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Stra tegies for l;' igh l ing Fascism : 
Un ited Fronts o r HCYolulioll? 

The questio n of fighting fascism gives practical 
signi ficance to the theoretical debate between the 
Dutl <lnd Dimitrov th eses. Rath er than di scuss 
hypo thetical strategies in the abstract, leI us 
discuss concrete choices. The resu rgence o f the 
Ku Klux Klan has led to th e development by 
p rogress ive groups of two differing strategies for 
defeating th is terrOf squad. Interesti ngly, olle 
s trategy appears 10 be based on Dimitrov while 
the o ther appears to fo llow Du ll. Let liS com pare 
the two. 

Th e Dimitrov Strategy 

According 10 this strat egy . the fight against 
the Klan should: I) usc o f united fro nts 
with all willing le hi st , social democ ratic and 
liberal organizations; 2) rely on the slate to 
effectively (v io lcntly) su pprcss the Klan; 3) co n
duct a widespread education progra m on the 
danger o f the KKK to civil liberties and democ
racy ; and 4) o rgan ize non confrontatio nal counter
dem o nstrat ions, peacdul rallies and public 
forums. 

These arc the clements o f the stra tegy of 
th e National Anti·Klan Network (which se rves 
as an umbrella organizatio n fo r many gro ups 
opposing the KKK and Nazis) and its member 
o rganizations. The a nti-Klan defense advocated 
by individual groups adopts th e clements of a 
Dimilrov strategy. 

The Anti-Defamatio n League o f B'nai B' rith, 
for example, espouses: 

a. Nonvio lence. "Street brawls have co ntrib
uted no thing to th e solutio n o f the problem of 
the KKK." 

b. Educa tio n_ "_ .. st rengthen educa tio n o n 
th e substa nce and application of Am erican 
dem ocratic va lues." 

c. Relian ce on sta te autho rities. " ... tbe 
answer to the chall enge laid down by the Kla n's 
hoodlumi sm is firm politica l leadership ,lIId strict 
law enfo rcemen t. ... There is also the need for 
a greater FlU and Justice Departm en t prese nce 
wherever Klan growth and ac tivit y present a 
threat .... " 

d. Antico mmunism. Most of th e peop le 
oppos ing the Klan with physical viole nce "have 
been members o f fa r-left groups sce king to 
exp lo it the issue of right-wing ex tremism in 

orde r to strengthen the fo rces of ldl-wingext rem 
ism .... Their aim in confronting the Klan. 
clearl y, is not to st rengt hen American co nstitu
tio nal democracy, but to weaken it in o rder to 
rurther th eir ow n po lit ical goa ls. " (All quotes are 
from th e i\I)L's newslcllcr, Facts, November 
1979, Vol. 25, No.3.) 

Such a stra tegy as this is bankruJll. First, the 
price o f the united front is high: yo u must trade 
socia lism ror na tio nalism, th e dictat o rship of 
th e proletariat fo r American co nstitutiollill 
dem ocracy. Second, the co ncern for c ivi l liberty 
and free speech reveals an extreme naive te. [\'Iore 
o ften than not the Klan is protec ted by Slleh a 
concern . Fo r example, the KLANIVATClllntellj
gence Report (March 1981) reported tha t aft er 
Florida po lice arres ted Klan sman B.W. Robinso n 
at a Pensaco la rall y ror refusi ng to removc his 
mask. " the ACLU handl ed Ro binso n's appeal o n 
th e grou nd th e wearing of the Ill ask was a sy mboli c 
express ion o f speec h. The court ruled th at the 
[anti·mask [ law was too broad." T hird, the 
rel iance o n state authorities and law e nforccment 
officers to handle the Klan si mpl y lets th e bo ur

have free rein in direc ting the ac tivities of 
their terror sq uads without fear of wu rki ng class 
repri sa ls. If <ln y thing, dependence UpOII authorities 
of the s tate mea ns that we ca n dcp end o n them to 
pro tect th e Klan and to attack mili ta nt anti-Klan 
ro rces. Recall, fu r exmnple, the Klan shoo tings of 
anti-K lan demo nstrators in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, on November 3, 1979: 

• Po lice gave info rmatio n to a Klan rep rese n t
ative about the starting poi nt o f lhe anti-KKK 
march. 

• Po lice told Commu nist Workers Party 
demonstrators to leave thei r gUll s at ho me. 

• On the day of the march, po lice sal two 
blocks away. 

• A po lice info rm er led the Klan carava n 
into Greensboro on th e da y o f the shoo tings. 

• An agent of the Bureau o f Alcoh o l, T obacco 
and Firearms attended pla nning mee tings before 
the Novemb er 3 uemo nSlratio n. 

• A "conci liat io n" tea m fromtheCollllllunity 
Rela tio ns Service (CRS) o f th e United States 
Justice DCp<lftlllcnt C<l lll e to Gree nsbo ro after the 
November 3 shQo tings. "The team's mi ssio n. 
ostensibl y, was to help maintai n civil oruer. but 
the act ual effect of its activity was to sow seeus 
of di ssensio n among the o rganizat io ns try ing to 
provide a no nviolent alternative to the CWP's 
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armed funeral march. "3 (This is th e sa me CRS 
which the Anti·Defamation League has praised 
for its "useful contributio n" ( 0 race relations in 
so uth ern co mmunities.) Although pressure was 
growmg in Greensboro for the police ilnd city 
officials [() ex pla in their failure 10 stop the Klan, 
"within two days, following the arrival o f til(: 
eRS 'co nc iliato rs,' the focus of attention shift ed 
[away from police and ci ty officials I to the 
violent rhelOric of the Communist Workers 
Part y .... Incre:lsingly, anyone critica l o f the 
Klan murders or th e city's hanclling of the event 
Wil S linked to the CWP .... " 4 The net effect of 
Ihi s activity was 10 destroy unity :tmong various 
allli ·KI:t1l forces, thereby sabotaging a number of 
planned marches and cr ippling future an ti-KKK 
efforts. 

So mu ch for reliance on state authorities. 
G ive n historica l facts, th e Dimit rov strategy o f 
th e National Anti·K lan Network \vill backfire: 
th e left a nd th e working class have already 
begun to suffer. 

Th e Drill Slrtltegy 

Generally speilking, a strategy agai nst fascism 
\vhi ch bases itself 0 11 DUll contains a t least six 
clements: 

I . No united front from above . No co ll ab
oralion with ,my social democratic o r liberal 
o rgan iza tion. 

2. lnternottionalism. Patriotism only c<lua ls 
cla ss cu llabLl ralion. 

3. t-. lult iraciaJ unit y within orga nizations. This 
differs fro m the tactic o f separate, nationalist 
ethnic o rganiza tio ns working togeth er on an 
ael hoc basis. Without intra -o rganizational integra· 
tiun , the fight against ril eism is co nsiderabl y 
wea kened since minorities remain divided into 
their own ethnic enclaves and group ghett os. 

.1. An illegallllldergrolllld party o rgan iz ing in 
key industries. If the ruling class does move 
toward fasc ism, parties unprepared for illega l, 
secret work will be paralyzed. 

5. As th e ruling class prepares for Wilr, co mmu· 
nists should prepare fo r civil war by organizing 
within th e armed fo rces. 

6. The use of mass force or vio lence aga inst 
fa scist sq uads. This tac tic is between the ex tremes 
o f adve nturism/ terrori sm ,mel pacifism/avoidance. 
Terrorism places no faith in the working class 
(hence th e reliance on individua l advent uri sm). 
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Avoidance and pacifistic united fronts place no 
faith in the working class (hence the rel iance on 
Slate authorities). The Klan will not go away if we 
ignore it. Confronting Klansmen with mass force 
impedes the ability o f the ruling class to employ 
them as terrorists aga inst us. Few organizations 
have adopted such a program. One example is 
the Committee Against Racism. 

Conclusion 

In d osing, we no te severa l questions and 
issues rel evant to devdoping a fullef und erstandi ng 
u f fascism - questions which we did no t have time 
to touch on: 

I. What is the role of the petty bourgeoisie 
and middle strata in the development and operatio n 
o f fascism? 

2. Does fa scism need a mass base? 
3. Why has Britain (an imperialist power in 

decline) escaped fa sc ism? I-I ow does this fact bear 
L1pon R. Palme DLitt's theo ry o f fascism? 

4. What IS th e theoretica l and practical 
signific'lIl ce of conceiving o f fascism as Bo na part
ism or as Caesar ism? 

More important than the above questions, 
howevt;r, afe certain issues centra l toourargument 
which need further clarification. By way of 
sel f·criticism, we recognize that the fo llowing 
topics need more elaboration: 

I. Liberals. Our discussion should differentiate 
libera ls acco rding to their class bases and political 
functions. We need to distinguish among monopoly 
cap it al liberals, libcral intel lectuals (policy ana lysts 
and college pro fessors), ACLU types, trade·union 
liberals, socia l democrats and the liberal leadership 
of various ethnic organizations and movemen ts. 

2. The NAKN program. We need a more 
precise and up·to·dat e critique of the policies 
of the Nationill Anti·Klan Netwo rk -espec ially 
its anti com munism, coalitional strategy and 
rcl iance on state authorities. 

3. Nationalism. Our essay needs a discussion 
o f the effects and causes of nationalism within 
ethnic o rga nizatio ns and movements. 

4. Co.llitional Strategy. We should suggest 
in COllcrete terms how to devi se coa litional 
strategy, given UUlt'S criticism o f the United 
Front program. 

5. The state. We need to cla ri fy how the 
bourgeo isie uses the stale as it s executive co mmit
tee. Our essay certainly implies a very illstmmenta/ 
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concc]Hion of the bourgeois state-a view which 
some will find too vulgar or simp li stic. A compiete 
discussion would focus on the questions of the 
relative autono m y of the state as a distinct elltil}' 

within society and the role of bourgeois and 
fascist ideologies (as distinct from slate coercion) 
as causa l variables in the development of fascism. 

Our neglect of these issues notwithstanding, 
we have atlempted to uffcr a contribution tu 
the question o f fascism by indicating lhal the 
proper response to fascism ultimalely rests on 
a co rrec t theoreti cal understanding of the class 
forces which produce fascism. We have hoped to 
show thaI the debate l>ctween Dull and Dillli trov 
essentially one of theory-is no less relevant 
today than it was in the 1930's and 1940's. This 
debate is furthermore the only way to resolve the 
qucstion of tactics. Thai is why wc have proposed 

thilt Dun's line of class analysis and milit ant class 
struggle - s till sound - shou ld guide us in opposing 
t he curre nt "right·wing" resurgence. Capital ism , 
and not une branch of the capitalist class, remains 
the enemy and should therefore be the target of 
the left's political activity. 

NOTES 

I . Felix Rohatyn. "The Com inK Emergency and Wlml Can 
Be Done About It ." New York Il euiew of /Jooks (Dece m. 
bcr 1, 1980), p. 20. 

2. Nic05 l'oulant1.3s, Fascism a" d Dicta/orslli" (London, 
New Lc: flllooks. (974). pp. 97· 100. 

S. Pat Liryant, "Justice VI. thc MOl·cmcIII." SOldhern 
E;f(/Josure 8, 2. p. 31. 

4. Ibid., pp. 3 1, S2. 
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JOHN HORTON 

Comment on " Liberalism and Fascism: 
The Dutt Thesis" 

Rich'lrel Pla tkin and C harles O 'Co nnell 's 
discussio n o f the "Dull th esis" is a p rovoca t ive 
anal ysis of fascism fro m a commillcd wo rki ng 
class perspec t ive, and a SH o ng call to direc t 
action . In o pposi t io n to liberal ca ll s fo r un ity 
and respec t for universa l civ il righ ts , th ey propose 
"the usc of mass force o r vio lence agai nst fasciSl 
squ ads" (i .e. . th e Kl an and the paramil itary 
Right ) and oj ••• no unit ed fronl from i\ bove. No 
co lhlbor:l lio n with any socia l d em ocratic o r 
liberal orga nization." Their posit ion deserves 
co mme nt and serio us debat e beca use it h ighlight s 
Ih e necessary dil emma faced by all r"Jarx isls 
fig ill ing right-wing repress io n , whe th er in Latin 
A merica, Iran, the Uni ted States o r elsewh ere in 
th e capital is t wo rld. O n th e o n e hand, the wo rking 
class needs allies ,Imo ng the oppressed in a wide , 
popi llar ty based stnlggleagain st repressive reg im es. 
On th e OIlier hand . th e ultimat e go al o f an y 
class·co nsc io liS struggle: is not to restore bo urgeo is 
democracy. but to establ is h soc iali st d emocracy 
in the int eres ts o f the wo rk ing cl ass , no t the 
so·called p rogre ss ive: bo urgeoisie . nor th e pe tt y 
bo urgeo isie o f bureaucrats and managers. 

Histo r ica ll y , lib era ls have had no difficult y 
with th is d ilt:mma j th ey simpl y den y it. In th eir 
sed uct ive pro pag:mda abo Ul unit y and dem ocracy 
(i n their class interes ts) . th ey liquida te the goal 
of social ism and revo lutio nary Marx ism. Is 
there an y reaso n to believe th aI th e an ticommuni st 
Ii hera Is o f the 1980 's wi ll behave d iHerentl y from 
th e Germ an socia l dem ocrat s o f th e 1920's a nd 
1930's or the Am erica n libera ls d ur ing the McCa rth y 
era ? Plat kin and O'Co nnell kno w th e hi sto ry o f 
lib eral s vs. the Lefl. and they also doc ument the 
n;ce rll recu rd . Il owever, they le nd to eliminate 
Ihe o lher s ide o f the dil emm a: til e need fo r unit y. 
They im p ly th a I the U.S. working class can 
d ircc Li y smash the par:rmil itary Right and Illarch 
10 soc ia li sm wi thoul alliances , witho ut ev c: n 
tr yi ng 10 w ill ove r p rogressives and li bera ls to th e 
ca use o f soc ialism . Tho ugh gu ilt y o f idea li sm and 
d ogma t ism in th eir applica t ion of theory 10 

concre te p rac tice, th ey nevenhel ess con tribut e to 
Ihe Le ft d c:ba te by analyzing th e ca pit a li st ti cs 
b etween liberalism and fascism . Their class 

a nalysis, lik e Dult's, ha s an impo rtant strategic 
lesso n fo r the Left to da y. The Le ft's answer to 
th e risi ng Right sho uld no t be a ret reat to the 
r ight - to ward an a ll'ead y bankrupt liberalism - but 
a move ment 10 the left , a fo rceful espo llsal o f 
socia lism a nd Marx ism. 

One imp ress ive part o f Platkin and O'Co nn ell's 
discussio n is th e reviva l o f Duu's class a nal ys is o f 
f;.sc ism ;mel it s appli cation to the United Front 
a nd Po pular Fro nt st rateg ies which still do minate 
Left lhinking abo u t ant i· Right struggles . Acco rding 
10 the autho rs , these s trategies assum e th e viability 
o f a n a ll ia nce between the wo rk ing class and the 
"progress ive bo urgeo isie" against the "reactionary 
bourgeo isie, " th e presumed fo nt o f fascism. 
Fo llowing Dult, th ey argu e that this stra tegy is 
h;lsed o n an incorrect class analysis. There is no 
good bourgeo isie, no good sec tor of capital ism. 
Fascis m is no t th e po licy o f o ne stratum of the 
bourgeo isie or the pelt y bo urgeoisie, but the 
o utcom e o f finance capita l a t a stage o f decay, 
econo mi c Cfl SIS and inter-imperiali st riva lry . 
Alth o ugh prese nted ra ther simplis ti ca lly, the 
directio n o f such an analysis is class icall y Marxist 
fasc ism is viewed as the struc tural outcome of 
Cllpi talism as a who le in th e co ntext o f world 
imperiali sm. 

1)lat k in and O 'Co nnell a lso rai se the important 
quest io n o f th e relation b etween liberalism and 
fascism w ithin the capitali st system. Here they 
buil d o n ano th er par t o f the Dull thes is. Out( 
wro te lilal "the laying bare of the civil war at 
th e roO t o f class·society , the explosio n or all 
th e illu sio ns o f peace a nd legality - that is , above 
all, the hi sto rical ro le of fascism."l He m eant that 
fasc ism no t o nl y und ermines th e "democratic " 
apparatu s of lihera lism and reformism, it also 
exposes th e ro le o f lib erals and so cial d emocrats 
in build ing th e s tatist fo undatio ns of fascism and 
in wea kcning th e working c1n ss thro ugh an 
in st itutio nal web o f class co llabo rat io n and 
an tico mm u nism. In o th er wo rds, Marxi sts canno t 
d epend o n liberals in their fight again st fascism 
and cap italism. Platk in a nd O'Co nnell ext end 
DUll's a nalysis o f liberal and fascist ideo logies and 
th ey upd ate th e recent record o f liberals in 



126 Contel11porary Marxisl11, Hor ton 

perpetuating racism, terrori sm and statism in the 
United States. 

These basic po ints arc clearly argued. Yet, on 
the negative side, there is a d egree of dogmatism 
in Platkin and O'Connell's presentation of Dult's 
theory and its application to the concre te condi · 
lions of the United Slates. No d o ubt, part of the 
problem can be traced to the brief and p rovisional 
character of th eir analysis. Nevertheless , some of 
the problems seem to be buill into their method 
and approach. 

Dogmatism appears in the slight distortion 
and narrowlIlg sim pli ficatio n of what Dull 
actually sa id, a sin of omission. Certainly, Dult 
never proposed an allia nce with libcr .. ls and 
soc ial democrats. Nevertheless, in the preface to 
the second edition of his book, writt en ,I S the 
struggle over fascism deepened, he clearly ca lled 
for unity: "The supreme task now is to build up 
the widest United Frmll against Fascism alld 
War . ... The all-inclusive united working-class 
front, drawing in its wake the mass of petit
bourgeois and unorga nised clemen ts, requires to 
be built up in every eountry."2 

We can certainl y quarrel about the precise 
meaning of "united front"; however, I'l atk in 
and O'Connell ignore the strategic point, wide 
u nity , the necessary part of th e dilemma facing 
Marxists struggli ng fo r soc ialism under conditions 
of right-wing repress ion. Today, as Marlene Dixo n 
argues in her article in this issue of Contemporary 
Marxism , the strategic problem is still to find 
a way (fronts, for laek of a better term) to 
achieve broad unity whi le preserving the integrity 
and autonomy of worki ng class parties and 
o rga nizatio ns. 

Platkin and O'Connell also igno re, b y their 
own admi ssion, a nother aspect of the Dull 
thesis. So eager arc they to sharpen the struggle 
between worker and ca pi talist that they ignore 
the petty bourgeois ie and middle strata, although 
they arc central to Dutt's definition of the socia l 
conditions favoring the growth of fascism. These 
cond iti o ns include the fo llowing: 

I) intensification of the economic crisis 
and the class struggle ; 

2) widespread disillusionment with 
parl iam cntarism; 

3) the existence of a wid e peti t· 
bourgeo isie. intermediate strata, slum 
pro letariat, and sectio ns of the workers 

und er capital ist influence; 
4) the absence of a ll independent class

conscious leadership o f the m ain body of 
the working class.3 

According to Dull, th e petty bourgeoisie 
and intermed iate strata have no independent 
political role except as a lli es of either the working 
class or the ca pitalists_ They arc profoundly 
affected by economic cri sis and come to the 
politica l stage when the working class has been 
weakened by the liberal/soc ial democratic coali tio n 
of labor and capita l. Left out politically from this 
coalit ion and resentful of being taxed fo r the 
welfare of ·the working class (emp loyed and, 
especial ly. unempl oyed), they can eas il y be 
mob il ized by capital agains t the work ing class in a 
fasc ist program_ All this sound s very familiar and 
very modern. Surely, the peuy bourgeo isie 
cannot be ignored in analyzing the contemporary 
situation; they are part of the all ia nce which the 
Reaga nit es arc making today with the so-ca lled 
"silent m(~o rity." 

Thus, the dogmatic character of Platkin and 
O'Connell's dI scussion res ts 0 11 a sim plification 
o f Dull's own theory, whIch IS not itself character
ized by great su btlety. Their dogmatism is also 
traceable to theorelicislll, lhe lack of a concrete 
analysis of their cen tral topics, fa scis m ;l1ld 
lib eralism . There <Ire lTlany distinct and d ifferent 
regiona l and historica l varieties o f liberalism and 
of righ t-w ing poli tical forma t ions. Red ucing 
everything to a f o rlllulized d efin it iOIl of "fascism ," 
the authors too easily assume that classical 
fascism has arrived ill the Unitcd States. Can we 
really equate w hat Bertram Gross calls "fr iendly 
fascism" wi th classical fascism? Whil e there is 
every reason to share Platkin and O'Connell's 
sense of d ange r and urgency, we need to deal wit h 
the situation by having a concrele understa nding 
of the differences between classica l European 
fascism and the Right in th e United States, to say 
nothing of an understa nd ing of the differcnces 
bctween class ical fascism and the many "excep
tional states" and military dictatorships that have 
ari se n outs id e o f the mos t deVeloped ce nt ers of 
capitalism_ We simply cannot derive a concrete 
theory and strategy fo r our times fru m u lle 
simplified theory of fascism in genera l. 

These crit icisms are intended to advance the 
:malysis which Platkin and O'Connell bold ly 
propose. Crit icis ms aside, the strong point of 
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their essay needs 10 be made strongly loday, as 
many Leftists are tempted to compromise wilh 
the Right. Liberalism is not the solut ion to 
the Righi hut part of the proh lem which got us 
ilHo th e con tem po rary crisis. Now mo re th an 
ever, we need fI.'landst and not liheral so lutions 
to p rohlcms posed from a r.,'larxist viewpoint , and 
Ih;1I is what I'lat k in and O'Connell attempt: "the 
proper response to fascism ultimately rests o n a 

correct theoretica l understa nding of the class 
forcl'S which produce fascism." 

NOTES 

t. R. I'alme Dull, "'ascisrn and Social Rel/olution (San 
Francisco, I'roletarian Publishers. 1974). pp. 302-03. 

2. Ibid., p. 14. 

3. Ibid., p. 256. 


