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Introduction   Speaking to the convention of the Ohio AFL-CIO in 
September, 2014, National AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka said, “The 
landscape is changing. There’s a new story in America. Activism is on the rise. 
There is something brewing in the United States. There is a pent up populism, a 
pent up hunger for a better life.”

These words have seen powerful proof in the strikes and demonstrations by 
low wage workers, the massive uprisings by people across the country against 
racist police violence, the protests by tens of thousands in the Moral Monday 
movement in the South against voter suppression, the huge people’s climate 
change march in New York City, as well as actions for the rights of immigrants, 
women, Native Americans and the lesbian,gay, bisexual and transgender 
community and on many other issues. To this must be added the explosive 
and enthusiastic response to Presidential candidate Bernie Sanders, a socialist 
who denounces the greed and destructiveness of “the billionaire class” and is 
mobilizing millions into the electoral arena of battle.

Out of all these movements a new consciousness is emerging, an understanding 
that the current order fails to meet the needs of the great majority of ordinary 
working people of our country, that things don’t have to be this way and 
that fundamental change is both necessary and possible. This consciousness 
includes discussion of basic concepts like capitalism, socialism, communism 
and fascism. Because these ideas are frequently misunderstood as well as 
misrepresented, the purpose of this small pamphlet is to give a brief, but, 
clear and accurate, description so these terms can be useful in the growing 
progressive movement and help give a vision of the future.



Capitalism  The essence of capitalism is the private ownership of the 
means of production and the exploitation of the workers who create the 
wealth. That is, the value of the goods and services created by workers far 
exceeds their wages or, to put it differently, workers produce the value of 
their wages in only a fraction of the time they are required to work and 
for the rest of the time they work without pay, essentially providing their 
employer with slave labor. 

This was more obvious under previous socio-economic systems — 
feudalism and ancient slavery. Under feudalism serfs — as farm workers 
forced to work on a lord’s estate— worked part of the week on land whose 
produce they kept and the remaining time on land whose produce went to 
their lord. Under slavery all the product on a plantation went to the slave 
holder, who provided the slaves only a bare subsistence to survive and return 
to work the next day. 

Under capitalism slave labor is hidden under the appearance that workers 
are paid wages for each hour worked, when, in fact they are paid to work for 
a certain number of hours and their wages equal only a fraction of the value 
they produce. The unpaid labor is the source of the capitalists’ profits and 
this exploitation is at the heart of the war the capitalists conduct against the 
working class. As the capitalists seek to maximize profits, the exploitation 
of workers is only relieved to the extent they are organized in unions or 
politically and can limit the flow of profits or are able to strike and shut 
down the whole process of profit generation unless concessions are made.

But the war against the workers is not limited to the workplace.

The capitalist class obtains additional chunks of the workers wages by 
taxes used for various forms of corporate welfare: direct subsidies, research 
and development grants and military actions to protect overseas profits. in 
addition, the capitalists are able to get a further cut by artificial monopoly 
pricing of basic necessities such as food, fuel, home rents, medical and other 
insurance and utilities. 

The wealthy capitalists benefit from tax loopholes so that the burden for 
necessary public services falls most heavily on the working people. The 
allocation of the tax burden and the uses to which tax revenues are put 
are fought out in legislative bodies which become important arenas of 
the class struggle. In addition to the tax system, banks and other financial 
corporations prey on the assets of workers who must pay interest on loans 
needed to buy homes, cars and education for their children. Thus, the entire 



capitalist class —employers, lenders and landlords — exploits the entire 
working class. 

Politically, the capitalist class, through its ownership of the means of 
production and the mass media and the control it exerts over universities, 
foundations, think tanks, many religious and cultural organizations and 
other institutions is the dominant influence in society. As the ruling class, 
corporate power does not govern directly, but utilizes political parties and 
politicians that it can fund and control.

The end result is an enormous accumulation of wealth in the hands of a 
very tiny portion of the population, while the great majority face continual, 
growing insecurity and must struggle to make ends meet. American workers 
are the most productive in the world and every year generate close to 
$20 trillion in new wealth (the gross domestic product). According to the 
Federal Reserve , the richest 1% of families — one million families — have 
net assets of $30 trillion —or $30 million for each of their families. For 
several hundred super-rich families net assets are in the billions. Americans 
increasingly recognize that this inequality is intolerable, that this excessive 
wealth extracted from the labor of the working people, must be fairly taxed 
and returned to society to meet critical needs like repairing the crumbling 
infrastructure, developing renewable energy, promoting arts and sciences, 
cleaning up and protecting the environment, providing high quality health 
care, education and government services to everyone.

The capitalist system generates its own peculiar set of values, based on 
me-first individualism, “look out for old number one” “might makes right”, 
the ”dog-eat-dog” law of the jungle, where the strong consume the weak. 
Built into U.S. capitalism from the outset also was the ideology of racism, 
initially developed to justify slavery and later to justify the imposition of 
inferior wages and living conditions on African Americans and other people 
of color.

Capitalism uses every other prejudice and form of oppression— male 
supremacy, homophobia, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, fear of immigrants 
and anti-Communism — to reduce wages and divide and conquer the 
working class majority and seriously weaken its political power. All these 
capitalist values are defended on grounds that they allegedly derive from 
“human nature” and there’s nothing to be done about it. In fact, they are 
values that only arose to justify and sustain class exploitation, a relatively 
recent development in the one  million-year history of human society.

In the latter part of 19th century, capitalism in the most developed countries 



Democracy   While defenders of 
capitalism try to equate the U.S. economic 
system with democracy, the establishment 
and defense of democratic rights in our 
country has actually been a prolonged and 
very difficult struggle waged by the American 
people against the owners of private property, 
a struggle that is far from over. After the 
Revolution, the American people would not 
accept the original Constitution written by 

evolved to a new stage where giant corporations came to dominate the 
economy and the small producers engaging in “free enterprise” and “free 
competition” were supplanted and subordinated to monopolies. This stage 
is called monopoly capitalism or imperialism and is associated with the 
transnational drive to maximize profits by directly exploiting labor in foreign 
countries, leading to sharp conflict and war between competing capitalist 
powers. This was the fundamental cause of both World War I and World War 
II as well as the driving force behind the U.S. invasions of Vietnam, Iraq 
and other countries. Associated with this stage are new capitalist “values” of 
militarism and virulent national chauvinism.

The predominance of giant corporations —monopolies — in a capitalist 
economy highlights the fundamental contradiction in this system, namely 
that production has become social to an unprecedented degree, but 
the appropriation of wealth has become private as never before. This 
contradiction can only be resolved under socialism, when both production 
and appropriation become social.

Fascism   Fascism is not a separate economic system. Rather, it is the 
form capitalist government takes when the most extremist, chauvinist and 
militarist sections of the monopoly capitalist class take political power and 
rule through open terrorist dictatorship. Fascist governments outlaw unions 
and abolish all democratic rights. Wherever capitalism has reached the 
monopoly stage and unprecedented wealth and power is concentrated in the 
the tiniest number of hands, anti-democratic trends emerge among a section 
of the capitalists and fascism is a danger. Under these conditions the unity 
and mobilization of the people against every infringement of democratic 
rights and institutions including unions, public schools, the rights of 
minorities and women, or the right to vote are critical for preventing the rise 
of fascism and preserving space for working people to defend and advance 
their interests.



the founding slaveholders and northern merchants without the addition of 
the Bill of Rights. Initially, voting and office holding was permitted only to 
white, male property owners 40 and older. Slavery was only ended through 
the extremely bloody and traumatic Civil 
War. Not until 1870 through efforts of the 
early labor movement was public education 
established throughout the United States. 
After a very difficult struggle women won 
the right to vote in 1920. Only through 
massive demonstrations, strikes and factory 
occupations was the right to bargain 
collectively and form unions established 
in 1935. Equal legal rights regardless 
of race was achieved because of the historic Civil Rights movement with 
the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965. The prolonged 
fight of women for reproductive control over their own bodies was won in 
a Supreme Court decision in 1973. Marriage equality regardless of sexual 
orientation has only been won 2015 through the tireless efforts of the LGBT 
community and their supporters.

All these rights and democratic institutions are under continual siege by the 
right wing extremist forces of corporate power and Americans continue to 
push for the expansion of democracy including rights to higher education, 
health care, jobs and a clean environment.In short, under capitalism, 
democracy is a process, a central part of the class struggle and cannot be 
fully secured so long as the lion’s share of the national wealth and the 
ownership of the means of production is under the control of a tiny minority 
and the economic life of society is determined by the corporate drive for 
maximum private profits. 

Socialism   The essence of socialism is the replacement of the capitalist 
class and private corporate power by the working class and allied forces 
( small business, family farmers, self-employed professionals, etc.) as the 
dominant influence in society. The new ruling class of the working people 
can then reorganize the economy, begin social ownership of key industries 
such as finance and energy and institute policies to put people before profits 
and guarantee full democratic rights for all. 

To make socialism occur as peacefully and painlessly as possible, 
progressive forces under capitalism must build the broadest possible united 
coalition of labor and all its allies in the grassroots as well as among elected 
officials first to weaken and defeat the most reactionary, anti-labor and anti-



democratic section of corporate power and eventually to overcome corporate 
power generally. Hopefully this can occur peacefully through the electoral 
process as has happened recently when socialist-oriented governments were 
elected in Greece and Venezuela and in the early 1970’s in Chile before the 
government there was overthrown in a right wing military coup organized 
by the United States. 

Under socialism, wealth is distributed according to the principle: “From 
each according their abilities, to each according to their work.” That is, 
people are compensated according to their contribution to society, replacing 
the capitalist principle that wealth is distributed according to one’s capital, 
one’s ability to own the means of production and exploit workers. 

Socialism is still a class society, but one in which working class and trade 
union values become dominant. These are values related to solidarity, 
equality, democracy and peace. The trade union slogans of “an injury to one 
is an injury to all, united we stand, divided we fall” become watchwords 
for socialism as it defends itself from the residual forces that would restore 
capitalism.

Historically, the establishment and maintenance of socialism has only 
been possible when the people are led by well organized political parties 
committed to the working class and with a vision of building a new socialist 
society. This has generally been the role of the Communist Parties, but it is 
clear that coalitions of Communists with other progressive forces and parties 
are possible and can guarantee a larger base and greater stability.  This 
possibility was demonstrated in the government that was elected in South 
Africa led by Nelson Mandela following the end of apartheid — a coalition 
of the African National Congress, the South African Communist Party and 
the South African Congress of Trade Unions 

Without getting into specifics, it is clear that the socialist states that 
emerged in the 20th century faced a hellish world. They were generally 
weak countries with undeveloped economies, huge deficits in health care, 
education, infrastructure, government services and lacking in democratic 
institutions and traditions. They faced a fiercely hostile capitalist world 
determined to crush their fledgling efforts to build just and stable societies 
by any means necessary, including economic boycott and sabotage, 
terrorism, assassination, invasion and war. 

Under these circumstances, the new socialist governments were forced into 
a prolonged state of siege during which mistakes, abuses and sometimes 
serious crimes were committed notably in the Soviet Union under Stalin. 



Despite all this, achievements of historic proportions were made in all 
areas and the USSR, at the cost of 27 million lives including 11 million 
Communists, played the decisive role in defeating Hitler fascism. 

The pressures on the socialist countries continued to mount after the war 
when the U.S., having a monopoly on atomic weapons, picked up Hitler’s 
fallen banner, assumed the leadership of the world anti-Communist crusade, 
and launched the Cold War. Nonetheless, imperialism was unable to stop 
Communist Parties from winning power in China and Cuba, sinking deep 
roots in Eastern Europe, being poised to take power in Vietnam, Laos, 
Indonesia and Afghanistan and winning the hearts and minds of people 
everywhere. 

After the Cuban missile crisis which brought the world to the brink of 
nuclear war, President John F. Kennedy recognized the Cold War threatened 
to destroy all of humanity, announced plans to end it as well as to to 
withdraw from Vietnam and, despite fierce opposition from extremists in 
the military and the CIA, conducted secret talks with both Cuba and the 
Soviet Union to implement policies of peaceful coexistence and peaceful 
competition between the two systems. Unfortunately, this was cut short by 
Kennedy’s assassination, leading to the genocidal war in Vietnam,the mass 
slaughter of Communists and their supporters in Indonesia and the continued 
threats and actual plans of the U.S. to launch nuclear war. 

Socialism and humanity suffered a tremendous setback when weak, 
opportunist and, ultimately, corrupt leaders came to power in the Soviet 
Union who had lost the will to fight, surrendered to both domestic and 
foreign capitalist pressure and dismantled Soviet socialism. Lacking any 
deterrent, imperialism proceeded to destroy socialist governments in Eastern 
Europe, dismembering several nations and instigating horrendous ethnic 
genocide particularly in the former Yugoslavia. The door was also opened 
for the U.S. invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, the rise in religious fanaticism 
and the spreading chaos in the Middle East and parts of Africa. None of this 
would have happened but for the destruction of Soviet socialism. 

Today, governments in China, Vietnam, Laos and Cuba use a mixture of 
social and private ownership as a way to accumulate the capital, skills and 
technology needed to establish a modern socialist economy.

In everyday political discussions “socialism” is used to describe policies in 
capitalist countries such as in Scandanavia, where the means of production 
remain primarily owned by private individuals, but, through heavy taxation 
on excessive wealth and income, important social benefits like health care, 



education and quality government services can be provided to the people. 
This is the stated goal of social democrats like Bernie Sanders. This would 
certainly be a big improvement and would reflect a serious weakening of the 
extremist section of corporate power, but the problem with this is that there 
is no guarantee the benefits will last since the capitalists retain economic 
ownership and control political parties that continually seek to reverse the 
gains of the working people.

Socialism is a necessary intermediate stage following capitalism in which 
working class power overcomes capitalist structures and values, guarantees 
the living standards and democratic rights of the people and promotes the 
structures and values of of an emerging classless society.

Communism  Communism has never been achieved under modern 
conditions. It should be an evolutionary outgrowth of a socialist society. 
The essence of communism is that it would be a classless society free of 
want or coercion, a society of material abundance, where there is enough 
of everything for everybody and wealth can be distributed according to the 
principle of “from each according to their abilities, to each according to 
their need.” In such a society coercive government structures that manage 
people, such as police, courts, prisons etc. could be gradually dismantled 
and government could be limited to administrative bodies that manage 
things such as mail, utilities and free and fair distribution of goods. Classless 
humanistic values could finally triumph and people could live according 
to the principle of “one for all, all for one,” and see that their interests as 
individuals would depend on advancing the entire society.

With abundant wealth at its disposal communism could undertake large 
scientific, cultural and archeological projects.



No country has ever claimed to be communist, but the term is used in the 
capitalist world to describe countries led by Communist parties. On the 
other hand, the instinct to live cooperatively is deeply embedded in human 
biology. Human beings and most likely our hominid ancestors lived for 
hundreds of thousands of years in conditions of primitive communism where 
the products of cooperative hunting, gathering and agriculture were shared, 
but this was a sharing of very limited resources, not abundance.

With no significant foreign enemies, a vast, unprecedented economic 
capacity and deeply rooted democratic traditions, U.S. socialism would not 
face the challenges that confronted the USSR, but would still have a major 
struggle to overcome the ideological debris of capitalist society, such as 
racism and individualism, as it advanced toward communism.   

The Communist Party USA  
Ho Chi Minh, the great Vietnamese 
patriot and revolutionary leader once 
wrote, “To reap a return in ten years, 
plant trees. To reap a return in 100, 
cultivate the people.” The CPUSA, 
now in its 96th year, has exemplified 
that principle throughout its history.  

In its founding in 1919 out of the 
left wing of the Socialist Party, the 
CPUSA opposed World War I, hailed 
the Russian Revolution and insisted 
that the fight for equality for African 
Americans was a question requiring 
special attention that could not simply 
be assumed to automatically result 
from establishing socialism. The party 

actively defended the rights of immigrants during the Red Scare hysteria 
beginning in 1919. When the great Depression started it organized a massive 
movement of the unemployed demanding “Work or Wages, Now!.” and was 
decisive in building the movement that prevented the legal lynching of nine 
Black youths falsely accused of raping a white woman in Alabama in the 
infamous Scottsboro case. 

During the New Deal, the Party played a critical role in organizing industrial 
unions, winning key rights like unemployment compensation and Social 
Security and mobilizing and uniting a broad coalition of the American 



people against fascism. It organized American volunteers to fight against 
fascism in Spain and helped mobilize the anti-fascist effort in World War II.. 

With the onset of the Cold War, the Party faced severe repression including 
imprisonment of its leaders as the U.S. government sought to repress all 
domestic dissent and mobilize support for an atomic war against the Soviet 
Union. Nonetheless,the Party was able to lead the Stockholm Peace Appeal 
effort to outlaw atomic weapons and mobilized people to end McCarthyism 
and the repressive atmosphere of the 1950’s. It made important contributions 
to the civil rights movement as well as to the movement against the war 
in Vietnam. In the recent period It has played a key role in grassroots 
movements for progressive trade unionism, the rights of women, the LGBT 
community, and immigrants, for a sustainable environment and against 
abuse of police power. 

Undeniably, during this long and rich history, the Party has made mistakes 
and policies have been justifiably criticized. In fact, the Party continually 
tests , re-evaluates and, when necessary, modifies its policies.

Today, the basic policy of the CPUSA stems from recognition that right 
wing extremism poses the main threat to the living standards, well-being 
and democratic rights of the American working class and people. From this, 
flows the need for a broad, united democratic coalition of both grassroots 
forces and elected leaders to disempower the right and defeat this threat.

We seek to build support for every movement and candidate, public official 
and legislative initiative that contributes to this goal, which is an essential 
step in achieving socialism. We do not do this in a narrow, self-serving 
sectarian way, but rather we work to build a united coalition, including 
Communists and all other progressive forces, aimed at defeating right wing 
extremism and clearing the path to socialism. Our goal is a society of, by 
and for the working people —modern, democratic and green.   ■

Be part of this effort – go to our website: 
cpusa.org for more information and 
check out our online publication: 
peoplesworld.org! And, help get this 
pamphlet reprinted and distributed by 
sending a contribution to Peoples World, 
3339 S. Halsted St., Chicago, Il 60608.  
Copies can be ordered by sending $1 
per copy, to the same address.
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