
 1 

Some Sidelights on Canadian Communist History 

On Karen Levine’s 1977 Interviews 

During the summer of 2020 I happened to mention the Kenny oral history project to my friend Russell 
Hann, a labour historian with an encyclopedic memory and a well-organized personal archive. He 
immediately recalled a 1977 essay by a UofT undergraduate, Karen Levine, on the impact of the 1956 
Khrushchev revelations on Canada’s Communists. He also recollected that she cited interviews she 
conducted with some important figures in the movement, including Robert Kenny. Russell promptly 
forwarded a copy of “The Labour Progressive Party in Crisis: 1956-57” i to me and after reading it, I 
contacted Karen, to find out if the recordings she made 43 years earlier still existed. Luckily, Karen kept 
them (with the unfortunate exception of J.B. Salsberg, a pivotal figure in the 1956 events) and 
generously agreed to add them to the other interviews in the Kenny oral archive. 

In her essay Karen also cited information gleaned from earlier recordings done by David Chud, one of 
several students who, in the early 1970s, recorded over 100 “interviews with individuals involved with 
[Canada’s] labour and socialist movements.” Don Lake, at that point associated with the left-nationalist 
Waffle wing of the New Democratic Party, was one of the graduate students who did these interviews. 
Today Don and his partner Elaine operate “D&E Books,” one of Toronto’s premier antiquarian 
bookstores. Their business was originally launched in 1977 as “October Books” after they purchased a 
stock of radical (and other) books and pamphlets from Peter Weinrich who was then in the process of 
winding up his partnership in Blue Heron Books.  

      * 

The 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union held in February 1956, and the 
subsequent Soviet invasion of Hungary later that year, sent shockwaves throughout the world 
Communist movement, including Canada’s Labour Progressive Party (LPP). (The Communist Party of 
Canada [CPC] founded in 1921, was declared illegal in 1940 at the outset of World War II. After 
operating underground for a few years, the party resurfaced in 1943 as the LPP, a name it operated with 
until 1960 when it reverted to its original name.)  

Karen’s parents were among thousands of people who left the LPP and its “mass organizations” in 1956-
57. But unlike many others, they did not entirely repudiate their pasts and stayed friends with people 
who remained in the party, including Stanley and Millie Ryerson. Some of these connections were useful 
to Karen two decades later when she set out to investigate the 1956 events (although she noted that 
Stanley Ryerson, the party’s leading intellectual, indicated that he was not prepared to talk to her). The 
interviews she did conduct, however, are interesting both as insider accounts of the LPP’s 1956 trauma 
and as more general commentaries by participants in the Canadian Communist movement from the 
1920s to the 1970s.  

Karen’s interviews spanned the entire spectrum of LPP opinion at the time. Robert Laxer was among 
those who concluded that it was necessary to entirely write off the party as a political “corpse.” Karen’s 

http://ao.minisisinc.com/scripts/mwimain.dll/144/ARCH_DESCRIPTIVE/DESCRIPTION_DET_REP/SISN%2038?SESSIONSEARCH
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parents, like Ben Shek and Norman Penner, occupied a sort of middle ground at the time—they were 
critical of aspects of the party’s record and its operational methods but still identified with the socialist 
project and would have liked to have seen the LPP undergo major reform without abandoning its central 
mission. Robert Kenny and Phyllis Clarke articulated the view of the “pro-party” majority in 1956: while 
willing to admit there was room for improvement, their chief concern was fighting those they saw as 
“revisionists” and “liquidationists.”  

Canadian Communism & the Jewish Experience 

With the exception of Bert Kenny, everyone Karen interviewed had a Jewish background. Her parents, 
like Phyllis Clarke and Ben Shek, joined the party in the 1940s at U of T. Bob Laxer and Norman Penner 
had been Communist youth leaders in the 1930s. Max Dolgoy and Joe (Joshua) Gershman, two old-
timers from the 1920s with whom Karen also spoke, both grew up in territories ruled by the Tsar before 
emigrating to Canada. Many of the points touched on in Karen’s interview with Joe Gershman are 
explored in more depth in an article Irving Abella published in Labour/LeTravail [L/LT]: “Portrait of a 
Jewish Professional Revolutionary: The Recollections of Joshua Gershman” 
1977, http://www.lltjournal.ca/index.php/llt/article/download/2343/2751/  

The Canadian party was initially overwhelmingly composed of immigrants from the Tsarist “prison house 
of peoples,” as Macleans magazine reported in 1931: 

“Of the 6,000 members of the Communist Party of Canada probably not more than ten per cent are 
English speaking. Forty per cent are Ukrainians and Russians, forty per cent Finns, and ten per cent 
foreign-language Jews. A sprinkling of other nationalities merges with these parties. It is clear that if 
the support of these foreigners, this unassimilated lump in the body politic, were to be withdrawn 
from the Communists tomorrow, the Communist Party of Canada would automatically collapse.” 

https://archive.macleans.ca/article/1931/5/15/communism-in-canada 

There is no question that the vast majority of CPC members at that time were Ukrainian, Finnish or 
Jewish. Many of the Jewish workers who joined the CPC in its infancy, like Max Dolgoy and Joe 
Gershman, were deeply affected by personal experiences with anti-Semitic pogroms sponsored and 
encouraged by Russia’s Tsarist regime. Those who joined in the 1930s and 40s generally had parents 
who had immigrated relatively recently from Poland and Ukraine.  

The pogroms began ostensibly as “reprisals” for the 1881 assassination of Tsar Alexander II by leftist 
militants. The fact that the assassins were all atheists and only one of them was ethnically Jewish was a 
matter of indifference to the pogromists and their imperial backers. In the initial attack, hundreds of 
Jews were killed and many more were seriously injured while thousands were left homeless. The next 
year, in 1882, the “May Laws” restricted where Jews could live, where they could own real estate and 
how they could conduct business. Subsequent legislation limited Jewish access to higher education and 
some professions. In 1891 the Tsarist regime followed this up by expelling most of Moscow’s Jewish 
population, estimated at some 30,000 people. 

The unsuccessful 1905 Revolution saw another massive wave of pogroms—this time thousands were 
murdered. During the three years of civil war following the October 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, as many 

http://www.lltjournal.ca/index.php/llt/article/download/2343/2751/
https://archive.macleans.ca/article/1931/5/15/communism-in-canada
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/moscow
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/moscow
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as 60,000 Jews were slaughtered by the counterrevolutionary opponents of the new regime. Between 
the 1880s and the 1920s some two million Jews fled Eastern Europe; many of them found their way to 
North America. Most of those who settled in Canada clustered in three urban centres – Montreal, 
Toronto and Winnipeg – where they found work in “needle trade” sweatshops.  

Virtually all Jewish workers in the garment trade identified as socialists, but there was a bitter division 
between social-democrats and Communists. In introducing Joe Gershman’s L/LT memoir, Irving Abella 
commented:  

“No ethnic group dominated a single industry the way the Jews dominated the garment industry, 
and none expended as much energy and funds on behalf of progressive candidates and causes. This 
gave the Jewish labour movement an economic and political clout far beyond what its relatively 
small membership warranted.” 

Abella insightfully observed: 

“The Jewish labour movement was a one generation phenomenon. It has often been said that the 
Jewish factory worker was neither the parent nor the child of a worker. Unquestionably, the social 
mobility—and in fact, the deproletarianization—of the Jewish worker was astonishingly rapid. 
Workers scrimped, saved and sacrificed to make certain their children would never work in a 
factory.…  

“Yet, despite their new wealth and social position, many remained concerned with the interests of 
the worker. Although they had a new enhanced status, few severed their relationship with the 
movement.” 

That changed after Nikita Khrushchev’s 1956 revelations about the crimes of Stalin, particularly the anti-
Semitic persecution of Jewish professionals and intellectuals in the USSR. Jewish youth who grew up in 
Canada during the 1930s and 40s were acutely conscious of both the pogroms of the Tsarist regime and 
the horrific criminality of the Third Reich. They were also well aware that Hitler’s vaunted military 
machine had been ground up on the Eastern Front by the Soviet military, which also ended the 
Holocaust by shutting down the Nazi extermination centres one by one, beginning with Majdanek in 
October 1944. Auschwitz-Birkenau, the last to be liberated, was captured by the “Tarnopol” Rifle 
Regiment led by Lieutenant Colonel Anatoly Shapiro, a Ukrainian Jew.  

Jewish Canadians were well aware that there was plenty of anti-Semitism right at home. A 1983 book by 
Irving Abella and Harold Troper, None Is Too Many: Canada and the Jews of Europe 1933–1948, 
documented the Canadian government’s shameful record of refusing entry to Jewish refugees fleeing 
Hitler—Canada admitted a mere 5,000, far fewer per capita than any other Allied power. A 1976 film, 
“Voyage of the Damned,” starring Faye Dunaway, depicted the plight of 900 German Jewish refugees 
aboard the SS St. Louis who were refused entry to the U.S. in June 1939. The movie focussed on the 
American response, but Canadian authorities also turned down these desperate victims of Nazi 
persecution. 

The far left has a long history of fighting racial discrimination against Jews and other minorities. The 
Russian Marxists’ role in organizing workers’ defence guards against pogromists was paralleled by 
similar initiatives by revolutionaries to interdict fascist mobilizations in Europe and North America. In the 
1930s the rising tide of fascist terror led many Jewish youth to embrace radical leftist politics. This only 

https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/map/killing-centers-in-occupied-poland-1942
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/map/killing-centers-in-occupied-poland-1942
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/anatoly-shapiro
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voyage_of_the_Damned


 4 

reinforced existing anti-Semitic prejudices among the ruling elites in Canada (and elsewhere). In a 29 
March 1938 entry in his private diary, Prime Minister William Lyon Mackenzie King wrote: 

“We must nevertheless seek to keep this part of the Continent free from unrest and from too great 
an intermixture of foreign strains of blood, as much the same thing as lies at the basis of the Oriental 
problem. I fear we would have riots if we agreed to a policy that admitted numbers of Jews.” 

Anti-Semitic prejudice was so widespread in Canada in this period that the CPC-aligned Labour League 
Mutual Benefit Society (forerunner of today’s United Jewish People’s Order) could only buy land for 
Camp Naivelt, where generations of leftist Jewish families subsequently vacationed, by working through 
their Ukrainian comrades:  

“The original 100-acre property that straddled the Credit River with the children’s camp on one bank 
and the adult colony on the other, was purchased indirectly from the CNR [Canadian National 
Railway] in 1936. I say ‘indirectly’ because the CNR was not keen to sell to Jews. However, being part 
of an ‘international’ progressive fraternal movement had its advantages: the land was purchased by 
a member of a similar organization in the Ukrainian community, and transferred to its Jewish 
owners.” 

Canadian Jewish youth were aware that anti-Semitism did not evaporate with the defeat of the Third 
Reich. At U of T, for example, there was a Numerus Clausus limiting Jewish enrollment in the medical 
faculty until at least 1960. In December 1959, a senior Simcoe Hall official, who saw “solid practical 
reasons” for this discriminatory policy, was nonetheless concerned by the “very real danger” that it 
could turn into a public-relations nightmare:  

“There is a definite limitation imposed by the Selection Committee on the number of Jewish students 
whom they are prepared to accept in the Pre-medical Years. There are, of course, solid practical 
reasons for this restriction and I am the first to sympathize with the Council in what is an awkward 
dilemma. Against that, however, is the very real danger that the University can be charged—and 
rightly so—with exercising the very kind of discrimination that we disavow publicly. As an example, 
during the session 1957-58 eleven well-qualified applicants were refused. These figures became nine 
in 1958-59 and fourteen in the session 1959-60. In each year, a fairly large number of candidates 
with lower academic standing were admitted. In most cases it was quite unrealistic to argue that the 
rejected candidates were refused on any other grounds than that they were Jewish.” 

—4 December 1959 memo from Robin Ross, U of T registrar, to Claude Bissell, UTA A71-
0011/33(07), cited in Notes for The University of Toronto: A History, Martin L. Friedland 
2002, p 219  

There were many among Canada’s relatively politically sophisticated Jewish population who knew that 
the Nazi war machine was effectively broken by the Soviet Red Army at the battles of Stalingrad and 
Kursk long before the Allies launched the celebrated D-Day invasion of Normandy on 6 June 1944. The 
enormous sacrifices the Soviet people made in the struggle to defeat Hitler raised the prestige of the 
USSR in the eyes of millions of working people around the world, and particularly among Jews, for 
obvious reasons. The positive identification suffered a serious blow when, after the Khrushchev 
revelations, it became clear that anti-Semitism not only persisted in the USSR but was also present 
within the top echelon of the Soviet leadership. 

https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ms-st-louis
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ms-st-louis
https://hamiltonjewishnews.com/features/where-karl-marx-met-shalom-aleichem
https://hamiltonjewishnews.com/features/where-karl-marx-met-shalom-aleichem
https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/bitstream/1807/17613/1/UoT%20history%20Freidland.pdf
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Khruschchev’s Revelations & Canada’s Communists 

Karen was able to interview some of the central figures in the 1956 upheaval within the LPP—including 
J.B. “Joe” Salsberg, a popular figure who won four consecutive provincial elections in the downtown 
Toronto riding of St. Andrew. Salsberg and Stewart Smith were seen as the main leaders of the 
“revisionist” faction that wanted to liquidate the party and start over. Karen lost track of her interview 
with Salsberg but retained one with Robert Laxer, another prominent party cadre who concluded that 
the LPP no longer had any useful role to play. Karen also talked to Norman Penner, the leading figure in 
the “middle” faction who had serious criticisms of the party leadership but held out hope that the LPP 
could be reformed. 

It is widely agreed that the revelations of Soviet anti-Semitism were an important factor in the exodus of 
hundreds of Jewish members, mostly in Toronto and Montreal. Yet no one that Karen interviewed said 
that this was a critical factor in determining their own relationship to the party. This is perhaps because, 
as relatively politically sophisticated cadres who had been active for at least a decade, they did not think 
that the persistence of anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union completely negated everything achieved by the 
world’s first workers’ state. Their concerns seemed to centre more on the issue of whether the Soviet 
leadership, and their Canadian acolytes in the LPP, still had a historically positive role to play.  

Bert Kenny, like Phyllis Clarke, sided with the majority in supporting the party leadership in 1956. He said 
he was not surprised that anti-Semitic and other socially backward attitudes existed within the Soviet 
Union and expected that it would take generations before predatory bourgeois attitudes were 
completely replaced by egalitarian socialist consciousness among the mass of the population. Bert said 
that although he greatly respected the Soviet achievement and the example it provided to the rest of 
the world, he had not joined the CPC primarily because of events in the USSR, but rather to realize the 
socialist transformation of Canadian society. He did not consider that the 1956 revelations changed that. 

In an article on Tim Buck in the 15 March 1951 edition of Macleans, Ralph Allen captured the 
contemporary mood of anti-Communist anxiety which bore down on the beleaguered members of the 
embattled LPP: 

“If Canada should fight and lose a war against Soviet Russia within the next 10 years, the leading 
aspirant to the job of Canada’s first dictator will be a small, bland, blue-eyed man who likes dogs, 
children, carnations and the poetry of Shelley. His disarming appearance and disarming tastes are 
not Tim Buck’s strongest characteristics. But without some understanding of his power to sheath 
himself in innocence it is impossible to understand Buck’s extraordinary career as the leader, for 21 
years, of Canada’s 12,000 Communists and their 40 to 50 thousand fellow travelers.” 

Allen’s estimate of the LPP’s membership and periphery was roughly double that offered by Bert Kenny 
and Norman Penner, who were presumably somewhat better informed. In discussing the extent of the 
party’s losses during the 1956-57 crisis they made rough estimates that tallied pretty closely. While 
Bert’s was not recorded, Karen reported that he thought that between 1948 and the onset of the 1956 
crisis most of those who left did so more “from weariness and fear [of McCarthyism] than basic political 
disagreement.” She told Norman that:  

https://archive.macleans.ca/article/1951/3/15/the-case-history-of-comrade-buck
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“Bert Kenny gave me an estimate…he said that in the ‘40s, the party had a membership of 25,000, of 
which they lost half in the ‘50s; then lost a third or more in ’56, which left them at around 8,000 
which continued to drop. Does that sound fair?” 

Penner, who was in the party’s top leadership during this period, replied that there were always two 
sets of figures. He said that Kenny’s 25,000 figure was probably an accurate estimate of the party’s total 
support, it would have included many people in the LPP’s periphery “who are in every sense 
ideologically Communists, but they don’t belong to the Communist Party, they belong to a mass 
organization, Ukrainian, Jewish and so on.” He said that the actual, hard-core, dues-paying membership 
of the LPP never exceeded, “at the most, three or four thousand.”  

Phyllis Clarke pointed out that most of the losses after 1956 were concentrated in Toronto and 
Montreal. In Saskatchewan, she said, the Khrushchev revelations did not make a great impression. 
Norman Penner agreed: 

“The crisis took place mainly in Toronto and Montreal. It never to this day affected the party in 
Vancouver and to… almost a similar extent did not effect the party in Winnipeg or Saskatchewan or 
Alberta.”  

He said that while most who left were Jewish, there was “more than an ethnic question” involved: 

“When we decided in the executive of the party to reprint…Khrushchev’s secret report in the [party’s 
weekly, the Canadian] Tribune, when it got to Vancouver they burned it. They wouldn’t distribute it.” 

In his 1977 Labour/Le Travail interview Joe Gershman observed that most of the party’s working-class 
base was not particularly interested in either historical issues or even current developments in the USSR; 
they backed the LPP because it fought for their interests:  

“A lumber worker in B.C. didn't give a good god damn whether Harold Pritchett [former leader of the 
woodworkers’ union] was a communist or not. Because of what happened at the 20th Congress, 
Pritchett was no longer good any more for him? Nonsense! Pritchett is a good trade unionist; he's a 
Communist but he's fighting for my interests and he didn't give a damn. It did not affect the 
Communist party in British Columbia. It didn't lose a single member because of the 20th Congress.” 

Those who Karen interviewed all described the pressure party members felt from the intense anti-
Communism of the early 1950s. Bert Kenny asserted that many who departed in 1956 simply lacked 
stamina and “seized on a first-rate excuse to leave political life,” although he did acknowledge that most 
of them “respected their experience in the party.” By 1956 people still in the LPP had already endured 
years of isolation and political persecution—those less committed had already departed. The cadres 
who remained were resigned to fighting an uphill struggle for the foreseeable future, until the political 
tide eventually turned, as it did in the 1960s. Norman Penner and Bob Laxer, the only people Karen 
interviewed who broke with the party over the 1956 events, both described how difficult it was to walk 
away from the movement to which they had devoted their lives. In their own ways, each remained 
connected to the left and the idea that human progress depends on transcending a social system 
organized around the principle of maximizing private profit. 

 

http://www.lltjournal.ca/index.php/llt/article/download/2343/2751/%20p209
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Three Trends in the LPP circa 1956 

In her essay on the LPP’s 1956 convulsions, Karen identified three main political currents in the dispute. 
The largest, and most politically coherent, comprised those who supported the Buck leadership: while 
willing to concede that mistakes were made, they were chiefly interested in getting back to business as 
usual as soon as possible. Phyllis Clarke and Robert Kenny were in this category. (Max Dolgoy very likely 
also belonged in this group, although Karen and he did not discuss the 1956 events.) Among the 
leadership loyalists a somewhat distinct subgroup, including Stanley Ryerson, was disinclined to make 
any concessions and was overtly hostile to “revisionist” criticisms. Phyllis Clarke considered that this 
“sectarian” approach resulted in unnecessarily driving people out who were trying to weigh the 
evidence before coming down on one side or the other.  

The “revisionists,” identified with Stewart Smith and J.B. Salsberg, ended up questioning the whole 
Communist project. They overlapped to some extent with a layer of cadres led by Norman Penner, 
Charles Sims and Edna Ryerson who were critical of the party leadership’s record and particularly its 
subservience to Moscow. But this “middle” group remained committed to the idea that socialism could 
only be established via a workers’ revolution led by a genuinely Marxist party; they therefore abjured 
the reformist incrementalism of the social-democratic CCF.  

The advocates of a middle course never gained any traction in the party as the factional struggle quickly 
boiled down to choosing between preserving the party or getting rid of it. Norman Penner, like most 
others initially grouped in the “middle,” ended up leaving. Karen’s parents, Gil and Helen Levine, who 
might well have inclined to some sort of middle position, had already departed, not because of political 
differences but rather because in the autumn of 1956 the family moved to Ottawa after Gil landed a job 
as a researcher for the National Union of Public Employees. After relocating, Helen and Gil never 
resumed activity in the party.  

Gil rejected the idea that party members were “duped” and said that he never saw the promotion of 
disarmament by the Soviet-supported peace movement as being contrary to the interests of the peoples 
of the world. He said that he knew that many who left the party after the 1956 revelations felt betrayed 
and regretted the time and energy they invested in the LPP, but he never felt that way. Helen agreed 
that on the whole their activity was worthwhile and that those years had not been wasted. Helen and 
Gil both began careers as social workers in Toronto in the 1950s; Helen remained in the field and 
eventually became a professor in Carleton University’s School of Social Work in Ottawa, where she 
developed a feminist approach to the field. Gil helped shape the Canadian Union of Public Employees 
and spent many years as its research director.  

Ben Shek, who stayed in the party after the 1956-57 events and remained broadly sympathetic to it for 
the rest of his life, also identified with the “middle” position. In his later years Ben was active in UJPO, 
which shifted away from its originally tight alignment with the CPC while remaining a centre for 
“progressive,” secular Jews today. Ben described Joe Salsberg as a “talented” but ego-driven man who, 
after leaving the party, was chiefly interested in joining the political mainstream via the Canadian Jewish 
Congress. Echoing the CPC’s characterization of Salsberg’s “bourgeois nationalism,” Ben criticized him 

http://www.lltjournal.ca/index.php/llt/article/download/5634/6497/
http://www.lltjournal.ca/index.php/llt/article/download/5634/6497/
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for focussing almost exclusively on the complaints of Soviet Jewry, while ignoring the crimes of the U.S. 
and its allies in Vietnam and elsewhere. 

Joe Gershman, the long-serving editor of the pro-Communist Yiddish-language Vochenblatt, was even 
harsher—he told Karen he “despised” Salsberg as someone who did “more harm to [the] labour 
movement and socialism [in Canada] than Stalin in the last days of his life” (a reference to the nakedly 
anti-Semitic “Doctor’s Plot” promoted by the Soviet dictator). Yet after 1956 Gershman’s political 
evolution put him in the camp of what the party stalwarts denounced as “bourgeois nationalism” in 
regard to Zionism and the Jewish question. In the 1967 Six Day War, Joe supported Israel, rather than 
the Arab states, a stance that directly contradicted the Soviet position. 

Prior to 1956, Gershman had joined Salsberg in raising the issue of anti-Semitism in the USSR, but after 
that their paths diverged sharply. Unlike Salsberg, Gershman remained committed to the socialist 
project and to the proposition that it could only be achieved under the leadership of a Communist party. 
While he supported the CPC’s position on domestic Canadian issues, in October 1977, a few months 
after talking to Karen, he was pushed out of the party to which he had belonged for 54 years. Joe’s 
complaints about the treatment of Soviet Jews, his support for Israel and his embrace of the “Euro-
Communist” heresy by the Italian, Spanish and French parties which were steering their own 
(increasingly social-democratic) course, was more than Bill Kashtan and his circle (who remained firmly 
in Moscow’s camp during the Brezhnev years) were prepared to tolerate.  

Phyllis Clarke – CPC’s Loyal Oppositionist 

The party’s losses in 1956-57 did little to shake the confidence of hard-core loyalists like Robert Kenny 
and Phyllis Clarke. Bert compared Soviet anti-Semitism to sexist attitudes sometimes expressed by 
leading male comrades in Canada: something that was regrettable but hardly surprising. Phyllis 
observed that “a lot of the Jewish membership had come into the party under very sentimental terms, 
[i.e., seeing the USSR chiefly in terms of its opposition to Hitler’s genocidal regime] and they were the 
ones that left.” She said she had closely followed developments in the Soviet Union and so was not 
caught by surprise by Khrushchev’s revelations: 

“My own personal view of it was that there were problems in relation to the Jewish community [in 
the USSR]. That it was quite obvious; the doctors’ thing indicated that if nothing else had, I mean, it 
was one of the reasons I was not shocked by the 20th Congress because if you had followed things in 
terms of the Jewish community. There were problems; that they could be exaggerated by people like 
Salsberg I also was conscious of. My mother came from Tsarist Russia. Her whole family were still in 
the Soviet Union. She got letters. It was quite obvious that at the level, not writers or doctors, you 
know the elite of the Jewish community, that there weren’t those sorts of problems. So that it wasn’t 
a regrowth of anti-Semitism at the level of the pogroms and the experience of the past….” 

The social progress recorded by the early Soviet regime stood in stark contrast to the backwardness of 
Tsarist Russia: women achieved legal equality with men, homosexuality was decriminalized and the 
rights of racial, national, religious and ethnic minorities were recognized. Much, but not all, of this was 
rolled back during the 1930s as Joseph Stalin’s regime consolidated itself: Great Russian nationalism and 
other backward social attitudes were promoted. One element of this was a resurgence of anti-Semitism.  
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Phyllis may have been right that the burden fell chiefly on “the elite of the Jewish community,” but that 
of course did not make it any less noxious. Phyllis did not dismiss the significance of this ugly 
development, but clearly considered that, on balance, the Soviet Union continued to play a historically 
progressive role, particularly as a global counterweight to the U.S. imperialist colossus. In her view, “the 
be-all and end-all of the question of the Soviet Union was not anti-Semitism. Which didn’t diminish what 
was obviously a problem.” 

This attitude was shared by Ben Shek, Lil Greene, Millie Ryerson, Toby Ryan and the many other Jewish 
Communists, who, like Phyllis, neither abandoned the party in 1956 nor wrote off the Soviet Union and 
the achievements of the Russian Revolution. In a 1965 article, Larry Zolf described some of the 
arguments advanced by Jewish members of the CPC leadership in defense of their socialist motherland:  

“Jews still in the Canadian party’s national committee point out that the Soviet government has 
permitted publication of a Russian-Hebrew dictionary, a Yiddish newspaper, and Russian translations 
of the works of thirty-four Israeli writers. They insist that the Kremlin has been unfairly blamed for 
‘tendencies toward anti-semitism among the Russian people,’ and that the Canadian Communist 
Party has complained to the Soviet Union about the ‘misunderstanding’ (i.e. wrongdoing) affecting 
Jews there. But Jews in the USSR still have their identity cards stamped ‘Hebrew,’ periodicals in the 
Ukraine have several times published anti-semitic material, and many leftwing Jews in Canada 
remain unconvinced by the party’s protestations of goodwill.” 

Phyllis joined the party at U of T in the mid-1940s and soon became a party “full-timer.” She remained 
on the payroll until 1968 when she fell out with the Kashtan leadership over the Soviet invasion of 
Czechoslovakia. She returned to U of T as a mature student in 1969 and eventually earned a PhD for a 
dissertation on the Application of Marxist Thought to Canada. In 1977 she became a member of the 
Politics Department at Ryerson University, where she taught until her death in 1988. 

As is evident in her discussion with Karen, Phyllis was a formidable figure with an incisive intelligence. 
Her father, J.L. Cohen, was a prominent labour lawyer who frequently defended party members and 
supporters in the 1930s and 40s. (Ray Stevenson mentioned that Cohen acted as the defense attorney 
for union members charged with assaulting scabs during the epic 1941-42 Kirkland Lake miners’ strike.) 
In talking to Karen in 1977, Phyllis made it clear that she thought that the CPC’s base in a small but 
significant section of the organized working class might well provide a foothold for it to grow once again 
into becoming a real factor in national politics.  

While Phyllis was a loyal and active member of the CPC for her entire adult life, she was less reticent 
than many of her comrades to offer criticisms. For example, when Karen raised the issue of the 
representation of the dissident minority at the 1957 convention, Phyllis, in contrast to Bert Kenny, 
essentially corroborated Norman Penner’s observation that delegate selection was skewed to favor the 
loyalist majority by denying the minority a share of delegates proportional to its support in many 
regions. While she admitted that the Salsberg/Smith forces were underrepresented at the convention, 
she also pointed out, as did others Karen interviewed, that by the time that delegates were elected, the 
issue was already decided because so many dissidents had walked out. 

 

https://archive.macleans.ca/article/1965/1/2/an-old-new-leader-for-our-reds
https://discoverarchives.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/clarke-phyllis
https://discoverarchives.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/clarke-phyllis
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‘Yours in the Struggle’ – Tim Buck’s Controversial Memoir  

Phyllis and her husband Nelson Clarke, the party’s long-standing leader in Saskatchewan, transferred to 
Toronto in 1957 to strengthen the party centre and staunch some of the bleeding. Their presence no 
doubt helped stabilize operations and limit the losses. In 1962 Phyllis got more than 16,000 votes when 
she ran for a position on Toronto’s Board of Control—a surprisingly strong showing for the beleaguered 
party. 

Phyllis’ opposition to the crushing of the Prague Spring was not the last time she fell afoul of Bill Kashtan 
et al. A few months after talking to Karen, Phyllis was at the center of another major controversy over 
the publication of Yours in the Struggle—Reminiscences of Tim Buck, a text based on interviews Buck did 
with the Canadian Broadcasting Company in the mid-1960s. The party leadership was aware of these 
interviews and, after Buck’s death in 1973, assigned Oscar Ryan to use material from them to write a 
CPC authorized biography of Buck. Ryan’s book, Tim Buck: A Conscience for Canada was published by the 
party press in 1975. It may have pleased Kashtan but, probably for that reason, is generally regarded as 
a considerably less interesting text than Yours in the Struggle, which appeared two years later. 

Shortly before he died, Buck asked William Beeching, who succeeded Nelson Clarke as the CPC’s 
Saskatchewan leader, to assist him in turning the 900-page transcript of his CBC interviews into 
publishable form. In a clear expression of his lack of confidence in the Kashtan leadership, he entrusted 
his memoir to his longtime mistress, Elizabeth Mascola, whose status was an open secret in the party. 
When Buck died, Beeching and Mascola approached Phyllis, then nearing the end of her doctoral studies 
at U of T, for help in preparing the text. When the party refused to publish the completed manuscript, 
Mascola took it to the Maoist NC [New Canada] Press. Kashtan et al were outraged by this display of 
“evasion and defiance” and disciplined all those involved – Phyllis was suspended as an alternate to the 
Central Committee and Mascola and Beeching were eventually expelled from the party. Most of the 
party’s Saskatchewan membership walked out in solidarity with Beeching and joined him in establishing 
the pro-Soviet Committee of Canadian Communists.  

Yours in the Struggle is an interesting and lively account of a life in politics although it is clearly not 
entirely factual. By the time Buck was talking to the CBC, he was an old man with an imperfect memory. 
He also had a tendency to tweak the historical record here and there to better fit with current 
requirements: in his Autumn 1978 review of the book in Bulletin of the Committee on Canadian Labour 
History, John Manley referred to this as “the ‘moral amnesia’ of the ‘Communist tradition’.” 

The main complaint lodged by Kashtan & Co. was that at several points Buck was insufficiently attentive 
to Moscow’s sensibilities. They were concerned that Buck’s account of his experiences at the Soviet 
party’s Twentieth Congress in 1956 “might create the impression that the fraternal delegates from 
brother Parties were treated with contempt or worse in respect to the exposure of the cult of Stalin.” 
Buck does indeed give that impression, but only because he reports how Soviet authorities dealt with 
representatives of the fraternal parties. In what Manley described as “perhaps the most revealing 
section of the book,” Buck reported that the day the Khrushchev delivered his indictment of Stalin, all 
the foreign delegates were sent out of Moscow on one pretext or another—Buck was dispatched to 
address textile workers in Vosnoyosensk. Only upon leaving the USSR did he learn of the shocking 

http://www.focusonsocialism.ca/random.asp?ID=275
http://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/CPC/YoursIn-79.htm
http://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/CPC/YoursIn-79.htm
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denunciation of Stalin: “You talk about getting a kick in the teeth …. I was almost as much disturbed by 
the way [Khrushchev] had done this as I was about the revelations.” 

In addition to such disrespectful, if colourful, indiscretions, the CPC leadership complained that “there 
was need of validation of happenings, accuracy checking, correction of names, etc.” in Buck’s 
account. Ian Angus, a Trotskyist reviewer, concurred, remarking: “Many critical events are omitted 
entirely; others are quite thoroughly falsified.” Angus, pointing to a few factual inaccuracies, observed: 

“even the most cynical of us should be shocked by Buck's constant disregard for truth. Only where 
the party line is not at stake can his account be trusted: for example, in his recollections of the 
Canadian socialist movement before the Russian Revolution.” 

Not entirely. One of Buck’s more fantastic claims is that prior to the Russian Revolution: “He [Leon 
Trotsky] had been in Canada several times and addressed meetings here in Toronto. In fact, I heard him 
once.” In fact, Trotsky never visited Toronto—he only set foot on Canadian soil after being detained in 
April 1917 on his way back to Russia from New York aboard a Norwegian ship, the SS Kristianiafjord:  

“British intelligence was already on the trail of the 37-year-old radical, and when the ship pulled in 
for a stop at Halifax, police stepped aboard to arrest Trotsky and a small group of other Russians as 
‘dangerous socialists’ set on overthrowing Russia’s fragile provisional government.” 

There is no obviously self-serving reason that Buck would have invented such a story—any association 
with Trotsky in the 1960s would hardly have burnished the credentials of the former CPC supremo. 
Perhaps Angus was too categorical in his dismissal of the possibility that at least some of Buck’s errors 
resulted from old age:  

“One might, of course, conclude that Buck's memory was fading by 1965, that poor memory rather 
than bad faith caused the many historical errors made in the Reminiscences. Such a view would be 
charitable, but not tenable.” 

The multiple factual problems with Buck’s account would seem to have various origins. Some of the 
dubious claims made seem clearly intended to enhance his status: particularly his assertion that he was 
present at the party’s clandestine founding in 1921 (discussed below). Yet much of what he wrote rings 
true—even if some details that seem plausible enough would not have pleased Kashtan. In Buck’s 
account of the 1931 trial that sent him and seven other CPC leaders to jail for contravening the anti-
Communist Section 98 of the Criminal Code, he recounts how the day he testified in his own defense: 

“[Former CPC leader] Maurice Spector, who had been expelled from the Party a long time before [for 
Trotskyism]…had been sitting in the court. He came out with ‘Buck, that’s the best thing that’s 
happened in this trial so far. It was magnificent. I want to do something like you’re doing to help us 
save the Party that we founded.”  

Buck reports that he immediately invited Spector to join him, his fellow defendants and their lawyer at 
his home to discuss developments in the trial. (Spector covered the trial for the Militant, the American 
Trotskyist newspaper.) This could never have happened a few years later when the Soviet leadership 
declared Trotskyists to be imperialist/fascist mad dogs. But in the early 1930s Trotsky was still regarded 
as an errant former comrade. (Phyllis Clarke’s father, J.L. Cohen, who handled most of the party’s legal 
work, was an early subscriber to the Militant.) 

http://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/History/TimBuckReview.htm
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/where-was-leon-trotsky-when-the-russian-revolution-began-why-nova-scotia-of-course
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/where-was-leon-trotsky-when-the-russian-revolution-began-why-nova-scotia-of-course
https://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/TrotOrigin/1931Trial/Trial6.htm
https://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/TrotOrigin/1931Trial/Trial6.htm
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As Angus and Manley observed, Yours in the Struggle is severely under-edited. Some of the factual 
errors are relatively minor—misspelled names and the like. But surely Phyllis would have known that 
neither Trotsky nor any other major Bolshevik figure (e.g., Zinoviev, Radek, Bukharin, Stalin, etc.) ever 
set foot in Toronto. Any such visit would have been celebrated, discussed and debated for decades 
within the Canadian left. Phyllis was savvy enough to have known that Buck’s implausible assertions 
about things like having seen Trotsky in Toronto were either delusional or deliberate falsifications. Why 
would she have included such patently false claims in the final version of the text? Was it because she 
viewed the book as a homage to the CPC’s longtime chief and, unable to verify much of what he 
recounted, decided to simply present the text, warts and all, as a raw document? Given Buck’s status 
and the acute tensions in the party over his legacy, it may well have seemed that the easiest and least 
controversial option would be to just let the Old Man speak for himself. 

Even Angus, who was extremely critical of Buck’s account, acknowledged that it was not entirely without 
interest: 

“Buck's falsifications alone would not condemn this book. Even the most mendacious of memoirs can 
provide useful insights into the thoughts and character of their authors. Properly edited and 
annotated, they can make fine historical works. Such editing was not done in this case.” 

While critical of Clarke and Beeching’s failure to vet Buck’s recollections more rigorously, Angus 
concluded, reasonably enough, that: 

“For all of the inadequacies of Yours in the Struggle, its editors deserve congratulation for publishing 
an important historical document, especially since they did so in defiance of an attempt to suppress 
it. Both of the editors have been suspended from the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
Canada for releasing the Reminiscences against the Party leadership's instructions. It is a pity that, 
having decided to publish, they did not also decide to take their editorial responsibilities seriously.” 

Robert Laxer 1956: Theorist of the Opposition  

In her conversation with Karen, Phyllis dismissed J.B. Salsberg and Stewart Smith, the LPP tops generally 
considered to have led the opposition in 1956, as a couple of political lightweights. In her view the real 
political leader of the opposition was Robert (Bob) Laxer, who walked away from the party in December 
1956, several months prior to the April 1957 convention where the questions were formally decided. 
“Really one has to say Laxer because [he] was the only one who wrote theoretical material on it; the 
guts of [his position was] to turn the party into a social democratic formation.” This is not exactly how 
Bob portrayed his position in his discussion with Karen, although he made it clear that after leaving the 
LPP, as a socialist, he felt bound to support the CCF/NDP and was not interested in spending his time 
and energy attempting to create a small Marxist “sect.” 

Bob said he was initially taken aback by the Khrushchev revelations, although in hindsight he thought 
that had he “paid more attention” to developments in the Soviet Union he would not have been so 
surprised. He said that his first impulse was to attempt to reform the party, but within a few months he 
concluded that “the whole thing was useless” and that attempts to put the LPP on a new course 
amounted to “fighting over a corpse.” 
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Bob told Karen that he concluded that he had been “guilty of misleadership” and came to view the 
party’s Soviet connection as its fatal flaw. Yet he insisted he “never lost confidence in the fact that 
socialism represented the future…I was always interested in the struggle for an independent Canada, 
and I was always anti-American and continue to be that way.” This sort of overt nationalism is clearly 
counterposed to Marx’s famous call on the workers of the world to “unite.” If Bob had been challenged 
on this he would presumably have acknowledged that 1) the U.S. is among the most socially polarized of 
all “advanced” capitalist countries; and 2) there is a profound division between the interests of the 
billionaires at the top of American society and the many tens of millions of poor and working people at 
the bottom. The obvious corollary would seem to be that ordinary Canadian and American workers have 
a great deal more in common with each other than with their respective rulers. Had Bob denied this 
socialist truism he would have confirmed the accusations of “bourgeois nationalism” levelled at him by 
other leading LPP members well before 1956.  

But Bob’s account of the roots of the LPP’s difficulties after Khrushchev’s speech was not skewed by any 
sort of national parochialism. Unlike others Karen interviewed, he explicitly traced the origin of the 1956 
crisis of international Communism to the “historic tragedy” that befell the Russian Revolution: “Stalinism 
was a curse on the whole movement on a world scale” he said, because it transformed the sections of 
the Communist International from agents of socialist revolution into diplomatic pawns in the pursuit of 
Soviet national objectives. 

During the 1940s, Bob told Karen, “in places like France and Italy…the working people could have taken 
power if it hadn’t been for the domination by Moscow of the Communist parties in the West.” This 
startling assertion referred to the historical moment at the end of World War II when Communist 
partisans in Italy and France appeared to be in a position to contest state power. In late April 1945 
workers councils sprang up in Milan that were protected by sixty-thousand armed resistance fighters 
who had begun settling accounts with fascists and collaborators—a category that included most of 
Italy’s capitalists. Similar conditions existed in cities across Northern Italy, and throughout much of 
France. With things balanced on a knife edge, Moscow intervened to direct the Communist parties to 
stand down, disarm their followers and prop up the fledgling post-war capitalist regimes. In Bob Laxer’s 
opinion, this capitulation negatively “affected the whole course of world history for fifty years.”  

Whether right or wrong, such a view is hardly typical of someone with narrowly nationalist, social-
democratic politics. After his departure from the LPP, Laxer pursued an academic career. Following a 
period of what he described to Karen as “penance,” he resumed political activity and by the late 1960s 
had established himself as a sort of mentor to the left-nationalist “Waffle” faction of the NDP. The 
Waffle, founded in 1969, surprised everyone at the 1971 leadership convention called to select a 
successor to long-time party leader Tommy Douglas, when Bob’s son James won 37 percent of the 
votes. This surprisingly strong challenge to the heir apparent, anti-communist labour operative David 
Lewis, alarmed both the party establishment and the top echelon of the Canadian Labour Congress.  

The Waffle was supported by many of the party’s younger and more leftist elements, including a good 
many mid-level trade-union leaders. Bob had served as the LPP’s Toronto labour director and doubtless 
retained some connections from that work as well as a sense of how to operate in the union movement. 
He hoped to turn the Waffle into an organization capable of winning a substantial base in the working 
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class on a programme combining Canadian nationalism and Marxism. Abbie Bakan, a leftist academic 
active in the Waffle at the time, observed: 

“Bob Laxer is essentially the Waffle’s commissar in charge of working class liaison in just about every 
sense. The labour committee represents the life of the Waffle because it is the point where the 
Waffle has real contact with the class it is to serve. It is the only committee in which petty-bourgeois 
personalism will not be tolerated for either subjective or objective reasons.” 

In July 1972, the NDP leadership, spearheaded by Stephen Lewis, David’s son, demanded that the Waffle 
disband. The majority of the group responded by launching the Movement for an Independent Socialist 
Canada (MISC) in order to “take Marx out of the closet.” But MISC never gained any traction and quickly 
fizzled out.  

Karen, evidently unaware of this history, asked Bob about how people like him could simply drop out of 
politics: “it seems so hard to understand how people who have been so politically committed for so long 
could just throw everything out and pursue nothing afterwards.” Bob responded “that certainly isn’t 
true in my case…. I’ve been active in the last ten years in various things, you know. I was in the NDP, and 
I’ve been involved in strikes and I was arrested in the Texpack strike” in 1971 in Brantford, Ontario.  

Bob was one of many leftists arrested on the celebrated Texpack picket line, and last January I happened 
to bump into another of them, Norman R., whom I knew from the 1972 Open Stacks struggle at U of T. 
Norman recently donated some books to the Kenny Collection and we talked a bit about that. When I 
mentioned Karen’s interviews he immediately asked if Bob Laxer was among those she talked to. He told 
me that he and Bob ended up in the same jail cell in Brantford during the Texpack strike and when they 
got talking, he learned for the first time that his parents had been in the LPP and were among those who 
left in 1956. Norman was too young to be aware of anything at the time but when he inquired, they 
confirmed that they had indeed belonged to the party. His father subsequently told him that they had 
been members of the LPP’s semi-underground “apparatus” tasked with making deliveries, ferrying 
literature and transporting people in situations where it seemed best to minimize the risk of police 
surveillance. This meant they had to avoid any identification as active leftists. During all their years in 
the party and after, they never revealed their political affiliation to neighbours, workmates or even 
family members. 

Norman Penner: Canadian Communist Historian  

During his interview with Karen, Bert Kenny derisively referred to former party cadres who became 
“radicals in residence” at various academic institutions. Bob Laxer, who earned a PhD in psychology at U 
of T and eventually became a professor at OISE, was probably one of those Bert had in mind. Another 
was undoubtedly Norman Penner, who also went back to school after leaving the party and 
subsequently embarked on a successful academic career specializing in the history of the Canadian left 
and particularly its Communist component. 
Norman Penner played a central role in the 1956 events in the LPP; at one point he put forward a 
motion in the National Committee to remove Tim Buck as party leader. (The motion passed but was 
subsequently rescinded.) Norman told Karen that as soon as she saw the reports on Stalin’s crimes his 

http://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/History/IS-Origins.htm#14
http://www.socialisthistory.ca/Docs/History/IS-Origins.htm#14
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wife wanted to leave the party. But he was not prepared to walk away and sought to rally support for a 
“middle” position of reforming the LPP by repudiating much of its past and changing the way it 
operated, particularly its political subservience to Moscow. He told Karen that he recalled some 
oppositionists floating the idea that the problems in the Soviet Union originated with Stalin and had not 
existed under Lenin, but for the most part the discussion in the LPP had a rather narrow focus; there was 
little serious interest in investigating the roots of Stalin’s domestic crimes, foreign policy fiascos or 
theoretical errors.  

Norman said the issue was essentially decided during an unprecedented 13-day meeting of the LPP’s 
national leadership that began in late October 1956. During this marathon event the Suez Crisis erupted 
and the Soviet Union invaded Hungary. One of the most interesting things he told Karen, was that Soviet 
embassy personnel were present throughout the lengthy proceedings: “while the meeting of the Central 
Committee was in progress in the basement of…one of the party halls, upstairs, on the second floor, 
there was a group from the Soviet embassy that were there all the time, directing and consulting with 
Tim Buck and his supporters.” For some reason he omitted this rather significant information from his 
account of the LPP’s experience of 1956 in his 1988 book Canadian Communism: The Stalin Years and 
Beyond.  

When it eventually became clear that any sort of middle position was not viable, Norman concluded that 
it was pointless to remain in the party. He told Karen that while in some respects he still considered 
himself a Marxist-Leninist, he thought it necessary to distinguish what is universal in Lenin’s thinking 
from what was particular to Russian society at the time—a distinction the CPC/LPP never attempted to 
make. He also told Karen that despite the fact that the party required many sacrifices, breaking with it 
was “completely dislocating” and “very traumatic.” He dismissed as “outlandish” any suggestion that he 
and others who left in 1956-57 simply seized Khrushchev’s revelations as a good excuse to walk away 
from political life. He said that, at least at the time, he would have remained in the LPP had he seen any 
possibility of reforming it.  

Norman told Karen that he, like others in the party, endured a lot at the height of McCarthyism, but 
nothing was worse than seeing his children suffer because he was a known Communist. He recalled how 
one neighbour, Norman DePoe (a well-known television newsman at the time), had forbidden his son to 
have anything to do with his son Steve. Steve was one of many “red diaper babies” who after becoming 
politically active in the 1960s and 70s gravitated to Trotskyism. It is a minor irony that by the 1970s 
DePoe’s two sons also became far-leftists, although the group they became involved with was the hard-
core Stalinist Canadian Party of Labour. 

Norman said that when he left the party “I felt I ought to spend a great time thinking the thing over.” He 
spent a year trying to get something down on paper but eventually gave up because he could not see a 
way to make a useful contribution to the creation of a viable socialist movement. He said: “I hadn’t even 
thought about joining the NDP, or at that time the CCF, but I got a very peculiar message from Stephen 
Lewis who said I shouldn’t try to join.” Instead of resuming political activity Norman channelled his 
continuing interest in the socialist movement into a successful academic career.  

      * 
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As has often been observed, history is written by the victors. The world-historic defeat of the Soviet 
Union, the world’s first workers’ state, proved no exception to this rule. Some Cold War intellectuals 
became so “dizzy with success” at the triumph of counterrevolution in the USSR that they speculated 
that humanity might have reached the “end of history.” Yet history did not end, and the contemporary 
revival of interest in finding a “socialist” antidote to the toxic side-effects of an unregulated global free 
market currently gripping young people around the world—even in America—suggests that all historical 
possibilities remain open.  

One of the many memorable concepts introduced by George Orwell in his anti-Communist novel 
Nineteen Eighty-Four was the “memory hole” used by the “Ministry of Truth” to dispose of anything 
contradicting the current iteration of “the Party’s” historical narrative. This was a clear reference to the 
grotesque and wholesale falsifications characteristic of the Stalin era, where important events and 
historical figures were routinely erased from the official record. A parallel, although subtler and perhaps 
more effective, effort can be observed in the contemporary treatment of the influence of Marxism on 
the history of the 20th Century. While not dictated from above, nor centrally coordinated, nor enforced 
by state agencies, there is a tendency in representations of the past to smooth out some of the rough 
edges and prettify, or at least render more socially acceptable, those aspects which, for one reason or 
another, cannot be entirely ignored.  

In reading the obituary for Norman Penner that appeared in the Toronto Star in 2009 I was reminded of 
Orwell’s “memory hole.” Norman was described as someone who “dedicated his life to making the 
world a better place for all” (which, while not inaccurate, omits the significant detail that at least for 
several decades he did so by promoting the idea of socialist revolution). After his military service in 
World War II, Norman “returned home with his commitment to political change intact” (i.e., he 
remained a committed Communist) and continued “to work in movements for social and political 
change for another decade” (i.e., he worked full time for the Communist movement as a member of the 
LPP’s National Executive). The use of such euphemistic language suggests that his serious commitment 
to struggle for socialism was somehow shameful, or at least foolish and regrettable. This attitude is of 
course widely held by members of polite society and those who aspire to join it, but it was not one that 
Norman shared.  

The Penner family’s record in Canada’s Marxist left stretches back over a century. Norman’s son Steve 
has been a significant figure in the Canadian far-left since the late 1960s; Norman’s father (Jacob) was 
not only a founding member of the Communist Party of Canada in 1921, but, prior to that, of the Social 
Democratic Party of Canada. The November 1974 issue of Social History/Histoire Sociale contained a 
memoir with an introduction by Norman that began: “Jacob Penner dictated these recollections, 
published here for the first time, from his hospital bed just before he died in 1965 at the age of 
85.” Norman went on to sketch his father’s lifetime dedication to the cause of socialism: 

“The Russian Revolution eventually led to a sharp split within the Socialist movement and Jacob 
Penner took his stand with Lenin whereas most of his colleagues did not. He became a charter 
member of the Communist Party of Canada founded in 1921, a member of its Central Committee 
and Western organizer. But although known in party circles nationally, his main and later his 
exclusive concentration was in Winnipeg politics. In 1933 he was elected to the City Council from 

https://www.legacy.com/obituaries/thestar/obituary.aspx?n=norman-penner&pid=126565339
https://hssh.journals.yorku.ca/index.php/hssh/article/view/40880/37063
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Ward 3 which comprised the north end of the City and he held that seat until he retired twenty-
seven years later at the age of 80. For a period during that tenure he was the only Communist 
member of an elected body in North America.” 

Norman told Karen that he joined the Communist Party’s Young Pioneers in 1929 at the age of eight and 
spent the next three decades as a Communist militant. After leaving the party he eventually pursued an 
academic career in which he specialized in the history of the Canadian left. He was not ashamed of his 
past and made no secret of it, as anyone reading his 1988 Canadian Communism: The Stalin Years and 
Beyond can see. In that book he approvingly quoted Mikhail Gorbachev’s famous 1987 injunction that 
“there should be no forgotten names and no blank pages in history….” Presumably the authors of 
Norman’s obituary regretted some of his life choices, or perhaps they were merely concerned to avoid 
admitting any association with someone whose entire life had, one way or another, revolved around an 
engagement with the Communist movement. Whatever the reason, the result was a “blank page.”  

Norman Bethune: Another ‘Blank Page’  

The first time the Robert S. Kenny prize was awarded, in 1999, it went to Larry Hannant for The Politics 
of Passion: Norman Bethune's Writing and Art, published by U of T Press the previous year. The subject, 
Dr. Norman Bethune, a 1916 graduate of U of T’s medical faculty, is the best-known Canadian 
Communist who ever lived. He joined the party in 1935 and the next year journeyed to Spain to aid the 
fight against the rightist military insurgency led by General Francisco Franco. In 1938 he travelled to 
China to assist the Chinese Communists who, after a decade spent fighting the reactionary Guomintang 
led by Chiang Kai-shek, were engaged in a struggle against Japanese invaders. 

Bethune is revered in China as a Canadian martyr who laid down his life in the struggle to liberate the 
Chinese people from foreign imperial domination. He has turned out to be a useful geopolitical asset in 
Ottawa’s attempt to cultivate relations with the “Communist” leadership of the world’s largest and most 
dynamic economy. The story of this complicated Canadian internationalist was dramatized in a 1990 
movie, “Bethune: The Making of a Hero,” starring Donald Sutherland and featuring Colm Feore and 
Helen Mirren. 

In 2011 the late Michael Bliss, a prominent U of T historian, made the following acerbic (if not entirely 
inaccurate) comment about Bethune’s celebrity: 

“His deeds have been immortalized for political purposes, first by the government of China during 
the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution of the 1960s, then by the government of Canada in the 
1970s as it tried to suck up to China and the Chinese. The campaign to celebrate Bethune largely 
succeeded.” 

Canada’s leaders, while happy to applaud Bethune, have generally been somewhat more circumspect 
about his “Communism.” In 2013 when a statute of him was unveiled in front of U of T’s Medical 
Faculty, he was lauded as a man who not only “served and continues to serve as a key bridge between 
Canada and China” but is also “renowned in the history of humanitarianism.” A “history of 
humanitarianism” would necessarily include people from across a rather broad political spectrum—
perhaps even extending to members of the “Nicaraguan Humanitarian Assistance Office (NHAO)” set up 
by Ronald Reagan in 1985 to support the CIA-funded “contra” war on Nicaragua’s leftist Sandinista 

https://fisher.library.utoronto.ca/events-exhibits/kenny-prize-and-lecture
http://cfe.tiff.net/canadianfilmencyclopedia/content/films/bethune-the-making-of-a-hero
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regime. If Bethune had been consulted on potential inclusion in the ranks of history’s “humanitarians,” 
he would doubtless have insisted on stipulating that his actions in Spain and China were those of an 
internationalist class-warrior.  

It would not have occurred to Mao (or for that matter Chiang) to see Bethune as some sort of 
“humanitarian”—he was obviously a Red Army partisan. In a December 1939 eulogy, Mao Zedong had 
no trouble identifying what motivated the heroic Canadian doctor:  

“What kind of spirit is this that makes a foreigner selflessly adopt the cause of the Chinese people's 
liberation as his own? It is the spirit of internationalism, the spirit of communism, from which every 
Chinese Communist must learn.” 

Those who attended the ceremony on Queens Park Circle in 2013 were told that: “the sculpture 
unveiled today will remind us of the brilliant example of Dr. Norman Bethune, and of the ideals to which 
we aspire.” Bethune’s own ideals and aspirations, centering on Communism’s global triumph and the 
eradication of production for profit, were not likely shared by many in the crowd that day. One need not 
endorse Bethune’s political views nor the Chinese Revolution for which he laid down his life, to 
recognize that, like anyone else, he deserves to be described in terms he could recognize. Rebranding a 
dedicated Communist as an anodyne “humanitarian” can only serve to create another “blank page” in 
the historical record.  

Max Dolgoy: Present at the Beginning 

Not all the “blank pages” and dubious claims in the history of Canadian radicalism have resulted from 
attempts to camouflage unpopular ideological predilections. One celebrated and controversial example 
involves the issue of the identities of the delegates to the clandestine conference in a barn on the edge 
of Guelph where the CPC was founded in May 1921. Over the years there have been conflicting claims as 
to who was actually present at this historic event—and the main figure in the controversy is Tim Buck, 
the CPC’s longtime leader. 

An article in the 22 January 1972 Calgary Herald reporting on a gathering of some 500 people in Toronto 
to mark the 50th anniversary of the CPC’s founding noted that: “The barn is long since gone, but the 
farmhouse at 257 Metcalfe St. in Guelph, still stands.” Only three people at the event had also been in 
Fred Farley’s barn a half century earlier:  

“The three of them are retired and live in Toronto now. There’s Tom Burpee, 86, friendly but 
forgetful after a stroke. There’s Max Dolgoy, longtime trade unionist in Western Canada, the 
youngest at a perky 72. And, at the head table, John Boychuck, 79, whose terms in jail only served to 
shore up his loyalty to the Party.” 

The CPC was founded when the Communist International (aka Comintern) demanded that its somewhat 
fractious adherents in Canada and the U.S. put aside their differences and form a single party in each 
country. A few weeks prior to the CPC’s founding, the Communist Party of the United States was 
launched at a secret conference in Woodstock, New York. 

Max Dolgoy, one of the CPC’s leading trade-union cadres in the early days, grew up in a poor Jewish 
family in the Tsarist empire and emigrated to Canada at the age of eleven. He settled in Winnipeg where 

https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-2/mswv2_25.htm
https://news.google.com/newspapers?id=1mxkAAAAIBAJ&pg=3141,836240&dq=tom+burpee+communist&hl=en
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he earned a living as a leatherworker. He was just a teenager when the 1919 Winnipeg General Strike 
took place but was nonetheless elevated to the executive board of the radical “One Big Union,” as a 
representative of the city’s “needle trade” workers.  

Max told Karen how he happened to become a delegate to the CPC’s founding conference even though 
he was “just a kid.” He also outlined some of the elaborate security precautions taken and the fact that 
one of the delegates with whom he travelled to the event turned out to be an RCMP agent:  

“I was an alternate [delegate to the founding convention], elected. And finally one of the Ukrainian 
fellows, that I forgot his name at the moment, declined and I had to fill in for him. And we started 
journey to Toronto to the convention, which was held…May the 10th 1921…. We weren’t supposed 
to hang around together on the train and not to talk. And we got off the train and we were met by 
people that, whom we didn’t know. And we got to our hotel, separated here and there and we were 
picked up to be taken away…. And finally we got on the electric train which used to run from Toronto 
to Guelph…. We were on that train without knowing one another. That was already around 1 o’clock 
in the morning when we got there and we started walking. And I never forget, this Andrews fellow 
[who had been active in the One Big Union] who turned out to be an RCMP afterwards….He knew 
how to measure things, and he lay down on the ground, and he put his ear on whether he can hear 
anyone walking or following us. And he said, ‘We are safe, we can go.’” 

Who Was at the Meeting in Fred Farley’s Barn? 

Tim Buck, the CPC’s central leader from 1929 to 1962, who enjoyed his own mini “cult of personality” 
was generally popular with the party’s cadres. While apparently neither particularly abusive or 
overbearing, he was not excessively modest and some of his historical recollections were less than 
strictly accurate, including his various accounts of the CPC’s founding.  

In 1952 Buck published a history of the CPC entitled, Thirty Years: 1922-1952. As is obvious from the 
title, 1922 was taken as the year the party was launched, not 1921. The argument for this would be that 
in 1922 members of the underground CPC, undoubtedly at the suggestion of the Comintern, launched 
the Workers Party of Canada (WPC) as a legal, aboveground organization for Canadian supporters of the 
Bolshevik Revolution. In Thirty Years the party’s illegal 1921 founding convention (which Buck dates as 
June, rather than May, contrary to other accounts) is dealt with in a single sentence: “The unity 
conference had to be held in utmost secrecy, in a barn on the outskirts of Guelph, Ontario.” No other 
details of the event are provided—there is nothing on topics discussed, documents adopted nor, 
significantly, who attended. The only other mention of the event comes a few pages later where it is 
described as simply the “provisional conference which had started the movement to establish the 
Workers’ Party….”  

The February 1922 launch of the WPC, in which Buck was a prominent participant, is accorded far more 
attention than the earlier “provisional” event in Guelph. Two pages of Buck’s 1952 history are devoted 
to excerpts from documents issued by a two-day pre-conference held in Toronto in December 1921 in 
preparation for the February event: a five-point provisional platform of the projected WPC and a 
manifesto addressed to Canadian workers. 

https://www.marxists.org/history/international/comintern/sections/canada/buck-tim/30years/index.htm
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The decisions of the February 1922 conference that guided its first year of operations take up thirteen 
pages of Thirty Years, which also lists all 26 members of “the first Central Committee of the new party” 
(including Buck). Buck opines that “The Workers’ Party was qualitatively superior to all of the various 
parties that had preceded it.” The WPC’s second conference in 1923 is dealt with in a single, cursory 
paragraph followed by the statement that: “At its third national convention in 1924, the party changed 
its name to the Communist Party of Canada.” Anyone reading this could only conclude that the CPC, 
originally known as the WPC, was founded in February 1922; all prior activities were merely 
preparations for that event. The title of the book obviously confirms this interpretation, as the 30 years 
being commemorated began in 1922, a year after the gathering that launched the WPC’s illegal 
forerunner. 

In his controversial memoir, Yours in the Struggle, Buck claimed to have been among those present at 
the meeting in Fred Farley’s barn and awkwardly attempted to explain why this event received such 
short shrift in his earlier account: “In my book, Thirty Years, I didn’t explain these things because, 
actually, they are only background for the Workers’ Party.” Yet in Yours in the Struggle, it is the Workers 
Party that is relegated to the background: its December 1921 preconference is completely ignored, and 
the February founding is quickly sketched with few details on its deliberations and no mention of who 
was elected to its leadership.  

In 1970, several years after Buck’s CBC interviews, the CPC published another book by him, Lenin and 
Canada. As in 1952 he provided no details of the 1921 “unity convention” (which he mistakenly dates as 
1 June):  

“The unity convention was held, of necessity illegally, on the outskirts of the city of Guelph, Ontario. 
Its exact location was a barn on a small farm. The occupant of the farm was Fred Farley, a worker in 
the waterworks department of the City of Guelph…. 

“The unity convention founded the Communist Party of Canada on June 1, 1921.” 

While this is all he wrote about the 1921 meeting, six pages are devoted to the founding of the WPC and 
its political significance. In his 1970 version, as in 1952, Buck did not claim to have been present in 
Farley’s barn. A biographical blurb on the inside of the back cover of Lenin and Canada adds another 
layer of confusion by describing Buck as someone who “helped found the Workers’ Party of Canada in 
1921, which in 1924 became the Communist Party.” The WPC, founded in 1922, did in fact change its 
name to the Communist Party in 1924, so Progress Books at least got that right.  

In Yours in the Struggle, the May 1921 conference got its own chapter entitled “A very good barn in 
Guelph.” In it, Buck asks: “Who were we, the founders of the Communist Party of Canada in Guelph, 
Ontario on June 18, 19, 1921?” and proceeds to list 22 people, including himself.  

In Canadian Communism: The Stalin Years and Beyond, published in 1988, Norman Penner observed: 

“Accounts of this [CPC’s 1921 founding] convention are found in Ian Angus, Canadian Bolsheviks, 
Vanguard, Montreal, 1981, pp. 63-86; William Rodney, Soldiers of the International, University of 
Toronto Press, Toronto, 1968; and Tim Buck, Yours in the Struggle, NC Press, Toronto, 1977. There 
are some differences, particularly with respect to the names of the twenty-two Canadian 
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Communists present at this historic meeting. Because it was held in such secrecy, there are few 
authentic documents to read and many of the names that appear are pseudonyms.” 

There is also no agreement on when it took place—Buck cites both June 1st and 18-19 June, while other 
accounts cite a variety of dates in May. Max Dolgoy told Karen that it was held on 10 May; Rodney and 
Angus have it as 23 May, Penner described it as a one-day event that “adjourned on May 28, 1921,” 
while the CPC’s Canada’s Party of Socialism, History of the Communist Party Canada 1921-1976, claims 
that the meeting took place on “May 28 and 29, 1921.” 

Penner considered Buck’s list of delegates to the CPC’s founding to be unreliable and doubted his claim 
to have attended: 

“In 1933 Jack MacDonald and Maurice Spector, former leaders of the CPC but by then expelled [for 
Trotskyism], denied that Tim Buck was one of the twenty-two people who gathered in the famous 
barn in Guelph to found the Party. (As late as November 1985, Max Dolgoy, who was at the Guelph 
convention representing the Winnipeg Communist branch, said in a conversation that he never could 
remember Tim Buck being there, and that he had said so on many occasions.)” 

Max Dolgoy’s 1985 recollection does not square with what he told Karen in 1977 when he listed Buck 
along with Spector, MacDonald, Mike Buhay and John Boychuck as those he recalled being present. 
Everyone, including Buck, agrees that MacDonald and Spector participated in the meeting in Farley’s 
barn; Penner cites papers in the Public Archives of Ontario in which they both deny that Buck was there. 

In Canadian Bolsheviks, Angus listed eleven people present at the May 1921 conference (including 
Spector and MacDonald, but not Dolgoy) and commented: 

“No full list of the delegates exists. The list given by Tim Buck in his Reminiscences, pp. 97-98, is 
contradictory and unreliable. Despite his claims to the contrary, the evidence indicates that Buck was 
not present at the Guelph convention.” 

Angus appended a short commentary on “The Early Political Career of Tim Buck,” in which he noted that 
Buck, who was “the only early leader of the Canadian Communist movement to write extensively about 
his experiences,” had a tendency to place himself “at center stage.” Noting that two “eminent 
historians” in the field, William Rodney and Ivan Avakumovic, seemed rather too willing to accept Buck’s 
statements as factual, Angus documented several major inaccuracies in Buck’s claims about his own 
early political activity. Like Penner, Angus cited denials by Spector and MacDonald that Buck had 
participated in the 1921 event. 

The CPC’s 1982 official history, Canada’s Party of Socialism, History of the Communist Party Canada 
1921-1976, was a collaborative effort in which Gerry van Houten did the research and wrote the text 
“under the supervision of a History Commission which included William Kashtan, Alfred Dewhurst, Bruce 
Magnuson, Mel Doig, William Sydney and Robert S. Kenny.” The CPC’s history agreed with most others 
that there were 22 delegates and provided a list of 18 people, including Tim Buck, “known to have 
attended the Guelph unity convention.” It described Buck’s list in Yours in the Struggle as “inaccurate” 
because “It excludes Tom Burpee and Max Dolgoy who were definitely present,” while including 
“Malcolm Bruce and Jacob Penner (among others) who did not join the Communist Party until after its 
foundation.” The CPC suggests that “It seems probable that Tim Buck confused the Guelph convention 
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with the preliminary conference of December 1921 and the first convention of the Workers’ Party in 
February 1922.” 

The confusion in Buck’s various accounts is clear enough—but what is less clear is why the CPC’s History 
Commission was so willing to swallow his belated claim to have been at the Guelph meeting. In 1952, 
when many of those who actually attended the clandestine 1921 conference were still around, Buck did 
not claim to have been among them. There is no question that Buck attended the two Toronto events 
that led to the 1922 proclamation of the WPC, the year he used for the founding of the CPC in his 1952 
account. Why, in his interviews with the CBC over a decade later, did he assert that he was one of those 
in Farley’s barn? Was this “recovered memory syndrome?” Or perhaps he just hoped that no one would 
notice his attempt to “back-date his revolutionary credentials,” as Angus put it. 

      * 

In an article entitled “A Very Good Barn in Guelph--The Founding of the Communist Party of Canada in 
1921” (Wellington Country History, Volume 8, 1995), Ian Easterbrook compiled a list of attendees from 
the RCMP agent’s report, the 1972 Calgary Herald article and the CPC’s 1982 history. In researching his 
article the author consulted Norman Penner who supposedly claimed that his father Jacob attended the 
May 1921 event. On his list of those who may have been present, Easterbrook included “Jacob Penner 
(whose son Norman says his father definitely attended).” This was likely simply a misunderstanding—the 
22 delegates who travelled to Guelph were “charter members” of the CPC, but so were all the other 
members of the groups that sent them. 

The assertion in Canada’s Party of Socialism that Jacob Penner did not join the CPC until after its 
foundation contradicts Norman’s assertion, in introducing his father’s memoir, that he was “a charter 
member of the Communist Party of Canada founded in 1921, a member of its Central Committee and 
Western organizer.” In his 1988 book Canadian Communism, Norman refers to his father several times 
and mentions that, when the party was banned at the outset of World War II, “Jacob Penner…was the 
first Communist to be interned (June 11, 1940).” It seems inconceivable that he would have omitted 
Jacob’s participation in the conference in Farley’s barn if he believed he had been there. 

CPC History—a Mixed Legacy  

The people Karen interviewed had a range of very different responses to the 1956 crisis—from Bert 
Kenny’s reflexive leadership loyalism to Bob Laxer’s view of the LPP as a “corpse” that could not be 
reanimated. Yet no one Karen talked to felt that they had wasted their time in the party, nor that they 
were “duped.” While many other former LPPers doubtless felt that way, for one reason or another, her 
interviewees did not—perhaps because they held leadership positions at some level and may therefore 
have felt more responsibility for the party’s record and/or had a clearer sense of how things worked. 

With the sole exception of Bert Kenny, they all agreed that the Canadian party was far too inclined to 
uncritically endorse whatever emanated from Moscow. Norman Penner outlined how this relationship 
originated in the early days of the Communist movement and how it changed over time: 

https://eservices.wellington.ca/Museum.JournalAndEssays/FileUploads/Volume%2008_text_images.pdf
https://eservices.wellington.ca/Museum.JournalAndEssays/FileUploads/Volume%2008_text_images.pdf
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“At the time that the Russian Revolution took place and the Communist International emerged on 
the scene, the socialist movement, a great section of it…saw this as the answer to their problems: 
that at last they would get in contact with real revolutionaries; that Lenin, who had been unknown to 
them before 1917….was answering the very problems that they had been unable to answer—
relations to the trade union movement, political action, how does a communist/socialist party 
operate, and so on. And gee, when they came out with the idea that they were going to have a 
Communist International where people could get together with, and get advice from, the most 
revolutionary party in the world, that was great. 

“So it was an ideological affinity and they were ready to accept the hegemony of the Communist 
International, believing that this is what they had required. And they accepted the general guiding 
lines of the party of the Soviet Union which was represented as the leading core in the Communist 
International.  

“At a certain point it became clear to people that the Communist International was going into the 
question of Communist Party policies in very minute detail. Even this was not objected to by a lot of 
people. They were getting letters from the Communist International about how to work in French 
Canada, how to relate to the social democrats, how to relate to the Canadian Labour Party. And a lot 
of the stuff that they said was correct, looking back, a lot of it. And there was debate between them: 
Tim Buck for instance was debating with the Communist International for about two or three years…. 
[on Canadian independence from the U.S.] 

“So there was an ideological theme that was very dominant in the relations between the Communist 
parties of the Soviet Union and Canada. But there was also, at the time, and growing, an 
identification of the Soviet government and the Soviet state with the Communist International and 
with the work of the various constituent sections of the Communist International. So as that element 
grew, the relationship of the Communist Party as a subservient section of the Communist 
International grew too and remains. There is not anything that the Communist Party [of Canada] 
wouldn’t do for the Soviet Union. There isn’t one position that the Soviet Union puts forward that 
they don’t accept as correct, even if, in [a] few months, the Soviet party says it is incorrect—they’ll 
say it was incorrect too.”  

The relationship between the Soviet Union and the various parties of the Communist International 
sharply differentiated them from all rival leftist formations. The CPC, like the American party, originated 
after the International leadership in Moscow demanded that every group claiming affinity for the 
Russian workers’ state fuse into a single organization. The CPC, like many of its sister parties, remained 
uncritical Kremlin loyalists until the very end in 1991, when Boris Yeltsin and his supporters prevailed 
and capitalist restoration swept the territories of the former USSR. 

With the exception of Bert Kenny, everyone Karen interviewed in 1977 expressed the hope that the 
“Eurocommunist” assertion of political independence from Soviet direction by most Western European 
Communist parties might result in a socialist revival. Instead, as these parties moved away from Moscow 
they tended to shrink and splinter. The French Communist Party, which in October 1946 was the largest 
party in the country and received 28 percent of votes nationally, saw its share of electoral support fall to 
three percent in the 2017 election for the National Assembly. In 1976 the Italian Communist Party (PCI) 
polled over 34 percent in national elections—by 2018 the re-founded PCI was supported by barely over 
one percent of the electorate.  
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The CPC adhered closely to the Kremlin’s line on international questions, but it was generally left to 
determine domestic policy on its own. The strength of the party lay in the victories it recorded in 
advancing the interests of Canadian working people—chiefly through its trade-union activity. In the 
1930s and 40s CPC cadres played a central role in the creation of industrial unions—the willingness of 
Communist militants to run risks and make personal sacrifices contrasted sharply with the careerism and 
business unionism that characterized the American Federation of Labor (AFL). CPC cadres in the mines 
carried forward many of the best traditions of the radical Western Federation of Miners (Mine Mill’s 
predecessor) “whose constitutions have since before 1900 always included an anti-discrimination 
clause: ‘Any member who refuses to work with, or discriminates against another member because of 
race, creed, colour, sex or national origins, shall be subject to trial and discipline….’” (cited in 
Labour/LeTravailleur No. 12, 1983). This was the antithesis of the Jim Crow unionism practiced by AFL 
unions at the time.  

Communist strength in the union movement tended to be proportional to their willingness to encourage 
shop-floor activism and mobilize ordinary workers to act in their own interests. In an April 1986 
interview, Max Dolgoy, who led the CPC-supported Industrial Union of Needle Trades Workers in the 
1930s, explained the importance of democratic decision-making on the shop floor: 

“The Industrial Union of Needle Trades Workers was more democratic [than the AFL’s International 
Ladies Garment Workers Union] because we used to have local [Executive] meetings set up twice a 
month. Twice a month we would meet, regardless of for what, and then we used to have shop 
meetings. With the problems in the shop, we used to call the entire shop together and discuss the 
problem that's facing them, and so on. There used to be fights between the working people in the 
shops. We used to call a shop meeting to straighten it out... The industrial union was different 
because a meeting of the shop takes in all the pressers, cutters, finishers and operators, you know.” 

In recent years the organized Marxist left in North America, in virtually all its denominations, has been 
undergoing a significant and continuing downturn. Yet at the same time, the social contradictions which 
produced the powerful leftist upsurges of the past are increasing: today, in the United States, 
traditionally the most politically backward of all advanced capitalist countries, pollsters report a steady 
uptick of popular interest in “socialism” as an alternative means of organizing society. The Communist 
cadres Karen interviewed were chiefly active from the early to mid-20th Century; some of the problems 
they confronted were specific to their time and place and therefore of limited application today. But 
very few fundamentals have changed and there is a great deal that can be learned from their 
experiences by those engaged in the ongoing struggle to “end the despotism of capital over labour.”  

 

Tom Reid          April 2021 

 

i Labour/LeTravail will be reprinting Karen’s essay, with an introduction by Bryan Palmer, in its 
forthcoming 2021 issue.  
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