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Retrieve the legislative branch
In last week's editorial we argued that

the reassertion of congressional initiative
against presidential power portended a
critical realignment in American politics.
We noted that Congress, like legislative
bodies at the state, county, and munici-
pal levels, was more susceptible to popu-
lar initiative and control than the execu-
tive branch. Through most of this century,
the executive branch at all levels has been
the focal point of corporate political
power and influence and corporate con-
centration of wealth and power in soci-
ety at large has operated to shift policy-
making authority from the legislative
branch to the more inaccessible recesses
of various executive agencies, commis-
sions, and other appointive bodies at all
levels of government.

Carter's key cabinet appointments so
far indicate that he will be no exception
to the rule of talking "populism" to the
voters, while performing as the executive
of the corporate order once elected. His
proposal that Congress grant him plen-
ary powers over the next four years to re-
organize the executive bureaucracy with-
out substantial congressional participa-
tion is in the same vein.

In the last four years, Congress has
begun to establish the mechanisms for
challenging the President and the cabinet
for initiative in policy-making. In parti-
cular, it has moved in the three basic ar-
eas of budget-making, information gath-
ering and the war power.

The meaning for socialists in these de-
velopments lies first in the social and po-
litical changes .that have given rise to the
changes and second in the opportunities
for action they open up.

Watergate and the anti-democratic de-
signs of the Nixon administration may
have been the immediate occasion for the
resurgence of congressional activity, but
underlying this is the exhaustion of lib-
eral reform as a means to pacify class an-
tagonisms.

The era of easy imperialist corporate
growth, nurturing jobs and income'expan-
sion at home, is over. Such growth has
always been the condition of reform at
home. Today's reforms are increasingly
conservative in nature, and more often
than not set one group of working peo-
ple against another. There is increasing
skepticism of reforms offered by the maj-
or parties, and of policy alternatives that
pose employment against inflation, or
social compassion against inordinate tax-
es, or serviceable government against cen-
tralized bureaucratic monstrosities.

Support for corporate expansion a-
broad and old style reforms at home is de-
clining. But the desire for change is not.

In general, people are not clear in their
own minds about the kind of changes
needed. But it is clear that their needs in-
creasingly go beyond the system's capaci-
ties.

The central political issues of the past
four decades have changed as well. Start-
ing in the 1930s with the passage of the
Wagner National Labor Relations Act,
the Fair Labor Standards Act, and the
Social Security Act, and with increasing
pervasiveness since the 1950s, issues in-
volving the struggle between the corpor-
ate need for profit and the needs of work-
ing people, between capital and labor,
have come more and more to dominate
American politics, while older issues in-
volving intra-bourgeois conflicts have re-
ceded.

Prominent among these capital-labor
issues has been the push for full employ-
ment planning, inadequately embodied
in the Humphrey-Hawkins bill; various
proposals for national health insurance;
federal aid to cities to fund public ser-
vices and employment; restrictions on
overseas corporate investment; transfer

of funds from military spending to social
programs; uniform federal welfare stan-
dards; industrial health and safety; con-
sumer protection; reallocation of federal
subsidies from automobile to public trans-
portation and other measures that reflect
the increasing assertiveness of working
class interests against traditional profit-
rationality.

In short, the struggle between capital
and labor for control over the nation's
economy has moved into the center of the
political arena, pitting the principle of
economic and social democracy against
corporate priorities. Institutionally, this
struggle is polarizing along lines of Con-
gress as the potential people's branch ver-
sus the executive as the corporate branch.

Congress is still conducting the skirm-
ish timidly, even reluctantly, because cor-
porate power still reaches broadly and
deeply into the Congressional power struc-
ture. Most members of Congress still do
not represent the popular cause nor do
they fully understand corporate power
as its enemy.

The Harris poll reported two weeks
after the past election that over 80 percent
of the people want Congress to listen
more to the people, that close to 80 per-
cent want the government to help the
poor, the elderly, and others hard hit by
inflation, that almost three-fifths want
Congress to curb the power of the Presi-
dent, that the great majority want Con-
gress to act as the people's branch against
vested interests and oligarchic power.
They want other things that are inconsis-
tent with these, but that kind of confus-
ion may be expected in the absence of a
sustained and popular socialist move-
ment helping to clarify and more sharply
define the issues.

Socialists should enter electoral poli-
tics, as socialists, with their focus on the
legislative branch at all levels of govern-
ment, from the city councils to Congress.
They should join with trade unionists,
blacks and other national minorities, wo-
men's movements, teachers, consumer
and ecology groups, anti-redlining groups,
hospital and other service worker groups,
etc., in drafting social goals programs
for the people and against corporate
power.

They should run candidates from
among their ranks rather than simply sup-
porting the lawyers and other operators
put up by the regular major party or silk-

stocking reform organizations. They
should campaign on a social goals pro-
gram, and between elections maintain so-
cial goals assemblies for continuous
week-in and week-out development, agi-
tation and organization around their pro-
gram.

In calling for this kind of electoral ac-
tivity, we are breaking with what have
been two prevalent approaches to elector-
al work by socialists: First, the concen-
tration on presidential politics that has
characterized the Democratic Socialist Or-
ganizing Committee (DSOC) led by Mich-
ael Harrington; second, the quadrennial,
largely ritual presidential campaigns by
the various socialist parties.

The DSOC strategy of socialist parti-
cipation in presidential elections, given
the present state of party politics, en-
meshes socialists in the process of filling
an office that is currently beyond the
hope of popular control. It can only lead
to discrediting socialist leadership and
judgment through an inevitable series of
debilitating compromises and post-elec-
tion disillusionments. There is no short-
cut to socialism, but if there were one, it
would not lie through the White House.
There is no point to socialists lending
themselves to electing "better" execu-
tives of the corporate order.

On the other hand, the running of so-
cialist presidential slates is no less effec-
tive. The fact that its purpose is primar-
ily to recruit new members to narrowly
doctrinal groups largely divorces the slate-
running activity from the major arenas
of popular political activity and discred-
its socialists in the eyes of the people as
not seriously out to win on their behalf
and not seriously concerned for their dem-
ocratic aspirations in the here and now.

If socialists want to be politically rele-
vant, if they want to participate in and
help shape the direction of popular work-
ing class movements, they will learn from
what people want and from being with
the people in their electoral activity. They
will continue their work-place and
community protest activity but also
begin to focus on participation in con-
testing for control of the legislative pro-
cess—both in elections and in the devel-
opment of programs around major issues
and the mobilization of support for them.

Our view of the emergence of socialism
as a major political movement in Ameri-
can political life necessarily rules out a

concentration on doctrinal matters
to be confused with, theory and pr
that center upon organizational narrow-
ness and verbal purity.

We see socialism emerging in the United
States as a multi-faceted and multi-
tendency movement, reinvigorating and
fulfilling American democracy. A major-
ity movement for socialism in the United..
States can never be built within the con-
fines of the traditional doctrinal social-
ist parties as they now exist. The history
of the past 50 years amply demonstrates
that and it is time to draw the lesson.

Socialism will emerge as a major move-
ment in American politics, and in incipi-
ent form already is beginning to emerge,
as a broad diverse array of movements
that will take party form when it has the
prospect of becoming a major party, by
transforming or replacing one of the ex-
isting major parties.

In the meantime, socialists should par-
ticipate in all available electoral arenas—
in major party primaries, in non-partisan
elections for city councils or county
boards of supervisors or boards of edu-
cation, and in partisan elections as soci-
alists where there is any chance of success.

At the close of this bicentennial year, it
is fitting to recall that John Adams said
that the happiness of society is both the
purpose and the test of government, and
that government in the United States to-
day under the sway of corporate power
neither fulfills that purpose nor meets that
test. Adams warned that concentration
of wealth would transform the republic
into an oligarchy. People increasingly
know these things and want a change.
Socialists should be at the forefront of
the struggle for that change.

Adams also held that the legislative
branch "should be in miniature an exact
portrait of the people at large. It should
think, feel, reason, and act like them."
Socialists should play a leading role, and
have every interest, in helping to draw that
portrait and bring it to life.

Corporate power is accustomed to vir-
tual monopoly in the market and over
government. It is time to break up the
corporate monopoly, not by anti-trust
suits, but by beginning to retrieve the leg-
islative branch to the people and making
it the champion of the sovereignty of the
people and their happiness, against the
usurpations of oligarchic corporate
power. •

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED


