
Jmd God Knows 1·Je Have Made Mistakes 
--G. Deen Zimmermann 

Sometime 1n 1974 I was becom1n~ aware of certain shortcomings 
1n the Co-op !Y'.overnent. Earlier -we had started North Country as a 
tool for bringing unity to our community. It ~as. however, beoomfn~ 
more and more clear to me that ~1htle the ob .1eot1ve conditions for • 
unity were very favorable, the Co-o~ ~as not a1d1ng 1n this effort, 
and 1n fact was becoming a wed~e ,h1oh divided th community along 
the lines of diet and ltfe style. I ~ 1~ .ys oono rn d that my 
working class neighbors d1d not u th Co-op more, At f1r t 
I thought that there ~as som thin~ "1rot1i:( '(.111 th th m nd only 'V ry 
gradually came to the und rst nd1n~ that the rror wa 1n th 
Co-op. There were similar shortoom1ngs in other co-ops, but I th nk 
we are already a~1are of them. 

I remember remarking to Haugen tha.t I felt there needed to be 
a two line struggle 1n the co-ops in order to combat the snobishnees 
of certain elernents. At that time I had no understanding of the 
sc1ent1f1c tools needed to do an effective job of launching a two 1! 
line struggle and was so heavy into smoking dope that I couldn't 
muster the resolve to anything so serious . Thus I muddled alon~ ~~ ,::1~ 
being vaguely dissatisfied. Then came t he Beanery papers and the ~t~ 
struggles. Jviy first reaction l'Jas that t hey ·were very harsh and full 
of mis-used rhetoric. The papers did ho~ever speak to t he very short 
comings that I had been aware of in the co-ops . Thus I found myself 

~1-'l~~ - ~~~~.t~n~~:~~ ~?~~~ ~.J.2:1~~tt,! ~~er1.~~~.e;~1~~U~~;,.~~; n~a~~- ~~;;~ 
support ed the cr1 t1c1 sms ~ r the co and on the other I ·was appalled 
by their crude abrasive style of struggle. I was impressed by 
the discipline and organization of the CO and I liked their clear 
class stand . I was appalled by the reaction at North Country to 
Bob Malles ' Apri l fools joke. The events around the May PRB forced 
me t o get of f t he fence. I sided w1 th the CO feeling that the :"\~-.. -0 1 
abrasi ve s tyle was the result of 1nexper1ence and would be 
corrected in time. It was clear to me that I did not want to be 
l ined up wi t h the anarchist turkeys. 

I have now been in the CO one year. Dur··· ng this time my kno't'-1ledge 
of revolutionary theory has leaped for·ward--a qualitative change has 
t a ken place in this regard. The CO has placed in my hands a tool 
wi thout which I could not wage effective revolutionary struggle. 
During the past year I have seen the dialectical method put into :. •:,•., 
pr--.ctice and have used this tool myself with impressive results. The C 
cc gave me this tool. 

For the first six months of my association with the CO I worked 
in the co-op struggles in Mpls-st. Paul. I saw many mistakes be1ng 
made. When I sent an analysis (that Mo Burton has a history of 
opportunism) up the tube, the analysis was 1~nored and the person who 
made it was trashed. I was guilt tripped because the person making th 
t he analysis (not a CO member) ~as an old friend of mine. --OK, 
we all make mistakes. I spent a great deal of time during th1s 
per iod defending the CO 1n co-ops where my past work and personal 
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~ associations acted to lend credibility to my ~ropaganda effort. Yet 
even with a correct analysis, my 01Am personal reputatlon amorg raany 
~~-opbpeople , and our apparent success at capturing the warehouse 

ea us i veness and abrasiveness of our style appreared to be maktng ~ 
us enemies rather than a.llieso During this time I called for publ ic 
?elf - cri ticisme I envisioned a paper 'tl-1h1ch would recap the struggle n 
point ~ng out ?ur strategies and tactics and then explaining where we~ 
l'lad mi s - ,judge the s1 tuation and pursued an,3 incorrect otrategy , where 
~e pursued correct strategy and made mistakes putting it into effect 
and where we had be successfuJ.o Nn public self-cr'iticism 'TJlas r· .rt'~c 
f orthcoming, despite assurances to me at t he time I left the area 
~hat it would take place. 

Since I have returned to Mpls-StoPaul I have spent a great deal 
~f time v i si t ing peo~le I know to be progressive and / or revolut i onar1es 
and who are not part of t he CO o I hav e combined and analyzed t he 
informat ion from them, my experienc e i n the CO before and my, 
exper ience doing poli ti ca l 11-10rl{ else-;,.1here of the past s i x months t o 
put together a f ew· c cmments on t he CO. 

The Co:ntrid iction Bet 1A1 een Mass Organl za t 1ons 
and cadre organizations 

I find ther e exists a greBt deal of confusion within the CO (and 
qL, RU, etc o ) on the rela tionship of a cadre (revolutionary) organization 
~nd a mass (open) organizationo A cadre organization finds unity first 
around a desire to build proletarian revolution and thru practice, 
study and struggle comes to more clearly define what it means to build 
a proletarian revolution--how one establishes the democratic-dictatorship 
or the proletariato A mass organization of the other hand is unified 
around a much less grandiose goal such as '°to provide ouselves with 
good quality low cost food"--as in the case of a food co-op or "To 
fi .= '.Jt rent increases and evictions"--as in the case of a tenants union 
or "To build active and lasting friendship based on mutual understanding 
between the peoples of the UoS. and China"--as in the case of an ortr 
organization in which I recently worked called US-China People 0 s 
Friendship Associationo Sometimes the goals are specific and sometimes 
v~ue, but in all cases are something that large numbers of people can 
rally behind. A revolutionary individual or group ·whsn considering 
wet her or not to liork 'v'J:. tin any particualr mass organization must · first 
d~termine ~whether or not the basis of unity of that organization 
o1?>jectively benifits the working class in the long run. The basis 
of unity of the KKK which is based on racism and therefore sets sections 
of the working class a gainst one another is clearly cuntray to the 
interests of that class---this type of organization must be isolated. 
Thus I recently partic~1=,ated in 3. drive to 1ceep the KKK from using a ~, u~:1 
mtjn1c1pal auditorium. 

What I have been speaking of is the ba sis of un1ty--not the social 
proctice of a mass organizationc If the basis of unity of an 
organization is objectively progressive, but its soci~l proactice 1s 
not pro gr es s1 v e, then there is room for stnuggle if.Ji t lnn . the organi zat1on. 
The r ole of revolutionaries if.nthin these organizations 1s not to 
''take them overn but to stnuggle to get the organiza.tion and its 
members to live ~P to the ir oun ~oals and standards--to he l p unc ov er 
the problems(con tr1d1c t ions) that stand in the way of an organization 
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~chieving its own progressive goals. Cure the sickness and save the 
patient . Now, if certain revolutionary cadre are elected to high 
positions within this organization, 1t must be beyscd on the 500d work 
'!ihW do within the mass ore;an1.zAt1on, not b c us they he.ve a special 
knowledge of the truth 

Now in the process of th1s worl< some clcmentR (t-1ith p.ropcr lee,dersh1p) 
tdll come to understand that th~ realization of their ~oa1 (in the 
~xtreme} will call for a proletarian revolution. They w111 oeek ·~ 
revolutionaries out and ask for more knowledge of Marx1sm-Len1n1am-­
th1s canDt be helped . In fact it 1s des1reable to link up with the 

., 

more progressive elements and help them w1th their revolutionary theory 
tµid even recruit them into cadre organizations, but if one were to 
allow this by-product of the struggle within the progressive mass 
organi zation in any 't'-Jay to interfere 1dth the progressive l'lOBk of 
that organization or create sectariani sm within it or try to change 
~t into a cadre organi zation , this would be a serious error . Mass 
qrganizations must t.e allowed to have a life of their ovm, for it 1s 
~hru them that the masses take the i r first steps to~ard a prolitarian 
eonsciensness . 

The ro l e of the cadre organi zat i on is to hel p revolutionar ies 
maintain a broad P' ·ictnre of the whole struggl e while worki ng on one 
small part of it . What we are trying to build i s not the di ctatorship 
of the advanced vanguard party, but the democratic-dicta torshi p of 
the working class . 

The Ev er lasting Contridiction Between Winning and Democracy 

The history of the str uggles on the West Bank is replete with lessons 
f or all ser ious revolutionaries. Within this microcosm can be clearl y 
seen t he struggle between the tendencies towar d secrecy and 
propagand a (the need to win) and the tendencies toi,.mrd openess and 
~t! lling t he complex truth, however confusing (the need for democracy). 

I n retrospect, it can be clearly seen that both sides in the 
West Bank Struggles were far more interested in winning a leadership 
f i ght than in moving the masses. Thus, the CO used hippy-baiting and 
accusations of under-the-table deals by the Tenants Unimn and the 
Board of Directors made snide remarks about the '°kids 11 and ntrue 
bel1eversn who were being duped by a rigang of faceless fanatics 1n 
.t:ar a way places n. 

~Notto say that when the CO attempted a serious analysis it was not v 
~al1d and valuable--only to suggest that while mu nh of the analysis 
was good the attendant practice i,.ias so bad as to make worse the srtde t 
~one of the analysis. Clearly the slick-?ackaged propaganda in the 
anti-CO papers was deliberately misleading and of little revolutionary 
merit. However, in an atmosphere of hysteria, where all you care about 
f s preserving the 1.)ower balance, you go out to i,.1 in--and so red-baiting 
t a kes the place of responsible socialist thought. 
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N0 w we all lmow that pure int cllectur81 writin~ devoid of proat1ce 
or direction 1s a waste of time for revoluttoner\cs and lest anyone 
think I advocate that, let me say that pr1ct1ce 1n , I bcl\evc ~here 1t 
its at . And practice of democracy (info min~ thn peopl of the 
aspects of the situation mak1n~ r comm .nd, t,onn, nnd 1att1n~ the 
people deci~e) is emphet1celly not whot WAR be1n~ proact1ccrl 

~he people sre tired of being sold politicRl lines like they are 
sold toothpaste. Scare tactics (quick , let 0 s ~et them class enem1ea b 
before they get us), half-truths (the flatlanders are all bourgeo1se), 
racist-style smears (all lon-hairs are filthy parasites on ~ork1ng 
class people) and ad hominem logic (attacking ideas by attack1n~ the 
peopld expousing them) DID NOT WORK ON THE WEST BANK. 

I agree that the -primary directive is to t11in . I do not a.~ree that 
bad practice wins lasting victories . I do not agree that one can win 
at any pr~ce-- you lose 't'1hi le winning if the price 1s to high. 

Democracy can° t"(l1ork 't'li t hout free flot-1 of information. Und emocrat1c 
organiza tions are unfit to lead the masses to revolution. At the 
same time secrecy is needed in certain circumstanc es , e.g., to keep 
the organization from getting trashed, and also the need fo r speedy 
decision-making is like"(l1ise -primary. The balancing of these t'T.'10 elemen 
elements must be seen as the essece of democratic-centralism. 

The failure of the CO to understand these delicate balances has lee 
to a number of mistakes in practice: 

(1) We have -become so certain of the ultimate correctness of our 
line that ·w e have attacked otherwise progressive people for taking 
exception to our line. Thus , Ed Felien was l abeled a class enemy 
because he had the temerity to publicly criticise our practice. This 
error of left-dogmatist thinking resulted in alienating many 
potential supporters who sat,-J us using '0class enemygg as a pe,jorative 
put do't'-m in much the same way that 90 communist sympathiser '° V'Jas used 
to smear Joe I'1cCarthy 0 s enemies. 

(2) We have shov"m our contempt for the ability of the masses to grasp 
fundamental 1ssuses and then act on that knowledge to change the nature 
of their organization. Thus, the paper on co-op history, which was a 
valid and valuable analysis, 1•1as 'tl-Jasted. No time was given the PRB 
delegates, let alone the stores they represented, to digest, criticise, 
and adopt the analysis presented in the co-op history. Instead, the 

books and negotiable assets of Peouple 0 s Warehouse had already been 
seized when the History 1'JEiS presented to the PRB. Thus, instead of 
becoming a living guideline to discussions leading to transformation, 
the History became rhetoric used to justify undemocratic practice. 

(J) We do not regard agreements made with "less progress1ve gg 
organizations as binding. Thus, the CO co-ordinators at North Country 
Foods; 1n a community meeting, agreed to fe.llo1A1 certain procedures in . 
the transformation of the store, and broke that agreement the very 
next day. The result of such behavior is that we are regarded as 
untrustworthy by our friends as 't'iJell as those against ~Jhom t-1e struggle, 
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(4) We have substituted agit/prop for grass-roots organizing . 

' 
i 1 
I . 

We spent a few days knocking on a lot of doors in Cedar Sqaare 
West, got a few people excited, and then left the field clear for 
the people we were supposedly orp;an1z1n~ a.ga1nst. No ongoing 
effort was made to CSW, end the fa1lure to get the people ther~ 
organized into the proc ss of or n1z n~ rePulted 1n making it · -· 
harder for the next group of p o~r o~1'1eB ✓ o work there--or to be 
more accurate: mn.d 1 t h rd on th people ~tho h ve boen organ1z1ng 
there for two ye rs 

fo , 

(5) We have substituted ~ishful thinking (if only we make enough 
noise the masses will hear us)t (we know we are right 1 therefore the 
masses must and will folloThr us J for considered tactics. Thua we 
became spread too thin and this has resulted in entering into too 
many battles we couldn °t wdm . 

(6) We have failed to practice democratic centralism. Central 
to this shortcoming is our continuous rejection of both formal 
and imformal self-criticism. Thus, Ed Fe lien° s paper '1What Os 
Happening in the Co-op Movement n was not dealt 1•lith on its merits , 
and instead Ed :was attacked -personally in a response which was 
irrelevant, rude, smug and stupid. Our paper "Learn From Mistakes 
and Mov e Forward to could be subt1 tled eQTalk is Cheap '1

• Furthermore, 
as many of you may not be a°t'rare, the Felien document was the 
fourth critical submission he made, and °t'Jas taken to the public only 
after it became clear to him that it would otherwise never be 
made abailable to the membership--and that is ~recisely what will 
happen to this paper if I find even one person in the organization w 
who has been denied the chance to read it. 

(7) We have developed a cult of secrecy, amounting almost to 
fetishism 9 and it has acted to stifle the floii'r of information 
within the organization to the point where things that are 
0 common knowledge" on the street are unknoi:t-im among the members hip . 
A corrolary result of this compulsive paranod behavior is that we 
appear '9sneaky'~ because Tfre deny (honestly in many cases) knowledge 
of common-knowledge events. 

(8) Finally, our isolation from the masses of the people has 
become so complete that in the East 7th Street 9°Co-op 0

, a group of 
"political heavies'° are creating a store without involving the 
community at all. • 

In summary, it appears to me that the primary result of the 
CO°s work has been to creat anti-communism. The practice has 
been so far off base and has isolated us so completely from the 
masses that the damage is irrepairable. I consider most of the 
peopl'e in the organization to be good people, most will make an 
importmt contribution to the struggle in the years ahead. There 
1s a victory to be won, there is work to be done, I don°t think 
we have time to be saddled to an o~ganization so counter productive. 
I quit. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

I would recommend that you read a three page article by Papa Joe 
called "Organize Mass Cri t1c1sm From Belo't'-Jn and also his article 
called "Foundations of Leninism" (the second section: Method) 



Resume G. Dean Zimmermann November 1979 

I spent my high school and j r. high school summers workin~ 
as an auto-mechanic with my father. Being active in church act1v ~s, 
I served as the North Dakota state pres i dent of th youth group 
of our denomination and later as a national officer of the United 
Campus Christian Fellowship. I was influenced by certain prog ess1 e 
individuals in the church who got me involved in the Ban The Bomb 
Movement. While in colleg~ in 1963, I became involved 1n the civil 
rlghts struggle, working off and on in Tennessee and Mississippi 
thru 1965. This included working on the Mississippi Mock Elections 
and the formation of the M1ssissippi Freedom Democratic Party--and 
the struggles around the 1964 Democratic National Convention in 
Atlantic City. Also during this period I worked as a fund raiser 
for SNCC in North Dakota--all while working my way thru college as 
an auto-mechailic, flunky in a newspaper mailing room, unloading 
coal and as a lay preacher serving a rural parish. 

In December of 1965 I took a job teaching geography, economics, 
sociology and general math in the Larimore, N.D. public schools. 
I taught geography and German at eliv1a, Minnesota during the 
1967-68 school term--I resigned from this job to protest the firing 
of another teacher. 

The summer of 1968 found me driving a Blue and White cab in 
Minne polis. In the fall I began substitute teaching in the 
Minneapolis Public School system and ended up with a three year 
tint at Jordan Junior High on the North Side .. 

Dur1n the first three years in Minneapolis I ran and underground 
unn w y-house for teenagers in my home on the West Bank. This was 

11 pa.rt of a network that dealt with alienated youth before the 
n o the Bridge . 

this per od I did limited work in organizing the West 
n1on to ht Heller-Segal. I also did some anti-war 

t c1 ating in mass protests and barracading the 

ecame active on the Board of Directors 
1 g closely with Jtm Belka to expand 

Peo __ e's Centre, the People's 
n s o her people were organizing 

e ge in the spring of 
t e first b oard of d1 recto8s 

rker. 

orders, etc. 
au ho.red 

1) and The 
fo!' ano her 

1.n 
s an 
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spent much t1me v1s1t1n 

organizations and servl~e ex1;;ing 00-o-ps to help them 1nrorove their 
Warehouse. Also dur1n t • l s was part of my work at People's 
Which brought people f~ his time I organized two work-study projects 
seminars and work e-rn °1m around the nation to Minneapolis for 

-~er ence in our co-op network. 

M1,1ch confusion existed around the question of who owned the 
l!eople s Warehouse. The all co-op meet1.ng(from which our collective 
had taken some leadership) had died. Because we were buying a 
build 1ng we needed to incorporate. On behalf of the collective I · 
drew up a proposed set of by-laws for the new corporation and 
organized a meeting fo some 37 co-ops around the region to discuss, 
amend and adopt these bylaws which placed the ownership of the 
warehouse 1n the hands of the member co-ops. 

~ 

I worked at the warehouse unti~ th~e t~~y 0~1;~~~~~e~f (!9i~ri~~t 
the stru les 1ntthe c~;t~s mor:-8 mature understanding of which helped me o rea 
an1z t1ons. 

w1nt r 
ulf 

working 1n the oil fields 
of 1975-76 found me While living in New Orleans 

ex1co as a roughnec~., Friendship Association. 
1 the US-China Peop e ~ometown of Carrington, "" 

1976 I returned to ~ mechanic with my fa.the~ J. or 

I ~f~e 1~s .:t~u~kota ~i~~g:~~z!fstt~~a~h~~a ie s .Frie. dsh-P Assoc~~und North Dakota in the 
tte 5 schools a bout New China. 

I s slides atJ talking a 
o 1 - 1 te an co-op 

to Sa.nDie~o toe~~ ~~e Twin Cities 
-eturnigg 

o - Organization. na.- Far e_ s 


