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In	Part	I	we	identified	the	system	of	racial	monopoly	cap-
italism in the United States in which large-scale corpora-
tions, owned by a small circle of wealthy families, dom-
inate the process of capital accumulation. The system’s 
racially structured exploitation of the working class has 
its roots in settler colonialism, slavery, and imperialism, 
and relies on patriarchal property relations. The gen-
dered exploitation of unwaged social reproductive labor 
like housecleaning, childcare, and sex work forms the 
basis of capital accumulation in racial monopoly capital-
ism.	In	this	chapter,	we	will	explore	the	system’s	histori-
cal development and internal contradictions in order to 
understand how to change it and build socialism for the 
21st	century. 

In	order	to	develop	effective	strategy,	social	movement	
leftists must understand how the current crises of racial 
monopoly	capitalism	reflect	its	internal	contradictions.	
These contradictions cyclically sharpen, leading to crises 
that the exploiting classes must actively address. By 
radically disrupting the status quo, these crises threaten 
the	system	and	offer	openings	for	various	social	forces	
to compete for the power to reshape society.

Historically, socialists have tended to say that the funda-
mental contradiction in capitalism is between the private 
ownership of the means of production and the social 
relations of production. However, people worldwide now 
face multiple interrelated threats: catastrophic climate 
change, economic crises, rising authoritarianism, perma-
nent war, deepening alienation, and the growing dispos-
ability	of	human	labor.	It	is	now	possible	to	say	that	the	

fundamental contradiction in the system is between the 
narrow economic interests of the capitalist class and the 
needs of humanity and the earth.

origins and development of Racial 
Monopoly capitalism
Emerging from feudalism, Western European countries 
initially dominated the capitalist world economy that pre-
figured	U.S.	racial	monopoly	capitalism.	As	“core”	coun-
tries marked by higher-skill and capital-intensive produc-
tion, they formed the center of a global order. Western 
Europe dominated over countries on the “periphery”, 
which largely depended on low-skill and labor-intensive 
production and on the extraction of raw materials. This 

worldwide division of labor, 
known as Western imperialism, 
was made possible by the spoils 
of slavery and indigenous dis-
possession in the Americas and 
endures today.

The United States grew out of 
these conditions, emerging as 
an independent nation when 

British colonies in North America declared their inde-
pendence. U.S. imperialism began with the westward 
expansion into indigenous lands during the 1800s, in-
cluding the annexation of much of Mexico in the 1840s. 
Having achieved dominance over a sizeable portion of 
the North American continent, the United States con-
tinued	its	imperialist	project	overseas.	It	overthrew	the	
Kingdom	of	Hawaii	in	1893,	then	invaded	and	colonized	
Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines in the 
Spanish American war of 1898. These early examples of 
American expansionism began a long pattern of eco-
nomic strong-arming and violent aggression that would 
establish the United States as the world’s leading mili-
tary and imperialist power. This facilitated the upward 
mobility of key segments of the U.S. population and 
fundamentally shaped the formation, class structure, 
and current crises of racial monopoly capitalism.

part 2: Assessment of the system

It is now possible to say that the fundamental 
contradiction in the system is between the 
narrow economic interests of the capitalist 
class and the needs of humanity and the earth.



Out To Win: Issue 1 24

Genocide and chattel slavery
The United States is the only advanced capitalist econo-
my	to	develop	out	of	a	chattel	slave	society.	Its	current	
character	reflects	the	preeminent	role	that	enslaved	
labor has had on its development. Upon arrival, Europe-
an settler colonial authorities viewed indigenous peoples 
through	the	lens	of	a	racial	hierarchy	that	justified	their	
enslavement, dispossession, and genocide. The conquest 
of communally held indigenous lands would provide 
the central means of production for the settler society’s 
ruling class, mainly a contingent of large landowners. 
Conquest, appropriation of native lands, and policing of 
settlement boundaries over the course of several centu-
ries would drive the colonization of the continent and set 
the foundation for a violent and unequal social order.

White supremacy informed the development of slavery, 
first	of	American	Indians	and	then	of	Africans.	The	traffic	
in and unpaid labor of millions of these captive peo-
ples would serve as the basis of the early settler colo-
nial economy. The total numbers of imported Africans 
forcibly brought to the North American colonies was a 
fraction of the captives brought to the Caribbean and 
South America. However, they would come to form the 
bottom layer of U.S. settler colonial society – a landless, 
property-less class of laborers held in chains.

Starting in the early 18th century, slave owners passed 
laws	that	legally	codified	a	racialized	class	structure.	They	
developed a racial class alliance that secured economic, 
political, and cultural domination by those deemed to be 
“white”. A pivotal moment took place in 1676 when Na-
thaniel Bacon staged what is now known as Bacon’s Re-
bellion. Demanding further appropriation of indigenous 

land and greater political power for small landowners, 
Bacon mobilized enslaved Africans and European inden-
tured servants to rebel against the Virginia Governor. 
After suppressing the rebellion, large-scale slave-owners 
established the Virginia Slave Codes of 1705, codifying a 
hereditary and matrilineal basis for slave status. De-
signed to impede further working-class alliances, these 
laws stripped enslaved African people of what few rights 
they had previously had, normalized rape as a way for 
slave-owners to reproduce enslaved people, and deci-
sively tethered race to class.

Above this enslaved layer of society, slave codes created 
a class of white settlers largely freed of the old class con-
straints under European feudalism. This was due to the 

ability of whites to own property 
– meaning both expropriated land 
and enslaved persons. Racially 
exclusive access to property own-
ership gave white wage laborers 
a sense of upward mobility. This 
was the colonial seed from which 
the myth of the “American Dream” 
took root.

The constitutional founding of the United States in 1787 
helped to consolidate this racialized class structure and 
the basic pattern of wealth and power. From the outset, 
the	U.S.	 	served	the	interests	of	the	top	five	percent	
of Southern families, known as planters who owned 
20 or more enslaved persons. Despite the promise of 
gradual emancipation that Northern slaveholding states 
offered,	enslaved	Africans	would	remain	central	to	
U.S.	production	and	finance	as	the	basic	foundation	of	
wealth	and	prosperity. 

By the early 1800s, the value of enslaved people rivaled 
all other forms of wealth combined. Although enslaved 
people labored in a variety of ways, the most important 
quickly became the production of raw cotton. Cotton was 
the largest single export of the antebellum United States 
and	was	central	to	developing	the	Industrial	Revolu-
tion. Revenue from cotton exports fueled broad wealth 

The United States is the only advanced capitalist 
economy to develop out of a chattel slave society. 
Its current character reflects the preeminent role 
that enslaved labor has had on its development.
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inequality,	financed	the	importation	of	machinery,	and	
stimulated	the	growth	of	financial	and	transportation	
services. Slavery was central to the emergence of U.S. 
capitalism. The brutality of labor discipline in the produc-
tion of cotton and other plantation crops sparked nu-
merous slave rebellions, including Gabriel Prosser’s 1822 
conspiracy and Nat Turner’s 1831 revolt. This in turn led 
to even harsher terms of enslavement, a more vigor-
ous abolitionist movement, and a reactionary tendency 
among	the	planter	elite. 

Rather than challenging the hegemonic position of large 
plantation owners, small-scale capitalist enterprises in 
the	North	sought	financing	from	slaveholders.	Northern	
capitalists	in	textile,	lumber,	and	flour	industries	severely	
exploited the labor of their employees, particularly wom-
en	and	children,	by	mobilizing	ethnic	and	national	differ-
ences as “racial” ones to undercut demands for higher 
wages and better working conditions. Similarly, Northern 
capitalists	mollified	white	working	men	who	demanded	
greater political rights and economic opportunities by 
granting them access to property and privilege, secured 
through the further exploitation of enslaved Africans, 
and through the expropriation of Mexican and American 
Indian	lands	stretching	from	Alabama	to	Texas.	This	ra-
cial bribery of working-class white people would become 
an established practice in racial monopoly capitalism.

By the 1850s, an alliance of Northern landowners and 
capitalists had begun to challenge the expansionist 
ambitions of the South, causing a breakdown of the 
racial class alliance and leading to the U.S. Civil War 
(1861-1865). After the war, Reconstruction brought the 
(conditional) abolition of slavery, as well as citizenship 
and	voting	rights	for	formerly	enslaved	men.	This	briefly	
upended the South’s racialized class structure and laid 

the foundation for the labor movement. However, major 
features of the old order would persist: the reliance on 
cheap and compliant labor disciplined by legal and vigi-
lante	violence,	a	racially	stratified	class	structure,	the	abil-
ity of capitalists to secure the consent of key sections of 
the	working	class	by	affording	them	privileges	associated	
with white identity and the spoils of westward expansion 
and racial domination.

White Redemption, Manifest destiny, 
Asian exclusion
A resurgent white capitalist class in the 1870s defeated 
Reconstruction, and ushered in the renovation of white 
supremacy. This took place in the South as “Jim Crow,” 
in the Plains as “Manifest Destiny,” and in the West as 
“Asian	exclusion.”	despite	important	differences,	Black,	
Tejano,	Chinese,	and	American	Indian	peoples	all	found	
themselves under attack at the direction of society’s 
ruling	class.	Taken	together,	these	efforts	consolidated	
the United States as both a continental empire and a 
predominantly capitalist economy.

Beginning in the 1890s, Northern capitalists established 
corporate monopolies to secure an advantage over 
their	rivals.	Reflecting	the	affinity	of	capitalists	to	secure	
profits	through	monopoly	power,	corporations	increas-
ingly sought sole control over raw materials, commodity 

production, and consumer mar-
kets. Repeatedly, industrialists 
worked with investment bankers 
to secure natural resources and 
to install heavy machinery, en-
suring market dominance.

The turn of the century saw 
the United States become the world’s leading industrial 
producer and pivot to overseas imperialism, powered by 
monopoly	capital.	In	contrast	to	the	nationally	exclusive	
colonial economies commanded by Western Europe-
an powers, U.S. imperialism often positioned itself as 
proponent	of	“free	trade.”	This	approach	justified	the	
use	of	military	force	in	the	Pacific,	the	Caribbean,	and	the	
Americas to secure favorable terms for U.S. corporations 
on colonized and nominally independent countries.

... racial bribery of working-class white people 
would become an established practice in racial 
monopoly capitalism.
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Monopoly capital played a preeminent role in the U.S. 
domestic economy. While chastened here and there by 
sporadic campaigns to break up large corporations, or 
“trusts,” the demands of monopoly capital would prompt 
new waves of industrial development and European 
immigration. Capitalists again turned to racial divisions 
to defeat strikes and organizing campaigns, particularly 
those that attempted to build solidarity across racial 
divisions.	Key	segments	of	white	workers	responded	by	
using legal and extra-legal methods, including strikes and 
race riots, to maintain what remained a largely symbolic 
yet still privileged racial status. As in the past, monopoly 
capitalists secured their hegemonic position through the 
consent	of	key	sections	of	the	working	class. 

In	the	decades	leading	up	to	the	Great	depression,	the	
over-accumulation of goods and the growth of specula-
tive bubbles periodically created “panics” or recessions 
that	disrupted	the	business	cycle.	In	the	contradiction	
between capital and labor that reproduces capital-
ism, capitalists commodify and buy the labor power of 
workers, retaining a surplus over the cost of wages. At 
the same time, capitalists generally rely on workers to 
purchase the commodities they sell in order to realize 
this	surplus	as	profit.	This	dynamic	frames	the	broader	
contradiction between production and the realization of 
profit.	Although	highly	profitable,	exploitation	can	leave	
workers so impoverished that as consumers they are 
unable to purchase the goods produced. This leads to a 
crisis	of	over-production.	Increasing	the	supply	of	credit	
can help ensure high levels of consumption and thus, 
profit	realization,	but	it	also	produces	speculative	bub-
bles. This tendency has been a key characteristic of racial 
monopoly	capitalism,	and	its	effects	came	to	a	head	in	
the	Stock	Market	crash	of	1929. 

the new deal and freedom 
struggles
The Great Depression marked the country’s deepest 
economic crisis. A giant wave of worker organizing, often 
led by communists, led to increased labor militancy and 
creating industrial unions – the birth of the modern labor 
movement. The crisis produced tremendous labor strug-

gles and also led to a split within the capitalist class. Capi-
tal-intensive and internationally oriented industries sided 
with	New	deal	reforms	that	shifted	the	state	to	a	Keynes-
ian approach to managing capital’s contradictions. These 
reforms involved concessions to working class white peo-
ple including the recognition of trade unions, the provi-
sion of a social wage, and public employment programs. 
Joined by more internationally oriented commercial 
banks, a new set of monopoly capitalists took the reins 
of a new racialized class alliance to use the state to avoid 
crises	of	over	production. 

This	process	would	be	fully	realized	after	WWII,	when	the	
United States became the world’s leading capitalist econ-
omy. As a dominant power, the United States facilitated 
a set of procedures through the international monetary 
system known as the Bretton Woods agreements. These 
agreements created new international institutions – the 
International	Monetary	fund	(IMf)	and	the	World	Bank.	
following	the	U.S.	vision	of	free	trade,	they	firmly	ad-
hered	to	private	property	rights,	fixed	exchange	rates,	
and the dollar as the world’s reserve currency. These 
policies reset the terms of the capitalist world system, 
with the United States as its economic center. During the 
1950s and 60s, countries that refused to play a subordi-
nate economic and political role to racial monopoly capi-
talism	faced	clandestine	intervention	or	overt	invasion. 

The	post-WWII	period	also	marked	the	emergence	
of the United States as a military superpower, a role 
that it continues to play today, although its domi-
nance is being challenged, particularly by Russia and 
China. Armed conquest has always been a central 
feature of U.S. imperialism. Over the next half centu-
ry, the U.S. state would wage wars or counterinsur-
gencies	against	countries	from	Iran	to	Congo	to	the	
dominican	Republic.		U.S.	wars	in	Korea	and	Vietnam,	
Cambodia and Laos killed tens of millions of peo-
ple.  The U.S. established nearly 800 military bases 
around the world to secure its military supremacy, to 
set itself against the gains of socialist and anti-colo-
nial	liberation	efforts,	and	to	defend	the	interests	of	
monopoly capital.
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As U.S. government spending propelled sustained econo-
mic growth and prosperity accruing from its position as 
a world leader, U.S. corporations faced little competition 
in producing for both foreign and domestic consumer 
markets.	With	unprecedented	profitability,	capitalists	
responded to a surge in labor militancy by agreeing to a 
greater	share	of	these	gains	for	workers.	In	the	workpla-
ce,	this	meant	higher	wages,	insurance	benefits,	and	re-
tirement pensions. At the same time, McCarthyism in the 
1950’s led to purges of communists and leftists in labor 
unions	and	the	destruction	of	the	more	progressive	CIO	
which merged with the more conservative AFL. Outside 
of the workplace, it produced a set of social democratic 
benefits	predominantly	for	racially	privileged	sections	of	
the working class through public assistance, suburban 
housing subsidies, unemployment insurance, expanded 
opportunities for college education, and limited access to 
health	insurance.	In	exchange	for	these	gains	the	labor	
movement granted monopoly capitalists social peace 
and consent to Cold War politics.

Multiple factors prompted a sharp decline in corpo-
rate	profits	in	the	early	1970s,	leading	capitalists	to	
abandon	the	Keynesian	approach	to	managing	cap-
italism’s contradictions. After decades of struggle, 
the Black Freedom movement had won not only the 
extension of democratic rights to Southern states, but 
also the extension of the U.S. welfare state to broader 
segments of society. Other movements had secured 
higher taxes on the wealthy and new workplace and 
environmental regulations, all of which increased the 
cost of doing business.

U.S. corporations also faced greater competition from 
their Western European and Japanese rivals, whose 
production enjoyed lower labor costs, higher productiv-
ity,	and,	thus	increased	profitability.	More	broadly,	this	
competition	reflected	a	greater	leveling	among	the	three,	
and their convergence as a “Triad” of imperialist powers. 
Closer to home, a glut of consumer goods, poor manage-
ment, the rising cost of oil, and a lack of new investment 
in modernizing industrial production also fueled the 
crisis of the 1970s.

Overt and organized as well as clandestine and covert 
expressions of working class power compounded these 
problems. Not only did workers easily skip shifts or 
switch jobs, they also launched strikes of both the sanc-
tioned	and	unsanctioned	“wildcat”	variety.	In	1970,	for	
instance, over 66 million days of labor time were lost due 
to work stoppage, the highest yearly loss due to worker 
unrest since the postwar strike wave of 1946. Drawing on 
the militancy of the era’s freedom movements, workers 
sought democratic representation in their own unions 
and equal pay from their employers.

The “liberal” or free-market approach of the long pre-
Great Depression era had created a crisis of over-pro-
duction.	The	relatively	brief	shift	to	a	Keynesian	approach	
resolved	that,	but	led	to	a	crisis	of	profitability.	faced	
with an increasingly militant working class, particularly 
led by nonwhite workers in the nation’s largest cities, key 
segments of the monopoly capitalist class faced either 
further	decreasing	their	share	of	profit	or	disciplining	the	
working class. They chose discipline, both at the point of 
production	and	throughout	society. 

neoliberalism and finance capital
Racial	monopoly	capitalism	responded	to	the	profitabil-
ity crisis of the 1970s with the return to a free-market 
approach,	often	referred	to	as	“neoliberal	capitalism”.	In	
keeping with the system’s pattern of managing its key 
contradictions, this did not resolve the crisis, but instead 
displaced it to other sectors of economy and postponed 
its	most	sweeping	impacts.	In	doing	so,	it	enabled	the	
consolidation of racial monopoly capitalism and placed 
the	finance	sector	in	a	dominant	role.

As	its	core,	this	response	was	a	counteroffensive	that	
sought to discipline the working class in a highly racial-
ized way. This included inducing a deep recession by 
raising interest rates – cutting borrowing and buying 
power	and	stifling	economic	activity	in	general.	Not	only	
did this increase unemployment, it also undercut wages, 
which had been rising more or less consistently for three 
decades.	This	counteroffensive	also	took	place	through	
overt attacks on organized labor, cuts to business and 
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income taxes, and a decline in social programs, bur-
dening women with exponentially more socially repro-
ductive	labor.	It	also	featured	federal	support	for	more	
repressive criminal justice policies, which from the outset 
prioritized labor discipline and social control over narrow 
profit	interests.

This	neoliberal	counteroffensive	sought	to	shred	the	
social safety net, privatize public goods, and remove 
business regulation. The state had been central to each 
of	these	initiatives.	In	an	effort	to	lower	both	the	cost	and	
political power of the U.S. working class, neoliberalism 
internationalized the reserve army of labor by expanding 
production and increasing the exploitation of workers 
in the Global South. Over the past four decades, these 
processes have led to a dramatic increase in domestic 
and international inequality.

In	prioritizing	increased	profitability,	the	neoliberal	
management of racial monopoly capitalism set the stage 
for a cyclical crisis of over-production. The capitalist class 
sought	to	head	off	this	problem	by	expanding	access	
to consumer and business credit. While this approach 
helped to prop up consumer demand, it also ceded 
greater	influence	to	finance	capital,	further	displacing	–	
but	again,	not	resolving	–	the	profitability	crisis.	Indeed,	
finance	capital’s	relative	independence	from	manufactur-
ing and service sectors of the economy led to increased 
volatility, where speculative bubbles and economic 
crashes started to occur frequently and with ever more 
severity for growing swaths of society.

With	finance	capital	in	leadership,	neoliberal	capitalism	
deregulated	the	credit	system	and	financial	industries.	
The dictates of lenders and bondholders, whether on 
Wall Street or in the World Bank, forced progressive U.S. 
cities and social democratic leadership of foreign nations 
to	adopt	more	conservative	social	and	fiscal	policies.

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United 
States took the lead in crafting so-called “free trade” 
agreements, such as the North American Free Trade 
Agreement and World Trade Organization agreements, 

that seek to insure the primacy of neoliberal markets by 
preventing state interference in their operations. At the 
same	time,	the	dominance	of	finance	capital	led	to	more	
economic recession, from the Savings and Loans crisis 
of the late 1980s to the subprime mortgage crisis of the 
late	2000s.	The	effects	ricocheted	across	national	bound-
aries. All of this constrained the power of national, state, 
and local governments just as women and people of col-
or	were	finally	winning	elected	offices	at	higher	numbers	
and	at	various	levels	of	government. 

The current period also includes the rapid pace of 
technological change and automation, and the grow-
ing disposability of human labor. Capitalists have long 
sought to apply labor-saving technologies both to 
restrain	the	power	of	labor	and	to	boost	profitability.	
In	the	United	States	this	became	particularly	evident	
during the course of the 1960s as technology in major 
aspects of manufacturing portended a broader wave 
of deindustrialization. Capitalist application of tech-
nological innovation explains the majority of manu-
facturing job losses. Today the exponential growth in 
computer power puts at risk entire categories of work, 
from low-paying service-sector jobs to high-paying 
professional	occupations. 

Along with automation, there has been a decline in 
masculinized jobs over several decades, and growth in 
feminized sectors. Sectors like manufacturing, mining, 
and	agriculture	are	in	sharp	decline,	and	a	significant	
sector of mid-level managers have experienced a loss of 
authority and autonomy. The major job-growth sectors 
are in feminized jobs that require emotional labor and 
cooperation skills, including retail and food service, elder 
care,	healthcare,	and	education.	feminized	jobs	offer	
lower pay based on the economic structure of patriarchy, 
where work traditionally done by women is worth less, 
because	it	is	unwaged.	If	women	earn	wages	outside	
the home, capitalism treats their earnings as merely a 
supplement to those of a male head of household. This 
drives down wages and working conditions for the whole 
working class and accelerates the casualization of labor, 
reshaping the contours of the system’s class structure.
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This current period is marked by a profound economic 
instability stemming from the system’s decreasing ability 
to	sustainably	extract	profit.	In	order	to	stave	off	stagna-
tion in the productive sectors of the underlying economy, 
the	capitalist	class	has	come	to	see	debt	financing	and	
financial	speculation	as	the	only	way	forward.	These	
structural constraints combined with the capitalist class’ 
lack of alternative solutions means that, more and more, 
instability is becoming capitalism’s new normal.

class structure in Racial Monopoly 
capitalism
A	sharp	and	ever-evolving	assessment	of	how	different	
class and social forces relate to the system and to one 
another is essential in crafting socialist strategy. Class is 
a key category for analyzing society because it relates to 
how the system extracts, produces, and distributes the 
materials needed for human life. A group’s class posi-
tion can profoundly impact their interest in changing 
the system. Determining who is on our side, who is op-
posed, and whom we need to bring to our side in order 
to win is one of our crucial tasks as strategists.

While	class	analysis	is	necessary,	it	is	also	insufficient.	
Under racial monopoly capitalism, a wide range of 
factors shape people’s consciousness, interests, and 
revolutionary potential including race, gender, sexuality, 
religion, geographic region, etc. We must assess these 
factors	in	relationship	to	one	another	in	order	to	offer	
a concrete and grounded assessment of society. Many 
self-proclaimed left organizations have made the mis-
take of insisting that class alone shapes social struggle. 
An integrated analysis of class and social forces is key to 

refining	the	social	mapping	we	need,	especially	given	the	
current tremors in our society. We will discuss this in the 
next segment of this chapter.

The concept of class is one of the key tools that revolu-
tionaries have used to analyze society, but there are very 
few class analyses of contemporary U.S. society. There 
are many reasons for this. First, there is no consensus 
about what class means. Although it was central to his 

analysis, Marx did not fully de-
fine	what	he	meant	by	class,	so	
revolutionaries have had to de-
velop their own understanding 
of it. Furthermore, the Cold War 
Era defeat of socialist projects 
and organizations left a younger 
generation of organizers and 
activists	without	sufficient	train-
ing in class analysis. The fact 
that people in the United States 
most often use class to describe 

a person’s income or cultural preferences confuses mat-
ters further. All of this makes our task of doing a class 
analysis	difficult. 

To address this challenge, we have found that develop-
ing	a	nuanced	definition	of	class	that	is	most	suitable	
for analyzing the class structure of U.S. society under 
racial	monopoly	capitalism	is	key.	Here,	we	define	a	
class as a group of people connected to each other 
by a common relationship to racial monopoly capital-
ism’s process of exploitation. Rather than approaching 
class analysis in economic terms frozen in 19th century 
conditions,	this	definition	seeks	to	distinguish	different	
classes from one another by their relationships to the 
process	of	exploitation. 

Our	definition	of	class	seeks	to	renew	our	engagement	
with	Marxist	class	theory.	Although	Karl	Marx	him-
self	never	offered	a	concise	definition	of	class,	most	
of	those	within	the	Marxist	tradition	define	class	as	a	
group’s relationship to the ownership and control of 
raw materials, tools, and workplaces that make up the 

A group’s class position can profoundly impact 
their interest in changing the system. Deter-
mining who is on our side, who is opposed, and 
whom we need to bring to our side in order to 
win is one of our crucial tasks as strategists.
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means	of	production.	In	some	sense,	this	classical	defi-
nition is most useful in a capitalist society where most 
people work in factories using machines and physical 
labor	to	make	commodities.	It	is	less	complete	in	a	
society like our own where manufacturing has been de-
clining and most people do not work in factories. With 

service,	technology,	finance,	and	medical	sectors	of	the	
economy expanding, many people work in non-physical 
production jobs. Moreover, many people work from 
home or in other non-traditional workplaces, and/or in 
precarious employment, ranging from temporary jobs 
to contract workers to the emerging Gig Economy. All in 
all, the extraction of value increasingly happens outside 
of the formal workplace, and ownership of and control 
over the means of production is much more attenuated 
and internationalized now than in earlier periods.

Our	definition	also	seeks	to	draw	on	the	example	of	
revolutionaries	who	sought	to	refine	the	classical	Marxist	
definition	of	class	so	that	they	could	more	accurately	as-
sess how capitalism functioned in their societies. To this 
end,	our	definition	focuses	not	only	on	who	owns	and	
controls the means of production, but also on how value 
is extracted by capital, also known as the process of 
exploitation.	Just	like	the	classical	definition,	this	includes	
the extraction of surplus value on the job – roughly the 
difference	in	value	between	what	a	worker	produces	for	
the capitalist and the lower amount that she receives as 
a wage. At the same time, it also seeks to draw attention 
to	the	significant	role	that	other	forms	of	exploitation	

like predatory lending, the repossession of property, 
and the use of unpaid prison labor play in shaping how 
power	is	exercised	and	value	is	extracted.	This	definition	
better accounts for the various ways in which, under 
racial monopoly capitalism, value is extracted by dispos-
session and expropriation, particularly from women and 

non-white workers. Moreover, it 
allows us to better account for 
how power is organized through 
control over social reproductive 
labor, like unpaid childcare and 
housework.

Our assessment is that racial 
monopoly capitalism has given 
rise to a distinct class struc-
ture in the United States – the 
capitalist class, the profession-
al managerial class, the small-

scale capitalist class, and the working class.

the capitalist class
This class includes the executives, board members, and 
major shareholders who own and control the corpora-
tions and other major capitalist institutions that shape 
the exploitation process in the United States and around 
the globe.

The dominant layer within this class is the monopoly 
capitalist layer– those who own and control multinational 
corporations and whose power is becoming more concen-
trated.	This	is	best	exemplified	by	the	emergence	of	“Too	
Big	to	fail”	banks	over	the	past	several	decades.	In	the	
1980s,	the	five	largest	banks	in	the	United	States	con-
trolled 29% of total banking assets, or 14% of the coun-
try’s gross domestic product (GDP). By 2012, those banks 
controlled	86%	of	GdP,	reflecting	their	monopoly	charac-
ter.2 Similar concentration is taking across the economy, 
resulting in a smaller number of wealthy people amassing 
even	greater	power.	The	Koch	brothers,	Warren	Buffett,	
Bill	Gates,	Jamie	diamond,	and	Jeff	Bezos	are	all	members	
of this class. They operate globally even though they are 
rooted and invested in the United States, often viewing 

This definition better accounts for the various ways 
in which, under racial monopoly capitalism, value is 
extracted by dispossession and expropriation, partic-
ularly from women and non-white workers. Moreover, 
it allows us to better account for how power is orga-
nized through control over social reproductive labor, 
like unpaid childcare and housework.
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this as the best option to ensure their continued market 
dominance.

The monopoly capitalist layer serves to advance the inter-
ests	of	the	capitalist	class	as	a	whole.	It	includes	a	dynam-
ic cohort of socio-political elites with general ideological 
affinity	regarding	the	economy. 

The subordinate layer of this class is the non-monopoly 
capitalist layer. This group of people have not attained 
monopoly status, yet they often play important roles on 
regional or local levels. Their actions tend to be driven 
more	by	the	sectoral	interests	of	their	corporations. 

the professional Managerial class
This class controls the day-to-day operations of the 
high-level mechanisms of racial monopoly capitalism. 
Although they do not own the process of exploitation, they 
exert	a	tremendous	amount	of	control	and	influence	over	
it.	This	class	includes	managerial,	financial,	marketing,	
media, and state professionals who serve to: (1) control the 
labor process; (2) expand the propensity of people to con-
sume;	(3)	manage	a	growing	financial	sector;	(4)	manage	

public opinion; and (5) provide public-spending supports to 
private corporations as well as relief work for the general 
population (itself a vital subsidy to capital, allowing it to 
avoid the full cost of reproducing labor power).

The operative layer of this class includes the political and 
security agents who serve to defend and carry out the 
interests of the capitalist class, especially the monopoly 
capitalist layer. Politicians in this layer operate large-
ly on the national and international level, though they 
include some state and city politicians from key circuits 
in the global system of exploitation. They may not enter 
office	as	monopoly	capitalists,	but	once	they	are	vetted,	
groomed and deployed, their interests merge with those 
whom they serve. This layer also includes ideologically 
committed members of the armed forces and police.
The executive layer of the professional managerial 
class	includes	mostly	white-collar	workers	like	financial	
advisors and analysts, advertising executives, lobbyists, 
think-tank	intellectuals,	philanthropic	foundation	offi-
cers, corporate managers and consultants. Members of 
this	layer	mostly	own	their	homes	or	can	afford	to	rent	
wherever	they	choose	to	live.	They	often	live	in	affluent	

CAPITALIST CLASS
Monopoly Capitalist Layer
Non-Monopoly Capitalist Layer

SMALL-SCALE
CAPITALIST CLASS
Upper Layer
Lower Layer

PROFESSIONAL
MANAGERIAL CLASS
Operative Layer
Executive Layer

WORKING CLASS
Upper Layer
Middle Layer
Hyper-Exploited Layer
Excluded Layer
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suburban communities, and utilize private services as 
often as they use public services, if not more. These 
individuals are materially wealthy and do not to rely on 
debt for sustenance. Similar to members of the operative 
layer, members of the executive layer accept and help to 
propagate the norms and values of the capitalist class as 
common	sense. 

Together, the capitalist class and the professional man-
agerial class comprise the exploiting classes of racial 
monopoly capitalism, and represent the core opposition 
to socialist liberation.

the small-scale capitalist class
Small-scale capitalists have a high degree of control 
or ownership over small aspects of the process of 
exploitation. Compared to other countries, this class, 
often referred to as “the petty bourgeoisie”, is rela-
tively large and varied in the United States, though 
it is smaller than the working class. Many members 
of this class often work long hours and exploit them-
selves on the job, but the discipline they experience 
at	work	is	different	from	the	discipline	imposed	on	
the	working	class. 

The small-scale capitalist class includes an upper layer 
of owners of small to medium-sized businesses that 
produce commodities or provide services. This includes 
some professionals like doctors, lawyers, and accoun-
tants who own private practices; small to medium 
farmers; and small landlords who acquire the majority 
of	their	income	from	rent. 
The lower layer of this class is growing, including more 
people who work independently but whose control of 

the means of production is contingent and whose sit-
uation may be akin to workers’ relation to the process 
of exploitation,  having surplus value extracted from 
their work through leasing and credit arrangements. 
This layer includes small vendors and owner-operators 
— some taxi drivers and bodega owners who often 
depend	on	financing	and	debt,	as	well	as	independent	

vendors who sell on online 
sales platforms like eBay and 
Etsy. The lived conditions of 
this layer often resemble those 
of the working class, and as the 
promise of economic prosper-
ity fades, growing numbers 
from this layer may be more 
open to aligning with work-
ing-class movements. Also, as 

economic conditions have worsened, many members 
of the working class have sought small-scale capitalist 
ventures to try and mitigate economic insecurity.

the Working class
The working class does not own or control the process 
of exploitation, and is the largest class formation in the 
United States. To survive, its members are forced to 
sell their ability to work or to subject themselves to the 
various methods that the exploiting classes use to ex-
tract value. This broad category includes those who are 
formally unemployed.

The upper layer of the working class includes software 
developers,	computer	programmers,	and	financial	trad-
ers who work for employers. This layer includes some 
occupations which have been displaced from the small-
scale capitalist and professional managerial classes such 
as doctors who now work for healthcare conglomerates. 
Although many have retirement savings and own stocks, 
bonds, and/or mutual funds, members of this layer 
cannot	live	off	their	investments.	They	could	live	off	their	
savings for at least six months if they needed to. They 
tend	to	own	property	or	to	be	able	to	afford	rent	it	in	
neighborhoods of their choice. This layer may use debt 
to	finance	large	purchases	(i.e.,	home,	car,	etc.)	but	debt	

Together, the capitalist class and the profes-
sional managerial class comprise the exploiting 
classes of racial monopoly capitalism, and repre-
sent the core opposition to socialist liberation.
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payments make up a small percentage of their expenses. 
They are more likely to be white and cis male than the 
rest of the working class.

The middle layer of the working class is more varied, 
including many but not all workers who are employed in 
unionized	jobs.	In	spite	of	the	attack	on	unions	over	the	
past 30 years, members of this middle layer generally en-
joy a higher level of stability than other members of the 
working class, though not at the level of the upper layer. 
Unionized workers in this middle layer range from pub-
lic-sector workers to nurses and some other healthcare 
workers. Another section of this middle layer includes 
middle-management workers and sales workers. Many 
in this layer have responded to stagnant wages and to 
the slashing of the social wage by relying heavily on debt 
and public services.

The hyper-exploited layer of the working class draws 
heavily from what is often referred to as the “working 
poor.” One section of this layer is mostly immigrants 
doing fast-food, construction, warehouse, domestic, or 
farm work. Another section includes people employed 
in retail and food service. Many of them are under-
employed, contracted, casual employees, or working 
multiple jobs. These are generally understood to be 
precarious workers. This layer is growing. Members of 
this layer have little access to debt. What debt they can 
access is often predatory, and members of this layer 
also rely heavily on public services and community 
support networks.

The excluded layer of the working class has tradition-
ally been referred to as the “reserve army of labor.” 
This includes those working people whom the exploit-
ing classes exclude from formal employment in order 
to discipline employed workers by temporarily calling 
them	into	the	production	process.	It	also	includes	the	
“permanently unemployed” and those not counted in 
the	official	workforce	(i.e.,	imprisoned	people,	older	
laid-off	people	who	are	not	getting	rehired,	younger	
people who move in with their parents, and people 
getting by in the informal economy). This layer will 
increase	significantly	if	projections	about	technolo-
gy and automation permanently replacing millions 
of	jobs	over	the	next	five	to	10	years	come	to	pass.	
Many in this layer are houseless or precariously 
housed. This layer constitutes roughly 20 percent of 
the U.S. population.

Although it is central to the en-
tire class structure of the Unit-
ed States right now, precarity 
is	the	defining	dynamic	in	the	
working class, resulting in a 
general trend of downward 
mobility. The worry of falling 
into the ranks of the excluded 
layer of the working class is 
growing among members of 
other classes, especially the 

small-scale capitalist class and other layers of the 
working class.

While class is a way of describing people in terms 
of their relationship to the process of exploitation, 
people also inhabit other positions in society that 
inform their interests, consciousness, and choices. 
The same person who is a worker in a hyper-exploit-
ed layer of the working class is also a woman, and/
or an Asian immigrant, and/or a youth and/or LGBTQ, 
and/or disabled, etc. The next section describes our 
understanding of the current crises and correlation of 
social forces.

The working class does not own or control the process 
of exploitation, and is the largest class formation in the 
United States. To survive, its members are forced to sell 
their ability to work or to subject themselves to the 
various methods that the exploiting classes use to extract 
value. This broad category includes those who are 
formally unemployed.
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the conjuncture: crises and the 
correlation of forces

When a conjuncture unrolls, there is no ‘going back’. 
History shifts gears. The terrain changes. You are in a 
new moment. You have to attend, ‘violently, with all 
the ‘pessimism of the intellect’ at your command, to 
the ‘discipline of the conjuncture’.
—Stuart Hall, The Hard Road to Renewal: Thatcherism 
and the Crisis of the Left

“Conjuncture” describes the dynamic set of circum-
stances that reveal a crisis or rupture in the system 
and that provide new opportunities to contest for 
power in society. The	Jamaican-born,	UK-based	cultural	
theorist, Stuart Hall (1932-2014), used the term largely as 
a call to action for strategic political, social, intellectual, 
and cultural intervention. A conjuncture is the result of a 
set	of	objective	and	subjective	contradictions	that	reflect	
the dialectical relationship between the base (economy) 
and	superstructure	(society). 

For example:
•	 The rise of white nationalism is part of the current 

conjuncture.	It	stems	in	part	from	the	contradiction	
between the belief in the rightful material and social 
benefits	of	white	identity	and	the	downward	mobility	
of growing numbers of white people. 

•	 The	insurgency	in	both	parties	reflects	a	rebellion	
against the neoliberal bloc, which has included the 
political establishment of the GOP and the Demo-
cratic Party. This stems in part from the inability of 
the	finance	sector	to	resolve	the	crisis	of	realization,	
fueling resentment among a growing swath of pre-
carious	and	downwardly	mobile	Americans. 

the crises
The current conjuncture simultaneously includes the 
consolidation of rightwing power, with growing momen-
tum on the far right; new openings for anti-neoliberal 
and even avowedly socialist politics; widespread down-
ward	mobility;	ecological	and	climate	crisis; loss	of	public	

faith in mainstream institutions (except the military, 
police, and small businesses); insurgency in both politi-
cal parties; and a dynamically shifting cultural terrain of 
race, class and gender. This conjuncture grows from the 
intersection of three dynamic and interrelated crises.

ecological crisis
It	is	important	to	note	that	ecological	crisis	is	also	a	crit-
ical part of our current conjuncture. Due to the limited 
time the Strategy Lab Advance Team had to draft this 
document, we could not adequately develop and articu-
late an analysis of the climate crisis and more precisely 
analyze the role that it plays in the current conjuncture. 
This issue deserves much more research and analysis, to 
serve	the	purpose	of	developing	strategy.	In	particular,	a	
sober assessment of the correlation of forces within the 
climate	fight	will	be	critical	in	determining	how	left	forces	
should move forward in this moment.

The ecological crisis represents both an urgent and 
existential threat to our species, particularly in the Global 
South, and communities of color and working class com-
munities in the U.S. Ecological crises grow in relationship 
to economic, political, and ideological crises. For instance, 
as the interlocking impacts of climate change and neolib-
eral globalization grow, we are seeing increased migration, 
and	in	response,	increased	xenophobic	backlash.	 

economic crisis
In	the	economic	base,	the	capitalist	class	is	contending	
with a crisis of the realization of surplus value, and the 
resulting problem of protracted stagnation. This crisis 
produced the economic recession of 2007-8, a moment 
that	demonstrated	the	monopoly	power	of	finance	as	
the	most	influential	sector	of	the	economy.	finance	
capital helped to facilitate an economic recovery whose 
benefits	largely	went	to	the	exploiting	class.	It	also	used	
the crisis to discipline labor, facilitating the downward 
mobility and precarious position of large segments of 
the working class. These attacks exacerbated the already 
weakened position of organized labor. Fifty years ago, 
nearly one-third of U.S. workers belonged to a union. To-
day, only 11 percent of workers are unionized, including 
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just over six percent of private-sector workers. Today, 
capitalists are seeking to destroy the ability of unions to 
exist by withdrawing labor’s right to require dues from 
the	members	they	are	obligated	to	represent.		If	they	
succeed in gutting unions, this will have serious eco-
nomic and political repercussions for the working class 
and will undermine the only large institutional source of 
funding for progressive political candidates.

As the economy experiences protracted stagnation, the 
capitalist class remains both unable to secure higher 
rates of growth and unwilling to reduce its share of prof-
its. This has led to the long decline of real wages among 
the lower layers of the working class, and to the reli-
ance of speculative bubbles to drive the economy. This 
process	of	profit	without	production	leaves	a	growing	
number of workers downwardly mobile, laden with debt, 
or	outside	of	the	workplace	altogether.	While	the	effects	
of	financialization	extend	to	the	entire	population,	they	
particularly hurt students, low-wage workers, and young 
people	generally. 

Together these factors have produced increasing 
economic inequality since the 1970s. The United States 
now has the highest level of wealth inequality and the 
lowest rate of upward, social mobility of any advanced 
capitalist country. Family incomes measured year to 
year are twice as unstable as they were in the 1970s, 
with the sharpest rise in volatility taking place since 
the 1990s. More people are working in temporary, 
part-time, or contract jobs. As the rich get richer and 
the poor get poorer, there is a growing sense that 
prosperity is no longer possible for the many. This 
mood	in	the	broader	superstructure	reflects	changes	
in	the	economic	base. 

political crisis
The crisis in the base has contributed to a grow-
ing– though not outright– loss of legitimacy for the 
neoliberal management of racial monopoly capital-
ism.	This	is	best	reflected	in	the	2016	electoral	success	
of Donald Trump’s presidential campaign, which repre-
sented an insurgent force within the Republican Party. 
While candidate Trump promoted policies that diverged 

from the neoliberal program, 
the GOP establishment and its 
donors have largely tolerated 
his administration, which has 
not yet threatened the funda-
mentals of racial monopoly 
capitalism.	In	turn,	President	
Trump has adjusted to their in-
terests. His governing coalition 

– primarily composed of white nationalists, Wall Street 
executives, military hawks, and conservative evangeli-
cal Christians – is not yet consolidated and it is unclear 
which forces will dominate.

The Republican political establishment has attempted 
to maintain a foothold within this governing coalition, 
but has seen its ability to lead undercut to some extent. 
The shaky position of establishment Republicans has 
emerged even as the GOP now dominates both state 
and federal levels of government. The GOP controls all 
three branches of federal government, including the Su-
preme	Court.	It	also	controls	32	state	legislatures,	includ-
ing 17 with veto-proof majorities, and 33 governorships. 
This	state	governing	power	directly	affects	60	percent	of	
the U.S. population. There remains some unity between 
the GOP’s neoliberal establishment and the rightwing 
authoritarian segment of Trump’s forces, particularly in 
decimating labor and voting rights. At the same time, 
there	are	important	differences	that	have	made	it	diffi-
cult	for	the	party	to	govern	effectively. 

Just as neoliberal Republicans have lost ground, the 
leadership of neoliberal Democrats - grouped around 
the Blue Dog and New Democrat coalitions – faces 
increasingly insurgent forces within and outside of the 

The crisis in the base has contributed to a 
growing– though not outright– loss of 
legitimacy for the neoliberal management of 
racial monopoly capitalism.
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Democratic Party. Neoliberal politics remains dominant 
within	the	party,	but	the	Keynesian	and	Social	democrat-
ic core of these insurgent forces presents their biggest 
challenge.	It	is	reflected	in	the	popularity	of	Senator	Ber-
nie Sanders, yet much of this growing opposition to the 
party’s	neoliberal	establishment	is	reflected	in	a	variety	
of groups ranging from MoveOn.org to Our Revolution. 
Still,	Neoliberal	democrats	remain	able	to	field	and	run	
candidates of color with politics that promote the inter-
ests of the capitalist class.

There	is	also	an	effort	to	undermine	to	the	basic	func-
tioning of bourgeois democracy. The Electoral College, 
a vestige of the antebellum planter class’ political 
power, determined the outcome of the last election in 
opposition to the popular vote. Rather than reforming 
this anti-democratic mechanism, the general trend to 
further restrict popular participation in government, to 
institutionalize corporate lobbying, and to normalize the 
post-Citizens United campaign fundraising system re-
mains intact. State-level redistricting and attacks on dem-
ocratic rights, like voting rights and civil liberties, seek to 
disenfranchise nonwhite voters. This aggressively racist 
endeavor seeks to disenfranchise those social forces 
whose interests are opposed to the more ruthless form 
of neoliberalism that the capitalist class is pursuing. At 
the same time that the limited avenues for participation 
in bourgeois democracy are under assault, the recent 

growth of the far right portends what could become the 
social	base	of	fascism. 

These shifts have touched key liberal institutions, includ-
ing the corporate media. A decade and a half since the 
start	of	the	2003	War	in	Iraq,	public	confidence	in	the	
corporate media, which is increasingly monopolized, 
remains	shaken.	This	is	reflected	in	the	growing	influ-
ence	of	“fake	news”,	which	first	emerged	as	an	online	
phenomenon primarily on the far right. The phrase now 

serves as an allegation of inaccu-
racy against traditional media 
outlets, demonstrating the 
decline in mainstream corporate 
control over the perceived legiti-
macy	of	information.	In	tandem	
with this decline in control has 
been the rise of powerful means 
for user-created and distributed 
alternative media, principally via 
the	Internet.

This crisis of legitimacy extends 
to the international arena, 
where the United States remains 
dominant with the largest and 

most powerful military in the world. Nevertheless, it 
faces the emergence of a more multi-polar world, with 
greater contestation for markets and resources. The 
U.S. is waging costly wars in the Middle East and Africa 
that it is unable to win or resolve, resulting in the desta-
bilization of countries, immense death and bloodshed 
and the spawning of greater right-wing authoritarianism 
and fundamentalism. Consequently, the neoliberal class 
alliance is less able to provide the spoils of imperialism to 
key segments of the working class.

ideological crisis
The conjuncture is also marked by a deepening 
ideological crisis. This both echoes and compounds 
the crises emerging in U.S. economic and political 
spheres.	Ideology	can	be	understood	as	the	range	
of assumptions, values, and cultural norms that 

State-level redistricting and attacks on democratic 
rights, like voting rights and civil liberties, seek to dis-
enfranchise nonwhite voters. This aggressively racist 
endeavor seeks to disenfranchise those social forces 
whose interests are opposed to the more ruthless form 
of neoliberalism that the capitalist class is pursuing. At 
the same time that the limited avenues for participation 
in bourgeois democracy are under assault, the recent 
growth of the far right portends what could become the 
social base of fascism. 
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shape the superstructure of a given society. While 
reflected in things like laws, morality, religion, 
and politics, ideology is the medium of struggle 
between classes and associated social forces for 
legitimacy. The capitalist class seeks to maintain its 
dominance over other classes not only through vi-
olence and force, but also through popular consent 
and	participation. 

Following decades of neoliberal policies, growing 
wealth inequality and decreased social mobility have 
made more visible the contradiction between ideas 
like American Exceptionalism and the American 
Dream, and the realities of precarity and downward 
social mobility. This has affected white Americans 
in a particularly deep way, manifesting as a crisis of 
white identity reflected in rising rates of suicide and 
addiction-related deaths, rising mortality rates par-
ticularly for white women in the South and Midwest, 
and the momentum behind Trump’s 2016 presiden-
tial campaign. For centuries, working-class white 
Americans have been the main target of ruling-class 
efforts	to	claim	the	legitimate	right	to	govern.	Ideas	
like freedom, democracy, and prosperity provided 
leverage in these efforts to convince the majority of 
white Americans to accept subservience to capital in 
exchange for privilege and status relative to non-
whites	and	non-Americans. 

Changes in racial demographics and family struc-
ture	have	further	inflamed	this	crisis	of	whiteness	

and national identity. Over the past half century, the 
population of the United States has become increas-
ingly non-white, in large part due to mass migration 
resulting from U.S. economic and military interven-
tions abroad. A projected non-white majority by 2042 
threatens to weaken the implicit association between 
whiteness and American identity. Cultural changes 
are also undermining heteropatriarchal norms as 

fewer households are based 
on a marriage between a man 
and a woman, and growing 
numbers of people under-
stand gender identity to be 
fluid.	Together	these	changes	
have tended to cast the cur-
rent ideological crisis as one of 
patriarchal white identity.

Racial monopoly capitalism is 
riddled with crises, but there is 
no guarantee that the system 

will collapse under the weight of its own contradictions. 
The	capitalist	class	has	proven	resourceful	in	finding	
ways to maintain its dominance. Moreover, the current 
balance of forces would make such a collapse disastrous 
for 21st century socialism, given the momentum of right-
wing authoritarianism and the concentration of armed 
power on the right. Our task as revolutionary strategists 
is to advance the struggle for socialism, peace, and liber-
ation in this moment of compound crisis.

the coRRelAtion of foRces
Various political forces are in motion in response 
to the compound crisis described in the previous 
segment. These forces are contesting, whether 
knowingly or not, for the millions of people who fall 
somewhere in the middle of the political spectrum 
and who do not see themselves as activists, making 
them open to persuasion by organized forces on the 
left and the right. This contestable “middle” is key to 
building a front broad enough to engage the con-
juncture and to build power effectively. This raises 
questions	including: 

Racial monopoly capitalism is riddled with crises, but 
there is no guarantee that the system will collapse under 
the weight of its own contradictions... Moreover, the 
current balance of forces would make such a collapse 
disastrous for 21st century socialism, given the 
momentum of rightwing authoritarianism and the 
concentration of armed power on the right.
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•	 What is the level, scale, and quality of organization 
among competing class and social forces? 

•	 Among	the	politically	unaffiliated	middle	forces,	for	
whom do we need to contest to achieve our goals in 
the long term? How can we build with them in the 
coming period? 

•	 What do we know about the projected base for 
which	we	are	contesting? 

organized forces on the left and 
the Right
We have already discussed the current class structure 
of	the	United	States.	In	this	section,	we	assess	orga-
nized forces on the left and the right in very broad 
strokes.	In	order	to	build	effective	strategy,	a	much	
more	refined	assessment	is	required	at	the	level	of	key	
local and regional areas.

Most people in the United States are not part of any 
organization engaged in what they understand to be a 
political project. However, the polarization revealed by 
the	Trump	presidency	is	changing	this.	It	has	opened	
new space for engagement in various forms of political 
resistance: emerging organizations and alliances; in-
creased civic engagement through town halls, contact 
with	elected	officials,	street	protest,	and	electoral	work;	

and renewed interest in coordinated strategy. Our chal-
lenge as social movement leftists is that this is happening 
really quickly on both the left and the right, with the right 
dominating	the	current	balance	of	political	power. 

For decades, the social movement left has largely either 
ignored or lumped together rightwing forces without 
discerning their distinctive interests, political capacities, 
and social bases. Recent events should put to rest any 
notion	that	the	left	can	effectively	build	power	without	

understanding the trends and 
dynamics among various forces 
on the right. Being aware of 
the	differences	that	distinguish	
them creates potential opportu-
nities	to	split	their	alliances. 

The right has developed a rich 
organizational ecosystem that 
includes institutions supporting 
the Christian right, the secular 
(corporate or libertarian) right, 
and the xenophobic (racist) 
right. Although there are ideo-
logical	differences	and	overlap	
among these sectors, they each 

play a role in the current conjuncture in relationship to 
a revanchist and misogynistic white backlash against 
immigrants and Muslims in particular, and against the 
demographic shift toward a majority-minority nation 
more generally.

The	far	right	includes	a	significant	armed	wing	composed	
of various paramilitary forces that are increasingly coor-
dinating with state forces. These rightwing forces grew 
substantially in response to President Barack Obama’s 
first	administration,	with	the	number	of	Patriot	groups,	
including	armed	militias,	rising	by	755%	during	the	first	
three years alone. The Tea Party also developed as a di-
rect response to the Obama presidency, accusing Obama 
of being a foreigner, a Muslim, and a socialist who 
sought to “destroy America”. Most recently, the so-called 
Alt-Right has emerged as a white nationalist force, mobi-

For decades, the social movement left has largely either 
ignored or lumped together rightwing forces without 
discerning their distinctive interests, political capacities, 
and social bases. Recent events should put to rest any 
notion that the left can effectively build power without 
understanding the trends and dynamics among various 
forces on the right. Being aware of the differences that 
distinguish them creates potential opportunities to split 
their alliances. 
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lizing a sense of white male victimhood and marginaliza-
tion. The violent “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville 
featured a range of groups including white nationalists 
and	armed	Patriot	groups. 

In	contrast,	there	is	no	coherent	left	in	the	United	States	
although some of the essential building blocks exist. 
There are important socialist organizations across the 
country	with	cadres,	but	they	are	small	and	lack	influ-
ence.	None	is	seen	to	represent	fully	a	fight	against	racial	
monopoly capitalism for a qualitatively better future. The 
Democratic Socialists of America have grown tremen-
dously, building on the success of the 2016 Bernie Sand-
ers presidential campaign. Like other socialist organiza-
tions,	they	are	not	yet	sufficiently	rooted	in	the	class	and	
social	forces	needed	for	a	successful	fight	for	socialism	in	
the 21st century, but they are taking action, most notably 
with the campaign for single-payer healthcare. Promising 
discussions are happening between various socialist or-
ganizations about developing left unity and shared work.

Overall, there is not a coherent national left strategy, leav-
ing people to do their own thing either as individuals or 
as organizations and networks that are overly shaped by 
philanthropy. American exceptionalism leaves us without 
the insight and power of joint internationalist struggle. 
Parochialism leaves us with serious blind spots where we 
project the conditions of the city or region in which we are 
working onto the country as a whole, rather than forging 
a shared understanding of the conditions, capacities, and 
opportunities that could be networked together and stra-
tegically	leveraged	across	different	geographies.
The U.S. left, as a whole, sits in the shadow of the long-
term decline of the labor movement. There are prom-
ising	efforts	in	unions,	such	as	the	National	Nurses	

Union, Chicago Teachers Union, and the New York Taxi 
Workers Alliance, raising the visibility of worker struggles 
in various sectors but unionization rates are low, there 
is little strike activity, and labor must develop ways to 

build working class power 
as	a	leverage	against	finance	
capital. Few unions seem 
committed to the deep, trans-
formative organizing that is 
necessary and possible now. 
With the shifts happening in 
the structure of the economy, 
the labor movement is in a 

position to develop innovative working-class organizing 
approaches that both confront workplace and communi-
ty issues.

Much of the social movement left is trapped inside the 
nonprofit	charity	structure,	leaving	us	reliant	on	an	or-
ganizational form that legally prevents us from contest-
ing for political power. Many of these groups do critical 
work developing leaders, building counter-institutions, 
providing services and advocating for policy change, but 
that work usually happens in isolation, which minimizes 
its	potential	impact.	Outside	the	nonprofit	structure,	
there are important and exciting initiatives, but these 
are smaller than the moment demands. Driven by some 
of these initiatives like the Global Black Lives Matters 
network, The Movement for Black Lives, No DAPL, and 
the broad immigrant rights movement, there has been 
a	qualitative	shift	in	street	politics,	reflected	in	an	up-
surge	in	popular	mobilization	and	increased	efforts	to	
facilitate a greater degree of coordination.

Most of the forces that would make up a robust left 
does not have electoral experience. Some emergent 
forces also lack experience in organizing, and instead 
rely on in-person and online mobilizations. Negative 
U.S. traditions like individualism, pragmatism, postmod-
ernism,	and	anti-intellectualism	also	negatively	affect	
the left. There remains a dearth of institutions that 
teach people how to build bases, despite the pressing 
need	to	organize	the	unorganized. 

Much of the social movement left is trapped 
inside the nonprofit charity structure, leaving us 
reliant on an organizational form that legally 
prevents us from contesting for political power. 
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Despite opportunities presented by the conjuncture, 
social movement leftists tend to fetishize margin-
alization itself as if it were a source of power. This 
prevents much of the left from effectively challeng-
ing marginalization and adopting a posture of lead-
ership for society and the nation as a whole. Trauma 
and alienation reinforce this dynamic, especially in 
the absence of a left politics of militancy, resilience, 
and solidarity.

Social	movement	activists	and	organizers	suffer	from	
a persistent misunderstanding of the correlation of 
forces. We ahistorically overestimate our side’s capac-
ity	and	influence,	and	often	hold	anti-capitalism	as	a	
personal moral commitment rather than as a long-
term project.

There are promising experiments in organizing 
that is multi-generational, engages alienation 
politically, and is building a robust inside/out-
side electoral organizing model anchored in left 
politics. There are seeds of what could become 
institutions for socialist reproduction– alternative 
economic institutions like cooperatives, mutual aid 
work, and community-based mental health and re-
silience networks. Although more social movement 
activists and organizers identify with socialism as 
a vision for society, this idea lacks the organiza-
tional form required to usher in a new phase of 
struggle.

international dimension of the con-
juncture and correlation of forces
An assessment of the current conjuncture and correla-
tion of forces is not complete without considering the 
international dimension, particularly given the role of the 
U.S. as the world’s dominant imperialist power.  Time 
constraints did not allow for this full analysis in this docu-
ment yet this is a pressing task for U.S. leftists.

Capitalism is in crisis internationally, with the struggle 
for	ever	greater	profits	amid	economic	crises	causing	a	
greater wealth gap between the ruling classes and the 
working and poor classes, resulting in numerous wars 
over	access	to	resources	and	profits.	New	phenomena	
need discussion, including the rise of global right-wing 
forces, “failed states”, the impact of climate change on 

the survival of developing na-
tions and the rising role of China 
as a global economic power 
and potential challenger to U.S. 
hegemony.  The question of how 
capitalist globalization operates 
is also important, and there are 
debates among the left about 
whether or not there is a global 
ruling class and a developing 
supranational state.  Overall, we 
can say that, while the U.S. is still 
the foremost imperialist power, 

it faces increasing economic competition particularly 
from Europe and China and is waging ever more dan-
gerous wars across the planet to attempt to shore up its 
imperialist standing.

International	left	opposition	to	imperialism	and	cap-
italism exists in the remaining socialist countries (to 
various extents), in some progressive countries like 
Venezuela and South Africa and among peoples’ 
movements, particularly in the third world. Yet this 
opposition is scattered, lacks organizational coherence 
and faces strong repression and attacks. Clearly, the 
growth of a U.S. left/socialist movement with a strong 

Despite opportunities presented by the conjuncture, so-
cial movement leftists tend to fetishize marginalization 
itself as if it were a source of power. This prevents much of 
the left from effectively challenging marginalization and 
adopting a posture of leadership for society and the nation 
as a whole. Trauma and alienation reinforce this dynam-
ic, especially in the absence of a left politics of militancy, 
resilience, and solidarity.
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anti-imperialist dimension of its strategy will play a cru-
cial role in improving this correlation of forces!

popular forces and Geography
We were unable to do a complete assessment of this 
topic, but our inquiries led us to the following hypothe-
ses, which require testing:

1. The exploited classes of the current base of the far 
right are stronger in rural and semi-rural areas as 
well as in smaller rust-belt cities. 

2. The non-monopoly	capitalist	class,	the	profes-
sional managerial class and the upper layer of the 
small-scale capitalist class that support and fund 
the	far	right	are	stronger	in	affluent	suburban	
and urban areas. 

3. The monopoly capitalists who align with the right 
are tied to metropolitan areas due to their busi-
ness	interests	in	finance,	real	estate,	extractive	
industries, and other industries largely managed in 
global	cities.	  

4. The emergent left is strongest at the municipal level in 
multiracial	urban	centers.	Gentrification	and	the	sub-
urbanization of poverty are diluting that power, while 
offering	opportunities	to	organize	displaced	segments	
of the working class in rural and suburban areas to 
transform political culture and compete with the right. 

5. Urban centers are strategic points of pressure on 
the ruling class, as this is mainly where vested rul-
ing-class interests reside. 

6. Suburban	areas	are	experiencing	an	influx	of	non-
white and working-class people – a change whose 
effects	we	do	not	yet	fully	know.	They	are	home	to	
a particularly important form of alienation as a sites 
where racialized ideals of the American family and 

the American Dream have taken hold, both of which 
have been eroding in recent decades. 

7. Rural areas are strategic points of pressure to target 
networks of distribution for fossil fuels, on which a 
section of the ruling-class coalition depends. They 
are also central to agriculture and to cultivating the 
food on which we all depend. Although rural orga-
nizing has not been a stronghold of the left in the 
last generation, capital’s renewed push for resource 
extraction in territories controlled by sovereign indig-
enous nations has created new fronts of struggle. 

8. Bold and urgent work has developed in rural areas, 
and has all-too often been isolated from national 
support	by	the	social	movement	left.  

9. Progressive	Southern	organizing	has	amplified	over	
the last two decades both in power and sophisti-
cation, coordinating across both rural and urban 
areas in the context of explicit white supremacy. At a 
national level the social movement left must support, 
learn from, and expand on this work, particularly giv-
en the economic growth and changing demographics 
in the South. 

10. The lessons learned by frontline organizations in rural 
areas and in the U.S. South are particularly important 
to national work in this moment, as they contend 
with the politics, organizations, and political culture 
of white nationalism and neo-confederacy that have 
reached national prominence through Trumpism. 

11. States with left-leaning state alliances and coa-
litions have a leading role to play in the nation-
al resistance to Trumpism. They can leverage 
their power to create roadblocks to rightwing 
consolidation nationally, and can innovate pro-
gressive alternatives like universal healthcare 
at scale.


