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Introduction


Why Political Democracy Must Go is a collection of articles on the American political system, originally published in an eight-installment series in a short-lived weekly newspaper called The New York Communist during May and June of 1919, in which John Reed traces the origins of Socialism in the United States. Following his return from Russia, where he gathered material for his well-known account of the Russian Revolution, Ten Days That Shook the World, John Reed became increasingly active in the Socialist movement in the United States. Among other things, Reed served as editor of The New York Communist, the voice of the left-wing section of the Socialist Party of America in the New York area.

John Silas Reed was an unlikely candidate to become a radical leader, but the Harvard-educated journalist emerged as one of the leading revolutionaries of his day. Born into an upper-middle-class family in Portland, Oregon, on October 20, 1887, Jack Reed attended private schools in New Jersey before entering Harvard University in 1906. At Harvard, Reed met Professor Charles Copeland, who became his close friend. He would later write that Cope, as he called him, “stimulated me to find color and strength and beauty in books and in the world and to express it.”1 

Reed’s radicalism developed after he graduated from Harvard and became a journalist in New York. There he became the companion of the wealthy socialite Mabel Dodge who introduced him to one of the leaders of the I.W.W. (Industrial Workers of the World), William D. Haywood. As a result of this meeting, Reed covered the famous silk worker’s strike in Patterson, New Jersey, where he was arrested for siding with striking workers. A year later, in November 1913, he was sent to cover the revolution in Mexico for Metropolitan Magazine. His reports from Mexico, where he accompanied the rebel army of Pancho Villa, won him praise in America, placing him among the leading journalists of his generation. As Bertram Wolfe noted: “His reports overflow with life and movement: simple, savage men, capricious cruelty, warm comradeship, splashes of color, bits of song, fragments of social and political dreams, personal peril, gay humor, reckless daring.”2 Reed’s innate talent for description made his readers feel they were witnessing the events he recounted. His articles, published in a volume later that same year under the title, Insurgent Mexico, cemented his reputation as a war correspondent.

While his romanticism, daring, and talent as a writer won him accolades, his experiences with the peasant armies of Pancho Villa further strengthened his growing socialist convictions. It must be remembered that for intellectuals of this generation, who had not yet experienced the atrocities that would be committed in its name, the ideals of Socialism held a romantic attraction, much the same way they do today for many who no longer have a historical sense of the tragedy of collectivism. In a world filled with poverty and injustice and overcome with a sense of stagnation, the dream of a socialist society attracted many followers — among them the American journalist John Reed. In many ways, he is a representative figure of his generation — a generation searching for its identity, famously referred to by Ernest Hemingway, quoting Gertrude Stein, as the “lost generation.” His former classmate at Harvard, Walter Lippman, described him best when he wrote in The New Republic in 1914: “He is many men at once, and those who have tried to bank on some phase of him, to regard him as a writer, a correspondent, a poet, a revolutionist, or a lover, lose him. There is no line between the play of his fancy and his responsibility to fact; he is for the time the person he imagines himself to be.”

Reed’s opposition to World War I — which he saw as a struggle between capitalist interests — did not prevent him from traveling to Europe to cover the war on the Eastern front for Metropolitan Magazine. A romantic at heart, Reed yearned for adventure, and the war, he thought, would open up worlds of opportunities for him, just as it had in Mexico. Reed’s travels in Eastern Europe formed the basis for his volume The War in Eastern Europe, published by Charles Scribner’s Sons in New York in 1916. The book contained a series of drawings by Boardman Robinson, who accompanied Reed on his journey, meant to evoke the atmosphere the two Americans encountered in each of the countries described in the book. Still, he failed to recapture the romanticism he had experienced in Mexico amidst the staleness of trench warfare in Europe. As Bertram Wolfe pointed out, “His tour of duty as a European war correspondent was a disappointment to editors, friends, and to Jack himself.”3 

After returning to the United States, and dissatisfied with his travels in Eastern Europe, Reed again set out for Europe in August of 1917, this time inspired by the revolutionary changes taking place in Russia. It was here that he, together with his wife, Louise Bryant, bore witness to the Bolshevik revolution, which he believed would give birth to the socialist utopia he envisioned. Reed was not merely an observer of the historic events in Russia but also a participant in them. He whole-heartedly supported the Bolshevik cause, working in the Bureau of International Revolutionary Propaganda for a time after the establishment of the Soviet regime. Before his return home, Leon Trotsky appointed him as the first Russian consul to the United States, but the designation was subsequently withdrawn due to fierce opposition from the American Embassy, as well as political infighting.

Reed returned to the United States in April of 1918 to face trial for sedition, along with Max Eastman and other former colleagues from The Masses. American customs officials initially confiscated the materials he brought back with him from Russia, but Reed eventually recovered them and proceeded to write his most famous book, Ten Days that Shook the World. It is this eyewitness account of the events that rocked Russia, which the British scholar Eric Homberger called, “perhaps the most remarkable account of a revolution ever to have been written by an eyewitness,”4 that is John Reed’s lasting claim to fame. It has been translated into numerous languages. The book’s partisan nature is clear; Reed never attempts to hide his sympathy for the Bolshevik cause. Despite this, he manages to evoke the historic events in Russia during the fall of 1917 in such a way so as to transcend his own sense of partisanship and bring to life those heady times for generations of readers. Jack Reed fully utilizes the remarkable talent he had demonstrated in his reports from Mexico in his account of the Bolshevik revolution. The book won praise from Lenin, and the Soviet leader even wrote a short preface to it.

Inspired by what he had experienced in Russia, Reed began to take a more active role in American politics, initially joining the Socialist Party of America. His close friend Max Eastman wrote: “He came home and not only defended the Bolsheviks in articles and speeches all over the country as others did — though few enough — but he laid aside all other hopes and rolled up his sleeves and went to work organizing an American Communist party dedicated to the overthrow of the American government and the capitalist system, and the institution of a soviet republic on these shores.”5 As with other socialist movements in the world in the wake of the Bolshevik revolution, the American left began to split into factions once the war had ended. It was during this time that Reed published his series Why Political Democracy Must Go in the New York Communist. In the summer of 1919, Reed was among those who broke away from the Socialist Party and founded the Communist Labor Party of America. At the same time, another socialist faction formed a rival Communist Party. As each side in this struggle between communist factions sought to gain legitimacy by obtaining recognition from the Comintern, John Reed was sent as the delegate of the Communist Labor Party to obtain recognition for the party in Moscow. He would never again set foot in the United States.

Failing to obtain recognition for his party from the Comintern, which ordered the two rival American communist factions to unite, Reed attempted to return home in the spring of 1920 amidst the civil war that raged in Russia at the time. He was arrested and imprisoned in Finland. Lenin and the Soviets intervened and secured his release, and he returned to Russia in June of 1920. Having temporarily abandoned plans to return to the United States, Reed worked in the Comintern, being selected as a member of the executive committee sent to the Congress of Peoples of the East in Baku. During this trip, he contracted typhus. When he returned to Moscow in September, he found that his wife, Louise Bryant, herself a remarkable journalist, had made the hazardous journey to Russia to join him. Their reunion was short-lived; Reed soon fell ill and died in October 1920. He was buried in the Kremlin wall, one of only three Americans to have been so honored by the Soviet regime.

Near the end of his life, as he saw the revolution begin to devour its own and stifle dissent, John Reed’s enthusiasm for Bolshevism waned. He was a man of firm principle. As he watched the new Soviet leaders ever increasing abuses of power and their stifling of any dissent in the name of the revolution, his intellect rebelled. Max Eastman summed it up best when he wrote: “He wanted to live the life of this era with the arising classes and peoples of the earth in honest comradeship. He did not want to sit aloft in a new priesthood, a new cult of intellectual complaisance, knowing what is good for the masses, because Marx had explained it to him, and he had been superior enough to understand Marx, and was therefore justified in hoodwinking and cheating the masses, and arousing them any way he could to action called for by an esoteric conception of history.”6 

His frequent clashes with Zinoviev in the Comintern drained the Harvard educated intellectual. Reed was a romantic revolutionary by nature. As the Russian revolution morphed into a highly bureaucratic and oppressive regime that strived to snuff out the last vestiges of revolutionary fervor, he began to feel alienated by it. The English sculptress Claire Sheridan, who met him in Moscow shortly before he fell ill, wrote in her diary how out of place Reed seemed to her, “I understand the Russian spirit, but what strange force impels an apparently normal young man from the United States?”7 Perhaps Bertram Wolfe answered that query and summed it up best went he wrote: “John Reed’s spirit evades official control and goes its own characteristic way. It lives on in the record of his rebellious, adventurous, generously romantic, perpetually immature, brave poet’s life.”8 

***

Why Political Democracy Must Go is divided into eight parts. Part one is a brief introduction in which Reed simply lays out the question he seeks to address in this series of articles, namely “whether or not we shall try to win Socialism by means of political democracy, making use of the capitalist State machinery.”

In the second part, Reed looks at the character of political democracy in America. He outlines the development of a capitalist elite in the United States, a process which he argues began in earnest during the American Civil War. He discusses the growth of the Progressive Movement led by Robert “Fighting Bob” La Follette and the initial achievements of the Wilson administration, which he contends came to power initially with the support of the small-property holder class. He argues, nevertheless, that Big Business interests hijacked these Progressive reforms and points to this as an example of the failure of political democracy. “The grand bourgeoisie,” Reed writes, “makes use of the State to conserve and extend great capitalist interests at the expense of all other classes.”

In his third installment, Jack Reed discusses labor unrest during World War I, then proceeds to outline the history of the labor movement in the United States, which he argues began with the American Civil War. “From before the Civil War to this day,” he argues, “the psychology of the American worker has been the psychology not of a class-conscious laborer, but of a small property holder. The evolution of industrial society in America has been so swift that the American worker still has in his mind the idea that he may climb into the capitalist class… the American worker continues to believe the promises of the capitalist political parties, and vote, vote, vote.” He goes on to discuss achievements of the Labor movement, such as the eight-hour workday, worker’s compensation laws, restrictions on immigration, and others. He points that these achievements were superficial at best. He concludes that “Only after painful experience will Labor realize that the capitalist State is,” quoting Karl Marx, “‘nothing less than a machine for the oppression of one class by another, and that no less so in a democratic republic than under a monarchy.’”

In part four, Reed delves into the history of Socialism in the United States, tracing the origins of Socialist thought in the country and early Socialist movements up to the formation of the Workingman’s Party of the United States in 1876. Throughout, he points to “the disastrous effect of political democratic ideology upon the growth of class-consciousness.”

Reed continues his exposé on the history of Socialism in the United States in part five, discussing the establishment of the Socialist Labor Party and the subsequent struggles of the socialist movement to gain traction in the political system, and he recounts many incidents of violence against it. In Reed’s eyes, “It is impossible to capture the capitalist state for the workers by means of the ballot; this has been demonstrated again and again; and yet when Labor repudiates political action, it is met with fearful violence.” His analysis continues up to the founding of the Socialist Party of America in 1900. Despite its growth as a political movement in the preceding decades, in Reed’s analysis, “the citadel of great capitalism is impregnable to all assaults except the mass assault of the united working class.”

The sixth installment analyzes the Socialist Party of America. Reed asserts that the party was founded on “the prevailing American belief that the ballot controlled the State, and that the State could be conquered for the working class by the ballot.” He discusses well-known Socialist leaders, such as Eugene V. Debs, Victor Berger, Meyer London, and others, mainly to show that none of them lived up to the ideals of Socialism. He argues that “nowhere in the world is the capitalist class so strongly organized and so firmly intrenched as in America…” and that because of this, “the American Socialist Party has shown a continuous tendency to draw away from the proletariat.” In Reed’s analysis, World War I clearly exposed the power of Capitalist political control.

Having concluded his analysis of Socialist political movements in the country, Jack Reed next focuses on why he believes that political democracy fails to ensure government by the majority. In this seventh segment of Why Political Democracy Must Go, he looks at the development of the American political system, which he says was “was designed by its founders to protect the rich against the poor, property against the necessities of life and liberty, and the monopolistic minority against the majority.” He discusses the distrust of the centralized state by many of the founders of American independence, pointing to the Declaration of Independence as the embodiment of the ideal of the Middle Class who represented that movement. But Reed sees a profound shift early on in the new republic when the Constitution replaced the Articles of Confederation, ushering in a stronger central government designed to protect the interests of the wealthy elites. Reed interestingly points out that “The majority of the signers of the Declaration of Independence were Revolutionary leaders, men representing the small property holders; while the majority of the framers of the Constitution were the bankers, speculators in the land and money, and the merchants. Many delegates to the Constitutional Convention who had signed the Declaration of Independence refused to sign the Constitution, denouncing it as a “conspiracy”; among these was Benjamin Franklin.”

Despite political reforms and amendments to the Constitution to make the political system seemingly more democratic, Reed points out that this is “only in proportion as the great capitalists strengthen the Invisible Government, and as the processes of “political democracy” became less and less able to overthrow their absolute hegemony — in other words, the center of Government has finally shifted completely from the Capitol and the White House to Wall Street.” One hundred years later, many continue to echo these same sentiments.

In the eighth and final installment of Why Political Democracy Must Go, Jack Reed discusses the means by which the American capitalist class preserves and strengthens its power. He argues that the system of checks and balances enshrined in the Constitution thwarts the will of the people. Notably, he condemns the “autocracy of finance — which progressively nullifies the power of the political ballot.” A century later, the influence of big money in American politics remains of major concern. He decries how “the Supreme Court has extended its powers of “interpretation” until it has become, in fact, a legislative body in itself.” This refrain also continues to be heard a century later.

Reed’s insights into how large capital exerts influence in American politics are as valid today as when he first penned them to paper. During a time when large capitalist interests have used their power to control the political system amidst the pandemic, the government has handed more and more power to large corporations to the detriment of small businesses and the American worker. Reed complains that the ruling elites ignore the Constitution and the laws when it suits their interests, and enforce them when it is politically expedient. He decried the censorship of his day, much the same as freedom-loving people decry it today.

Finally, Reed touches on the role of the press. Once again, his analysis remains valid when looking at the American media today: “The control of newspapers, and especially of the popular magazines, has of late years been concentrated in the hands of the great capitalistic interests, who are content even to lose money so long as they control the avenues of public expression.” He adds that “Editors and reporters who do not conform to this view are discharged and boycotted; a black-list exists.” Examples of this abound today when some of the country’s wealthiest corporations and individuals own major newspapers and media outlets.

Reed concludes that political democracy is an illusion and that “The only power which the capitalist power cannot oppose is the organized and unified action of the proletarian mass.”

***

John Reed remains one of the key figures in the history of the American left. His legend grew so that in the 1930s, John Reed clubs existed across the country. Several books have been written about him, and his life was the subject of a major motion picture, Reds, starring Warren Beatty and Diane Keaton.

Given his importance as a symbol of the American left, it is interesting to speculate about how Jack Reed might think about some of the major political issues of our day. While some may point to the progress made in the United States since he wrote at the end of World War I, Reed would continue to assert that “these “democratic” advances exactly correspond with the growth of the Invisible Government — the autocracy of finance — which progressively nullifies the power of the political ballot.” He would find these forces are stronger today than when he decried them a century ago. Above all, John Reed would be appalled that large corporate interests have captured the left in America. He would equate today’s tech tycoons with the oil and steel barons of his own time. He would see the nearly complete corporate control of the media and efforts at imposing censorship as anathema to the interests of the working class that he fought so hard to espouse.

Jack Reed would look at the focus on race and identity politics as yet another tool of capitalist oppression of the working class. He believed that the goal of large-scale capitalists is always to divide the working classes and distract their attention from economic questions. He would see efforts to allow mass immigration as another capitalist tool to suppress the wages of workers and strengthen the power of the capitalist elites against small property owners and the working class. He would see talk of “Democratic Socialism,” much the same as he saw it a hundred years ago, as an illusion, and he would point to a plethora of examples of how the Capitalist elites have co-opted the movement to serve their own interests.

A century after writing Why Political Democracy Must Go, Jack Reed would still see the American worker duped by “the illusion of the ballot-box,” and blinded by the false promises of political democracy. I think it fair to say that Reed would be a fierce opponent of political correctness and censorship as oppressive to the human spirit. His close friend Max Eastman summed it up best, writing, “He was my friend, long loved and admired, and his enduring loyalty as I felt it was that of an individualist to his vision of truth, and of a poet to the free and full experience of life. He was very American, and would have a hard time learning the alien trick of identifying liberty, or the receding hope of it, with obedience to the heads of a tightly centralized and disciplined organization.”9 Above all, John Reed was a man of principle. Much as he died disillusioned with the Bolshevik Regime in the Soviet Union, he would be distraught at the twenty-first-century alliance between the American Left, the Tech monopolies, and Wall Street tycoons.
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