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LES DENBY, WORKER-EDITOR

’ by Haya Dunayevskaya, Co
Chairwoman. National Editorial Board -

The 75 years of Charles Denby’s life
are so full of class struggles, Black re-
volts, freedom movements that they
illuminate not only the present but cast:
a light even on the future. At the same:
time, because his autobiography — In--
dignant Heart: A Black Worker's
Journal — reaches back inte the ‘far
past when, as a child during World:
War I, he asked guestions of: his:
grandmother as she told tales of her!
slavery days, readers suddenly feel.
they are witness there to the birth of a:
revolutionary. .- o o

1 first met Denby in 1948 when he had already
become a.leader of wildcats, a ‘politico,’” but
‘the talk I heard him give of lenant farming in
the South and factery work in the North was far
from being a *political speech.” Listening to
- him; you felt you were witnessing an individual’s
fife that was somehow universal, and that touch-
ed you personally. You feel that when you hear
him tell of his first sirike:* ’ R
. 1 remember the first strike I'ever led, It
was over the discrimination against Black
women workers in our shop, 1t was during
World War 11 when 1-was at Briggs and [
wus s0 new in the shop | didn’t even know
what a strike was. I was working in the
. dope room where you put giue on.the air-
‘piape wing. The.fumes and olIT. were so .
bad we had no appetite left by lunchtime
... The women had been talking about -
-their hushands who were in the service in
‘Germany — and here they couldn’t even
get a joo in the sewing room next door.
_That was for while women only. These
things just burned us wp ... On the day -
that we walked out, they locked the gates, -
on us. By that time other workers inside
the factory were out with us .., IL wasn’t
-until the company sent for me as the
“strike leader” that I had realized what
.we had actually done, - : -
Recently — not for any. reasons of nostalgia
but hecatise we were discussing the question of
robotics nnd what forms of organization were
-needed to fight the labor hureaucracy that has
heen helping management wring coneessions
o o . F': . e from the wotkers — Denby began talking sbout’
" : ) . B what had happencd when Automalion was {irst
o ) . S : introduced. He was talking aboul the Miners!
ch ! D b 1%7 1983 General Sirike of 1949-50 when the continucus
a.f eS en y’ - miner had first been introduced into the mines,
1t was when the povernment threw the Taft.
o ’ Hartley law at the miners and John L. Lewis

«Soe “Riack Caucases In (he Unionx,' Appendix to American Clvil-
1aller on Trial. N o
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orderedt the miners back to work that the miners réfused, fully satisfied .with the economic and political}_ analysis, .
organized their own rank-and-file Relied Committees, and ‘but wanted to'work ‘out the philosophic ground. All these
_appealed to other workers throughout the country for help. - happenings couldn’t be accidental; nothing . that historic

Denby recalled the miners who had come up from West can be without reason; 1 feit I had to get away and teok
Virginia to kis local: - - - E A . tw‘%ﬁweeks Ilti‘wlirk this oult. .l-»'-' : " tﬂe tu;a'l:si:ifosm

" 7V%'1'remember that the bureaucrats were not too hot Whereas ] kept more or 1ess to myse .
i idn" Py - hic letters writlen in that period —-in which 1.thought T+

about the idea. They didn't dare come right-out and ‘hiad broken through on:Heggle's “Absolute Idea™ as some- -

.~ opposa it, but you couid tell they weren't enthusias- thing that tontained a movement from practice as well as
-from theory, so that ithe *‘absolute” (that is to say, the

. e, like the rank-and-file were. But our enthusiasm -

o H',;“nﬁ;ﬁiﬁ%m"’ﬁ;dt’{o'{ﬁ,,ﬁ?‘&ﬁ":m'ﬁﬁ{“{ﬁe?ﬂ:ﬂ . unity of theory and practice) signified a totally new.rela-

-‘intended. to_give;: After that; the miners knew they". " tionship of practice to theory — I did dlscuss.‘wllh Denby

*had-to talk directly to.the rank-and-file.-At Local . :the-relationship of workers,to philesophy. = =L o

500, the workers'not only gave several thousand dol- - - Several yeers: earlier..I-had  translated Lenin's

- ,‘"f’“‘"‘”'maﬁ*‘b"m-'sgoé*;m'ﬁ;;ﬁﬁg g -Prllosophic Notebooks .on Hegel and I now read certain
. t;?sﬁike laéte?i Emdgseni a whole caravan . five - . - sections {o Denby.: He said that Hegel's languagé meant
- truckloads = of-food and clothing. The strike didnt, " . 3bsojutely. '}"H&'&;{‘:‘% ot that, 'ﬁﬁﬁ‘_}'ﬁ‘;ﬂg&:ﬂ- :
ot lolog et st o Sy bt ol it el
i e 1A militanis 81 then, but that it 15 the tnfor: Sant you just fell them the section that enin was tallang
mal rankcandfile committees Uil show how “workers  of the. transformation of the ideal into the rest is pre-.

" talk an nis about everything while on —_— g oo tbiniafulplalyt-57: . =N

ahout evervday life but ;l}si) ab%m world affairs.” News & I think workers-would iike to. know how fo d_°._

Letters, he said, '‘must cenlinue to elicit from the work- _ e followin : S S . I
. LEFS, It L > 1res by fole . ¢ month, on June 17, 1953, the East German -
ers thinking their own thoughts. Actiens are sure te fol- workers revolted in East Berlin against raising the work
I D s . B : .-morms in their factories and, as they marched out of the
& TURKING POWNT IR DENBY'S UFE. - - factories, they smashed the statue of Stalin. This was so
**" Tha year after the historic miners” strike, Denby begun Ereat a world historic turning point; and the fact that it --
dictating the story of his life. It beeame a turning point in . voke out against speed-up meant so much o Denby, that
- his life because in telling his life-story he gained confi- . our discussions on philosephy became discussions about
" denee that he could express himself in a way that carried concrete nptmns_n[.wnrkers.: p i BT E
*‘meaning for other workers.as well. Part 1 of his autobio- Sw st L UDENBY BECOMES EDITOR o TR
_ graphy was published in 1852. I moved lo Deiroil.in 1853 1954 was a year filled with wildeats as” Automation
. and {t was then L first broached tha question of having a ‘eame to Deirpit. ‘The East German' revoit-had- stirred
" worker 2s editor-of a new:type of paper we were plan- everyong with’ new ideas  of spontaneeus action, agairist
ning; instead of forever bestowing thal prerogative on'an ™ totalitarianism - as. well &+ apgainst’ conditions'of-labor, -
intellesiual who-would speak *‘for”- the. workers. Denby There was also a stirring’ from below in-Africa. At the
. was at first non-committal. At the same lime he knew 1. same time, the rulers became more and mere reaction. -
*.bad been working on a bosk on Marxism and the new ary, as McCarthyism. pervaded the land and shackled
..stage. of capitalism. I called stole-capitalism, and begarn - the workers with the Tait-Hartley law passed during the
“asking. me-how trade union questions were handled in" - “ypsurpe of strikes. that had followed the ending of World
Russia before it became: state-capitalism and ‘was still ‘2. T 1 A S
_workers’ state. When I:told him about the, fumous trade . -~ Denhy felt streagiy that there was an Imperative need -
. “union debate of 1520-2; 1 asked him whether he thoughl it . or'a now kind of workers' poper, and in 1855 aceepted
would be of 'Interest 1o Américan workers. - " “editorship of News & Letters. What pleased me éspecially '
. A few ..months’ later, both questions I had:posed to was that: the firstissue should appear.in honor of the
-+ Denby reappeared in 2 most unusual way. it was March second anniversary of the East German revolt, net only
* 5,1953 when Stalin died. Denby called me the minule he so0:that: none would forget that first revolt from under -
got out of the shop. He said he imagined 1 was writing tetalitarianism, but also {0 show a new phase of interna-.
some political analysis of what that meant and he wanted tional solidarity, .. - . SR T 3 :
“me to know what the workers in his shop were talking. - along with the birth of News & Letters eame our very
about all thot day: “‘Every worker was saying, ‘I have tirst pamphiet. We published, in mimezographed form;
. just the man to fill Stalin’s shoes — my foreman.’ : Lenin's Philosophle Notebaoks in the form Denby had re-
.~ It'impressed me 5o much . thot I'said not only that 1 - commended,» Ii turned cut to be cur first “best-seller.”
i would . write, the: political. analysls of ‘the death.of that 1955 was also the year the Moptgonery Bus Boycolt
“totalitarign, but that the warkers’ remarks would become began. Whereas ne others recognized the Biack Revolu-
“the juraping of{ point for my article on the trade unlons. I tion until the 1950s, we immediately became active partl:
- asked’ whether.he could distribute. those-articles :in his cipants in that struggle and considered it on as high a

B sth'. and .record the workers' comments. He agreed :'level for opening new pages of world freedom as the East

-enthusiastieally, 7 o Lo ) saew . European revolis. Alabama was, after all; Denby's home

- March and April were very busy months for. me; By state, and he headed South 1o meet with both Rosa Parks
- March. 19, 1 had completed the politica! analysis of Sta-- * and Rev. Martin Luthér King, Here is how his Christmss,

- lin"s death. ILwas Inconcelvable fo me that now that the 1956 visit was reported by Denby in News & Letters:
incubus was lifted from the Russian workers' heads there  “ 7§ have recenlly come. back from- a: trip'to Ala- -

“would not be some form of werkers® revolt to follow, and . bama, where I was barn and raised, Mentgomery &5 ©.

" the article enumerated the many unrecorded forms of the " my hometown. From what I've secn and feel; there.
‘Russian workers” hidden revolt at the point of production. -" .15 n social revolution going on in the South that has ‘.
By:Aprll. 16, I had prepared the lengthy. urticle on the .- it in & turmol! of a kind that hasn't been seen since

: trade union debate, called “Then and Now: 1920 and 1954 o - {he days of Reconslruelion. ,” - oo o :

CThis was follow=d by still one more article on :_\‘prll 30 on  he 9603, of course, signified - birthtime of history

“ the ramifications of Stulin’s desth.s By ihsn, 3 was oot - objectively’ and subjectively, with H}:’i_. Rlnﬁkﬁiimgns}on

- - irch 10,°AprH 16 ind April 20, in both in Americst "und in Africo marking the birth of a

"mt?l:yunmgn;?vie::}: 3?%%:&;;%: at \;’lngne 2?9%? gt!)l:ie':‘lew Third World and a new gencration of revolu-

University Archives of Labor a! r alrs (pp. - . Jdionapies, e - .

The article "“Then and Now' became purt of Chapter X1, “*What “Thix pamypbict alse had, as appendix, my letlers on the Ateolute
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" THE RELATIONSHIP OF REALITY TO PHILOSOPHY

- in becoming both a columnist. — his Worker’s Jotirnal
" always apipeared on page one — and an editor, he no

lenger limfted himself to stories from auto factories, but
also- gathered stories from the mines, steel miils, and

from oifice workers; too. Here is how he expressed it, in

- Workers' Bztile Automation:

= The intellectual '— be he scientist, engincer or
;" wriler — may think Automation means the elimina- -

- tion of heavy labor, The productiqn' worker sees-it = '

- as the elimination of the laborer.” . . :
- And just as he had opened two chapters of his autobio-

,'%r&;ﬁhy;so-mat his wife, Christine, could tel! her story
a

came a clearing of.ihe head for action. Fre:

in 1952, long before the birth of the Women's Libera. -
(tion; Movement, so now.he:saw Lo, it that some of the
stories of women freedom fighters were reflected in News
&. Letters, as witness.the special story on . the “sit-in
movement: he obtained from . a State Teachers .College

. student from his hometown, Montgomery, Ala., which ap- -

peared in the April, 1960 News-& Letters under the title:
“No One Maoved.!” - v - RSP N
"~ One of the most important developments of the turbulent
19605, of course, was the anti-Vietnam War movement .
whose voices were heard regularly in the paper. In gen- .
eral News & Letters hot only became the publisher for all -
freedom fighters speaking for themselves —-{rom. the.
Black and white Freedom Riders, to the youth of the Free -
.Sprech Movement, to Women's Liberationists speaking in -
many voices — but called together conferences of acl-

- vists' in" all these movéments.

Thus, when the highest point in those 1960s came-fo o

'.:j.lim‘ax which, however, was spelled out s aborted revo-

fution' both in the U.S. and in France, Denby, far from
_ringing down the curtain, was instrumental in calling to-
gether a Black/Red Conference in Detroit en Jan. 12; 1969,
‘Here is his- Welcome: .-~ - . . . .
.. This-is the first time that such a conference of
. Black youth, Black workers, Black: women .and.
Black - intellectunls - will have a chance to.discuss
with each cther as well as with Marxist-Humanists,

7 who lend the red colcration’ not only for tho sake of -

"“eolor, but for,the sake of philosophy, a philesophy of
v liberatiom, - oo Loca s LT T L
...'Philosophy of liberation™ was not mere rhetori¢,; much. i
less'an empty intelleetual task. To Denhy, philo&z];l:gr he- .'a
tH- T wwenden

H1H R

¢ vEeame the ‘cditor of ews & Leliérs which imanifes.
ted so unique a combinalion of worker and intellectual,
Derby's interest in philosophy was never separated from
action. It was, in fact, at that BlackfRed Conference thal
“he chose lo single gut a quotation directly from Hegel's
Phenomenology of Mind as his faverite because it applied
:to the relationship of reality to philosophy: “Enlighten-
ment upsets the household arringements.. which spirit
carries out in the hoise of faith, by bringing in the geods
?qnd,fumishings belanging to the world of the Here and
cNow.,.."" I T
. _Three.direct results flowed from both the Black/Red
- Conference and from the Women's Liberation Conference -
« that-followed it: 1} the establishment of a new Black/Red
- column to be wrilten by-John Alan; 2) tke creation of &

- Woman- as. Reasen column for the Women's Liberation

“page; and 3) the Involvement of the participants from
both Conferences. in discussions around my new book-in--
progress. Philosophy and Revolution. Their contribution

" can be seen in what became Chapler 9 of that work, “New -
N Pns_sﬂqns and New Forees — The Black Dimension, the -
Anti-Victnam Waor Youth, Rank-and-File Labor, Women's .

Yheration.” . -~ )
... THE FIHAL DECADE: THE PATH TO THE FUTURE
. ;. Al tho same time, Denby was becoming deeply involved
- In international . relations. especially Africa. Tgns. when .

CJehin Alen and o) new " yousg” Black Marxist-Humanist,
- Lou Turner, wanted lo work out the relatjonship of Frantz -

Fanon's pnew Humanism to American Blzock thought and
our own Marxist-Humanism, they were not only_en-,
couraged lo-.develop their, ideas in pamphiet form, owt”
Denby and I co-authored an Introduction to that pam-

- phlet, which we published in 1978 under the title:. Frantz -

Fanon, Soweto and American Black Thoeght.... <+
 We felt that Frantz Fanon had, indeed, been the precur- :

. sor'of a whole new ‘generation of revolutionaries so. that
-his Wretched .of the Earth:was not only a.Third World, -
. Manifesto, but' a global declaration:for: Marx's Human-
“ism..Here is how Denby and [ éxpressed it. in our Intro-

duction: - o TR T

- Revolutionary Black thought.. whether it comes
from Azania, the Caribbean, or the United States, is '
“not end, but prologue to action.-We invite all read-
ers.to join-our. authors in working out the impera-
tive task they set for themselves to prepare theore
. tically for.the American reyolution-te-be, ... - * v

-1978 was:also the year Denby decided to write a.Part 11

" to a néw generation of revolutionaries could but give a

new direction {o my thoughts and actions as a Blaek pro-

duction worker who became the edilor ol'ra very new type '

of newspaper — News & Letters.”™ = .- :

x e oa

EN-HIS LONG three.year battle. with ‘cincer,. which "
ecded on Oct, 10, 1923, Denby continued with his Worker's .

Journzl column, frequently inviting both our co-editor,
Felix Martin, ard Lou Turner to wrile guest columns; the
first on labor questions, the second on the Black world: In
the last months of his life he was anxious to attend the -
Aug, 27. March on Washington, but was too'sick to do so.

He turned his column that- moenth over to Lou Turner to: .

report on it as a. participant, .- - : .

" His last letter to me — which he printed in his June 1983 A
column — spoke of how crucial it is to show the American
-roots of Marxism, as we had deveoloped it in American

Civilization on. Trial. He.had been very impressed, he *
“said, with the new paragraph 1. had added, on Marx snd” -
-the Black world.to my latest: work, Rosa Luxemburg, .
© .. Women's Likercation and Marx's Philnsopby of Revelntion:

.. Raya, whatever elsé we decide to write for .the :
- '20ih anniversary-of our. pamphlet, I strongly feel - .
that. your new paragraph should be the focus.. We. ~ .
- "need to put, right in the béginning, the world con-- =
text of our struggle and the way our view of it is
* rooted in Marx, 1 would like to let all our. readers

. _see’that paragraph for themselves. . -, R
' Indeed, that paragraph-did become the focus for the .

""new.-mtroducliun we wrote for the. expanded edition of

{om. . - - LN - o : TR
"." 'The inscparability “of philosophy -and: revelution
motivated Denby from the moment he became editor in
-7 1255 to the very last days of his life, and he always had
.. 5ome sentence he would single out from various theoreti
. cal works that became his faverites, Thus, from Marxism
and Freedom he was always &Joting:.“'i‘hem is nothing .
e thought of & geniuc — that °

American CivHization on Trial that came, off the press
Just in time to take it with us to the March on’Washing- -

in thought — not even in
has not previously been In the activity of the commoy

o

man, :

While Derby was oo modest & man to think that this .

had any reiationship to him as a person, he had {full confi-
dence that that expression did mean masses in motion.

“Yet the truth is that the genius of Charles Denby lies in -

the fact that the story of his life — Indignant Heart: A:

Black Worker's Journal - is the history of workers' -
_struggles for [recdom, his and all others the world over. =
. . ==Detroit, Miehigan, Oct, 24, 1603 -5

§035

1o his unique biography; first published in 1852. As he put -

~~it in the new Foreword, this was no mere updating:-=*1 =
isn’t only that 25 years separate Part']1 and Part 11 More -

- -importantly, the great events of the 1960s that gave birth -




