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Socialism is neither an aspiration of angels, 
nor a plot of devils. Socialism moves with 
its feet firmly planted on the ground, and 
its head not lost in the clouds; it takes 
Science by the hand, asks her to lead, and 
goes whithersoever she points. It does not 
take Science by the hand, saying: “I shall 
follow you to the end of the road if it 
please me.” No! It takes her by the hand 
and says: “Whithersoever thou leadest, 
thither am I bound to go.” The Socialists, 
consequently, move as intelligent men; we 
do not mutiny because, instead of having 
wings, we have arms, and cannot fly as we 
would wish.

—DANIEL DE LEON.

First printing, 1907; second printing, 
1915; third printing, 1921; fourth print­
ing, 1935; fifth printing, with new intro­
duction, 1945; sixth printing, 1956.

Seventh printing, 1966
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The Party carries on its work of education 
encouraged by the knowledge that some 
day, somehow, something is bound to rip. 
And then, at that crisis, when the people, 
who have allowed themselves to be misled 
from Mumbo Jumbo to Jumbo Mumbo, 
will be running around like chickens with­
out a head, there will be one beacon light 
in the land burning as clear in that dark­
ness as it is burning ’midst the clouds to­
day; one beacon, whose steady light will 
serve as guide; whose tried firmness will 
inspire confidence; and whose rock-ribbed 
sides will serve as a natural point of rally 
from which to save civilization.

—DANIEL DE LEON.

PREFACE.

Today, the anti-political actionists are few, and they 
are crying into the wind. History has confirmed what 
Daniel De Leon demonstrated in this polemic nearly 
forty years ago—that Marx was correct in holding that 
every great class struggle necessarily becomes a politi­
cal struggle.

Nevertheless, the discussion, “As To Politics,” is 
no mere historical document. Although the pendulum 
has swung to the opposite end of the arc from that 
represented by the anarcho-syndicalist movement of an 
earlier era, the arguments marshaled by De Leon pos­
sess amazing relevancy now. Indeed, it is because 
there have recently sprung up among us powerful move­
ments to encourage and direct political action among 
the workers that De Leon’s brilliant enunciation of 
Marxian tactics takes on a new pertinence.

What is the aim of the political action propounded 
to the workers by the labor leaders and their “liberal” 
and Stalinist allies? It is to preserve capitalism by 
eliminating its so-called “abuses.” It is, on the one 
hand, to elect to positions of State power that species 
of politician known as a “friend of labor” ; on the other 
hand, to augment the power of the State to control and 
direct the nation’s economic life and attempt to arrest 
the contradictions that gnaw at capitalism’s vitals. The 
political action of the labor leaders does not seek the 
abolition of capitalism; it seeks, rather, the palliation 
of the effects of capitalism.

What ought the end and aim of working class po­
litical action to be? Marx points out that “the eco­
nomical subjection of the man of labor to the monop­
olizer of the means of labor, that is, the sources of life, 
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lies at the bottom of servitude in all its forms, of all 
social misery, mental degradation, and political depen­
dence.” The economic emancipation of the working 
class “is therefore the great end to which every politi­
cal movement ought to be subordinate.”

• The political action enunciated by De Leon in this 
polemic squares with this great end. The term, “politi­
cal action,” he points out, is generic and embraces such 
activity as nominations of candidates, campaigning, vot­
ing and, “finally as a consequence, ‘parliamentary activ­
ity.’ ” But for the revolutionary working class it is 
vital that political action be guided by the principle of 
the class struggle. Thus parliamentary activity of the 
elected candidates of Socialism cannot, without betray­
ing the working class, consist of trading votes with capi­
talist opposition parties. For the elected candidates of 
Socialism, parliamentary activity is, “to a great extent, 
the continuation, upon the much more widely heard fo- 
rgm of parliament, of the agitation and education con­
ducted by such a party [of Socialism] on the forum of 
the stump during the campaign.” It would seize every 
opportunity to prove the irreconcilability of the inter­
ests of capital and labor and the urgent need for the 
workers to put an end to the capitalist regimen.

“Anything short of such activity by the elected can­
didates of a party of Socialism,” De Leon writes, “is 
‘log-rolling’; ‘log-rolling’ implies a common ground be­
tween the ‘log-rollers’; consequently the ‘log-rolling’ 
Socialist must have shifted his ground to that of his 
capitalist opponent. Such a Socialist betrays the Work­
ing Class.” The same principle, he adds, applies to 
Socialists elected to executive positions. “Socialist in­
cumbents may act only obedient to the principle that im­
possible is the attempt to represent two classes engaged 
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in the conflict of the class war; that, consequently, they 
represent only one class—the Working Class.”

Here is provided the answer to the question: In 
the absence of the economic organization of labor, the 
Socialist Industrial Union, which alone can enforce the 
demand that the instruments of wealth-production be­
come society’s collective property, and set up a demo­
cratic administration to replace the political State of 
class rule, what could the elected candidates of the So­
cialist Labor Party do?

De Leon’s reply invites no illusions. Bona fide So­
cialists in Congress could not, as the Stalinist and “so­
cialist” reformers falsely maintain, bring amelioration 
to the workers. On the contrary, efforts in this direc­
tion could only serve to prolong the evils imposed by 
class rule, and intensify them as the inherent contradic­
tions within capitalism become aggravated. The pro­
digious efforts of every ruling class to palliate the suf­
fering of the workers with “cradle to grave security 
plans” bear witness to this. For the successful candi­
dates of Socialism to join the political representatives 
of capitalism in reform projects of this nature would, 
therefore, serve the interests of the ruling class by 
heightening the illusion among the workers that capi­
talism is capable of being reformed and that it is worth 
reforming. It would be one of the cardinal duties of a 
bona fide Socialist in Congress to destroy this illusion 
by exposing reforms as concealed measures of reaction. 

Not the least of the great merits of this particular 
contribution to the arsenal of Marxist literature is the 
example it provides of De Leon’s prescience — the 
power to foresee. Pointing out that the downfall of 
traditional laissez-faire capitalism, because of its inner 
contradictions, does not necessarily signal the advent 
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of Socialism, that for Socialism to be triumphant the 
working class must understand their revolutionary mis­
sion and organize accordingly, he forecast the rise of a 
monopoly period “to which the designation ‘Plutocratic 
Feudalism’ is the fitter term.” Under this anachronistic 
set-up the workers “will sink to the depths of serfs, ac­
tual serfs of a plutocratic feudal glebe.”

In 1940 (thirty-three years after De Leon inscribed 
these words), in a pamphlet on “How Nazi Germany 
Has Mobilized and Controlled Labor,” published by 
The Brookings Institution, L. Hamburger employed 
similar language in describing the status of the worker 
under the Nazi version of industrial feudalism:

“Thus it [the Nazi Government] set up a modern 
equivalent to antique and medieval feudalism. The 
colonus of the later Roman Empire, the serf of the 
Middle Ages, was considered part of the estate of his 
squire or lord. He was attached to, fixed on, the es­
tate; he had no right to move away. He was, in the 
language of feudal law, glebae adscriptus. Similarly 
the German worker was now becoming attached to, 
fixed on, the job—glebae adscriptus if it happened to 
be an agricultural one, or factoriae adscriptus (if one 
may say so) if it happened to be an industrial one.”

In hammering home the vital importance of work­
ing class political action, using as his anvil the pure and 
simple physical forcists, De Leon sounded a warning 
that will surely yet be heeded by the American workers. 
For they, too, stand in grave danger of sharing a fate 
not unlike that of the German workers. If they avoid 
this fate and achieve economic freedom—a freedom 
that includes all other freedoms—it will be because 
they have heeded this warning, subordinated the po­
litical movement to the great end of economic eman- 
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cipation, and organized the Socialist Industrial Union 
to enforce their political mandate and to provide the 
administrative organs for future society.

ERIC HASS.
New York, April 16, 1945.

DE LEON’S INTRODUCTION.

The contents of this pamphlet are a discussion that 
took place in the columns of The People, under the 
head “As To Politics,” during the months of Novem­
ber and December, 1906, and January and February, 
I9°7’

The discussion consisted of letters written to The 
People by correspondents who advocated the dropping 
of political action altogether, and reliance exclusively 
upon revolutionary, classconscious Industrial Unionism; 
and The People’s answers. The letters are published 
in this pamphlet together with the answers given to 
each by The People, combating the error. An impor­
tant part of the discussion consisted of a number of 
questions asked and answers to them by The People. 
Th ese are also included, closing with an editorial from 
The People entitled “Supplemental” to the subject, and 
answering the last question put.

The subject matter of the discussion, besides being 
of deep interest, is timely. True to the Marxian ob­
servation that, contrary to the law of bourgeois revolu­
tions, the law, obedient to which the revolutionary 
movement of the proletariat acts, is to “criticize itself 
constantly; constantly to interrupt itself in its own 
course; to come back to what seems to have been au- 
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complished in order to start over anew; to scorn with 
cruel thoroughness the half measures, weaknesses and 
meannesses of its first attempts; to seem to throw down 
its adversary only in order to enable him to draw fresh 
strength from the earth, and again to rise up against it 
in more gigantic stature; to constantly recoil in fear be­
fore the undefined monster magnitude of its own objects 
—until, finally, that situation is created which renders 
all retreat impossible, until the conditions themselves 
cry out:

“Hie Rhodus, hie salta!”—true to that Marxian 
observation, the Labor Movement of America is today 
thoroughly criticizing itself. No more important sub­
ject of criticism can there be than half-measures—one 
time purely of physical force, another time purely of 
political action—which the movement has, in previous 
years, pursued. No more important a subject to be 
clear upon than the proper tactics of the movement. 
Means and ends supplement, they even dovetail into 
each other. No clearness, as to ends, is well conceiv­
able without correctness of means; no correctness of 
means can well be hit upon without clearness as to ends. 
This principle is peculiarly applicable to the ends and 
the means thereto of the Socialist or Labor Movement. 

The publication, in pamphlet form, of the discus­
sion conducted during those four months in The People 
is intended to furnish in compact form the information 
whereby to arrive at the correct tactics wherewith to 
reach the goal of the Socialist Commonwealth.

DANIEL DE LEON.
New York, July 8, 1907.
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FIRST LETTER
By JOHN SANDGREN
San Francisco, Cal.

The most important issue confronting the working Ciass 
today is the question of the proper method, the proper tac­
tics, to adopt in order to attain the aim upon which even the 
most hostile factions agree, namely, the overthrow of the 
capitalist system. A discussion of this kind leads us imme­
diately to the question: shall it be accomplished through po­
litical organization, or through economic organization, or 
through both. It is imperative that this question should be 
openly, honestly, and widely discussed, in order to arrive at 
a solid basis upon which all workingmen may unite; it is im­
perative that the cloudiness and uncertainty, which now 
divides revolutionary workingmen and frustrates in part 
their best energies and efforts, should be dispelled. Having 
very decided opinions on the subject, I beg leave to submit 
my views, hoping they will be received in the same good 
faith as they are given, without prejudice or rancor, solely 
with the aim of benefiting the working class movement.

The first preamble of the Industrial Workers of the 
World says that “the workers must come together on the 
political, as well as the industrial field and take and hold 
that which they produce by their labor through an economic 
organization without affiliation with any political party”. 
The second convention of the I. W. W., held this year, 
adopted an amendment to this clause to the effect that the 
I. W. W. does not wish to endorse or be endorsed by any 
political party, which amendment will no doubt be adopted



by referendum vote. The amendment does not materially 
change the original clause. This clause declaring for po­
litical unity, but at the same time striking a noli-me-tangere, 
don’t-touch-me, attitude to all political parties has been, is, 
and will be subject to an endless variety of interpretations. 
A document like the preamble should be positive in its state­
ments, not negative. It should outline a definite, absolutely 
definite, policy, which could leave no room for essential 
disagreement, between those who endorse its program at 
least. Its weakness on this point lies in enumerating two 
things out of the thousand and one things which it does not 
want, namely, it does not want to endorse any political 
party and it does not want to be endorsed by a political 
party. Instead of doing this, the preamble ought to state 
most positively what the I. W. W. does want and thus serve 
as a fixed star to steer by, instead of presenting us with a 
moving cloud to steer by, on this most essential point, the 
question of tactics.

However presumptuous it may appear, the writer will 
undertake to suggest an amendment for the next convention 
to consider, an amendment which will remove the apparent 
contradiction and express the ideas and the conception of 
revolutionary workingmen, and it would be as follows:

To strike out all reference to politics in the I. W. W. 
preamble.

In defense of a preamble thus amended, may I be al­
lowed to submit the following reasons.

It is not in order to dodge or to escape a difficult situa­
tion, with which two I. W. W. conventions have unsuccess­
fully wrangled, that this amendment is submitted for dis­
cussion. It is submitted because political activity may justly 
be considered of little or no value for the overthrow of the 
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capitalist system. If the following arguments in support of 
such a sweeping statement are defective to the point of mak­
ing the conclusion wrong, they should be annihilated, in die 
best interest of the working class.

It is being asserted by the adherents ot a revolution at 
the ballot box, that the working class outnumbers the oilier 
class as voters (some enthusiasts say “as 10 to 1’’). If this 
statement is true, it would be theoretically possible to vote 
capitalism out of existence, provided nearly all workingmen 
could be made to vote solidly for revolution, and provided 
the class in power would count their vote, and provided the 
ruling class would abide by their vote, and provided that an 
economic organization is in existence to “back up ’ the vote, 
if the ruling class does not abide by it. But in the final 
analysis this contention is based upon the statement that the 
workers are a majority of the voters. The contention stands 
or falls with the question whether the workers are in a ma­
jority at the ballot box or not. Thus far nobody can dis­
agree with me, except those who depend for political suc­
cess upon the votes of people who do not belong to the 
working class.

The writer maintains that the working class is not in a 
majority at the ballot box, which he will proceed to prove in 
the following simple manner, by the aid of statistics.

According to United States statistics, as summed up in 
the Socialist Almanac, page 101, the working class was in 
1870, 62.81 per cent, of the population, in 1880, 58.91 per 
cent., and in 1890, 55 per cent, of the total population. Later 
statistics I can unfortunately not quote, my little library 
having been destroyed in the great San Francisco fire. But 
I am certain that later statistical figures are not such as to 
wreck my conclusions, as we will find further on.
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Taking the figures of 1890 the wage working class is 55 
per cent, of the population and the plutocrat, middle, and 
professional class 45 per cent. Assuming that we have uni­
versal and equal manhood suffrage it would then be correct 
to assume that the working class controls 55 per cent, of the 
votes and the master class 45 per cent.
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But these 55 per cent, are by no means all voters. In 
this percentage of workingmen are included men of foreign 
parentage who have not become voters and the disfranchised 
negroes, and many other non-voters.

Considering first the foreign-born, included in the 55 
per cent., we find that in 1900, according to my best recol­
lection, they were about 18 percent, of the whole population. 
Of these approximately 12 per cent, may be counted as be­
longing to the working class, and the other 6 per cent, to 
the other class, these 6 per cent, being nearly all citizens 
and voters. Of the 12 per cent, belonging to the working 
class only a small part are voters. A large percentage are 
not in the country a sufficient time to be citizens, and out­
side the Celtic and Teutonic races comparatively few for- - • * •
eigners acquire citizenship, partly because they do not learn 
the language well enough to become citizens, partly because 
their imperfect knowledge of the language makes them in­
different to citzenship "privileges,” partly on account of 
the difficulty in securing witnesses in accordance with law. 
partly because they have lost faith in the ballot in the coun­
try where they came from. Taking all these factors into 
consideration it is safe to assume that of the 12 per cent, 
counted with the working class about 8 per cent, have no 
vote.

Subtract 8 from 55 you have 47 per cent., as against
4

the 45 per cent, of the other class. Your majority is dwin­
dling dangerously already.

Now we come to the negroes included in the 55 per 
cent. They number about 10 per cent, of the population. 
Most negroes being wage workers about 7 per cent, of 
them are included in the 55 per cent. Of these approxi­
mately 5 per cent, are disfranchised directly.

Subtract 5 per cent, from 47 per cent, and you have 
42 per cent, as against the 45 per cent, of the other class. 
Now where is your majority? You are already in the mi­
nority, and I have already proven my statement that you do 
not outnumber the other class at the ballot box.

But in addition to these large groups who have no voice 
in the nation’s affairs we have an immense number of citi­
zens, who are counted in the 55 per cent., who lose their 
vote through poll tax, property, and residence qualifications •
and through the nature of their occupation. About 200,000 
seafaring men can not vote. Hundreds of thousands of 
workers, aye over a million, who work in railroad construc­
tion, in the woods, or drift form Manitoba to Louisiana 
with the harvest season, or between the different crops in 
California and the Northwest, or from mining camp to min­
ing camp or from one industrial town to another, are dis­
franchised. It is safe to deduct 5 per cent, more from the 
55 per cent. Deducting 5 per cent, from 42 per cent, we get 
37 per cent, as opposed to the 45 per cent, of the other class. 
You are now 8 per cent, behind, which leaves a generous 
margin to cover any errors made in this argument. That 
the figures will not stand essentially different in 1910 or 
1920, counting by per cent., is also safe to assume. It may 
be said with some truth that since 1890 the working class 
has been largely swelled by accessions from a dying middle 




















































































































