7% by 1973. The early effects of neoliberalism then caused it to begin a slow rise to 
8.2% in 1980 and 9.0% in 1985. Following that consolidated neoliberalism caused its mercurial 
return in just two decades to a pre Great Depression level of 18.3% in 2007. This inequality was 
one important aspect of the structure of capitalism that caused the Great Recession and 
subsequent anemic recovery. 
 

III. The Structure and Practices of U.S. Neoliberalism in 2007 as Attacks on Labor 
 Given the fall in the rate of profit and the income share of the super-rich documented in 
the last section, those negatively affected launched a multifaceted project to reverse these trends.  
The result over time was a restructured capitalism. The most important changes from the 
structure and practices of the postwar-compromise capitalism to neoliberalism arose from the 
direct efforts by capital to restore its rate of profit and its related broader project of increasing its 
political power, and secondarily from the efforts of the super-rich to restore their share of the 
national income. 

 In this section we consider four among the aspects of neoliberalism that are central to 
those changes, that at the same time are key to the continually growing popular discontent with 
the functioning of the U.S. economic system: the direct (point of production) attack on wage 
gains and labor costs of the working class, the indirect (and essential) attack on the working class 
by making government and the broader state and society (still) more friendly to business and the 
very wealthy, the effects of the changed (immediate) objective of corporate governance, and 
financialization. 
The Direct (Point of Production) Attack on Wage Gains and Labor Costs 

The most direct increased aggression against labor occurred in the form of a sharply increased 
resistance to any increases in labor compensation. While real wages had grown 2.3% annually 
from 1947 to 1967 and a still healthy 1.9% from 1967 to 1973,26 the above indicated offense by 
capital turned it negative by 1974. It then stayed slightly negative most of the next two decades 
until a short period of healthy growth started in the mid-1990s, after which it returned to 
extremely weak growth. (Mishel et al. 2012,184) The ubiquitous “growing together – growing 

                                                
25 For example, while the book was more focused on the related but different issue of wealth 
inequality, Wolff (1996, 28) also presented the family income of the top 5% from 1920 to 1990. 
26 Note that while as indicated above capital reacted to its falling profits first by attacking labor 
for excessive wage gains, the wage gains in the period the attacks began were actually lower than 
in the preceding two decades. What had changed was that productivity growth had dramatically 
slowed, but successfully driving down wage growth could nevertheless of course improve 
capital’s profits. 
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apart” graph27 shows this frozen wage growth sharply by comparing it to productivity growth 
that is supposed to be the source of wage growth. From 1947 to 1973 in the postwar-compromise 
economy wages and compensation grew almost identically to labor productivity. This changed 
completely under neoliberalism, where wage growth (just discussed above) turned negative after 
1973 and the growth of wages and benefits together turned negative after 1979, despite 
productivity growth continuing the same general upward trend as before. The benefits of 
productivity growth was partially shared in the postwar compromise, and retained almost entirely 
for capital under neoliberalism. Weak wage growth, both in absolute terms compared to the 
postwar-compromise period and in relative terms compared to the growth of labor productivity, 
is a central component of the popular discontent with the U.S. economic performance. 

In addition to conceding smaller wage gains, four other key components of capital’s “reduction 
of labor costs” at the point of production were the increased use of (lower paid) temporary 
workers, reduced total wages through two-tier wage systems, actual “givebacks” (reduction of 
previously agreed-on wages or benefits, or “speed-up” of existing working conditions) and the 
reduction of the national union density through “union avoidance” at new plants or actual union 
busting. (Harrison and Bluestone 1988, 39) 

B) The Effects of the Changed (Immediate) Objective of Corporate Governance28 
There certainly is a significant, though relatively small, literature on the neoliberal corporate 
governance paradigm of “shareholder-value.” 29 We believe, however, that most radical 
analyses have tended to pay insufficient attention to, if not entirely overlook, this extremely 
important dimension of the neoliberal transformation in the U.S. in favor of (very important) 
discussions of macroeconomic variables. While the ultimate goal of obtaining maximum profits 
and accumulating capital remains the same under all organizational forms of capitalism, the 
change in the ancillary goals of corporations between postwar-compromise capitalism and 
neoliberalism has been one important part of capital’s increased aggression. In the first place the 
negative effects on labor have concerned their compensation and conditions of work, but 
additionally they have affected them as consumers and members of society. 
Under postwar-compromise capitalism the key to maximizing profits was generally considered 
to be growth, often (not always) involving the belief that the best way to achieve this was to 
develop better or new products, or more efficient production processes. From this the standard 
business ideology of the period, as detailed in the 1956 eminent classical study of that ideology 

                                                
27 For a plethora of graphs of different data that all show this robust effect, see 
www.google.com/search?q=productivity,+wages&biw=1115&bih=800&tbm=isch&tbo=u&sour
ce=univ&sa=X&ei=UDKPVJzuJYquUcyWgLgL&ved=0CBwQsAQ. 
28 Because we hold that the central project of neoliberalism has been to drive down the value of 
labor-power, we here discuss the important contribution to this from the effects of the changed 
governance paradigm. Since the changed governance paradigm itself involves substituting 
financial targets for real targets, we will again refer to this below in the discussion on 
financialization. 
29 See Jacoby (2005) for a good short popular introduction to the issue, Lazonick and O’Sullivan 
(2000) for a lengthier article, Lazonick and O’Sullivan (2002) and Aglietta and Rebérioux (2005) 
for critical books and Useem (1993) for a standard attempted defense. 
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The American Business Creed, was that corporate managers ‘have four broad responsibilities: to 
consumers, to employees, to stockholders, and to the general public. … Stockholders have no 
special priority.’ (Sutton et al. 1956, 64-5) By the 1980s it was no longer possible for top 
management of any major U.S. corporation to publically declare a view of stakeholder capitalism 
as the chairman of Standard Oil of New Jersey Frank Abrams had in 1951: ‘the job of 
management is to maintain an equitable and working balance among …. stockholders, 
employees, customers and the public at large.’ (Smith 2012, 37) Notwithstanding that the earlier 
view was of course not universally adopted by business nor fully implemented by those who did 
profess it, it is essential to understand the importance of the change to a corporate consciousness 
of “shareholders über alles” in promoting a number of practices that were elements of 
neoliberalism’s overall increased aggression against labor. 
 Making the increase in a firm’s stock price the central measure of a firm’s performance, 
and in many cases tying top management’s compensation directly to it, had both direct and 
indirect negative effects on labor. Since such measures as reducing wage or benefits gains or 
sometimes even achieving their reduction, cutting the workforce or breaking or blocking unions, 
almost always caused an immediate increase in the stock price, the new governance paradigm 
increased such attacks on workers even as they sometimes also caused medium term harm to 
profits.30 Many of the indirect negative effects on workers operated through neoliberalism’s 
depression of the rates of growth and capital accumulation.31  One example is neoliberalism’s 
much commented-on short-termism, the replacement of the previous longer-term corporate 
planning time horizon needed to pursue growth by the short-term time horizon involved in 
performance evaluation according to stock prices. A second example of neoliberalism’s indirect 
harm to workers through the depression of growth is its practice of boosting a stock price by 
increasing dividend payouts and stock buy-backs and then borrowing to invest because of the 
reduced retained earnings. This increases finance’s role in the reproduction and expansion of 
capital, resulting in a greater share of capital being tied up in finance and hence less in 
productive capital, again lowering the rate of accumulation. (Bakir and Campbell, 2010). 
The shareholder-value argument that shareholder interests have priority over the interests of 
workers not only qua workers, but also that shareholder interests have priority over the interests 
of workers in their roles as consumers (product quality, product safety, etc.) or as members of the 
community where the enterprise operates (pollution, traffic congestion, etc.) is an important 
further aspect of neoliberalism’s increased aggression against workers. All these direct and 
indirect aspects of the shareholder-value paradigm of corporate governance are elements of 
neoliberalism’s increasingly aggressive attack on labor. 

                                                
30 This can occur through such well-known channels as increased worker antagonism to the 
company and the associated decrease in productivity, more rapid worker turn-over with the 
associated loss of experience and increased training costs, etc. 
31 It is not true that improved growth and capital accumulation will automatically benefit workers 
through some sort of “trickle down.” That depends on the basis for the growth. The current better 
growth in the U.S. than Europe is an example of few benefits of the growth in the U.S. going to 
its workers, who typically are worse off than Western European workers. But the converse is 
generally true – if growth and accumulation decline, capital generally can pass a large part of the 
economic deterioration onto the workers. 
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C) The Indirect (and Essential) Attack on Labor by Making Government, the Broader State and 
General Social Attitudes (Still) Friendlier to Capital and the Very Wealthy 

It is a serious error when studying capitalism to think of capital’s attack on the working class as 
occurring only, or even primarily, at the point of production. To the contrary, it is essential to 
always keep in mind the central role of the government and the broader state in all economic 
considerations. In section II we indicated that when capital decided in the late 1960s and early 
1970s to qualitatively increase its aggression against labor, it quickly moved from its initial focus 
on the point of production to pressuring government to change laws (especially labor laws, taxes, 
and anti-trust and banking regulation) to strengthen it in the struggle, and from there to assuring 
the election of “business-friendly” legislatures.  

A plethora of organizations were either newly created or revitalized and reinvented as direct 
voices of business in the corporate mobilization.32 Two of the most important were the Business 
Roundtable and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. In June 1973 the informal March Group of 
CEOs of large corporations merged with the CUAR and LLSC discussed above and took the 
name Business Roundtable. This rapidly expanded by 1997 to consist of 180 CEOs from the 
country’s largest companies and effectively became the political voice of big business. Spending 
136 million dollars lobbying in 2012, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce with over 300 000 
member businesses has been the largest business lobbying organization since 2000 in the U.S.,33 
and additionally spends massively supporting conservative candidates in elections. It provides 
the most important “grass roots” support for business, from a network it has built which can 
provide tens or even hundreds of thousands of emails, telephone calls or letters to Congress in 
support of pro-capital legislation (Edsall 1984, 121-8; Vogel, 1989:198-9). 

 For the still broader component of the class battle that involves both the structures and 
practices of the state beyond the government, and beyond that society’s general attitudes toward 
capital (which capital always refers to as “business”), capital created or revitalized a plethora of 
“think-tanks.” Sometimes the nearly universally poor quality34 (with a few exceptions) of the 
research and the reports of these think-tanks causes progressive commentators discussing the 50 
year shift to the right in U.S. politics to treat them as almost irrelevant. In fact, they played the 
important dual role they were designed for. On the one hand they turned out conservative 
research reports to put in the hands of congressmen fighting legislative battles, who until then 
had frequently been at a disadvantage as most scientific academic reports supported the positions 
of the progressives. On the other hand, a second goal of these think-tanks was to make public 
opinion still friendlier to capital (“business”) in order to create a very broad balance of forces 
that would allow them to push forward their legislative agenda of transformation. From the start 

                                                
32 Besides the two to be briefly discussed these included the Business Council, Committee for 
Economic Development, Conference Board, National Association of Manufacturers, National 
Federation of Independent Businesses, and National Small Business Association, plus several 
thousand trade associations. 
33 Spending two to three times as much as the second place business lobbying spender, who 
varied from year to year, since 2002. 
34 Typically these “research institutions” will not release the data or methodology they claim to 
have used in their analysis, a prerequisite for any scientifically serious work, so that others can 
duplicate and either confirm or challenge the derivation of the results. 
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of the business rebellion, the think-tanks developed outreach divisions whose job it was to 
disseminate the political messages of their “research reports” to the public, by all channels 
possible, but in particular at first focusing largely on newspapers and later on television and radio 
talk shows. A few of the more prominent and important of the many such conservative think-
tanks are the Hover Institute, American Enterprise Institute, Heritage Foundation (founded 
1973), American Council for Capital Formation (founded 1973), American Center for the Study 
of Business (founded 1975), Cato Institute (founded 1977), and a conservative think-tank that 
does careful economic analysis and therefore progressives often forget that it is part of the 
conservative think-tank complex, the National Bureau of Economic Research. (Edsall 1984, 117-
120) 

It is a broadly accepted among economic and political historians that capital accomplished a 
major step in its declared plan of creating a more business-friendly government with the election 
in 1976. Though the party composition of the congress changed little, it was radically more pro-
business than the preceding two Congresses, which had still been typical of the postwar-
compromise period. With the election of Carter, who was mostly perceived as a progressive, 
labor thought it would win some major battles it had long fought for. Its three biggest concerns 
were labor law reforms, common situs picketing and indexing the minimum wage to inflation 
and average wages. Unexpectedly to almost everyone, all three were stopped. The labor reform 
bill was passed by a healthy majority in Congress, but filibustered and killed in the Senate. The 
common situs bill had been passed by the last Congress but vetoed by Gerald Ford, and given the 
similar party composition of the new Congress and Carter’s declared support, passage was 
assumed to be a sure thing. Its defeat showed the shift in the nature of this Congress, and more 
specifically the specific aggressive role (including monetary support) that the above mentioned 
business associations played in both electing new pro-business legislators and winning over 
(buying) fence-sitting existing ones. (Stein 2010, 183-90; Hacker and Pierson 2010, 128-31; 
Vogel 1989, 210-11) The change was permanent, and every subsequent Congress has been 
business-friendly as planned by capital. With the election of Reagan in 1980 (or arguably the 
political change in Carter in 1978) capital completed its planned creation of a business-friendly 
government with the capture of the executive branch.   
D) Financialization 

Financialization is arguably the most universally commented-on aspect of neoliberalism. Very 
broadly, “financialization” can be defined as the expanded influence of finance on real 
production. Being more concrete, we can list the following seven highly interrelated central 
aspects of financialization: i) expansion of the financial sector, ii) numerous fundamental 
changes in the operation of  the financial sector, iii) an expanded role for financial operations in 
the non-financial sector (with this finance possibly coming from the non-financial sector itself), 
iv) an increased economic and political power of the financial sector, v) a change in corporate 
governance to pay more attention to financial goals, vi) increased debt throughout the economy 
and vii) asset inflation (including bubbles). 
 Liberal treatments of financialization usually focus on it as a struggle between financial 
interests and productive interests (which it partially is), and from that conclude it is bad (at least 
in its excessive neoliberal form) for capital as a whole.35 Neither the direct conflict of interests 
                                                
35 Liberals of course suppress considerations of class and so refer to this as ‘the interests of the 
economy.’ 
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between finance and labor (personal debt, as one example), nor the indirect conflict between 
them through finance’s necessary role in the increased aggression of productive capital against 
labor (the shareholder-value paradigm of corporate governance, as one example), are considered. 
A number of radical works, in addition to presenting excellent descriptions of the decades-long 
process of financialization, have implicitly addressed the conflict of enhanced financialization 
with labor by documenting the relative and absolute deterioration of labor’s condition over the 
course of financialization. There has been very little written, however, on the specific ways that 
financialization has played a necessary enabling role for the real-side drive to lower the value of 
labor-power, neoliberalism’s raison d’être. Within the space limitations of this paper we will 
here qualitatively describe this role of the last three of the seven aspects of financialization listed 
at the beginning of this subsection. These three aspects of financialization are also important 
parts of today’s popular dissatisfaction with the U.S. economy. 

The first aspect of financialization that we will discuss is the change in corporate governance. Its 
operation was already sketched in part B above. Our purpose in mentioning it again here is only 
to underline its two-sided relation to neoliberalism’s financialization of capitalism. Considering 
the relation in one direction, this new paradigm in which finance plays such a central role is one 
of the changes in capitalism that constitute its neoliberal financialization. Considering the 
relation in the other direction, without neoliberalism’s broad financialization of capitalism, 
theoretical as well as practical, the shareholder-value paradigm would never have been 
developed and adopted by business. Particularly we want to underline it as one example of the 
integral relation of financialization to many of the real-side attacks on labor: without 
financialization, many of the most important specific ways U.S. neoliberalism increased its 
aggression against labor could not have occurred. Even most radical presentations of neoliberal 
financialization generally fail to include the shift to the shareholder-value paradigm of corporate 
governance as one of its important components.  
The second aspect of financialization that we will discuss is the much commented-on explosion 
of debt. The hypertrophy of household debt served the increased attack on the value of labor-
power in four different ways. First, what workers pay in debt service is fundamentally a 
reduction in their wages (in the extreme case, “debt slavery”). Second, debt-supported 
consumption helped maintain a necessary level of effective demand in the face of the slowed 
growth of wage-supported consumption.  The third way is less commented on by economists 
because of its “political” or “sociological” nature. The explosion of household debt reduced the 
immediate fall in the growth of labor’s purchasing power to within limits which labor would 
accept (even if unhappily) without the type of major fight-back that would end capital’s project. 
Fourth, the expansion of household debt combined with the expansion of financial sector debt (to 
be discussed next) to fuel the asset inflation (first stocks, then especially housing), the third 
aspect of financialization that we will briefly comment on below. 
The first consideration on financial sector debt is that the sector’s net lending (net debt in credit 
market instruments as a percent of GDP) grew twice as fast from 1980 to 2008 as it did from 
1952 to 1980. (Duménil and Lévy 2011, 105) In the first, instance this enabled the increased 
household debt just discussed. Beyond that, the financial sector’s sources for funds to lend 
shifted even more dramatically to credit market borrowing. Gross debt of the financial sector in 
credit market instruments was 3% of GDP in 1952 and still only 20% in 1980, but 119% in 2008. 
(Duménil and Lévy, 2011: 104) Much of that came from issuing ABSs (asset back securities), 
which in turn drove inflation of the underlying assets. Expanded financial net debt (lending) was 
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an essential aspect of the entire neoliberal financialization of capitalism, and expanded gross 
borrowing via issuing ABSs made an important contribution to asset inflation and bubbles that 
will be discussed next. 
The third aspect of financialization that we will consider here is asset inflation and bubbles. 
Again, our concern here is not to describe the now well-known dynamics of bubbles,36 but 
rather to sketch how this financial aspect was an integral part of neoliberalism’s central project 
of attacking the working class. It provides essential support to neoliberalism’s central project in 
three different ways. The first two are the same as the second and third effects discussed above 
for increased household debt: the inflation of housing values cushioned the fall in income for that 
part of the working class that owned their home. As with debt, this helped neoliberalism address 
both its problem of maintaining sufficient aggregate demand and its problem of sufficiently 
pacifying the working class to prevent a fight-back against the increased aggression. Asset 
bubbles, associated with high debt levels, then reinforce several of these ways high debt levels 
serve the neoliberal system. The third way asset inflation and bubbles serve the goals of 
neoliberalism concerns neoliberalism’s secondary goal of shifting the distributions of income 
and wealth in favor of the super-rich.37 

V. Conclusion 
In the mid-1960s U.S. capitalism began to experience a decade-and-a-half crisis in the process at 
the heart of its existence, the accumulation of capital, indicated by a prolonged decline in its rate 
of profit. To reverse this fall, and secondarily to reverse the preceding three decades of increased 
income and wealth equality, the capitalists launched a process of restructuring of capitalism from 
its previous postwar form to what has become known as neoliberalism. 

At the heart of the neoliberal project is a markedly more aggressive relation of capital to labor 
than existed in the previous postwar form of capitalism, aimed at driving down the value of 
labor-power to increase profits. This increased aggression occurs through many different 
channels. Among the most important channels are capital’s increased direct resistance to wage 
gains, a change in the corporate governance model, and more aggressively using the government 
against the working class. The latter issue of the increasingly active use of the government 
against labor includes weakening labor’s ability to fight for both direct wage gains and for its 
more general interests. 

Financialization is universally viewed to be a centrally important aspect of neoliberalism. One of 
the theses of this paper is that it must additionally be understood to be an important fourth 
channel for capital’s aggression against labor. In addition, financialization must also be 
understood to have been able at times to provide short-term relief to the system from problems 

                                                
36 Among the recent liberal and radical works that strongly emphasize the centrality of the 
housing bubble to U.S. neoliberalism’s structure in 2007 and describe the dynamics of the 
formation of such bubbles, see for example Baker (2008), Krugman (2009), and Vasudevan 
(2013). 
37 For stock market bubbles this benefit goes very disproportionally to the super-rich. The 
benefits from the housing bubble went further down the wealth scale to also significantly benefit 
the rich and even significant sectors of the broadly defined middle class. 
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the neoliberal system generates for itself from the lowered wages, in particular inadequate 
effective demand and popular discontent with the stagnant wages. 

For one-and-a-half decades beginning in 1983 U.S. neoliberalism succeeded in increasing the 
aggregate rate of profit, though it never was able to fully recover to where it was before the long 
fall that began in 1967. But subsequent to that, the empirical record shows nearly no net gain for 
the next decade leading up to the onset of the Great Recession, indicating that neoliberalism’s 
continued intense aggression against the working class had lost its ability to deliver a continually 
improving rate of profit. Instead, the contradictions built into neoliberalism’s basic structure on 
which its (capitalist) success had rested then came to the fore. By the middle of the first decade 
of the 2000s it was clear to many radical and some liberal economists38 that the constantly 
expanding debt and the associated bubbles that were essential components of neoliberalism’s 
short-term resolution of the systemic contradiction from its stagnant wages could not continue, 
and that at least “a correction” if not a crisis was coming. But almost no one, even among the 
voices who perceived the intrinsic fragility of the system years ahead of others, could see that the 
result would be as severe as what in fact occurred. 
The result of the crisis that emerged from the structure of neoliberalism in 2007 is that today 
U.S. working people are more discontented with their economic system than ever before in the 
history of the country. Half have lost faith in “the American Dream,” and an additional quarter is 
not sure. Issues particularly disconcerting to them include their stagnant wages, the increased 
inequality, their deteriorating working conditions, the growing perception that their deteriorating 
situation is the source for the continued healthy improvement of the situation of the rich, their 
growing debt problems and the increased economic instability. 
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“The Promise & Peril of the Third Wave:   
Socialism & Democracy for the 21st Century” 

Peter Miller 

Good day, buenos días.  I want to talk about “The Promise and Peril of the Third Wave: 
Socialism and Democracy for the 21st century.” The Third Wave, La Tecera Ola, that’s 
technology.  I want to talk about technology from three angles, just like how this presentation 
was originally titled:  “CyberMarxism, Community Technology, and Their Implications for 
Cuban Development.” There are lots of threes and thirds, to make this easy to outline and 
summarize for you. There are notes at the end with links to the books and articles I’ll mention 
here, and notes for things I might not have time to cover.  

(I.)  I begin with CyberMarxism to help set the context. This approach to Marxism looks closely 
at emerging technology as something more profound than just a derivative or secondary 
dimension built on a primary economic superstructure. It’s been a major development in Marxist 
research and studies, orientations and tendencies since the last quarter of the 20th century.  It’s so 
large, in fact, there are different schools and approaches within it.  

There is one tendency that I characterize as being the closest to traditional Marxism in that it 
looks at how the information age constitutes the latest battleground in the historic conflict 
between capital and labor and what a transformed Marxism should look like in this regard.  It’s 
usefully represented, I think, by Nick Dyer-Witheford in his book Cyber-Marx: Cycles and 
Circuits of Struggle in High Technology Capitalism, a well-regarded perspective that reflects a 
widespread movement and presence primarily in academic circles around the world, mostly 
outside the U.S., a realm of theory that has papers and publications, associations and 
organizations, conferences and gatherings, one having taken place earlier this month in Vienna.i  

At what I’ll call the other end of the spectrum — where technology looms, not just as the latest 
contested battleground but as the major transformative engine of our times, is Manuel Castells’ 
The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture trilogy. Castells’ thesis is that the 
transformation capitalism has undergone with the technological revolution that began in the last 
third of the twentieth century is so profound that we are in an entirely new era and must 
distinguish the old industrial capitalism from the new informational one.  His massive trilogy has 
been likened by both critics and defenders to Marx’s three volumes of Capital.  Although this is 
an extended and detailed work, I can tell you that the first four pages of the Prologue to volume 
1, the Rise of the Network Society, provide a concentrated summary and a test for your potential 
interest. I have included the first paragraph in my end notes in the hopes that it will be translated 
for those of you who read Spanish and may wish to be tempted.ii 
However interesting these works, I offer them here primarily as a preface to the major work of 
CyberMarxism that I want to focus on here today, “The Promise and Peril of the Third Wave: 
Socialism and Democracy for the 21st Century.”  It was Al Campbell who suggested, when I 
sent him an outline of my presentation, that I use this for my title and I think this was a good idea 
for a number of reasons.  Not only is it much more to the point  — it is exactly the title of the 
Manifesto of a special school of CyberMarxism that provides the informing perspective that is 
very much associated with the Global Justice Center itself, through shared organizational and 
movement affiliations including the Radical Philosophy Association and Solidarity Economy, 
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authored by Carl Davidson, one of this seminar’s sponsors, along with Ivan Handler and Jerry 
Harris of the Chicago Third Wave Study Group and published, appropriately on May 1 in 1993.iii  
As its authors write: 

Its name came from our first task…to rigorously re-examine classic Marxist-Leninist 
theory and practice from the vantage point of Alvin Toffler’s book, The Third Wave…  
an all-around study of the impact of technology on society in the past, present and future. 
…The other sections of this book, and additional work of the authors published 
elsewhere, all have their roots in this founding document of our cyberMarxist trend. 

This trend shares the historical scope of Marxism in its grasp of the breadth of human history. 
Here are three brief sum-ups the major points of the new Manifesto, involving its scope, its 
analysis, and its vision.   
1. First, we are now in the third age of human history, and we are experiencing a quantum leap in 
productivity on the order of breakthrough and exponential growth jump that took place as a 
result of the agricultural revolution launched 6000 years ago and the industrial revolution 
launched 200 years ago.  Along with this promise of the technological revolution, there are grave 
perils, dislocations, and upheavals — a deepening structural crisis and a more fractured, 
shattered, and embattled workforce — including the part-time “precariat” that we’ll being 
hearing about as well as a new, growing “underclass.”  Mere statement and summary does not do 
justice to this transformation and either its promise or its peril.  I’ve appended some quotes from 
the Manifesto for each of these points.iv 

2. Second, in contrast to other socialist explanations about the crisis of socialism that has been 
generally recognized with the break-up of the Soviet Union, the Manifesto finds the root of the 
problem in the crisis of industrialism, a crisis shared by socialist and capitalist countries alike.  

For industrial mass production, the main dominant patterns of social organization are the 
forms of presumed rationality: concentration, centralization, standardization, 
specialization, maximalization and synchronization. 

The crisis for socialism lies in its failure to recognize that these features that many of its prime 
proponents took as positive givens are actually historically bound to industrialism, and otherwise 
limited and negative.  Along with this, they were questionable as approaches to socialism then, 
and in the Information Age, they increase neither productivity nor democracy nor socialism.   

And, to quote the Manifesto, again:  
But what is worse than the dangers posed by the third wave is the attempt to ignore or 
stifle the information technologies fueling it. This was a deep flaw in the structure of the 
“command economies” of the Soviet bloc, which based their politics on the centralized 
control and restriction of information.  

The politics of this socialism reflected the same problems as its economics: concentration, 
standardization, and bureaucracy. 
3.  Third and finally, the authors of the Third Wave Manifesto provide a new vision:  a call for 
decentralization, democracy, multiculturalism, co-operatives, ecologically sustainable 
technology, those very values we have been talking about since this seminar began.  
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Third wave production is automated and cybernated, making it possible to revolutionize 
hierarchy and democratize access to information. It rests on a sustainable technology 
which diversifies production and accelerates the generation of knowledge. In effect, it is a 
new economic base which develops its own principles of society and culture making a 
sustainable and democratic socialism workable. In fact, post-industrial, third wave 
socialism may be the only socialism truly possible. 

Some of the vision is admittedly unorthodox, particularly the role it offers for markets and new 
alliances.  All told, “…the terrain on which class battles are waged has dramatically shifted. We 
are in a new environment and on the threshold of a new age...”   
For more than ten years the Third Wave Study group filled out its analysis and vision through 
CyRev, a Journal of Cybernetic Revolution, Sustainable Socialism, and Radical Democracy.  It is 
now embedded in a broad-based Solidarity Economy movement in the U.S. and across the globe. 

II.  I want to lay all this aside for now and turn to “Community Technology.”  
In its most general terms, community technology is the application and use of emerging 
technology tools for community building, community organizing, community development.  
Historically these are the last arenas where technology has come to be applied.  It began in the 
1980’s and 90’s when what’s referred to as “productivity software” — word processing, database 
programs, and spreadsheets — came into these arenas initially through the volunteer efforts of 
technically skilled people showing how they were useful for individual projects and 
nongovernmental organizations, NGOs, in writing funding proposals, producing written material, 
managing members and any sort of project or organizational material, doing up budgets and for 
financial management. One of the major initial problems was the disjunction and inability of 
people from different worlds — the technologically sophisticated and the community activist, 
development people — to speak anything like the same language, and it took a while for this to 
get worked out. 
Since that began, community technology has grown tremendously and is now part of a family of 
over-lapping arenas that go by different names — community media, community media and 
technology — academically, especially in post secondary schools outside the United States, there 
is the field of Community Informatics, separate from ICT, Information Science, and other less 
socially- and politically- oriented technical fields. Internationally, the more practical arena is 
known as ICT for Development, frequently shortened to ICTdev or ICT4dev.  Although a 
number of these fields and arenas touch on matters involving CyberMarxism, it is useful to see 
they have some distinctiveness and are generally more associated with the arena of practice. 
I think it is fair to say that there are three broad areas of community technology and, especially in 
the United States, there are journals and associations and conferences for them each.  These areas 
are (a) public policy, (b) technology assistance to nonprofits/NGOs, and (c) community 
technology centers or, as they are called outside the United States:  telecentres. 
CTCs or telecentres is the arena I am most experienced in, having spent over 30 years working in 
it; this is where I first met and came to know Carl Davidson; it is the area that gets a lot of 
attention when technology first begins to be applied to community development, since it deals 
with a problem that was originally referred to as “the digital divide” and more recently falls 
under the rubric of the problem or movement for what is called “digital inclusion.” 
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The problem of technology’s growth and dispersion throughout society was first articulated in 
the U.S. in the early 1980’s by a women by the name of Antonia Stone, who, at that 
comparatively early stage, looked into the future and saw the potential not only for amazing 
growth and rise in importance of the computer but that the problem of inequalities could well be 
exacerbated and made much worse if special steps were not taken.  How can we insure that low 
literacy, low income, non-English speaking peoples, people with disabilities — pretty much the 
full range of people disenfranchised from the effective use of new tools being rapidly developed 
— how can we insure they could get access and support for using technology effectively?  In 
1983 Toni opened up a “Community Computer Center” in a public housing basement in East 
Harlem in New York City, home of primarily black and Latino communities in there.  Called 
“Playing to Win,” the center emphasized an informal, community-oriented, participant-centered 
approach to using computers, with open public access hours especially established for people 
who had never used computers before to come in and learn and mess around with this 
technology.  These centers were community centers before they were technology centers — one 
of Toni’s favorite sayings about them “it’s not the technology, it’s the people.” And with 
government, corporate, and foundation grants she developed a series of techniques and 
approaches for making that technology relevant for people’s lives. 
I had the fortunate opportunity in 1986 to become involved with this nascent and exploding 
movement at its birth, one that, with grants from the National Science Foundation, saw two 
centers grow into the Playing to Win Network which in turn became the Community Technology 
Centers Network, which grew to have a membership of over 1200 organizations, representing 
what came to be over 20,000 centers accordingly to the searchable database supported by the 
Digital Divide Network, one where you could put in your zip code and receive a list of centers 
close by along with a map and link to their web sites.  As the Internet became popular and grew 
in importance, these CTCs became key places where people who could not afford or otherwise 
get access to online resources could come and get training and support as well as access, along 
with a whole host of education and support programs as these centers were able to customize 
their offerings to their particular community needs and interests and their own mission. 

Into the 90’s and the beginning of the new millennium, this same movement took place in 
countries across the world and with similar results.  And not only was it the case that individuals 
were able to access and use these telecentres, but they were also the centers for organizations to 
use as well, and especially in the less wired and technically-established areas, many of them 
came to be transformative social, community, and political institutions, serving in roles as varied 
as post offices, centers of education and health information, communication, and commerce.  
Countries varied in policies for supporting them, but in general some attention was and is being 
given to developing technology education and access programs involving a mixture among 
telecentres, libraries, and cybercafés.  For a number of interesting reasons, leadership in 
developing these programs passed from the US and western Europe to other areas of the world 
that are developing their technological capacities and find it important to insure equality and 
widespread use as well as a concern for their use in community development. 

I trust that in this all-too-brief sketch and overview of community technology centers and 
telecentres and their 20+ year history, I have at least touched on those two other areas of 
community technology that are much more lively and overshadow this one in the United States 
now: the technology assistance to nonprofits or NGO arena, a field that overlaps with technology 
for e-government and e-democracy where a current focus and preoccupation is with using social 
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media tools for enhancing the effectiveness in both those arenas. The public policy arena 
intersects with these others, too, and I leave it at that for the moment with brief endnote here.v 

 
III.  Let me finally turn to the third and last area I want to say some things about, the Promise 
and Peril of the 3rd Wave for 21st century Cuba — I can of course speak with some confidence 
now about things here that I actually know little about — with some concluding notes for the 
opportunity this provides to the US and the project I have suggested for us both. 
I can say that I have seen references to telecentres in Cuba off and on for the last two decades, but 
I have not been able to find any active sites recently.  I do believe it is generally-agreed upon that 
Cuba has one of the lowest uses of the Internet per person in the world.  Statistics I have seen put 
Cuba at an effective rate of 5%, with use of Cuba’s proprietary Intranet and email at 25%.   
I don’t want to be presumptuous about this technological “backwardness.” To the contrary, if 
you look and listen you will see three things:  first, you will have heard about Cuban expertise 
and experience in biotechnology, that broad discipline in which biological processes, organisms, 
cells or cellular components are explored to develop new technologies that are useful in research, 
agriculture, industry and the clinic.  We have seen some good examples of this in our travels here 
already as well as in references to Cuba’s ecoagricultural achievements.. 
Second, I want to thank Cliff DuRand for sending along to me information about El Foro de 
Empresarios y Líderes en Technología de la Información, the Forum of Entrepreneurs and 
Leaders in Information Technology, that’s been going on in Cuba for a while.  Check out the 
web site at www.felti.org for the full program and the list of attendees from last month that 
provides a good perspective on Cuba’s technology interests and experience. 

Third, despite the limited access to the Internet, the Cuban blogosphere is becoming more and 
more a growing public arena, an extremely active and contested public arena at that. And this is 
not primarily because of Yoani Sánchez, Voces Cubanas, Havana Times, Bloggers Cuba, and La 
Joven Cuba — although they are important participants in this arena. It is rather, because of two 
or three other individuals who help define the public arena in Cuba:  Mariela Castro Espín, 
Miguel Díaz-Canel, and — let me pause for emphasis on the last person who I am suggesting:  
Ernesto “Che” Guevera.   
These people are all prominently known in public and political life in Cuba.  Mariela Castro 
Espín, Raul’s daughter, was already known for her activism on women’s issues when she 
became an active presence on Twitter and in the Cuban blogosphere and helped publicize Cuba’s 
first official gathering of self-described “revolutionary” bloggers in April 2012, calling the 
Blogazo “an opportunity to socialize with protagonists of the Cuban blogosphere.” 

“New technologies can be vehicles of revolutionary methods of social participation,” she wrote. 
“The blogosphere [provides] spaces of revolutionary debate… The best journalism in Cuba 
today,” she claimed, “is in the blogosphere, as Cuban as the palm trees.” 
Miguel Díaz-Canel, the first vice president of Cuba, and an electronics engineer by training, in a 
closing speech at the National Preparatory Seminar, just a little over two years ago, announced:  
“Today, with the development of information technologies, . . . social networks, . . . computers 
and the Internet, to prohibit something is nearly an impossible chimera. It makes no sense.”  
There is a fascinating story about them told by Ted Henken and a co-author in “From 
Cyberspace to Public Space?  The Emergent Blogosphere and Cuban Civil Society” in A 
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Contemporary Cuba Reader: The Revolution under Raúl Castro.  I’ve provided a brief summary 
in a note, the major point to be stressed here being that, despite the limited participation by 
Cubans in the blogosphere, this is a growing public arena of debate and attention.vi   
Finally, as I have called up the name of Ernesto “Che” Guevera, let me simply say how and why 
he is part of this legacy involving technology and social development.   
The Che here is hardly known outside of Cuba.  The Ernesto “Che” Guevara I refer to is the one 
who, in the aftermath of the Revolution’s victory, soon became the president of the National 
Bank of Cuba, head of the Department of Industrialization, and Minister of Industries, and was 
responsible for overseeing the institutionalization and transition to socialism in these arenas for 
six years, from 1959-65. This is the Che Guevara whom Helen Yaffe has made a point of 
uncovering in her book The Economics of Revolution and articles whose titles tell much of the 
story:   
• “Ernesto 'Che' Guevara: A Rebel against Soviet Political Economy” 
• “Ché Guevara: Cooperatives and the Political Economy of Socialist Transition” 
• “Che Guevara’s Enduring Legacy:  Not the Foco But the Theory of Socialist Construction” 
The three points to emphasize about Che’s work during this time are:  #1- He was a vocal and 
staunch advocate for the adoption and use of the most advanced technology available, saw that as 
coming out of the most advanced stages of capitalism, and was visionary and prophetic in terms 
of what he saw technology becoming. #2- By themselves, the integration and use of emerging 
tools would not lead to socialism — this was the mistake the Soviet Union was making.  By 
themselves, technological tools would only reproduce capitalist relations of production and 
consciousness.  #3- Socialist education and socially-conscious technology development 
programs were integral requirements along with technology’s use.vii 
I trust there is enough here to suggest that the Promise and Peril of the Third Wave in Cuba is 
even more intense than it is elsewhere in the rest of the world. If you have not otherwise been 
exposed to CyberMarxism or Community Technology, may these traditions and fields be of use 
to you. 
In addition to Cuba, I do want to note in passing that the matter of the promise and peril of the 
technological era here has some special meaning for those of us in the US as well.   It does so 
first, from our perspective on socialism; secondly, from our perspective on Latin America in 
general and Cuba in particular; and, thirdly, for the opportunity to make amends for much of our 
past and set a better course. I have appended some additional notes on this for you.viii 
  
All of this brings me finally to sharing with you the presents and proposal I have brought along 
on this trip and to this seminar, offered to Dean Carlos Delgado of the Facultad Filosofía e 
Historia here at the University of Havana. As I wrote in the proposal in April where I was 
looking to see if there was a project I could join with: 

In a sense this project has already been developed, and much of it can be seen in the 
effort entitled Roots of Hope/Raices de Esperanza, at www.rootsofhope.org, described as 
“an international network of students and young professionals working to inspire young 
people across the globe to think about Cuba and proactively support our young 
counterparts on the island through innovative means. As a nonprofit, nonpartisan 
movement, we seek only to provide youth in Cuba with the tools and skills they deem 
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necessary to build a better future for themselves.”  The organization is supported with big 
name endorsers, a funding program, travel support, and a “Tech4Cuba” component, 
gathering and distributing new and used phones, flash drives, laptops, and tablets.  

Almost ready to sign up, I was stopped cold when I came to Roots of Hope’s basic stated 
orientation as a self-proclaimed non-partisan effort: 

 “Right now, 11 million people in Cuba are systematically denied the ability to exercise 
their most fundamental rights and actualize their full potential. Living under the Western 
Hemisphere’s last dictatorship, Cuba’s people are denied their most basic rights of free 
speech, free association and information freedom.” 

I can hardly express the anger, sadness, and disappointment I felt reading this.  I recently learned 
a new expression, Fidel’s response to an earlier egregiously conceived US project, this one 
involving the base at Guantanamo in 1964.  “Cortar el agua y la luz,” he said, “Cut off their 
water and the lights.”  Seems like an appropriate curse in this case, too. 
This suspicious and stereotypical anti-Cuban government attitude still characterizes a good 
portion of the American public, extending well into the reaches of those who can be considered 
“progressive.”  But, especially since December 17, those who have long held the Cuban 
revolution in high regard and who have otherwise considered its governmental and social short-
comings largely a consequence of US policy and practice are becoming more vocal, and more 
and more Americans are looking to be open-minded and to extend a helping hand.    
I hope to see, with appropriate Cuban encouragement, leadership and collaboration, the 
development of a demonstration project, if not the beginnings of a more sustained effort, that 
leads to providing a growing source of equipment, software, and technology support useful in 
building NGO capacity, in establishing community telecentres, and in general contributing to 
official Cuban technology development practices and policies. 

I offer my experience and contacts as may be helpful.  I posted notice of this on a dozen 
community technology lists and received a good number of responses of support and interest.  A 
small organization, “Semi-New” Computers, has given me this laptop with Microsoft and Open 
Offices and the Latin American RACHEL program of educational resources from the web (see 
www.worldpossible.org) as a concrete point of departure to donate to some good organization 
that might contribute to this effort.  I ask your help in finding that group and doing that. 

I have tried to present two bodies of theory and practice, one in Marxism and the other in 
community development, relevant to major technology issues Cuba is facing.  I want to say 
thank you, gracias. I welcome your comments, suggestions, and questions about the presentation, 
the laptop, and the proposal.  

 
 

 
                                                
i Cyber-Marx: Cycles and Circuits of Struggle in High Technology Capitalism (1999) is 
available in its entirety at https://libcom.org/library/cyber-marx-nick-dyer-witheford. tripleC: 
Communication, Capitalism & Critique. Open Access Journal for a Global Sustainable 
Information Society is at www.triple-c.at/index.php/tripleC. For this year’s “ICT and Society 
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Conferences” being held this month in Vienna, see http://summit.is4is.org/calls/call-for-
papers/the-5th-icts-and-society-conference-icts-2015; the 4th conference was written up by 
tripleC editor Christian Fuchs www.triple-c.at/index.php/tripleC/article/view/411. 
 
ii The trilogy consists of The Rise of the Network Society (1996, 2000/10), The Power of Identity 
(1997, 2004/10), and End of Millennium (1998, 2000/2010).  Volume 1 is available at 
https://deterritorialinvestigations.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/manuel_castells_the_rise_of_the_
network_societybookfi-org.pdf and elsewhere.  The opening paragraph of the Prologue reads: 

Toward the end of the second millennium of the Christian era several events of historical 
significance transformed the social landscape of human life. A technological revolution, 

ii The trilogy consists of The Rise of the Network Society (1996, 2000/10), The Power of Identity 
(1997, 2004/10), and End of Millennium (1998, 2000/2010).  Volume 1 is available at 
https://deterritorialinvestigations.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/manuel_castells_the_rise_of_the_
network_societybookfi-org.pdf and elsewhere.  The opening paragraph of the Prologue reads: 

Toward the end of the second millennium of the Christian era several events of historical 
significance transformed the social landscape of human life. A technological revolution, 
centered around information technologies, began to reshape, at accelerated pace, the material 
basis of society. Economies throughout the world have become globally interdependent, 
introducing a new form of relationship between economy, state, and society, in a system of 
variable geometry. The collapse of Soviet statism, and the subsequent demise of the 
international communist movement, has undermined for the time being the historical 
challenge to capitalism, rescued the political left (and Marxian theory) from the fatal attraction 
of Marxism-Leninism, brought the Cold War to an end, reduced the risk of nuclear holocaust, 
and fundamentally altered global geopolitics.  Capitalism itself has undergone a process of 
profound restructuring, characterized by greater flexibility in management; decentralization 
and networking of firms both internally and in their relationships to other firms; considerable 
empowering of capital vis-á-vis labor, with the concomitant decline of influence of the labor 
movement; increasing individualization and diversification of working relationships; massive 
incorporation of women into the paid labor force, usually under discriminatory conditions; 
intervention of the state to deregulate markets selectively and to undo the welfare state, with 
different intensity and orientations depending upon the nature of political forces and 
institutions in each society; stepped-up global economic competition, in a complex of 
increasingly geographic and cultural differentiation of settings for capital accumulation and 
management.  As a consequence of this general overhauling of the capitalism system, still 
under way, we have witnessed the global integration of financial markets, the rise of the Asian 
Pacific as the new dominant, global manufacturing center, the arduous economic unification 
of Europe, the emergence of a North American regional economy, the diversification, then 
disintegration, of the former Third World, the gradual transformation of Russia and the ex-
Soviet area of influence in market economies, the incorporation of valuable segments of 
economies throughout the world into an interdependent system working as a unit in real time.  
Because of these trends, there has also been an accentuation of uneven development, this time 
not only between North and South, but between the dynamic segments and territories of 
societies everywhere, and those others that risk becoming irrelevant from the perspective of 
the system's logic.  Indeed, we observe the parallel unleashing of formidable productive forces 
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of the informational revolution, and the consolidation of black holes of human misery in the 
global economy, be it in Burkina Faso, South Bronx, Kamagasaki, Chiapas, or La Courneuve. 

A draft paper on “Manuel Castells’ Information Age Trilogy and the Epic Tradition of Political 
Theory — Marxist and Weberian Transformations” is available at 
www.peterbmiller.wordpress.com/castells-epic-tradition.  
 
iii For associations with the Center for Global Justice, www.globaljusticecenter.org, see 
www.radicalphilosophyassociation.org and www.solidarityeconomy.net.   
“The Promise and Peril of the Third Wave: Socialism and Democracy for the 21st Century” is in 
the collection of essays, CyberRadicalism: A New Left for a Global Age — and it’s also freely 
available in the archives of the Third World Study Group’s publication, CyRev, A Journal of 
Cybernetic Revolution, Sustainable Socialism, and Radical Democracy, published from 1994-
2004, at http://net4dem.org/cyrev/archive/issue1/articles/Promise/promise1.htm. The Third Wave 
is freely available at www.crossroadscounsellinggroup.com/resources/ebook/Toffler-ThirdWave-
complimentsofCRTI.pdf. 

 
iv From the Manifesto on the technological transformation and its promise: 

Less than 100 years ago, a majority of the American labor force worked on farms for a 
living. Today U.S. farms are the most productive in the world, supplying not only the 
domestic market but the world market as well. But now less than 3% of the labor force 
works on farms. Mechanization and relatively large amounts of fertile land are only part of 
the reason for this. U.S. farmers are also many times more productive than earlier farmers 
because of information—whether in the design of equipment, fertilizers or hybrid seeds, or 
in advance knowledge of weather patterns transmitted by modern communications. 

For its perils: 

The advent of the third wave is by no means a twinkling, painless shift into a utopian 
wonderland. It is more like a hurricane, leaving disorder and destruction in its wake. The 
third wave guts entire workforces — the technological era creates new divisions in the 
workforce, and brings industries to the point of collapse. It sabotages old markets and 
renders national borders meaningless. It makes possible a glut of high quality and relatively 
inexpensive goods, while also producing a radical and uneven restructuring of the working 
class itself. 

 
v Apart from state and municipal programs, my experience with federal agencies — the CTC 
Program in the federal Department of Education, the Technology Opportunity Program (TOP) 
and the Broadband Technology Opportunity Program (B-TOP) in the Department of Commerce, 
and AmeriCorps*VISTA, the domestic Peace Corps, in the Corporation for National and 
Community Service — and from the organizing and lobbying to get these programs passed, the 
field of public policy is a widely active and overlapping arena. In addition to these Congressional 
programs, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) is the prime administrative 
regulatory agency for these matters.  The Community Technology Review (1994-2005) covered 
developments in all three areas of community technology noted here.  For its index, see 
https://peterbmiller.wordpress.com/comtechreview-org.  
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vi Ted Henken and Sjamme van de Voort, “From Cyberspace to Public Space?  The Emergent 
Blogosphere and Cuban Civil Society” in A Contemporary Cuba Reader: The Revolution under 
Raúl Castro, ed. by Philip Brenner et al, a collection that includes another essay that was among 
our recommended readings by Camila Piñeiro Harnecker.  I mention this to give it some 
credence and authority in what is a highly partisan and suspect arena.   It is freely available at 
www.baruch.cuny.edu/wsas/academics/black_hispanic/documents/Cyberspace2PublicSpaceRea
der-final.pdf.  A brief summary of the account they expand upon is as follows: 
To be sure, there was a good amount of controversy attendant on the Blogazo organized at the 
University of Matanzas by La Joven Cuba — a number of groups were not invited and a number 
boycotted the event.  Three months later, a ten-month blockade, from July 2012 through April 
2013, was imposed by the University of Matanzas “on the proudly revolutionary but also 
staunchly independent blog of La Joven Cuba.”  There’s all kinds of speculation about the details 
and why this happened.  The interesting point is that it was the intervention of Miguel Díaz-
Canel that was responsible for the blog’s return to activity.  It was the follow-up from this the 
next month when Díaz-Canel made the statement quoted above.  As Henken and Voort note: 

What is new here, of course, is not that a state institution blocked the independent blog of 
a group of its students but that the blog being blocked turns out to be the very same one 
administered by the young people who had convened the prorevolutionary Blogazo not 
three months earlier.   

 
vii Among Helen Jaffe’s writings on Che are:  
Che Guevara: The Economics of Revolution (NY: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009); full introduction 
at www.palgrave.com/resources/sample-chapters/9780230218208_sample.pdf.    It is reviewed 
in the International Journal of Cuban Studies at www.jstor.org/stable/41945893, by Dr. Jesús 
Pastor García Brigos, Institute of Philosophy, Havana, Cuba in the Latin American Programme 
at www.lse.ac.uk/IDEAS/programmes/latinAmericaProgramme/pdfs/reviewPdfs/brigos.pdf, and 
elsewhere. 
“Ché Guevara: Cooperatives and the Political Economy of Socialist Transition” is in 
Cooperatives and Socialism: A View from Cuba (2012), edited by Camila Piñeiro Harnecker 
(chapter 5) available on Amazon and elsewhere, its opening first two pages available at 
www.palgraveconnect.com/pc/doifinder/view/10.1057/9781137277756.0012. “El Ché Guevara: 
las cooperativas y la economía política de la transición al socialism” and the Spanish version of 
Harnecker’s entire Cooperativas y Socialismo: Una Mirada desde Cuba is freely available at 
http://www.rebelion.org/docs/140307.pdf  

 “Ernesto 'Che' Guevara: a rebel against Soviet Political Economy (2006)” at 
www.marxists.org/subject/economy/authors/yaffeh/che-critic.htm. 

“Che Guevara’s Enduring Legacy:  Not the Foco But the Theory of Socialist Construction” at 
www.academia.edu/7089956.  

Re Che’s advocacy of advanced technology, we know this was a key area of his responsibility 
and what his orientation was.  He oversaw the “businesses transferred to the Department of 
Industrialisation [that] ranged from modern technology plants to artisan workshops” and “the 
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founding of research and development institutes to apply science and technology to 
production…” His “emphasis on quality control was linked to other concepts in BFS (the 
Budgetary Finance System he developed) — the aspiration to use the most advanced 
technology.”  Guevara’s “promotion of science and technology within MININD was part of his 
theoretical understanding that communism should arise out of the highest stage of capitalism.”   

Yaffe has a storehouse of quotes directly from Guevara himself that are not only convincing on 
this matter but that show his foresight in the development of emerging technologies:  “We cannot 
follow the development process of the countries which initiated capitalist development, 100 or 
150 years ago — to begin the slow process of developing a very powerful mechanical industry, 
before passing on to other superior forms, metallurgy, then chemicals and automation after that.”  
In Yaffe’s word, “The technical capacity for computer based planning operations did not exist in 
Cuba in 1959, but confident about its progressive potential, Guevara set out on the first steps in 
that direction.”  Guevara argued that “countries that could master electronics and automation 
technology would be in the vanguard of international development.” As she quotes him: “For a 
long time cybernetics was considered a reactionary science or pseudo-science... [but] it is a 
branch of science that exists and should be used.”  Is it not likely that to the degree Cuba is 
advanced in some key technology arenas at present that Che Guevara played an important role?   

As to Che’s position on the need for socialist education along with the use of emerging 
technology tools, between 1959 and 1965, when Che was president of the National Bank of 
Cuba, head of the Department of Industrialization, and Minister of Industries, he was involved in 
major studies of Marxist classics and the USSR Manual of Political Economy.  He became a 
major critic of the Soviet system not only for its use of old technology but for doing so “without 
recognizing the need to change people’s attitudes and values [that] would reproduce capitalist 
social relations and consciousness. … the Soviet system failed to foster the collective 
consciousness in workers that was a precondition for socialism and communism.” As Yaffe 
notes: 

Guevara set up the budgetary finance system of economic management to test his theory 
that it was possible and necessary to raise consciousness and productivity simultaneously, 
even in an underdeveloped country in the process of socialist construction. The system 
was openly articulated as an alternative to the Soviet’s “hybrid” system of market 
socialism.  

viii With regards to socialism, Cuba provides a real, live, pulsating, vital socialist country that is 
an alternative to the dissolved Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and transformed People’s 
Republic of China and is also a grounded, historical alternative to a wide range of theoretical and 
idealistic visions and efforts that have otherwise made socialism ungrounded and untested in real 
world practice.  Cuba gives socialism a concrete reality that it would not otherwise have. 
The opportunity to talk and think about Cuba, and about Cuba and Latin America is an 
opportunity to look at ourselves from a key perspective, to do so from the view of thinking about 
our own founding’s vitality 50 years after the Revolution, in the mid-1820’s, the time when we 
adopted the Monroe Doctrine.  Such a perspective cannot help but be humbling and provides us 
with an opportunity to make amends, something I think President Obama was doing as he sat 
through Raul Castro’s long speech at the recent OAS Summit of the Americas in Panama City 
April where heads of state normally talk for ten minutes.   
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In the US, many of the dark moments of our colonialism and involvement in Latin America seem 
to be little known or restricted to the special knowledge and province of circumscribed left wing 
radical perspectives.  That is clearly not the situation with our relations and activity in Cuba 
where our history of perniciousness and criminality is as public and American as the Godfather 
and its vivid portrayal of the events of New Years Eve 1959 in Havana and as well known as the 
Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961.  Our presence and use of the facilities at Guantanamo is another 
foreboding marker of our lawless and pernicious practices; its return to Cuba would be a 
cleansing act of penitence. 


