























in which the rich, intoxicated by privilege, believe that they
can do what they wish, unencumbered by legal, let alone
moral restraints. President Obama’s Treasury Secretary Tim
Geithner, a multimillionaire (like many other members of
the administration), cheated on his taxes—with no legal or
professional consequences. Paying taxes, as we were once
told by a real estate mogul, “is for little people.”

51. One is struck by the degree to which the American
ruling class has acquired the characteristics of a decadent
aristocracy. Self-obsessed and narcissistic, it seems utterly
impervious to the feelings and sentiments of that portion
of society that is compelled to work for a living. In the
midst of the AIG scandal, one of the leading business
columnists for the New York Times, Andrew Ross Sorkin,
argued that the $160 million bonuses must be paid to AIG,
in the interest of preserving the sanctity of contracts! And
yet, the same columnist has called for the ripping up of the
contracts of autoworkers and the elimination of benefits
and the lowering of wages. Legal standards, as we see, are
determined by class interests.

The policies of the Obama administration

52. This basic social fact must be kept in mind as one
considers the course that events are likely to take in the
months ahead. The policies of the Obama administration
are determined entirely by the interests of the corporate
and financial aristocracy. In this sense, those who compare
Obama to Roosevelt are engaged in either public deception
or self-delusion. Despite the gravity of the economic crisis,
the immense economic resources of the United States in
the 1930s still allowed Roosevelt to experiment with social
reforms. That option no longer exists today. Contemporary
American capitalism lacks such resources.

53. However, there is certainly one significant aspect

of developments in the 1930s that is highly relevant

as one considers the probable course of events in the
months to come. There is no doubt that the first “100
days” of the Roosevelt administration, with its barrage

of policy initiatives, indicated a significant change in
government policy. But the real impulse for a radical
change in American society came not from above, not
from Roosevelt, but from below—from the great mass of
working people who, with increasing militancy and daring,
took matters into their own hands. The really significant
changes in social conditions in the United States were

the product of the great mass strikes of 1934 in Toledo,
San Francisco, and Minneapolis; of the founding of the
Congress of Industrial Organizations (C10O) in 1935; and of
the great sit-down strikes of 1936-37.

Crisis and class forces

54. The most essential feature of a historically significant
crisis is that it leads to a situation where the major class
forces within the affected country (and countries) are
compelled to formulate and adopt an independent position
in relationship to the crisis. That is, they are driven to
advance a solution to the crisis in which their own social
needs and interests are expressed. For the ruling classes,
this process takes place rather naturally. They assume that
their interests, political and economic, are the only ones of
any importance. Thus, in the present situation, the Obama
administration—having completed a “seamless transition”
from its predecessor—has no doubt that its main priority
must be the propping up of the banks, while avoiding any
measures that impinge on the wealth and prerogatives of
the corporate and financial aristocracy.

55. For the working class, the formulation of an
independent attitude toward the crisis, with the necessary
program and policies, is a more protracted social and
political process. The masses must work through their
experiences and draw their conclusions. But this process
is already under way. The chasm between the promises of
the election year and the reality of government policy is
becoming more evident each day. As the need for action
becomes ever more urgent, the working class will lose its
patience with purely rhetorical and empty invocations of
“change.”

56. “The history of all hitherto existing society,” wrote
Marx and Engels in 1847, “is the history of class struggle.”
Underlying all the claims that Marxism had been refuted
and that the egalitarian aspirations of socialism were
irrelevant to the modern world, was the complacent belief
that the “class struggle” belonged to the past. Ironically,
the official dismissal of class struggle occurred under
conditions in which the ruling class pursued (and continues
to pursue) its own interests relentlessly.

57. The one undoubtedly positive feature of the economic
crisis is that it is laying bare the real social relations of
modern capitalist society, exposing the irreconcilable
conflict between the interests of the working class and the
capitalist aristocracy, and, therefore, preparing the ground
for the resurgence of the working class and the resumption
of open class struggle on a scale that will eclipse by far the
battles of the 1930s. The American working class is being
drawn into an international maelstrom of revolutionary
class struggle. It is in this sense that the world crisis has set
the stage for the “return of history.”
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