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PREFACE

What on Earth
Is a Community Organizer?


Ever since Barack Obama’s meteoric rise to the presidency began, Americans have been asking themselves that question. The answer, it turns out, solves the riddle of Obama’s political convictions. Community organizing is a largely socialist profession. Particularly at the highest levels, America’s community organizers have adopted a deliberately stealthy posture—hiding their socialism behind a “populist” front. These organizers strive to push America toward socialism in unobtrusive, incremental steps, calling themselves “pragmatic problem-solvers” all the while. Barack Obama’s colleagues and mentors were some of the smartest and most influential stealth-socialist community organizers in the country. Their strategies of political realignment and social transformation guide the Obama administration to this day.


Although contemporary community organizers deliberately hide their socialism, with a bit of digging, their secrets can be revealed. In neglected archives and long-forgotten issues of obscure journals, the untold story of modern American socialism lives. As the revolutionary hopes of sixties radicals banged up against the hard reality of a popular Reagan presidency, America’s socialists turned to a combination of community organizing and local politics to move the country steadily leftward by degrees. These were the socialists who schooled Obama. Their story is his story.


The socialist community organizers who inspired and trained Obama openly embraced American democracy. Although they admired Marx, Lenin, and Mao—along with Obama’s idol, Saul Alinsky—in the medium term, at least, these organizers surrendered their revolutionary hopes and abandoned authoritarian ways. Some retained a soft spot for Third World Communist regimes in Cuba and Latin America. And surely the program favored by Obama’s organizing mentors could be seen as a subtle—and sometimes not so subtle—assault on traditional American freedoms.


Yet this new stealth socialism, which Obama studied and absorbed as a community organizer in Chicago, became more sophisticated and transformed itself into the policies he is now enacting as president. Over the long term, Obama’s plans are designed to ensnare the country in a new socialism, a stealth socialism that masquerades as a traditional American sense of fair play, a soft but pernicious socialism similar to that currently strangling the economies of Europe.


This is Barack Obama’s secret. The president has systematically disguised the truth about his socialist convictions, sometimes by directly misrepresenting his past and sometimes by omitting or parceling out damaging information to disguise its real importance. Jeremiah Wright, Bill Ayers, and ACORN—all of Obama’s well-known radical ties are entry points into the much larger and still unknown socialist world where Obama’s career was nurtured. That is why the president has disguised and withheld the truth about these political partnerships.


The time has come to lift the veil and reveal the untold story of America’s Radical-in-Chief and his socialist political world.





CHAPTER 1

The Socialism Puzzle


Late on the afternoon of April 1, 1983, a twenty-one-year-old Barack Obama made his way into the historic Great Hall of Manhattan’s Cooper Union to attend a “Socialist Scholars Conference.”1 Within twenty-four hours, his life had transformed. There at that conference Obama discovered his vocation as a community organizer, as well as a political program to guide him throughout his adult life.


When Obama attended that first Socialist Scholars Conference, he was in his senior year at Columbia University, where he’d transferred after two years at Occidental College in Los Angeles. Those Columbia years are more mysterious than any other portion of Obama’s history. The New York Times calls them a “lost chapter” of the president’s life.2 In 2008, the Obama campaign refused to discuss his days at Columbia, declining either to release transcripts or to name friends.3


It’s clear that Obama’s New York interval was a time of “solitude and isolation.” In Obama’s telling, when his mother and sister came to visit, they “just made fun of me because I was so monklike. I had tons of books. I read everything. I think that was the period when I grew as much as I have ever grown intellectually.”4 But what exactly was Obama reading during this interlude of personal isolation and internal growth? In what direction was his restless intellect pushing him? New York’s annual Socialist Scholars Conferences have a great deal to do with the answer to that question, while also suggesting a reason for Obama’s relative silence about his four-year sojourn in New York.


CUDDLY KARL MARX





However isolated Obama may have been during his years at Columbia, politics served as at least a partial antidote to the solitude. Obama followed the campus anti-military movement closely, interviewing activists from two organizations, Arms Race Alternatives and Students Against Militarism, for an article he penned entitled, “Breaking the War Mentality.”5 The piece appeared in the campus newsmagazine, Sundial, just three weeks prior to the 1983 Socialist Scholars Conference. In that article, Obama worried that the nuclear freeze movement’s narrow focus on blocking the deployment of just a few controversial weapons systems risked playing into the hands of “military-industrial interests,” with their “billion dollar erector sets.” Pressing the point, Obama wondered whether it might be a mistake to separate disarmament issues from broader social questions. Were nuclear weapons themselves really the problem, or was America’s reluctance to control arms merely a symptom of larger economic and political troubles?6 So while we know that in both his course work and his extracurricular writing at the time,7 Obama was concentrating on international issues, he clearly hoped to approach those questions from the standpoint of a more sweeping critique of American life.


Systematic criticism of American society is exactly what the 1983 Socialist Scholars Conference promised to provide. Fliers and ads featured caricatures of an almost cuddly-looking Karl Marx reclining on a stack of books. Promotions touted the conference as a meeting “In honor of Karl Marx’s centennial (1818–1883).”8 Not by coincidence was this conference held at New York’s Cooper Union. For in the wake of Marx’s death a century before, the Great Hall of this venerable private college had been the site of the largest memorial to the giant of socialism anywhere in the world—a matter of pride for American Marxists to this day. Six thousand mourners crowded into the Cooper Union to honor Marx on March 19, 1883, while five thousand additional mourners were turned away.9


When the renowned nineteenth-century Cuban journalist and revolutionary José Martí addressed that memorial assembly, he acknowledged the fearsome nature of Marx’s task of “setting men in opposition against men.” Yet “an outlet must be found for this anger, so that the brutality might cease,” said Martí. Then, gesturing toward the large, leaf-garlanded picture of Marx that dominated Cooper Union’s Great Hall that day, Martí lauded Marx as an “ardent reformer, uniter of men of different peoples, and tireless, powerful organizer.”10 A century later, the vocation of socialist organizer was alive, well, and still reverberating through Cooper Union’s halls.


SOCIALIST ORGANIZERS





The opening remarks of the 1983 Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference were delivered by City University of New York (CUNY) professor Frances Fox Piven.11 Piven served on the National Executive Committee of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) in the 1980s, and the conference itself was sponsored by the DSA.12 Widely recognized as a preeminent theorist, strategist, and historian of community organizing, with a keen sense of the roots of contemporary organizing in America’s early communist and socialist movements, Piven was an obvious choice to open the conference. Piven’s ties to ACORN (Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now) ran deep, and this conference would provide her with an opportunity to put forward her latest innovation—a voter registration strategy designed to radicalize the Democratic Party and polarize the country along class lines. Piven’s strategy would be carried out in collaboration with ACORN, Project Vote, and related organizations over the ensuing decades.13 Not coincidentally, Obama would soon embark on a lifetime alliance with these very groups. Yet discussion of Piven’s latest strategic thinking would await the following morning’s panels. To open a conference in honor of Marx’s centennial, Piven offered an appropriately expansive reflection on Marx’s relevance to the present.


Although there are few easily accessible published accounts of the 1983 Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference, it is possible to piece together not only Piven’s opening remarks, but what the experience of the larger conference would have been like for Obama and others. Piven’s personal papers at the Sophia Smith Collection of Smith College contain a conference brochure, as well as hand-written notes of her opening remarks. The Records of the Democratic Socialists of America at New York University’s Tamiment Library contain files on the ’83 conference, and various other relevant internal documents. Contemporaneous publications by conference participants in assorted socialist periodicals cast substantial light on the content of many presentations, and microfilm records of the American Marxist Guardian newspaper include reportage on the ’83 conference. These and other sources make it possible to reconstruct the day that changed Barack Obama’s life.


The Marx invoked by Piven in her brief but eloquent opening conference remarks was less the economic theorist or historian than the man whose ideas “helped people around the globe to struggle to make history.” With Marx’s help, said Piven, “common people became historical actors, and their history is far from over.” “We must stand within the intellectual and political tradition Marx bequeathed,” she continued, yet treat it not as a “dead inheritance,” but as a “living tradition—the creation of thinking, active people” who shape history inspired by Marx’s ideas, yet continually adjusting and adapting those ideas to “new political conditions.”14


Anyone familiar with Piven’s writings, like her 1977 classic, Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed, How They Fail, with Richard Cloward, will know how seriously she meant those words.15 Piven’s organizing strategies actively, yet never slavishly, draw upon Marx’s thought, even as they adapt the Marxist tradition to modern American circumstances. The secret, well understood by leading organizers (Barack Obama included), yet still unknown to the vast majority of Americans, is that contemporary community organizing is largely a socialist enterprise—a novel adaptation of Marxist principles and practices to modern American realities. Marx himself was a great organizer, and America’s leading community organizers are Marxists. By calling on common folk to seize and make their own history on the model of Marx—even if in a novel American context—Piven was acknowledging the socialist character of contemporary community organizing.


IS OBAMA A SOCIALIST?





Thus we arrive at the central question. What if Barack Obama’s fiercest critics are right? What if the president of the United States is a socialist? The Obama-as-socialist claim is often dismissed as an outrageous exaggeration. After all, socialism calls for collective ownership of the “means of production.” Bailouts of General Motors and the banking system, expanded energy regulation, and high government spending notwithstanding, Obama has proposed nothing like a sweeping government takeover of America’s entire business system. It’s true that government command of the nation’s health-care system would encompass up to 16 percent of the economy, yet Obama denies that fully nationalized health care is his goal.16 Even if his critics are right and Obama quietly favors transition to a government-run “single-payer” plan over the long term, the lion’s share of the free-enterprise system would remain intact. Moreover, since many non-socialist liberals favor government-run health care, it seems unfair to label even the most expansive interpretation of Obama’s health-care goals as socialist.


Part of the problem here turns on questions of definition. On both the right and the left, socialism can be defined strictly (as total government control of an essentially redistributive economy) or loosely (as any governmentally imposed compromise of pure capitalist principles on behalf of economic equality). If you define socialism strictly, then claims that Obama is a socialist look like overheated slander. Defined more loosely, even left-leaning Newsweek can claim that “we are all socialists now,” and conservatives can legitimately raise warning flags about the long-term implications for liberty and prosperity of ambitious liberal reforms.17


But if it’s all a matter of semantics, why bother? Why not just drop the whole “socialism” debate as a sticky, impossible-to-pin-down, emotionally fraught mess? That’s how it seemed to me during the 2008 presidential campaign, when I published a long series of investigative articles on Obama’s political background and ideology. When the question of Obama’s alleged socialism came up in interviews, I’d try to bracket the issue. You can make a good argument that he is, I’d agree, but ultimately I put the socialism issue off as a sticky, irresolvable question of definition.18 What I did claim in 2008, and what I expected to argue in this book, is that Obama’s political convictions are vastly farther to the left than the popular image of a bipartisan, technocratic, and pragmatic Obama acknowledges.


So when I began my post-campaign research for this book, my inclination was to downplay or dismiss evidence of explicit socialism in Obama’s background. I thought the socialism issue was an unprovable and unnecessary distraction from the broader question of Obama’s ultra-liberal inclinations. I was wrong. Evidence that suggests Obama is a socialist, I am now convinced, is real, important, and profoundly relevant to the present. It took some time to uncover the details of the 1983 Socialist Scholars Conference that I now believe had so formative an influence on Obama’s political career. It was earlier, however—when I discovered programs from the 1984 and 1985 Socialist Scholars Conferences (which I believe Obama also attended)—that I began to change my mind about the Obama-as-socialist issue.19 I did a double-take when I saw those conference programs dotted with names I’d run across researching Obama’s world of community organizing. I was particularly stunned to see that Jeremiah Wright’s theological mentor, the eminent black liberation theologian James Cone, had spoken at the 1984 Socialist Scholars Conference.20 Could Obama have been familiar with the Marxist-inflected theology that inspired Jeremiah Wright well before he moved to Chicago? Could this help explain why Obama chose Wright as his pastor?


SOCIALIST STRATEGY





The more I dug into things, the more the theme of socialism appeared to tie together various aspects of Obama’s political life. It quickly became clear that I would not be able to set the issue aside. But what about all those messy definitional questions? I had no choice but to dive in and confront them. I’d have to educate myself in the socialism of the 1980s, and beyond. What I discovered through researching contemporary American socialism changed my way of thinking about Barack Obama, and about much else besides.


Having once taught Marx alongside a series of other thinkers in a university “Great Books” program, I thought I understood at least the basics. After reading history’s leading radical, I worked with a fairly strict definition of socialism: full collective control of the means of production. This academic background was yet another reason why the whole Obama-as-socialist question made me uncomfortable.


I thought I knew too much, but in fact I knew too little. My academic interest in Marx had focused on his theories of history and society. I was far less knowledgeable about Marx’s strategy and tactics—his vision of how a socialist world would actually come about. The simple answer, of course, is that Marx expected to see capitalism overthrown by a violent socialist revolution. Yet there’s a great deal more to it than that. Marx “the organizer” was a subtle fellow. The world’s most famous revolutionary was often willing to use democratic means to achieve his ultimate ends. Marx was prepared to compromise his long-term goals in pursuit of short-term gains, particularly when he thought this democratic maneuvering would position the communist movement for more radical breakthroughs in the future. And Marx-the-democrat was sometimes less than fully open about his ultimate goals. He recognized that not only his enemies, but even potential followers could be put off by his most radical plans. So, depending on context, even with workers he aspired to lead in revolution, Marx withheld the full truth of who he was and what he hoped to achieve.21


These are the sorts of questions socialists debate amongst themselves. Marx never systematized his strategic or tactical thinking, and various groups of followers interpret his example differently. Some downplay Marx’s tactical compromises and focus on the goal of a violent revolution designed to usher in full-scale authoritarian socialism. Others claim that Marx would have happily achieved his revolutionary goals by peaceful democratic means, if he’d thought that would work. These “democratic socialists” add that a peaceful political path to socialism is the only route that makes sense in America’s thoroughly democratic context. The most committed democratic socialists even claim to reject authoritarian socialism altogether. Socialism and democracy, they say, are complementary goals.


This is the stuff of never-ending factional dispute among American socialists: Should we socialists eschew capitalist-tainted politics and foment revolution? Or should we openly (or perhaps not so openly) dive into America’s electoral system and try to turn its political currents in our own direction? Should we accept only full-scale socialism at-a-blow, or should we settle for a piecemeal transition to a socialist world, even if that risks co-optation by capitalism along the way? In other words, the battle over relatively “strict” and “loose” definitions of socialism is constantly being waged among socialists themselves.


Few Americans understand any of this. More to the point, the bubbling, breathing, living world of American socialism in the decades that followed the upheavals of the sixties is almost totally unknown to us. There are few serious accounts of America’s socialist left in the seventies, eighties, and nineties. Yet Barack Obama’s political life—and the world of community organizing generally—is intimately bound up with the story of American socialism during those decades. It is a story we’ll have to teach ourselves. Because once you understand the socialism that dominated that 1983 conference in New York, the notion of a socialist American president looks less like an absurd exaggeration and more like an all-too-disturbingly real possibility.


PRAGMATIC OBAMA?





Various objections can be raised to this line of argument. On one popular view, for example, President Obama is not an ideologue but a pragmatist. After all, any politician vying for success in a South Chicago district populated by impoverished minority and liberal university voters would have to lean left. On ascending to the presidency, an essentially pragmatic Obama would presumably revert to a moderate, even bipartisan, stance, in keeping with his national constituency.


One problem with the “pragmatist” argument is that Obama actively chose Hyde Park as his adoptive home. In other words, Obama selected one of the most left-leaning districts in the nation as his political base for a reason. And Obama was clearly walking a radical path well before he stepped into Cooper Union’s Great Hall. In a famous passage of his memoir, Dreams from My Father, Obama speaks of carefully choosing his friends at Occidental College from among the “Marxist professors,” “structural feminists,” and other radical outsiders. Even in his early college years, Obama was determined “to avoid being mistaken for a sellout.”22


In February of 2010, John C. Drew, an acquaintance of Obama around 1980–81, reported that during his time at Occidental College, Obama was a “pure Marxist socialist.” According to Drew—himself a Marxist radical in his youth—the young Obama hewed to the “Marxist-Leninist” view that a violent socialist revolution was likely within his lifetime. The job of a proper radical, Obama believed, was to prepare for that event.23 A couple of months later, in April of 2010, David Remnick’s fascinating, thoughtful, and highly sympathetic biography of Obama effectively confirmed Drew’s report by revealing that the future president and many of his closest friends at Occidental College were socialists.24 This collection of evidence from diverse sources regarding Obama’s early socialist convictions could be dismissed as proof of nothing more than the passing ideological fling of a young man in college. After studying Obama’s life, however, these reports strike me as merely the most visible markers along what is in fact a continuous ideological trail, ranging from the childhood influence of Obama’s radical mentor, Frank Marshall Davis, to the Socialist Scholars Conferences of Obama’s New York years, to the future president’s community organizing days and political career.


No doubt, for many a mature politician of pragmatic bent, the passing fancies of youth just don’t matter anymore. Obama is not that type. Everything about his story bespeaks continuity and sincerity of con- viction. While Dreams from My Father does much to obscure the details of Obama’s political beliefs and actions, the larger message of the book is that his progressive political stance is sincerely held. Dreams makes it clear, moreover, that progressive politics served as the solution to Obama’s personal crisis—the internal struggle forced upon him by his biracial heritage and his father’s tragic absence.


In other words, Obama’s long-time political convictions are nothing if not deeply and sincerely held. That is virtually the point of Dreams. On this score, at least, I believe Obama’s self-portrayal to be entirely accurate. Obama is a community organizer who sincerely believes what other community organizers believe. The problem is that community organizers are not forthcoming about the true nature of their beliefs. All too often, they consciously mask a hard-edged socialism in feel-good euphemistic code. The word “pragmatism,” moreover, holds a special place of honor in that same deliberately misleading language.25



A PASSING INFATUATION?





Another objection to accounts of Obama’s radicalism holds that even if the president did have a youthful infatuation with socialism, it was just a passing phase. Yet there are abundant signs of continuity in Obama’s political views. In July of 2009, the New York Times dusted off the president’s twenty-six-year-old Sundial essay for a front-page article entitled “Youthful Ideals Shaped Obama Goal of Nuclear Disarmament.”26 Tracing Obama’s ideas about nuclear weapons from his undergraduate years to the present, the Times concluded that the president’s core convictions on this issue—and even some of his specific phrasing—had changed little over time. No doubt there are many politicians whose youthful writings bear little on present policy. In Obama’s case, however, the connection is strong.


The profound continuity between Obama’s youthful socialism and his adult career has been obscured by the secrecy so common to contemporary socialist endeavor. That secrecy, however, can be breached. Archival research makes it possible to piece together the socialist background of modern community organizing, and also to recover heretofore lost connections between Barack Obama and that hidden socialist world. In particular, investigation reveals significant ties between Obama and the Midwest Academy, arguably the most influential institutional force in community organizing from the seventies through the nineties, and very much a crypto-socialist organization. Nearly every thread of Obama’s career runs directly or indirectly through the Midwest Academy, a fact which has gone almost en- tirely unreported. Along with the Socialist Scholars Conferences of the early eighties, the story of the Midwest Academy will serve as our gateway to a broader understanding of the history of American socialism in the post-sixties era.


DOES OBAMA’S PAST MATTER?





Another objection to revelations of Obama’s radicalism is the claim that his early ties and convictions have no real bearing on his conduct as president. Now that the campaign is over, this argument goes, the president’s past is effectively off the table and all that really matters is his conduct in office. Since Obama hasn’t appointed William Ayers as Secretary of Education or proposed a full-scale government takeover of the economy, there is simply no point in rehashing his past, however radical it may or may not have been.


There are several problems with this argument. For one thing, the president actually has appointed a number of controversial radicals, whose selection can fairly be connected to his own political past.27 And consider the most important domestic issue of Obama’s presidency: health care. A critical moment in the health-care debate came in early August of 2009, when a video montage of contradictory statements about health reform by President Obama and others went viral.28 The video montage opens with a clip of President Obama shooting down what he calls “illegitimate” claims that a health-care “public option” is actually a “Trojan horse” for a “single-payer” system. In other words, the president denies any intention to lever a government-sponsored health-care plan (which individuals could reject in favor of private insurance) into a total federal takeover of the nation’s health-care system. As we’ve seen, the president goes so far as to dismiss the “Trojan horse” argument as unfit for legitimate debate.


Yet just after that clip comes another from 2007, in which candi- date Obama refers to a one- to two-decade transition period during which he hopes his health reforms will undermine private insurance plans. Then comes a clip of Obama from 2003 in which he forcefully announces his support of a single-payer health-care system. This is followed by a clip of Massachusetts congressman Barney Frank saying, in effect, that the public option really is a Trojan horse for single-payer. Then follows Illinois congresswoman Jan Schakowsky, proudly agreeing with critics of reform that the public option will put the insurance industry out of business. Schakowsky favors a government-run system and plainly wants the private insurance industry to go bust as quickly as possible. Having displayed these “confessions” by Obama, Frank, and Schakowsky, the montage cuts back to a clip of President Obama smoothly claiming that “nobody is talking about some government takeover of health care.” Nobody but Frank, Schakowsky, and Obama, anyway.


This video had a devastating impact on public support for the Democrats’ health-care plan and played a important part in driving the town hall “Tea Party” protests of August 2009. The administration attempted to rebut the video by dismissing the early footage of Obama as misleading and out of context.29 Yet the White House never showed—or even tried to show—that a fair and contextual understanding of Obama’s pre-2009 views would in fact contradict the upshot of those clips.


One lesson from this dustup is that the pre-presidential history of Barack Obama has already had an enormous impact to our policy debates—and rightly so. We cannot simply dismiss the past and focus only on what the president says and does in the here and now, because almost any policy change—particularly the sort of sweeping reforms advocated by President Obama—opens a vast range of additional possibilities. To a large extent, the outcome of any reform will ultimately depend on where the president wants the country to go over the long term. So the mind of the man who will enforce and propose the laws over a four- to eight-year period has everything to do with what any single reform will someday become—a simple system fix or an opening to radical change. To know the president’s mind is to know a great deal.


In the case of health care, the more deeply we delve into the context of Obama’s early policy views, the more radical—and sincerely held—they appear to be. While it can theoretically be argued that Obama’s initial support for single-payer health care was a pragmatic adjustment to the demands of his left-leaning Hyde Park constituency, evidence suggests the opposite. From his early community organizer days to his time in the Illinois State Senate, Obama worked closely with health-care advocates of broadly socialist conviction.


Obama’s key ally during his pro-single-payer state senate days was Quentin Young, a health-care activist and, according to documentary sources, a leading Chicago socialist. One of Young’s most important partners in health-care advocacy was John McKnight, an admirer of some of the more radical health and welfare proposals of Sweden’s left-leaning social planners. McKnight was an organizing mentor to Obama, and also recommended him for law school. Illinois congresswoman Jan Schakowsky, who so boldly promised a slide down the slippery slope to single-payer on that video, was, according to documentary evidence, an active member of the Chicago-area branch of the Democratic Socialists of America. Schakowsky also had close ties to the crypto-socialist Midwest Academy (so important to Obama’s own career), and to the Academy-run network of community organizations.30


Taken in isolation, any one of these political partnerships would not necessarily imply or prove that Obama himself was a socialist. After all, politicians frequently work in coalitions with others whose views they do not entirely share. As we dive more deeply into published and archival records, however, a powerful pattern emerges. Obama’s ties to the world of community organizing—which he himself portrays as bonds of authentic conviction—seem to flow from a strategy Obama first embraced at those Socialist Scholars Conferences in New York. Viewed in the full sweep of Obama’s political development, his early socialist alliances appear to be products of sincere belief, while his suave reassurances as president take on an air of pragmatic backpedaling and dissembling. If Obama is pragmatic, it is pragmatism in pursuit of long-term radical goals.


RED-BAITING?





No doubt, this connecting of the empirical dots will give rise to charges of “red-baiting.” Too often this word merely invokes the ghosts of the McCarthy era to delegitimate any criticism of the hard left. Yet it is entirely within bounds to criticize socialists for their politics. There’s a difference between irresponsible name-calling and responsible reporting. I call for no boycotts of Bernie Sanders supporters (Sanders being the openly socialist senator from Vermont). Nor do I ask HMOs to drop socialist doctors, or film studios to shun socialist writers (although I reserve the right to express my dislike of Hollywood’s politics). More important, the American people aren’t particularly interested in blacklisting socialists either.


Senator Sanders’s socialist views, however, are out in the open. His socialism is liable to informed acceptance or rejection by the voters of Vermont. This is where I think the president falls short. At a minimum, socialist or not, Barack Obama is vastly further to the left than much of the public realizes. Largely through grievous sins of omission, but sometimes through false denials as well, he has systematically misled the American people about the true nature of his views. The degree of subterfuge here goes far beyond the typical prevarication and backtracking found in politicians of national ambition. This much I argued during the 2008 campaign, and expected to repeat in this book. Yet I now believe we can go further.


Evidence clearly indicates that the president of the United States is a socialist. I mean to lay out the evidence and allow the reader to decide if the conclusion is warranted. That Obama was a socialist in college and early adulthood is hard to deny at this point. The real question is whether Obama abandoned his socialist convictions, or like so many of his community organizer colleagues, simply drove them underground.


There is a great deal more at stake here than a simplistic game of pin-the-socialist-tail-on-the-Democratic-donkey. The same sources that confirm the radicalism of Obama’s allies Quentin Young and John McKnight also reveal the frightening implications for liberty of even the most well-intended and supposedly “democratic” variations of socialism. Likewise, sources that reveal the socialist background of Congresswoman Schakowsky also illuminate the larger political intentions and strategies of community organizing in modern America. My study of the post-sixties history of American socialism has not only been a personal education, it has also been downright frightening. As American socialism has turned largely invisible (with honorable exceptions like Bernie Sanders), the public has largely forgotten what socialism means and just how dangerous it can be. I hope this book will help to serve as a reminder, not only of socialism’s hidden, incremental, and electorally based strategies, but also of precisely how harmful this brand of politics is.


Guilt by association? Everything I’ve been arguing tells against that charge. I am not talking about neighborly friendships—or merely pragmatic political alliances—between Barack Obama and partners of far more radical conviction. My claim is that Barack Obama himself has long been drawn to socialism, and has worked in close and deep political partnership with a wide array of socialists throughout his career—out of inner conviction. The political romance, moreover, gives no indication of ever having ceased. Under the tutelage of Frank Marshall Davis, a young Obama drank in socialist radicalism. He nurtured this stance in college, then built a mature socialist worldview around the theories and strategies he encountered at the New York Socialist Scholars Conferences of the early eighties. As a community organizer and aspiring politician, Obama lived and worked—by conviction—in the midst of Chicago’s largely hidden socialist world, the existence of which had been disclosed to him by those conferences in New York. Obama’s rise within Chicago’s socialist universe was no accident. The future president’s organizing and political careers depended upon his gaining the confidence and support of some of the savviest socialists in the country. Obama could hardly have won their trust without largely sharing their politics. Very little of this immersion in the world of socialism has even been acknowledged, much less repudiated, by the president. It is his secret.


AYERS AND WRIGHT





What then of Bill Ayers and Jeremiah Wright? We can think of these two men and their relationship to Barack Obama on the model of the Willis Tower (formerly Sears Tower) and the John Hancock Center in Chicago’s skyline. Approaching Chicago’s downtown from a distance, one of these two immense towers will likely be all you see of the city. For a time it may even appear as though these dual landmarks are all there is to Chicago’s downtown. On closer approach, however, just below the level of these looming giants, a vast and brilliant line of gleaming skyscrapers appears. So, too, President Obama’s ties to William Ayers and Jeremiah Wright are simply the most obvious indicators of a far more widespread phenomenon. Obama’s radical ties are broad and deep—high and wide. What’s at stake here—far more than two very large embarrassments—is an extended, if partially obscured, radical political world. It is a world Obama himself has long been a part of.


In 2008, my attempt to access the archives of an education foundation jointly run by William Ayers and Barack Obama helped inject the Ayers issue into the presidential campaign.31 I also helped uncover the full significance of Obama’s ties to ACORN, and reported new information about Reverend Wright as well.32 During the Ayers uproar of 2008, the Obama campaign took aggressive steps to discredit me, even attempting to block my appearance on Milt Rosenberg’s respected Chicago radio program.33 Later in the campaign, when I wrote about Obama’s still poorly understood links to the ACORN-controlled “New Party,” the Obama campaign attacked me again.34


Although I’m proud to have had some small part in the 2008 presidential campaign, I never felt that either the McCain camp or, certainly, the mainstream press had quite caught the drift of my central argument. Although William Ayers’s history as a Weather Underground terrorist is a worthy and important issue in and of itself, it has never been the most important aspect of the Ayers-Obama link. What’s particularly significant about Obama’s ties with this unrepentant terrorist is less Ayers’s terrorism than the lack of repentance. Since coming out of hiding, Ayers has certainly smoothed out his rhetoric. Yet he’s never truly abandoned his radical views. So the real problem is that Obama had a political alliance with someone as radical as Ayers in the present. And Obama’s Ayers tie is only one of a great many other such radical links. That Ayers’s terrorist past makes him notorious only helps to shed light on the much broader phenomenon of Obama’s hard-left political alliances. That was my argument during the campaign.35


Unfortunately, this point got lost in a debate about Ayers’s past and Obama’s specific knowledge of that history. And although I published extensively on additional ties between Obama and various radical groups right up through election day, the mainstream press effectively circled the wagons and refused to follow up.36 Of course, the economic crisis gave Obama an enormous boost toward the end of the campaign. Even so, greater public awareness of his all-too-genuinely radical past might have made a difference.


It’s past time to bring the president’s background into the light of day. I make no claim here to provide a complete account of Barack Obama’s past. The influence of Obama’s family, his overseas trips, his law school days, and his time in the U.S. Senate all receive relatively limited treatment here, when treated at all. Nor am I interested in Obama’s personal life. I’ve made no attempt to research Obama’s personal relationships, his early drug use (long ago overcome), or like matters. I’m interested in Barack Obama’s political convictions, not his private life (or, for that matter, the circumstances of his birth). Yet I do claim to bring significant new information to the table. I also provide the historical and intellectual context required to make sense of mysteries new and old about Obama’s political convictions. No doubt this material will be sifted, refined, supplemented, and corrected over time. Historians will be researching and debating Obama’s past for decades, perhaps centuries, to come. We are only at the beginning of the discovery process. Yet the full truth about Obama’s hidden socialist world can only be discovered if the phenomenon itself is brought to the surface. That is what I aim to do.





CHAPTER 2

A Conference for Marx


Why did Barack Obama become a community organizer? Obama’s carefully crafted memoir, Dreams from My Father, offers several reasons for his choice of this career path in his senior year. When Obama’s college friends asked him what a community organizer does, he couldn’t answer in detail because he himself didn’t know. So “instead I’d pronounce on the need for change. Change in the White House, where Reagan and his minions were carrying on their dirty deeds. Change in the Congress, compliant and corrupt… . Change won’t come from the top, I would say. Change will come from a mobilized grass roots.”1 So one of Obama’s reasons for becoming a community organizer was to help push national politics to the left.


Although not presented as such, this is a sophisticated and somewhat surprising answer. Classically, after all, according to modern community organizing’s founder, Saul Alinsky, organizers are supposed to avoid entanglement in electoral politics. In the early eighties, however, the relationship between community organizing and national politics was changing. So perhaps Obama knew something about his newly chosen profession after all.


Obama’s second reason for taking up community organizing was more personal. Neither born nor raised in a black home, Obama urgently wanted to be part of an African-American community. Local organizing seemed to Obama a contemporary successor to the great civil rights struggle of the sixties—a movement that generated a deep sense of community among American blacks. So through the shared sacrifice of organizing—the poverty wages, political struggles, and acts of community building—Obama hoped to earn himself a place in an African-American world to which he had previously been a stranger.2


There is a hint in Dreams of a third and more ambitious reason for becoming an organizer—a synthesis of the other two. Obama hoped that the community he’d help build would reach beyond any single race, to transform America itself, “Because this community I imagined was still in the making, built on the promise that the larger American community, black, white, and brown, could somehow redefine itself—I believed that it might, over time, admit the uniqueness of my own life.”3 So Obama took up organizing to secure his own racial identity, to push national politics to the left, and ultimately to provoke a deeper redefinition of America itself. An America thus re-defined would be a country Obama-the-outsider could at last fully belong to, because it would be an America that he himself had worked to create.


Obama’s account adds up to a quick but eloquent description of the vision of community organizing presented at the April 1983 Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference. Although Obama presents himself as naive, in fact, he was knowledgeable about socialist theories of community organizing from the start. No doubt community organizing’s day-to-day practice was at first a mystery to Obama. Yet he grasped the big picture quickly. Obama’s account is precise, believable, and beautifully wrought. His transgressions are sins of omission and misdirection. But, oh, what sins!


Impressive and informative though it is, Obama’s story doesn’t add up. Everything we know about Obama says that he is deliberate in decision, meticulous in preparation, and an avid reader. Whether we consider the organizer who over-scripted his early confrontations with Chicago authorities, the Project Vote leader bursting with plans and suggestions, or the president who relies on a teleprompter to control his message, Barack Obama does not jump into major decisions or high-risk situations lightly. He studies; he prepares; he deliberates.


Are we to believe that Obama committed himself to a career in community organizing without understanding what it was? “That’s what I’ll do,” exclaims Obama in Dreams, “I’ll organize black folks. At the grass roots. For change.”4 No doubt, Obama did say something like this to himself. But where was he when he said it, and who gave him the idea to begin with? Obama stayed true to his dream of becoming a community organizer through two years of failed job searches.5 No mere impulse can explain that. Organizing was the solution to Obama’s identity crisis, but he would never have realized this—or clung to his hopes so tenaciously—without first researching and exploring his professional goal with all of his characteristic thoroughness. That is precisely what happened.


SENIOR YEAR





When, exactly, did Obama decide to become a community organizer? Obama states very clearly in Dreams that it was 1983.6 Obama describes himself talking about organizing with his college classmates.7 He also sent out letters in search of an organizing job “in the months leading up to graduation.”8 So Obama must have decided to become a community organizer sometime between January and June of 1983—the latter half of his senior year at Columbia College. What was Obama doing at that time?


Obama’s Columbia years appear to be the least known period of his life.9 Yet we do know something of that time. In his senior year at Columbia, Obama was “majoring in political science and international relations and writing his thesis on Soviet nuclear disarmament.”10 We also know that Obama’s senior thesis advisor, Michael L. Baron, taught a year-long seminar on “international politics and American policy.”11 Obama was reportedly “a very, very active participant” in that seminar, displaying “a broad sense of international politics and international relations.”12 Although Obama did not graduate with honors,13 he got an A in Baron’s course, and years later Baron ended up recommending Obama for law school.14 We also know that Obama published a passionate and well-researched article on the student anti-war movement in the March 10, 1983, issue of the Columbia campus newsmagazine, Sundial.15


In short, Obama’s core efforts in his senior year were bent toward international issues. This makes perfect sense. Obama’s African heritage, his years in Indonesia, and his anthropologist mother would all have given him a special interest in international relations. His thesis, his best course work with his closest faculty connection, and his own extracurricular writing all confirm it. Moving back to Obama’s years at Occidental College, we know that, although he had many interests, disarmament was certainly among them. One of his Occidental roommates tells of facing a formidable Obama in a classroom debate on nuclear disarmament.16 Dreams, of course, presents Obama’s anti-apartheid activism at Occidental as a formative influence. Also, a 1990 Boston Globe piece says that Obama “specialized in international relations at Occidental College.”17 Moving forward, the post-Columbia job Obama took to save money toward his soon-to-be-impoverished organizing career involved helping companies with foreign operations “understand overseas markets.”18


For all these reasons, it seems probable that Obama was headed for a career in international relations. In any case, his attention was likely taken up with international issues right through the publication of his essay on the student anti-nuclear movement in early March of 1983. So what happened between March and June of 1983 that might have pushed Obama off of the international course he was so clearly on and gotten him exclaiming instead, “That’s what I’ll do, I’ll organize black folks. At the grass roots. For change”? Since Obama was already searching for organizer jobs “in the months leading up to graduation,” the most likely moment for Obama’s organizing epiphany would have been sometime between early March and mid-April of 1983.


LIKE ICE-SKATING





Once you know what went on there, it’s virtually impossible not to conclude that the Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference of April 1 and 2, 1983, was Obama’s transformational moment. How do we know Obama was there? He tells us so himself, in Dreams, although if you blink you’ll miss it. Speaking of his New York days, Obama says:


Political discussions, the kind that at Occidental had once seemed so intense and purposeful, came to take on the flavor of the socialist conferences I sometimes attended at Cooper Union or the African cultural fairs that took place in Harlem and Brooklyn during the summers—a few of the many diversions New York had to offer, like going to a foreign film or ice-skating at Rockefeller Center.19


In the course of a sentence, Obama’s attendance at socialist conferences is transformed from something intense and consequential into just another urban diversion.


That Obama works to minimize his report is unsurprising. That Obama acknowledges attending socialist conferences at all is more interesting. Dreams from My Father was published in 1995, just as Obama was gearing up for his first political campaign. A passing revelation like this would appeal to Hyde Park’s influential and knowing socialist constituency, without unduly disturbing others. This may seem to attribute too much calculation to Obama, but his organizing colleagues in Chicago were hyper-conscious about revealing their socialism. Obama may also have worried that records of his attendance at New York’s Socialist Scholars Conferences would surface. Why not acknowledge the fact in such a way as to minimize attention and defuse the power of eventual revelation? The socialist conference issue may also help explain why Obama’s 2008 campaign consistently refused to name friends from the New York era.20


In fact, I have found Obama’s name on a DSA (Democratic Socialists of America) mailing list for one of the New York Socialist Scholars Conferences. Although the list is not labeled, analysis of its contents and associated material strongly suggests that Obama pre-registered for the 1984 Socialist Scholars Conference. (For a review of the evidence, see Chapter Three.) This is significant because after the Marx Centennial in 1983, the DSA’s annual Socialist Scholars Conferences moved out of the Cooper Union and into the Boro of Manhattan Community College. So although Obama explicitly speaks only of Cooper Union as a conference locale, evidence indicates that he continued attending annual Socialist Scholars Conferences in 1984, and likely 1985 as well. Obama himself speaks of attending socialist “conferences,” in the plural, so at a minimum, he would have been present for at least two of the three annual Socialist Scholars Conferences held during his time in New York. And since Cooper Union is the only location Obama specifically mentions, he surely attended the 1983 Marx Centennial Conference. Could Obama have attended a socialist conference or conferences at New York’s Cooper Union, but not the Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference of April 1983? That is exceedingly unlikely.


I’ve read through event notices in New York Democratic Socialist and Democratic Left (the local and national organs, respectively, of the Democratic Socialists of America) for the period when Obama was in New York. I found no notice of any DSA event at the Cooper Union other than the Socialist Scholars Conference of 1983. That event, on the other hand, was advertised widely, not only in New York Democratic Socialist21 and Democratic Left,22 but in the socialist periodical In These Times23 and in notices found as far afield as The Stony Brook Press,24 a student paper on Long Island’s North Shore. The 1984 New York Socialist Scholars Conference likewise had a large notice in In These Times,25 and the 1985 conference had a large ad in Democratic Left.26


It’s evident from the event notices in New York Democratic Socialist that by far the majority of New York DSA seminars, panel discussions, and classes on socialism were held at CUNY Graduate Center, where many prominent DSAers were on faculty. There were also events and demonstrations at Columbia University. DSA did sponsor other events— issue forums, awards dinners, and such at various locations in New York City—but I saw no notices for such events scheduled at Cooper Union.


It’s very likely that New York DSA held the Socialist Scholars Conference at Cooper Union in 1983, and again at the Borough of Manhattan Community College in 1984 and 1985, because the usual DSA venue of CUNY Graduate Center lacked the space to host a substantial conference. The documentary evidence for Obama’s attendance at the 1984 Socialist Scholars Conference (discussed in Chapter Three) certainly suggests that Obama had a particular interest in this conference series.


There was also the specific motivation of conference organizers in 1983 of commemorating Marx’s centennial at the Cooper Union, where he had been memorialized after his death. That, along with the shift of the Socialist Scholars Conferences in 1984 to the Borough of Manhattan Community College, points to Cooper Union as a likely one-shot locale, rather than a regular DSA conference venue. Borough of Manhattan Community College was part of the CUNY system, which made it more convenient than Cooper Union for use by an organization whose leading lights were concentrated at CUNY Graduate Center.


Conferences were major events, requiring extensive preparation and significant publicity. Reading through event notices in Democratic Left, we find a number of announcements of DSA conferences across the country. The 1983 Socialist Scholars Conference at Cooper Union is announced,27 but no other conference at Cooper Union is advertised. Had New York’s DSA moved out of its usual site for lectures, panel discussions, and public classes in socialism at CUNY Graduate Center for yet another conference at a large venue like Cooper Union, we would surely see publicity on a scale roughly comparable to that for the New York Socialist Scholars Conferences. Yet no such publicity is to be found.


A file of New York DSA internal planning documents for the Socialist Scholars Conference28 includes a document drawn up just after the successful Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference. That document (beginning “The success of the Scholars Conference demonstrates …”) indicates that the April 1983 Cooper Union Conference was filling a gap in intellectually oriented leftist political events created by the recent decline in an event series run by MARHO, the Mid- Atlantic Radical Historians Organization, out of John Jay College in Manhattan, near Lincoln Center. MARHO had put on leftist conferences and other similar events at John Jay for several years prior to 1983. According to the planning document: “Recently, though, they [MARHO] have lost energy and have ceased to put on frequent events … CUNY’s Democratic Socialist Clubs and IDS [Institute for Democratic Socialism] should move to fill this vacuum … Our events should be held at CUNY Graduate Center in an auditorium that could hold 100+ people.”


So the April 1983 Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference, held during the middle of the second of Obama’s two college school years at Columbia University, was filling a “socialist conference gap” that had spanned much of the time since Obama’s arrival in New York. Immediately after the April 1983 Cooper Union conference, socialist lectures and panels at CUNY Graduate Center and full-scale conferences at Borough of Manhattan Community College, CUNY, filled the gap left by the declining leftist event series at John Jay College on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. In other words, evidence strongly indicates that Cooper Union was not a regular location for socialist conferences, but was, on the contrary, a onetime venue. It was chosen as a site to attempt to revive the lapsed tradition of Socialist Scholars Conferences because of the Marx centennial, and its success led to a series of smaller socialist speaking events at CUNY Graduate Center, and full-scale socialist conferences at the Borough of Manhattan Community College, CUNY.


Given all this, Obama’s reference to “socialist conferences” at Cooper Union surely means that we can reliably place him at the April 1983 Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference. From this point on, I will treat Obama’s attendance at that conference as established.


Obama’s reference to “socialist conferences” at Cooper Union, in the plural, is most likely compressing the 1983 Cooper Unions Socialist Scholars Conference with his attendance at the 1984 (and possibly 1985) Socialist Scholars Conference at the Borough of Manhattan Community College. This sort of literary compression (which Obama owns up to in the introduction to Dreams from My Father) allows him to pass swiftly and lightly over an awkward topic.29


The topics of community organizing and minority participation in socialist politics were pervasive at the Cooper Union Conference. Some panels focused directly on these themes, yet many others would have touched on them as well. In my account, I’m going to concentrate on a couple of panels that addressed community organizing and minority politics in detail. These also happen to be panels I think Obama was likely to have attended. How, for example, could Obama have resisted a session on the links between race and class—a preoccupation of his? Yet I also plan to show that interest in community organizing and minority coalition-building was by no means confined to one or two Cooper Union panels. On the contrary, these issues were the talk of the 1983 Socialist Scholars Conference. Wherever Obama was, he would have run into excited discussion about his soon-to-be chosen profession of community organizing, and its link to electoral politics. So while I’ll venture some educated guesses about Obama’s likely pattern of panel attendance, in the end, the details of his movements are less important than the overall thrust of the Marx Centennial Conference itself.


That 1983 Socialist Scholars Conference was more than a commemoration of Marx. According to the program, the Cooper Union conference was explicitly meant to be “a revival of the Socialist Scholars Conferences which did much to revive interest in socialism and Marxism in the academy during the sixties and early seventies.”30 Actually, the annual Socialist Scholars Conferences held in New York from 1965 through 1970 were far more than merely academic events. Those meetings of scholars and activists (with many individuals playing both roles) were clearly “movement” affairs. And although that first series of conferences eventually foundered on the gulf between scholars and activists—and on the conflicting militancies of the black movement, the women’s movement, and the lesbian and gay movement—the eighties revival featured a similar blending of scholarship and activism.31 In the tradition of Marx, whether overtly scholarly or not, the purpose of each panel was not merely to describe the world, but to change it.


Since I’m arguing that the impact of these conferences on Obama was immense, we need to understand them in some depth. At the very center of Obama’s secret world, these Socialist Scholars Conferences cannot be properly decoded without knowledge of the history, theory, and political environment that shaped them. Public ignorance of this socialist world is ultimately the most significant barrier to an appreciation of Obama’s background. So it’s worth considering the tradition that Cooper Union conference revived.


NEVER SPENT A BILLION





In September of 1967, Barron’s National Business and Financial Weekly (very much a capitalist organ) carried an extended and critical report by Alice Widener on the Third Annual Socialist Scholars Conference.32 This was the high point of the sixties conference series, before the worst of the factional infighting set in. Widener’s 1967 conference report also serves as a revealing introduction to the revived conference series of the eighties. That’s because many of the key characters are the same—although in the sixties their cards were turned up and laid clearly on the table.


After taking some shots at the various Soviet and communist delegates in the house, Widener describes a particularly well-attended panel on “Poverty in America,” featuring Michael Harrington. In 1967, Harrington was well on his way to becoming the most influential socialist in America—a modern successor to socialist leaders Eugene Debs and Norman Thomas. Later, in the eighties, Harrington would head the DSA, the sponsor of those revived Socialist Scholars Conferences. Harrington’s real claim to fame, however, was The Other America, the 1962 book that inspired the “War on Poverty.”33


After reading an extended review of Harrington’s book, and just three days before his own assassination, President Kennedy ordered the organization of a federal War on Poverty. President Johnson carried the plan forward, appointing Sargent Shriver to head the program. Harrington served as a prominent member of Shriver’s planning team, the goal of which was to abolish poverty in America.34 Yet by general consent, the War on Poverty failed, and Harrington spent much of the ensuing years disowning the fiasco.


For Reagan Republicans, Johnson’s War on Poverty was a textbook example of government gone wrong. In the conservative view, by generating ever more welfare dependency, government money merely aggravated the very conditions Presidents Kennedy and Johnson had hoped to abolish. For Harrington, on the other hand, the War on Poverty was a flop because it nickeled and dimed a problem that demanded far greater government spending. When Harrington said as much to Sargent Shriver at the time, Shriver shot back, “Well, I don’t know about you, Mr. Harrington, but I’ve never spent a billion dollars before.” (Obviously, “billion” was a scarier figure in the sixties.) Many will side with Shriver, but to the socialist Harrington, the real reason the War on Poverty failed was Shriver’s refusal to demand far greater government spending.35 At that 1967 Socialist Scholars panel, Harrington took pains to repudiate the Johnson administration’s half-measures, while still arguing for the viability and necessity of government-based solutions.36


Notice that Harrington’s brand of socialism did not prevent him from working within the system—even signing on with the Democratic Party. One reason the notion of a socialist president seems absurd is the image it generates of a disgruntled outsider pressing for violent revolution. There were plenty of embittered outsiders at the 1967 Socialist Scholars Conference. In fact, violent revolutionaries clearly outnumbered Harrington-style “democratic socialists.” Yet precisely because Harrington advocated a socialism that confined itself to strictly democratic and legal means, he had a level of visibility and influence—and panel attendance—few other socialists could match.


Another draw for the crowd at the poverty panel was the knowledge that Harrington was about to be slammed by his radical rivals. Speaking for these not-so-democratic radicals was labor organizer Stanley Aronowitz, who said he was with “a revolutionary action group.” Rejecting even an enlarged poverty program as mere “reformism,” Aronowitz offered a hard-edged Marxist analysis. “Racism is based on the profit system,” said Aronowitz. The police, he continued, are the arm of the ruling class in the ghettos. Speaking in the aftermath of a wave of urban riots, Aronowitz noted that blacks had already led the way by forming anti-police self-defense committees. It remained for Americans to follow their revolutionary example. As for the War on Poverty, Aronowitz continued, only one good thing has come of it: “At least it has given employment to the organizers.” At this, Widener reports, “the audience burst into laughter, applause, and cheers.” “That’s right man,” someone called out from the audience, “It gave our organizers some bread.”37 This being 1967, Widener has to explain to her readers that “bread” is slang for money. Unchanged from 1967 to today, however, radical organizers still look to cop some bread from a clueless Uncle Sam.


The extraordinary thing about this session is that, by the end, Harrington actually capitulated to Aronowitz and the rest of his critics. After heated discussion, Harrington said he’d be on board for a violent revolution: “OK,” he agreed, “if you think it will work.”38 Doctoral dissertations could be written around that long-forgotten concession. For it reveals that even the greatest modern proponent of purely democratic socialism saw democracy more as a tactic than a principle—merely the most practical route to socialism in the United States. Eventually, the collapse of “the sixties” brought revolutionaries like Aronowitz back to earth—and put Harrington in control of America’s socialist movement. Yet this forgotten moment exposes Harrington’s underlying radicalism, while also casting doubt on the radicals’ latter-day professions of democratic intent.


BURN THE BANKS





Fifteen years later, Stanley Aronowitz, now a sociologist, was a leader within Harrington’s Democratic Socialists of America, and (according to DSA records) may well have planned the panels Obama attended at the 1983 Cooper Union Conference.39 In all that time, the differences between the factions represented by Harrington and Aronowitz had not disappeared. Yet they had moderated, in part because of the emergence of a third alternative between the two extremes—an alternative that had everything to do with community organizing.


The remainder of Widener’s riveting description of the 1967 Socialist Scholars Conference focuses on a “Black Power” panel session at which plans were made to lever the next summer’s season of urban riots into full-scale revolution. A scheme to burn down twenty American cities was floated, to be followed by “a military struggle in the streets.” Unlike Cuba and elsewhere, panelists patiently explained, revolution would actually be easier in modern cities, where a combination of “violence, sabotage, and traffic tie-ups can bring down the system.” Widener reports that one of the most militant planners was Ivanhoe Donaldson, campaign manager to Georgia State House member Julian Bond. (In the eighties, Bond became one of the most prominent politicians affiliated with Harrington’s DSA.) As campaign manager to one of the most successful black politicians in the South, Donaldson might be presumed to have been a strictly democratic socialist. To the contrary, Donaldson called on revolutionary forces to leave the ghettos and go downtown to torch the banks. Said Donaldson, “There’s a Chase Manhattan Bank at 125th Street in this town. We’re trying to get jobs in a bank we ought to destroy.”40


By 1983, the revolutionary impulse among ostensibly democratic socialists had by no means disappeared, although now it was buried out of sight. At the same time, the democratic tactic had triumphed. In Reagan’s America, socialists largely gave up on revolution (at least in the short and medium term) and settled instead on a program of local electoral resistance. A revived tradition of community organizing supplied the key to the new strategy. Now, instead of capitulating to the system by working at a bank—or overthrowing capitalism by burning banks down—socialist organizers developed more subtle techniques. Press banks with demonstrations from the outside to grab hold of the economy from within. Force the banks to work with you—even fund you—as you slowly turn financial institutions into instruments of social redistribution. Then harness the money and energy of these local battles to a new political movement. This still unknown chapter of American socialist history profoundly shaped Barack Obama.


With the sixties background in mind, let’s return to the 1983 Cooper Union Marx Centennial Conference. Following Frances Fox Piven’s opening remarks (see Chapter One), and two talks on the nuclear freeze movement by European guests, Michael Harrington was introduced to the Great Hall as America’s leading socialist.41 We can piece together the gist of Harrington’s address from a 1983 news report,42 from his broader writings, and from his article, “Standing Up For Marx,” published as a cover story in DSA’s newsletter, Democratic Left, in anticipation of the conference.43


MARX THE DEMOCRAT





In his Cooper Union remarks, Harrington repudiated the image of a totalitarian-friendly Marx and insisted instead that freedom and democracy are the essence of socialism. This is the claim of Harrington’s larger body of work, which interprets Marx as a misunderstood democrat—misunderstood especially by his own followers, including his close collaborator Friedrich Engels. Harrington goes so far as to claim that Marx himself misunderstood his own best impulses during an early and “immature” ultra-leftist phase.44 Certainly, this is a dubious reading of Marx. Even some of Harrington’s leading admirers reject it.45 In light of his willingness to shift tactics and embrace revolution in 1967, we can ask if Harrington himself honestly believed that Marx was a democrat.


In a sense, Harrington was sincere. As his thought developed from the sixties through the eighties, Harrington increasingly turned away from classic socialist plans for nationalization of the economy. Instead, he embraced a gradualist program in which workers and community groups would gain control of industries from within, redistributing wealth along the way.46 For Harrington, union ownership of a company, or reserved seats for community organizations on boards of directors or public utility commissions, was democracy and was socialism. So even in the event of a violent revolution (which with luck would never be necessary), Harrington believed that community-controlled wealth redistribution would effectively guarantee democracy in a post- revolutionary world. By the eighties, then, Harrington looked less to a socialist central government than to a consortium of unions and community organizations (for example, ACORN in its dealings with banks) to act as guardians of a genuine people’s democracy.


Of course, treating community groups like ACORN or its affiliated SEIU union locals as guardians of decentralized “democracy” in a socialized state will strike many as the very opposite of democracy as Americans understand that term. Yet by 1983, Harrington’s DSA was embracing this vision of a grassroots-based socialism. This is what Harrington was getting at when he told the assembly at Cooper Union: “We must reject collectivism imposed by elites of any sort upon the working people, but allow for people at the base to take over decisions that affect their lives—that is what Marxism is all about.”47


Harrington and his DSA colleagues had already moved to put this socialist vision into practice through work with community organizers (and future Obama colleagues) at Chicago’s Midwest Academy. But Obama wouldn’t have to wait for Chicago. Breakout panels on the second day of the Cooper Union conference would offer a detailed vision of a new, decentralized, community-based brand of socialism.


FREE SPEECH FOR SOCIALISTS





Not only did Harrington’s address to the all-conference plenary foreshadow this new socialist vision, so did a preceding plenary speech on European disarmament by Luciana Castellina, Italian Communist Party member and deputy in the European and Italian parliaments. Castellina argued that the nuclear freeze movement should be seen as something more than an effort to block deployment of a few American missiles. For her, the freeze movement portended a broader public effort to dismantle the entire Cold War system of competing American- and Soviet-led blocks. “Peace will not be granted by the bipolar leadership of the world,” said Castellina. The solution will come, not “through an agreement reached at the top, but by cutting through this process” via massive mobilization from below.48


Castellina’s well-received address must have delighted Obama, who only three weeks before had published a piece warning nuclear freeze proponents against targeting their efforts too narrowly. And paralleling Harrington’s efforts to shift the focus of socialism away from elites at the top, toward people at the base, Castellina repudiated both Soviet and Western leaders and called mass mobilization from below the real key to large-scale change. The echoes with Obama’s phrase, “Change won’t come from the top… . Change will come from a mobilized grass roots,” are clear.


As if to prove Castellina’s point, her plenary address was followed by a talk from Jean Pierre Cott, a member of the French Parliament and a former cabinet member. A nominally socialist leader, Cott shocked the crowd by calling for the dismantling of at least some of France’s welfare state and a correspondingly increased role for the free market. Cott then issued stinging criticisms of America’s nuclear freeze movement, rejecting its unilateral surrender to the Soviet military buildup.49 “Peace has often been the twin sister of aggression,” warned Cott. “If we want to deter the Soviets from doing anything foolish, this does mean the deployment of arms.” As Cott endorsed NATO’s planned deployment of Pershing 2 and cruise missiles in Europe (the specific targets of the nuclear freeze movement), the crowd exploded into boos and hisses, nearly drowning him out. Cott was left shouting, “Comrades! Let us not kid ourselves!” and pleading for the right to free speech under socialism.50


In any case, between Reagan’s dominance at home and European leaders like Cott, American socialism was increasingly turning from centrally planned collectivism toward grassroots strategies—with a revitalized community organizing tradition at the center of the program. Crucial to this ambitious new socialist vision of community organizing was a novel connection between organizing and electoral politics. With Carter out and Reagan cutting into volunteer programs like VISTA, government-supplied “bread” for organizers was quickly disappearing.51 As livelihoods were put at risk, the traditional reluctance to enter electoral politics gave way. Socialist organizers made plans to harness grassroots power to a progressive political movement of national scope.



HAROLD WASHINGTON





In the eighties, Harold Washington’s successful insurgent campaign for mayor of Chicago was the most important example of this new socialist strategy. That may seem surprising, since Harold Washington never described himself as a socialist. Yet the progressive coalition that defeated the Chicago machine and lifted Washington into office was the very model of socialist hopes for America’s political future. Washington was carried to victory by a popular movement of newly politicized black and Hispanic voters, supplemented by progressive whites. These groups were mobilized by activist Chicago churches (like Jeremiah Wright’s Trinity United Church of Christ) and by Chicago’s many leftist community organizations.52 In significant part, this coalition was buttressed behind the scenes by Chicago’s powerful but discreet contingent of democratic socialists.


Harold Washington’s successful campaign to replace Chicago’s Democratic machine with an openly “progressive” governing coalition electrified the socialist world, and forever shaped the political ambitions of Barack Obama. Anyone who reads Obama’s Dreams from My Father will know how important Harold Washington’s example was to Obama during his years in Chicago. More interesting is the fact that the 1983 Cooper Union Socialist Scholars Conference took place virtually on the eve of Washington’s final victory. Events in Chicago loomed over the conference and almost surely helped inspire Obama to embrace community organizing. So before plunging into an account of Saturday’s panels, we need to look more closely at the Harold Washington phenomenon and what it meant to socialists in 1983.


Harold Washington’s close ties to Chicago’s socialists reached back to 1977, when he ran a failed campaign against the machine-backed candidate in a special election to replace the elder Mayor Daley (who had died in office). Although Washington did not call himself a socialist and did not completely reject capitalism, his campaign representatives approached several politically skilled and well-connected Chicago socialists for assistance.53 These socialist operatives were members of the New American Movement (NAM), a organization largely made up of ex-sixties radicals. When it was founded in 1970–71, NAM generally avoided electoral politics, working instead to create a mass-based movement for a socialist revolution. NAM is where anti-Harrington radicals like Stanley Aronowitz gathered after the collapse of the radical SDS (Students for a Democratic Society) in 1969. But as America drifted rightward and hopes for revolution dimmed, a few NAM members began to experiment with left-insurgent politics within the Democratic Party.54


When Chicago NAMers entered Washington’s 1977 campaign, they learned to their delight that he was receptive to some of their most radical policy recommendations. In fact, Washington offered a number of socialist-friendly ideas on his own (the establishment of a publicly owned municipal bank, for example). NAM members contributed substantially to Washington’s position papers and made progress convincing Washington supporters that they could actively work with socialists.55 That first Washington campaign was a turning point in the decade-long process through which the most radical socialists of the sixties put off their revolutionary plans and adopted a Harrington-like gradualist electoral strategy instead.56


The result was the 1982 merger of NAM with Michael Harrington’s DSOC (Democratic Socialist Organizing Committee) to form the new, Harrington-led Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). Although tensions between the revolutionary radicals and Harrington’s followers continued, most DSAers were committed to electoral politics within the Democratic Party.


Harrington’s overall strategy was to force a two-party “realignment” by pulling the Democrats sharply to the left. Harrington expected that this would drive business interests away from the Democrats and into the Republican Party. In theory, however, a flood of newly energized minority and union voters would more than make up for the Democrats’ losses. Harrington hoped that once the two parties were polarized along class lines, the working-class-dominated Democrats would embrace socialism as their natural ideology.57


Harold Washington’s election thrilled America’s socialists because it appeared to portend just such a realignment. Washington himself was about as close to socialist as a major American politician could safely be. His victory was powered by a political awakening manifested in a massive voter-registration campaign in Chicago’s black community. Chicago’s blacks, rather than the city’s white middle-class “lakefront liberals,” were now spearheading a new progressive movement. Could minority voters be a sleeping giant that, once awakened, would vanquish Reagan and usher in a progressive future?58


GIDDY SOCIALISTS





Best of all, following the lead of his 1977 campaign, Washington openly courted and worked with Chicago’s socialists. In December of 1982, candidate Washington spoke before Chicago DSA’s regular membership meeting, receiving an enthusiastic reception from a crowd more than twice its usual size. DSA members played key roles in the upper echelons of Washington’s campaign, and DSAers involved with unions and community organizations helped bring those groups onto the Washington bandwagon. All told, Chicago DSA was probably the most important non-black group to back Washington. By helping to raise his share of white voters to 12 percent, the DSA arguably handed Harold Washington his victory.59


During the Washington campaign, Chicago Socialist, the newsletter of the Chicago chapter of the DSA, was giddy with excitement. With justice it could claim: “We have established ourselves as a small but important electoral force in the city.”60 This was an extraordinary coup for a group long used to marginality, and still operating only partially in the open. Chicago DSA was not a secret organization. On the other hand, it generally did not openly join in coalitions by, say, having its name printed on the letterhead of groups collectively backing a given candidate or cause. Chicago DSA members tended to influence campaigns as individuals, although in fact their participation was often coordinated by a DSA committee.61 Harold Washington’s willingness to address a regular DSA meeting promised a new world of open recognition and acceptance for Chicago’s socialists. What really made Chicago DSA “heads swirl,” however, was the prospect that the Washington victory might stand as a model for other cities, and even for a broader leftward realignment of the national Democratic Party.62


America’s socialists were certainly paying close attention. A simple picture of Harold Washington makes the point. Obama was a voracious reader, especially during his New York years, and almost surely spent plenty of time around the book and magazine display tables at the Cooper Union conference. If Obama had leafed through a copy of DSA’s then-current newsletter, he would have seen a full-page ad for the country’s most popular socialist magazine, In These Times. The ad features a large picture of “Representative Harold Washington,” just weeks away from victory in his race for mayor. Beneath the picture is an endorsement from Washington: “In These Times … provides valuable ammunition in the fight for civil rights and economic justice.”63


In These Times ran these large Harold Washington picture-ads in leftist publications for the next several months. The striking thing is that openly socialist congressman Ronald Dellums is reduced to a minor blurb at the bottom of the ad. And although Bernie Sanders, the openly socialist mayor of Burlington, Vermont, had won re-election just a month before, he received only a fraction of the news coverage that socialist publications devoted to Washington. Washington was featured in three In These Times weekly cover stories between February and April of 1983, with a great deal of coverage in between. The more hard-edged Marxist American Guardian, supposedly too radical to put much faith in electoral politics, was also plastered with Washington campaign news for months.


Obama likely saw much of this material. After all, the sort of person who attends socialist conferences is the sort who reads In These Times. The Cooper Union gathering featured an all-conference lunch session on socialist periodicals, so if Obama didn’t know about In These Times before the conference, he likely did after. And given the report that Obama was a revolutionary Marxist-Leninist in 1980 (see Chapters One and Three), it’s quite possible that he was also reading the Guardian.


The extraordinary thing is that, without actually declaring himself a socialist, Harold Washington beat out more openly radical politicians, literally turning himself into the poster boy for American socialism. It was enough that Washington was virtually socialist himself, willing to work closely with organized socialists, and a possible catalyst to a class-based realignment of the parties. Washington also symbolized the potential of an energized, minority-led progressive coalition to alter the balance of political power in the United States. In These Times saw the emotional support for Washington among Chicago’s blacks as a reincarnation of the sixties: “It was like Harold was Martin Luther King all over again.”64 Combine this with Washington’s willingness to push for tax increases and a redistributionist program, and it’s easy to see why In These Times and America’s socialists were swooning.


A celebratory editorial in the April 20–April 26 issue of In These Times captures the optimism—and strategy—of the moment:


The black community in every city is a natural left constituency. This is true not only for municipal politics but also nationally… . In other words, the left, including its socialist wing, can now begin to enter the mainstream of American life along with blacks. For while a fully mobilized black community can provide the solid core of victory, as it did in Chicago, in many places blacks can be successful only in coalition with Hispanics, labor and the left … the new reality is that the coalitions, if they come into being at all, will be based on mobilized black communities and, therefore will most likely be led by blacks.65


This line of thinking was already being bandied about at the Cooper Union Conference, held less than three weeks before that editorial was written. The buzz in the socialist world in April of 1983 was that blacks would be the leaders of a new socialist-friendly American political movement—a reincarnation of the sixties civil rights struggle, uniting all the races, but this time pushing beyond traditional civil rights toward egalitarian “economic rights.” Imagine the effect of this on an alienated and young left-leaning Obama, searching for an identity and career, and yearning to earn himself a bona fide place in America’s black community. Here was a path that could transform Obama from odd man out into the center of attention. In Obama’s own words, here was a way of “redefining the larger American community” by cobbling together a coalition of “black, white, and brown,” a coalition Obama’s unique background would fit him to lead. And at Saturday’s Cooper Union panels, he’d learn exactly how to go about it.


WHERE WAS OBAMA?





Although it’s impossible to know with certainty which panels Obama attended at this and subsequent Socialist Scholars Conferences, we can certainly make informed guesses. Given his interests, for example, it’s tough to imagine Obama passing up the early afternoon Cooper Union panel on “Race & Class in Marxism.” After all, Obama was in the midst of a painful personal struggle with his own racial identity, and we know from Dreams that he was preoccupied with the confluence of race and class. It’s easy enough to highlight a number of other panels at the 1983–85 Socialist Scholars Conferences that Obama was likely to have attended. The details of Obama’s movements, however, are not the central issue, since the gist of the themes treated in these panels would surely have gotten through to Obama in any case.


In the early- to mid-1980s, renewed interest in a grassroots electoral strategy linked to community organizing, voter registration, and minority mobilization was widespread in the DSA. Any number of panels Obama might have attended would have touched on this same strategy. The grassroots approach was highlighted in the 1983 all-conference plenary addresses. And as the American Marxist Guardian wrote of the 1984 conference, many of the best discussions at these events took place in the hallways, between sessions.66 No doubt Obama would have heard the buzz about community organizing there as well.


Then there are the books. Internal DSA files show conference organizers making concerted efforts to display panelists’ books at literature tables.67 We know that Obama was reading voraciously at just this time. A 2008 piece on Obama in the London Sunday Times quotes a friend and fellow organizer remarking on the large number of books lining Obama’s otherwise spare Chicago apartment in the mid-1980s. Along with philosophy, history, and black literature, there were also “some works on revolution.”68 No doubt a good number of Obama’s revolutionary books came from the New York Socialist Scholars Conferences. So Obama could easily have read the work of panelists he missed—or gone more deeply into the substance of talks that interested him. In short, while we cannot know Obama’s panel attendance with certainty, considering panels on his favorite topics, all-conference plenary sessions, hallway conversations, a general lunch meeting on socialist journals, and readily available books and other literature, it’s possible to piece together a picture of what Obama learned at these conferences.


SOCIALIST INCUBATOR





A morning panel on “Social Movements” at the 1983 Cooper Union Conference could easily have introduced Obama to his new vocation.69 This panel was largely devoted to community organizing and its ties to the DSA’s electoral strategy. Featuring two “stars,” Frances Fox Piven and Barbara Ehrenreich, the Social Movements panel was probably the biggest draw of the morning. Certainly, in light of what we know of his interests, Obama would have been far less attracted to competing panels on sexuality, history, labor, Western Europe, and Eastern Europe.


Peter Dreier is listed as the first speaker at the Social Movements panel. In the years leading up to the Cooper Union conference, Dreier had published a series of pieces on grassroots political strategies in the DSA newsletter, Democratic Left, and in Social Policy, the journal that serves as the intellectual home base of American community organizing.70 Like Piven, Dreier was an influential member of the DSA’s National Executive Committee (NEC). Dreier now writes frequently for The Nation, and has been a major influence on community organizing for decades. In his various writings, Dreier’s concern is to deepen the ties between community organizing and electoral politics, and also between community organizing and socialism.


“Socialist Incubators,” a 1980 piece in Social Policy, lays out the vision of community organizing that informed Dreier’s presentation at the Cooper Union Conference.71 Dreier’s strategic goal in that piece is to combine diverse community organizations into a national grassroots movement to “democratize control of major social, economic, and political institutions.” A drawing that illustrates the article shows a line of everyday folks walking into a board of directors meeting at a company called “U.S. Motors.” In other words, in this socialist utopia, members of unions and grassroots community organizations control America’s businesses. Dreier is seeking public control of America’s economy, yet means to accomplish it from below—through pressure from leftist community organizations. (Dreier would later serve as a key strategist in ACORN’s campaign to pressure banks into funding high-risk mortgages to low-credit customers.)


In Dreier’s vision, a grassroots movement for public control from below could gradually overcome American cultural resistance to state-run enterprises. With community organizations leading the way to a more collectively oriented national consciousness, changes like the importation of a Canadian-style government-run health-care system would eventually follow. So in Dreier’s view, community organizations are “socialist incubators,” slowly pushing their own members—and eventually America itself—toward socialist consciousness.


Ultimately, says Dreier, “socialist incubators must lead to the electoral arena.” If community organizations like ACORN, Ralph Nader’s Public Interest Research Groups (PIRGs), and campus anti-apartheid activists could unite, with help from socialist advisors, they could catapult radicals in the mold of Berkeley congressman Ronald Dellums into public office. Politicians who thought of themselves as part of this grassroots socialist movement could “provide the legitimacy and staff resources to give national coherence to an otherwise fragmented movement.” In short, a synergy between grassroots community organizations and politicians that they themselves had put into office would slowly “incubate” an American rebirth of socialism.


PRECIPITATE A CRISIS





Still bolder aspects of Dreier’s strategic vision are laid out in his February 1979 Social Policy essay, “The Case for Transitional Reform.”72 This piece, influential within organizing circles but virtually unknown outside, supplies a Marxist framework and a long-term strategy for community organizing. Here Dreier draws on French Marxist theorist Andre Gorz’s notion of “transitional reforms,” or “non-reformist reforms,” to suggest a way of transforming American capitalism into socialism. The central idea, borrowed from Gorz, is to create government programs that only seem to be “reforms” of the capitalist system. Rightly understood, these supposed reforms are so incompatible with capitalism that they gradually precipitate the system’s collapse.


Dreier’s strategy has two parts. On the one hand, quasi-socialist institutions need to be pre-established in the heart of capitalist society, so as to turn a coming moment of crisis in a socialist direction. These quasi-socialist institutions, of course, would be groups like ACORN, with a significant semi-governmental role via their insertion into the banking system, public utility commissions, business boards of directors, and so forth. The second part of the strategy involves “injecting unmanageable strains into the capitalist system, strains that precipitate an economic and/or political crisis.”
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resident Barack Obama  surprised many
on(ers during a pre-clection interview when

he approvingly noted that Ronald Reagan
had “changed the trajectory of America” in a way
that other presidents had not. In effect, Obama was
saying that he, too, aimed to transform America in
some fundamental way. Yet while Americans in
1982 may have been divided over Reagan’s politcs,
at least they knew what he stood for. Do we really
understand Obama's vision for our country?

In his controversial new book, veteran journalist
Sunley Kurtz culls together two years of
investigations from archives and never-before-
tapped sources t present an exhaustively rescarched
exposé of President Obama’s biggest secret—the
socialist convietions and tactical ruthlessness he has
Tong swept under the rug.

A personable figure, a thoughtful politician, and an
inspiring orator, Obama has hidden his core political
belicfs from the American people—sometimes by
direetly misrepresenting his past and sometimes by
omitting or parceling out damaging information to
disguise its real importance. The president presents
himself as a_ post-ideological pragmatist, yet his
current policies grow dircctly from the nexus of
socialist associates and theories that has shaped him
throughout his adult life.

Kurtz makes an in-depth exploration of the
president’s connections to radical groups such as
ACORN, UNO of Chicago, the Midhwest Academy,
and the Socialist Scholars Conferences. He explains
what modern “stealth” socialism is, how it has
changed, and how it continues to influcnce the
Democratic Party. He sheds light on what the New
York Times called a *lost chapter” of the president’s
life—his years at Columbia—and proves that
Obama's youthful infatuation with socialism was not
just a phase. Those ideas have shaped his political
views and set the groundwork for the long-term
strategy of his administration.
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