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Introduction

Raya Dunayevskaya was a profound thinker, who worked in an intellectual tradition, Marxism, that 
has been dominated by men. She was one of the most important thinkers of the twentieth century, 
and also one of the most neglected. She deserves to be better known, not because she was a 
woman, (although the role of women in the development of Marxism is often underappreciated), 
but because the Hegelian-Marxism, (Marxist-Humanism), that she recovered in the 1940s, and 
developed in the following decades, is a vital resource for our own age, of mounting social 
contradictions. 

Dunayevskaya was an avowed Red. In her teenage years, she was a member of the youth wing of the
Workers (Communist) Party. When the Party became Stalinised, she was expelled. She went on to 
work with the (Transatlantic Trotskyist) Left Opposition. At the beginning of the Second World War 
(WW2), she was part of the minority who split from the (Trotskyist) Socialist Workers Party (SWP), in
protest at its defence of the Soviet Union. After WW2 she rejected the vanguardist conception of the
revolutionary Party and she was central to establishing the News & Letters Committees (NALC), as an
organisation based in the philosophy of Marxist-Humanism. 

Dunayevskaya was a Red, but the Black struggle was always integral to her conception of Marxism. 
From her early years, when she was active in radical Black politics in Chicago, until her dying days, 
she insisted on the integrality of the Red and Black struggles. For her, the Red and Black struggles 
were not separate struggles, but were different moments in the same struggle; the struggle to 
overthrow capitalism and establish a new society, on fully human grounds. 

Dunayevskaya was also a transatlantic figure. She was born in Tsarist Russia and was based in the 
USA throughout her adult life. Although based in the USA, she engaged in correspondence with 
revolutionaries in Africa and Europe, (as well as Asia and Latin America), and she visited both 
continents to engage with revolutionaries there. 

Throughout her life she was critical of leftists who neglected, or downplayed, the Black dimension of 
the struggle for a new society. She was also, however, critical of radical Black figures who relegated, 
or downplayed, the class dimension of the struggle for human freedom. Throughout her life she 
acknowledged her intellectual debts to leading theoreticians in both the Marxist and Black freedom 
movements. Her highest praise, however, was always for the masses. She argued that the masses’ 
struggle for freedom, as both means and end, was an essential precondition for the creation of a 
new society. Intellectuals, she persistently argued, unless they were engaged in a process of mutual 
self-development with movements from below, always ended up frustrating movements for human 
freedom. 



Despite her many achievements and her contemporary relevance, however, she is relatively 
unknown. For this reason, we have sought to both introduce her life and work, and, outline some of 
her work on the Red/Black theme. Given the range and depth of her life’s work, it is difficult to do 
justice to both, especially in the space of a relatively short chapter. In making choices about what to 
include and exclude, and what to emphasise, we have been guided by two things; this volume’s 
theme of Red/Black Atlantic, and the two key turning points in Dunayevskaya’s own thought and 
political ‘career’. The Red/Black Atlantic theme has meant that we have said little or nothing about 
her important writings on Hegel and dialectics, on Marx’s Capital, on women’s liberation, on Stalinist
Russia, on Mao and China, or on a whole host of other topics that she wrote about during her 
lifetime. We have only touched on these topics in as far as they illuminate her Red/Black theory and 
practice. The chapter is organised around two key moments in her own political development, and 
provides (in the footnotes) a selective introduction to the online Raya Dunayevskaya archives.2 The 
first section provides an introduction to her ‘early’ life, including the period when she worked with 
Trotsky. The second section outlines her break with Trotsky and her co-founding, with CLR James, of 
the State-Capitalist Tendency. The third section outlines her philosophical breakthrough, on theory 
and practice, and her subsequent break with James and founding of Marxist-Humanism. These 
Marxist-Humanist years of her life, were when she produced her richest work, including on Black 
freedom movements. In this section we provide a flavour of this work by focusing specifically on two 
aspects of the Red-Black Atlantic in her theory and practice; her work on what she referred to as ‘the
American roots of Marxism’, and her work on African liberation movements. 

The early years

Raya Dunayevskaya (birth name Rae Spiegel) was born on one side of the Atlantic and spent most of 
her adult life on the other side of the Atlantic. She was born in 1910, into a Jewish family, in the 
Ukraine, which at that time was part of the Russian Empire. She was seven years old when the 
Russian Revolutions, February and October, shook the world. She witnessed, first-hand, the turmoil 
and excitement of the revolutionary upheaval of society. She witnessed the immense power of 
human action, when the masses were gripped by the idea of freedom, and felt their own power to 
achieve this freedom. She also witnessed, first-hand, the brutal backlash against the masses striving 
for freedom, in the shape of the counter-revolutionary White Army. The Russian Revolution both 
emboldened the Jewish struggle for emancipation, and emboldened antisemitic pogroms against 
Jews. Caught up in this explosive mix of emancipation and repression, her family chose to flee; 
across the Atlantic, to the United States of America.   

In 1922, aged just twelve years old, Raya Dunayevskaya stepped off a boat in Chicago, with her 
mother and siblings. They came to join her father, who had arrived in Chicago a few years earlier.3 
Chicago, at that time, was a centre of radical Black politics. A few years earlier, in 1919, the city had 
been one of the many across the United States that had been convulsed by Black uprising against 
racial oppression. These uprisings gave birth to the ‘New Negro’ and turned Garveyism into a mass 
movement. In the same year, Lenin met with ‘American Marxists [and] formulated the first Marxist 
thesis on the “Negro Question”’.4  

From almost the moment she arrived in Chicago, Dunayevskaya plunged into the midst of the 
Black/Red struggle. As a high school senior, she was instrumental in organising a student strike 
against her school’s segregationist policy.5 In 1925, aged just 15, she attended the founding 



convention of the American Negro Labor Congress (ANLC), which has been described as ‘the first 
national meeting of Negro workers ever convened in the Western world’.6 She worked in the offices 
of the Negro Champion, the publication of the ANLC, and wrote book reviews for its pages, until it 
was moved to New York in 1928. She was also in correspondence with some of the leading African-
American intellectuals of the ‘New Negro’ movement.7 In these same years, she was also a member 
of the Young Workers League, the youth section of the Workers (Communist) Party, and wrote for its
publication the Young Worker. 8 

Dunayevskaya was expelled from the youth wing of the Workers Party in the late 1920s and she 
spent the next decade working for Trotskyist organisations, including writing for the New 
International and the Militant. During this period, she maintained the Transatlantic flow of ideas 
through her work with the Russian Bulletin of the Opposition.9 And she continued to play a role in 
the Red/Black dimension in the USA. She was, for example, a member of the Washington Committee
to Aid Agricultural Workers, that was established to support sharecroppers’ struggles in the South. 
She has said that her work with the Committee ‘opened the two-way road between the U.S. and 
Africa for me, especially since Nnamdi Azikwe was then in the U.S. writing his Renascent Africa’.10 
After her application to go to Spain, to fight against the fascists, was refused, she went to Mexico 
and offered her services to the exiled Leon Trotsky. In Mexico she acted as Trotsky’s Russian 
language secretary. She, for example, translated some of Trotsky’s writings on the Spanish Civil War 
into English, for publication in the English language Trotskyist press.11 She returned to the USA in 
early 1938 to attend the funeral of her father, and remained in the USA after that. In the USA she 
resumed her work with the Trotskyist movement, and maintained a correspondence with Trotsky.12 
In May 1939 she met CLR James, the Trinidadian radical who became a Trotskyist while living in 
England in the early 1930s. At the time James was developing ideas about a separate organisation 
for Black radicals, as a way to involve them in the Trotskyist movement. Dunayevskaya found his 
arguments persuasive, partly because it chimed with her own experience. She wrote to Trotsky, that 
‘even those Negroes who are very close to us and have a fair smattering of Marxism… still can only 
be aroused to activity when you speak to them of the conditions of their own race and of definite 
program towards their liberation’.13  By the end of 1939 she had handed on her work on the Russian 
Bulletin to other Trotskyists and wrote to Trotsky that she was ‘concentrating all of my [her] time for 
work in the Negro field’.14 

Dunayevskaya and the Johnson-Forest Tendency

Dunayevskaya has identified two fundamental turning points in the development of her own 
thinking. The first of these moments came at the outbreak of World War Two. As Dunayevskaya 
herself described it:

To my utter shock and disbelief, I realized that with the outbreak of the war, Trotsky, who had 
been fighting the Stalinist bureaucracy for over a decade, would now turn to the workers and 
ask them to defend Russia, because it was a ‘workers’ state though degenerate’. Here was this 
man who had helped make two great revolutions, the 1905 and the 1917 Revolutions, and I 
couldn’t believe that I was saying to Trotsky, ‘You are wrong and I am right’. Actually I lost my 
power of speech for two days.15

The realisation that ‘the highest moment of her own development’ was inherently flawed, was a 
profound shock to Dunayevskaya. A lesser person might have felt crushed by this realisation. 
Instead, as soon as she had recovered from her initial shock, Dunayevskaya set out to try to 



understand what it was about Trotsky’s thinking, that led him to call for a defence of the Soviet 
Union, even though he had been a resolute opponent of Stalin and Stalinism? 

Her disagreement with Trotsky led her to formulate her theory of State-Capitalism. She criticised 
Trotsky for his focus on the abolition of private property as key to understanding the nature of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Against the idea that the USSR was a workers’ state, 
although degenerate, she retorted that ‘the ownership of the means of production by a state… in no 
way resembles the Marxian concept of a workers’ state, i.e. “the proletariat organized as the ruling 
class”’.16 Dunayevskaya argued that although the form of property ownership in the USSR had 
changed, from private to state owned, the relation of production had not changed. In the USSR, just 
as everywhere else that capitalist relations of production dominated, the workers were both 
dominated by their, (state or private), employers and alienated from their own labour. When 
Dunayevskaya and CLR James discovered that they had, independently, arrived at a state-capitalist 
understanding of the USSR, they sought each other out and established the State-capitalist 
Tendency, or, Johnson-Forest Tendency (JFT), within the American Trotskyist movement.17 

Dunayevskaya and James were later joined by Grace Lee (Boggs), a philosophy graduate, who was 
taking an interest in radical left politics. Over the course of a decade and a half the three of them 
enjoyed an incredibly creative collaboration. They sought to recover the Hegelian roots of Marxism. 
Dunayevskaya and Grace Lee, for example, translated some of the key sections of Marx’s Economic 
and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 into English.18 Dunayevskaya translated Lenin’s notes on 
Hegel’s Science of Logic.19 And it was during this period that James wrote his study of Hegel, Notes 
on Dialectics.20 They also further developed their state-capitalist theory. Dunayevskaya, for example, 
undertook an extensive study of empirical data on the economy of the USSR, and drew on her deep 
understanding of Marx’s Capital to analyse this data.21 They also developed a critique of the 
vanguard party, as a form of organisation.22 

The JFT also engaged in significant debate and organisational activity around what was then referred
to as the Negro Question. Dunayevskaya played a prominent role in this activity. In June 1944 she 
produced a twelve-page discussion document, Marxism and the Negro Problem, which placed the 
Black struggle in the USA in the context of Lenin and Trotsky’s writings on the National Question.23 
During 1945 and 1946 Dunayevskaya entered into a polemical debate with Coolidge (Ernest Rice 
McKinney), the leading Black spokesperson for the Shachtmanite majority in the Trotskyist Workers 
Party (WP).24 In this debate she defended Trotsky’s writings on the Negro Question from attack, and 
reiterated the case for the WP giving the Black struggle an independent significance within the WP. 
She argued that white workers needed to see the Black struggle as integral to their own struggle, 
and that failure to do so weakened the workers’ own struggle. 

In 1951 the JFT made their final break with Trotskyism, and they went on to form their own 
organisation, the Correspondence Publishing Committees (CPC).

Dunayevskaya and the founding of Marxist-Humanism 

The second fundamental turning point in Dunayevskaya’s intellectual development came after the 
formation of the CPC. The JFT had rejected vanguardism, the idea that the role of the party was to 
lead the masses to revolution and on to socialism, but they were still grappling with the question of 
the alternative to the party. They formulated the problem as the issue of the dialectics of the party.25



The JFT had rejected vanguardism, but Dunayevskaya was not satisfied with its opposite, 
spontaneism; the idea that the masses would create a new society through their own, 
(spontaneously developed), revolutionary ideas and actions. At the heart of the question of “the 
dialectics of the party”, as Dunayevskaya saw it, was the question of the relationship between theory
and practice. She argued, drawing on Hegelian-Marxist dialectics, that the struggle to transcend 
capitalism required a transcendence of these opposites, spontaneism and vanguardism. In order to 
overcome the division between mental and manual labour, and establish fully human relations, 
there needed to be a two-way movement between theory and practice. Both vanguardism and 
spontaneism, she suggested, sundered this two-way movement. 

During the rest of her life Dunayevskaya, worked to develop and apply this insight. She rejected the 
vanguardist separation of theory and practice, as involving a division of labour between party 
(theory) and masses (practice). She argued that the turning of the Russian Revolution, from an 
emancipatory revolution to a totalitarian counter-revolution, showed the dangers of this division of 
labour. She argued that process of overcoming the separation between mental and manual labour 
was something that had to come about as part of the process of making a revolution. It could not 
wait until after the revolution. She argued that the masses do articulate theory, through their 
actions. This form of theory she was to come to refer to as ‘the movement from practice that is itself
a form of theory’.26 Spontaneists suffered from a different shortcoming. In rejecting any role for 
theoreticians, they denied the two-way movement between theory and practice. Dunayevskaya 
argued that the movement from practice that arises from the masses, is an essential element in any 
successful overcoming of capitalism, but it was an insufficient element. The movement from practice
had to be met by a movement from theory, in order for the partial nature of each movement to be 
overcome. When the masses were struggling for freedom, she argued, they reached for theory; as a 
means to both overcome their own, partial, experience of the world and a means to make conscious 
their own self-understanding of their struggle.

CLR James did not endorse Dunayevskaya’s conception of the relationship between theory and 
practice. He maintained a spontaneist orientation.27 In 1955 Dunayevskaya, along with a significant 
number of the members of CPC, split from James and went on to form News and Letters Committees
(hereinafter, NALC), on Marxist-Humanist grounds.

Dunayevskaya’s conception of the relationship between theory and practice, and between the Red 
and Black, underpinned the workings of NALC from its inception. The integral nature of theory and 
practice, and the Red and Black, can be seen in the appointment of Charles Denby, a Black 
autoworker, as worker-editor of the NALC’s monthly publication, News & Letters.28 Denby continued 
to work in the car plant and undertook his role as editor, in close collaboration with Dunayevskaya, 
outside of his wage-labour hours. Her commitment to combining theory and practice in the Red-
Black struggle can be seen in the Red/Black conference, organised by NALC at the end of the 1960s, 
to discuss some of the themes that Dunayevskaya was working on, for the book that became 
Philosophy and Revolution.29 It can also be seen in her active engagement with the civil rights 
movement in the USA. 30 

The crucial role of Black struggles as part of the ‘movement from practice that is itself a form of 
theory’, was a recurring feature of Dunayevskaya’s theory and practice. The Red-Black theme can be 
seen in her regular (‘Two Worlds’) column for News & Letters (1955-1981),31 and in her three major 
works; Marxism and Freedom: From 1776 Until Today (1958), Philosophy and Revolution: From Hegel
to Sartre and from Marx to Mao (1973) and Rosa Luxemburg, Women’s Liberation and Marx’s 
Philosophy of Revolution (1981) (she sometimes referred to these books as her ‘trilogy of 



revolution’). Her Red/Black writings covered a host of different themes, across the whole of her 
Marxist-Humanist period (1955-1987). She wrote extensively on the relationship between ‘race’ and 
class.32 She wrote about the inter-relationship between women’s liberation, Black liberation and the 
emancipation of the working-class.33 She wrote on the significance of the Black liberation struggle in 
the United States as the leading edge of the struggle for human freedom in the USA.34 She wrote on 
‘the two-way road from African to America and back, indeed the triangular – African–West Indian–
Black American – development of ideas’, (her conception of the Red/Black Atlantic).35  

There isn’t the space, in this chapter, to do justice to the full range and depth of Dunayevskaya’s 
work on the Red/Black struggle for freedom in the period from the founding of Marxist-Humanism in
1955, to her death in 1987. In the remaining space we will give readers a taster of some of her 
activity and thinking through a brief outline of two elements of her practical and theoretical 
contribution to the transatlantic Red/Black struggle. Firstly, we will provide an elaboration of a 
section of Marxism and Freedom, where she examined Marx’s contribution to the transatlantic 
Red/Black struggle. And, secondly, we will look at her engagement with the national liberation 
struggles in Africa in the early 1960s. 

The American roots of Marxism and the Red/Black Atlantic

One of the key decisions that NALC made at their founding Convention in 1955, was to commission 
Dunayevskaya to write Marxism and Freedom: From 1776 Until Today. 36  In Marxism and Freedom, 
she aimed ‘to re-establish Marxism in its original form, which Marx called “a thoroughgoing 
Naturalism, or Humanism”’.37 The book provided the philosophical foundations of Marxist-
Humanism. One of the fundamental points that she was at pains to establish, as the basis for a 
renewal of the humanist foundations of Marxism, was that Marx’s Marxism was rooted in, and 
developed alongside of, the struggles of the masses to realise human freedom. She notes that 
Marx’s transcending of the limitations of both materialism (Feuerbach) and idealism (Hegel) 
happened in the context of the ferment of 1840s Europe, struggles that found their fullest 
expression, and greatest defeat, in the revolutions of 1848. She also notes that the defeat of the 
revolutions led to a period of quiescence amongst the masses, and a period of ‘academic’ 
intellectual labour on the part of Marx. 

By the end of the 1850s, however, revolts began to stir again. Black struggles, in the USA, against 
slavery, were one of the stirrings that signalled a new period of freedom struggle. As Marx noted in a
letter to Engels, written on 11th January 1860:

In my opinion the biggest things that are happening in the world today are on the one hand 
the movement of the slaves in America started by the death of John Brown and, on the 
other, the movement of the serfs in Russia.38

Dunayevskaya noted that the struggles surrounding the Civil War in the USA, led both to Marx 
becoming engaged once again in practical-revolutionary activity and to his greatest period of 
creative intellectual work. On the activist front, Marx played a leading role helping to found and run 
the International Working Men’s Association (IWMA), the First International (1864-74). In 1958, 
when Marxism and Freedom was published, Marx’s role in the IWMA was already well known, 
including the fact that the IWMA aided the North in the Civil War.39 Dunayevskaya, however, was the
first to observe that ‘under the impact of the Civil War, and the subsequent struggles for the eight-
hour day, Marx completely reorganized the structure of his greatest theoretical work, CAPITAL’.40 In 



doing so, she suggested that Marx’s theory, (in Capital and in his writings on the Civil War), and 
practice, (in the IWMA), was an element in the Red/Black Atlantic. 

Dunayevskaya argued that it was the activity of the masses that inspired Marx’s reworking of 
Capital. ‘As the proletariat began to move positively towards their own emancipation’, she argued, 
‘they illuminated all the studies Marx had undertaken in the previous period, and gave new insights 
into the development of capitalist production’.41 And she points out that Marx distanced himself 
from left intellectuals and activists, such as Ferdinand Lassalle, who dismissed the significance of the 
Civil War, and the ‘self-styled American Marxists who evaded the whole issue of the Civil War by 
saying they were opposed to “all slavery, wage and chattel”’.42 In opposition to these leftists Marx 
argued that the emancipation of slaves in America was a necessary precondition for the 
emancipation of all workers in the USA. As Marx put it, in a widely cited passage from Capital:

In the United States of North America, every independent movement of the workers was 
paralyzed so long as slavery disfigured a part of the Republic. Labor cannot emancipate itself
in the white skin where in the black it is branded.43

As long as wage-laborers tolerated the enslavement of African Americans, Marx suggested, they 
were holding back their own emancipation. This link between the emancipation of slaves and the 
freedom of workers was not just recognised by Marx. It was recognised by the Lancashire mill 
workers and the Liverpool dock workers who, despite the great hardships they suffered as a result, 
refused to handle ‘slave’ cotton. As Dunayevskaya put it, it wasn’t Marx ‘who decided that the Civil 
War in the United States was a holy war of labor. It was the working class of England’.44 These 
workers, through their actions, established a new transatlantic dimension to the Red/Black struggle.

The passage from Marx’s Capital, about labour in white skin and black, is often cited in works on 
Marxism and racism. The next part of the passage, however, is rarely cited. Marx went on to say 
that: 

out of the death of slavery a new life at once arose. The first fruit of the Civil War was the 
eight hours' agitation, that ran with the seven league boots of the locomotive from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific.45

Dunayevskaya drew particular attention to the second part of the passage. This second part 
illustrates other dimensions of Red/Black struggle. The victory against slavery was an inspiration for 
workers in America, which immediately gave rise to a struggle to limit the working day to eight 
hours. This historical moment provides an illustration of what Dunayevskaya refers to as ‘Black 
masses as vanguard’ of the struggle for human emancipation in the USA.46 In the USA, Dunayevskaya
argued, the Black struggle has led the struggle for human emancipation. The Black struggle has 
inspired other struggles. This Black struggle, and the workers struggle for emancipation, she argued, 
are not separate struggles, but different aspects of the same struggle; the struggle for human 
emancipation.

Dunayevskaya did not just point to parallels between the freedom struggles in the USA and the 
transatlantic class solidarity, on the one hand, and Marx’s theorising on the other. She showed how 
the two are inextricable in Marx’s greatest work, Capital.

Dunayevskaya noted that during the 1850s Marx had been working on his Critique of Political 
Economy. Marx, however, was dissatisfied with it and he only allowed the first few chapters to be 
published. The Critique, Dunayevskaya suggested, was:



an intellectual, that is, a remote work; a theoretical answer to an actual problem. Or, to put 
it differently, it was an application of dialectics to political economy, instead of the creation 
of the dialectic that would arise out of the workers' struggles themselves.47

This distinction, between an application of dialectics and the creation of the dialectic, is crucial to 
grasping what Dunayevskaya meant by the movement from practice to theory that is itself a form of 
theory. 

Dunayevskaya is not saying that the Critique has no merit. She says that Marx, through an 
application of dialectics, subjected the whole of classical political economy to profound criticism. 
This criticism, however, was academic because Marx was adopting the ‘ordinary procedure for an 
intellectual [which is] to study the history of other theories and to separate himself from them on 
their ground’.48 Marx, in the Critique, did lay bare the inner logic of the most theoretically rigorous 
attempts to understand the inner workings of capitalist society (principally in the work of Smith and 
Ricardo). This critical analysis, however, was remote because it was dealing with the work of the 
classical thinkers on their ground, as theory. 

In the 1860s Marx radically reworked the Critique to produce the work that we know as Capital. In 
1863 he reorganised the structure of the work. Previously history and theory had been separated, 
‘with a historical explanation attached to each theoretical chapter’.49 Now he moved the material on 
the history of theory and made this material – Theories of Surplus Value – appendices to the three 
volumes of Capital. Then, in 1866, a year before publication, he created an entirely new, and 
substantial (seventy pages), section on 'The Working Day' (Chapter 10). 

This reorganisation of the material, Dunayevskaya argued, was not simply a matter of editing or 
presentation. It was, more profoundly, a case of fusing a unity of theory and practice; of rooting an 
understanding of capitalism in the struggles of the working-class. When Marx moved the material on
the history of theory to the appendices, Dunayevskaya suggested, he was simultaneously shifting his 
focus from political economy (theory) to the laws that govern capitalist production itself. Capitalist 
production, however, is not something governed purely by objective ‘economic’ laws. The worker, 
the source of the capitalists’ profit, is both an objective, (a labourer who produces commodities), 
and subjective, (a living human being who thinks their own thoughts), factor in capitalist production. 
Capital is a social relationship, not a mechanical process, and the worker, unlike the other factors of 
production (machinery and raw materials), has a mind of their own. They can think their own 
thoughts, they can imagine a world that is organised differently and they can assert their own 
interests. The slaves, in their struggle against slavery in the South, were showing that they thought 
their own thoughts and desired their own freedom. The American workers, in their struggle for an 
eight-hour day, were asserting their own interests, by attempting to place a limit on their 
exploitation by capital. It is these struggles that created a new dialectic, a struggle between Capital 
and Labour. The slaves and wage-labourers in America did not need to be aware of, let alone 
understand, Marx’s concept of surplus value, in order to know that the wealth of the capitalist was 
being extracted from their surplus labour (i.e. that part of the working day, beyond which the 
workers have created the value required to reproduce themselves as labourers). It took the workers’
struggle for the eight-hour day, however, Dunayevskaya argued, to enable Marx to deepen his 
understanding of surplus value. 

‘The concept of the theory of surplus value’, Dunayevskaya noted, ‘includes the division of the 
working day into paid and unpaid labor. But that still leaves the exact analysis of the working day, for
the most part, undetermined’.50 The working day has logical limits, which can be determined. 
Workers need to eat and sleep and therefore cannot persistently work a twenty-four hour day 



without collapsing from exhaustion. The actual length of the working day, and the proportions which
are made up of paid and unpaid labour, cannot be worked out though the application of logic to the 
problem. It is worked out through the class struggle, between capitalists and workers. It was the 
struggle of the workers in America that illuminated this insight for Marx and led to him including a 
whole chapter on the working day in Capital.

The workers’ struggle for the eight-hour day was a movement from practice to theory, because this 
practical struggle helped to illuminate theory. It enabled Marx to gain a deeper understanding of the
inner workings of capitalism. As Dunayevskaya puts it, ‘the thinking of the theoretician is constantly 
filled with more and more content, filled by workers’ struggles and workers’ thoughts’.51 The struggle
of the workers is also a form of theory. The workers’ activity was not mindless activity, it was 
consciously aimed at securing limits to the time that ‘belonged’ to the capitalist, and to expanding 
the time that ‘belonged’ to the worker. The workers’ activity was a form of theory because, like 
theory ‘proper’, it attempted to grasp the objective reality underlying the surface appearance. It is a 
movement from practice to theory, because workers are also striving to comprehend the world that 
confronts them, and in doing so, they are striving to overcome the division between mental and 
manual labour.  

Dunayevskaya argued that her Marxist contemporaries, unlike Marx in his day, were not listening to 
theory that was coming from freedom struggles of their day. ‘There is a crying need’, she said, ‘for a 
new unity of theory and practice which begins with where the working people are – their thoughts, 
their struggles, their aspirations… Where the workers think their own thoughts, there must be the 
intellectual to absorb the new impulses. Outside of that there can be no serious theory’.52 In 1958 
she discerned a movement from practice to theory in, ‘the struggles the world over for freedom’, 
including, ‘the actions of the Negro school children in Little Rock, Arkansas, to break down 
segregation, [and] the wildcats in Detroit for a different kind of labor than that under present-day 
Automation’.53 In 1958, this movement from practice was not, she argued, being met by a 
movement from theory. Instead, she argued, the vanguardists were attempting to impose their 
already worked out theory on the masses, and the spontaneists were acting as cheerleaders for 
those in struggle. Both were guilty of abdicating their responsibility to develop the theory that was 
coming from the freedom struggles of the masses, so that this theory could play its necessary role in 
the process of liberation.

African liberation and the transatlantic Red-Black struggle

A year after Marxism and Freedom was published, NALC published a pamphlet, written by 
Dunayevskaya, on national liberation struggles in the ‘Third World’. In the pamphlet – Nationalism, 
Communism, Marxist-Humanism and the Afro-Asian Revolutions (NCM-HAAR) – Dunayevskaya drew 
explicit links between liberation struggles in Africa and workers struggles in the USA. ‘Truly the Afro-
Asian revolutions’, she said, ‘are not “over there”… while we are “over here” safe, sound and 
unconcerned… the new struggle for freedom in “backward” lands is very close to the hearts, minds 
and aspirations of workers in advanced countries”.54 Dunayevskaya pointed out that ‘the Korean war
was the most unpopular war in American history’ and that French youth, who had been sent to fight 
in Algeria, had mutinied.55 She pointed to the possibilities for world revolution, immanent in the 
revolts against ‘Communist’ totalitarianism in Hungary and in the Afro-Asian revolutions.



She contrasted these popular working-class responses with those of ‘the old radicals [who] seem 
inclined to dismiss this revolution with “sympathy” and a knowing look that betokens their belief 
that there is no road open to Afro-Asia but that of capitalist industrialisation’.56 She also drew 
attention to a similar separation between the Afro-Asian masses and ‘leaders’ of the revolutions. 
“The greatest obstacle to the further development of these national liberation movements”, she 
wrote, “come from the intellectual bureaucracy which has emerged to ‘lead’ them”.57 And she, 
again, drew parallels between the ‘Third World’ and the industrialised economies, when she 
compared this intellectual bureaucracy and the way in which ‘the greatest obstacle in the way of the
working class overcoming capitalism comes from the Labour bureaucracy that leads it’.58

In 1962, Dunayevskaya went on a two-month tour of four countries in West Africa – Nigeria, Ghana, 
Senegal and the Gambia. In advance of the tour she had made contact with some African exiles in 
England, and with some leaders and activists in Africa.59  During her tour she met with Nnamdi 
Azikwe (Governor General of Nigeria, 1960-1963) and Leopold Senghor (the poet and cultural 
theorists who became the first President of the Republic of Senegal in 1960).60 Her greatest 
enthusiasm, however, was displayed in her comments on the masses. In a letter to NALC, for 
example, she wrote earnestly about an anti-austerity rally that she was invited to in Lagos. She drew 
attention to the Nigerian masses’ continuous movement for freedom when she noted that ‘it is, after
all only 1½ years since independence, and yet they [the protesters at the rally] are already openly 
opposed to the new government’.61  

Dunayevskaya attempted to maintain the transatlantic Red/Black connection on her return to the 
United States. A Nigerian activist, Emé, organised a series of classes on Marxist-Humanism and also 
wrote some articles on Nigeria that were published in News & Letters.62 Dunayevskaya also, for 
example, corresponded with a Ghanian activist, Kofi, who also provided at least one article for News 
& Letters.63 Dunayevskaya also wrote articles for publications – Africa Today and Presence Africaine –
with an extensive African readership.64 

Dunayevskaya’s transatlantic Red-Black engagement was not simply a case of promoting the NALC, 
or Marxist-Humanism as a philosophy, it involved a two-way dialogue. Dunayevskaya reported back 
to the NALC Convention that:

We have much to learn from Africa and peculiarly enough (this bears repeating) it included 
the one subject we consider ourselves more expert on that anyone else, i.e. the role of the 
party… The very fact that the worst features of single party-ism in Africa appear in Ghana 
where there are opposition parties shows that the evil is not in the single party-ism per se so
much as it is in the limitations of speech, independent organizations of the workers, and the 
narrowing of their horizons to ‘productivity’.65

Where state-capitalism in the USSR, and subsequently in Mao’s China, suggested the single party as 
something authoritarian, Dunayevskaya’s visit to Africa sensitised her to the idea that it was not the 
particular party form, single-party or party and opposition, that was the issue at stake. Rather it was 
the relationship between theory and practice. In this regard she contrasted the situation in Ghana 
with that in Guinea. In Ghana, she argued, Kwame Nkrumah’s call for the single-party state was an 
attempt to consolidate the power of a new elite. In Guinea, by way of contrast, Ahmed Sékou 
Touré’s one-party state involved a mass party, with significant devolution of power to the local level 
and the involvement of the masses in decision-making at the local level. 

The flaw with the movement in Guinea, as Dunayevskaya saw it, was that at the local level there was
no discussion of Marx’s philosophy, only practical discussions about ‘whether to build a bridge or a 



school, where to build it and who and how to do it… thereby once again re-establishing the division 
between mental and manual work’.66 The African masses, she argued, needed to be engaged not just
as ‘hands’ that would build a new society, but as whole people. The masses, she argued, were 
people with minds as well as bodies; people who thought their own thoughts and were striving to 
participate in the remaking of Africa as whole people, not just as helping hands. 

Her engagement with African activists helped to inform her theorising and writing. It provided one of
the sources for the NALC pamphlet on the Black struggle in the USA, American Civilization on Trial 
(1963) and her second major work, Philosophy and Revolution (1973).

Conclusion

We have only had the space here to give readers a taste of Dunayevskaya’s theory and practice on 
the Red/Black Atlantic. We have also only had the space to explicate a few pages from the first of 
her major works, Marxism and Freedom. That text is a good starting point for gaining an 
understanding of Dunayevskaya’s profound contribution to rescuing and developing Marx’s 
Marxism. For readers with a specific interest in the Black dimension of her Red/Black theory, 
American Civilization on Trial may be an easier way into her work. Her thinking developed 
throughout her lifetime, and readers can find the full range of her published work, and much that 
was unpublished in her lifetime, at the Raya Dunayevskaya online archives (her three major books, 
the ‘trilogy of revolution’, are not available on the archive). Selections of her most important articles 
and pamphlets are also available online.67  

We hope that we have demonstrated that Dunayevskaya was the embodiment of the Red/Black 
Atlantic, in both her theory and practice. As a ‘red’, she made some major contributions to the 
development of Marxist thought. The ‘black’ dimension of her theory and practice was both integral 
to, and flowed from, her Marxism. This does not mean that the Black dimension was subordinate to 
the struggle for a new, socialist, society. It meant that the Black dimension was only one element in 
that struggle. Dunayevskaya, from the early 1950s, long before the celebration of new social 
movements in the late 1960s, identified women, youth, rank and file workers and Black masses as 
both revolutionary Force and Reason in the struggle for a new society. This is because these sections 
of society were struggling (Force) against their subordination and had ideas (Reason), rooted in their 
own specific experience of the world, about what was wrong with capitalist society and how those 
wrongs might be challenged. The Black dimension was, in Dunayevskaya’s view, one dimension of 
the struggle for a new society. The Black struggle, she pointed out, was often at the vanguard of the 
struggle for human freedom in the USA. All oppressions, however, had to be transcended, before 
there could be a new society, based on fully human grounds. In an age in which the far right are, 
once again, on the rise. An age in which racist and xenophobic ideas and activity are being 
legitimised, on both sides of the Atlantic. The Red/Black theory and practice of both Marx and 
Dunayevskaya are invaluable resources in the struggle for a new, human-centred, society.68
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