Injecting anti-capitalist discourse into academic spaces promotes critical thinking and political literacy key for liberation
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The most prominent Black Leninist formation in the United States, at the time and certainly in historiographical attention, was the Black Panther Party. Angela Davis recounts, in her autobiography, that a short while after returning to the United States she found herself immersed in the Black Panther Party’s political education programs, reading Lenin in a radically different context. “When we read Lenin’s State and Revolution,” she writes, there were sisters and brothers in the class whose public school education had not even allowed them to learn how to read. Some of them told me how they stayed with the book for many painful hours, often using the dictionary to discover the meaning of scores of words on one page, until finally they could grasp the significance of what Lenin was saying. When they explained, for the benefit of the other members of the class, what they had gotten out of their reading, it was clear that they knew it all—they had understood Lenin on a far more elemental level than any professor of social science. (192) To draw the obvious contrast: the style of communist pedagogy described here differs radically from what we imagined above, Angela Davis schooling the “white Left.” If we say, echoing Lenin, that the latter is “backward,” what we cannot mean is that they needed to have gone and studied with Adorno (or Marcuse). One of Lenin’s key contributions was to emphasize the “backwardness” of the context from which he was writ‐ ing, namely, late imperial Russia. Relentlessly, he insisted that conditions in Russia could not be measured against those in the central imperialist/ capitalist countries, including arguing in the 1890s that the introduction of capitalism in the countryside would be a progressive development. That Russia’s development was (not just uneven but) “backward” in the context of world capitalism was a crucial insight in organizing Bolshevik revolu‐ tionary cadres. It also became a key putative component of the influence of “Leninism” on anticolonial revolutionaries, for the Russian Revolution demonstrated, against the assumptions of Marx and Engels and the European socialist movement generally, that imperialism could be countered most effectively in its “backwaters,” where it was organizationally and institution‐ ally weakest. For white U.S. leftists at mid‐century, it was not their society but their movement, their (aspiring) “vanguard,” that was backward, in multiple senses: it largely failed to move the masses of workers toward class consciousness and solidarity; it was unable effectively to purge its ranks of chauvinists; it could not properly counter the state’s efforts at infiltration and provocation; while it made ceaseless appeals to Black, colonized, and racialized workers, these did not for the most part produce militant mass organizations or cadre growth, nor offset the appeal of nationalist groups: the prominence of the latter is arguably a key indicator or symptom of the failure of the (white) U.S. Left to overcome its “chauvinism,” or to use a later idiom, its “investment” in “whiteness.”23 Nevertheless, what we can perceive in Davis’s example is not only the gulf separating the quasi‐ and semi‐academic (white) Left from Black revo‐ lutionary struggle, but also the liberatory desire that animates the latter. In the example of reading Lenin with the Black Panther Party—reading Lenin simultaneously as part and parcel of the development of both literacy and political technique—is revealed the universality of revolutionary theory and struggle. Outside of academic—and also outside the para‐academic, civil society, etc.—contexts, the fact that theory can take on material actuality starts to become palpable. The vaunted high points of Black radical his‐ tory—Black Panther Party community political education projects—hide in plain sight the explosive power of theory in the hands of the masses of (Black) people.24 
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