
THE ORIGINS OF Al'villRICAN COMMUNISM AND 

BLACK LIBERATION 

Michael Letwin 
Afro-American History 
Prof. Herbert Shapiro 
University of Cincinnati 
March, 1978 



INTRODUCTION 

Today, the centrality of black liberation in the movement 

for socialism seems obvious. Blacks are the most brutally and 

systematically exploited and oppressed section of American 

society, and this fact stands as testimony to the fundamental 

nature and inhumanity of capitalism -- a festering wound that 

has left the mass of black people in a position not fundamentally 

altered in its relation to the rest of society in the last one 

hundred years. In additiont most socialists recognize that 

black oppressiont while rooted in and maintained by the overall 

exploitation of the working class in general, is not merely 

reducible to that exploitation alone; blacks, though economically 

exploited as workers, are also oppressed racially, and perhaps 

in some ways, even as a nationality. Finally, this analysis, 

and indeed the actual history of black struggle, has generally 

led American revolutionaries to the conclusion that the black 

working class plays a more advanced role in the overall class 

struggle as a necessary result of the double oppression that it 

faces. 

For all of these reasons, socialists have taken up the 

black liberation struggle as no other segment of American society 

has, not primarily as a philanthropic matter, but as a question 

of fighting the deep racial division of the American working 

class which is not a luxury, but a necessity. The American left 

has been generally able and willing to fight for black demands 

and against racism because it has no stake in the survival of 

capitalism, upon which both class exploitation and race oppression 
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are based. Of course, this is not to say that the record of 

the predominantly white left, in any of its various tendencies, 

has been consistantly commendable. On the contraryt virtually 

every branch of the white left has much to be ashamed of in its 

conduct toward and involvement in the black movement. These 

mistakes have meant that almost all organizations remain 

predominantly white in composition and leadership. Yet, this 

record, in both its negative and positive features, has occured 

well within the overall context of support for black liberation~ 

and this important distinction marks off the experience of the 

left from all other segment~ of American society. 

While this is generally the case today, it has not always 

been so. Though early black organizations often looked for 

allies in the white working class and socialist movements, their 

offer was not usually reciprocated. Early Marxists in America 

paid little if any attention to their relationship to the con

ditions or struggles of blacks. At best~ the socialist movement 

tended to ignore the special oppression of blacks~ and at worst 

it joined in that oppression. The break between this old attitude 

and the new came with the birth of the Communist movement in this 

country, which was created by the Russian Revolution and the 

policies of Lenin and the Bolshevik party. It is the roots of 

this transformation that this paper attempts to examine. 
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I. EARLY PATTERJi§. 

A. The Socialist Party 

The record of socialist organizations in the period before 

the birth of the Communist movement can be generalized by the 

experience of the Socialist Party. The SP held the position 

that, while blacks were the most exploited section of the American 

working class, "The Negro suffered because he was a worker; not 

because he was black. 1 Therefore, the SP insisted, there could 

be absolutely no special demands or approach to appeal to blacks. 

Eugene Debs, who was among the least racist of the SPers, flatly 

stated that "We have nothing special to offer the Negro, and we 

cannot make separate appeals to all the races ... 2 Debs added that 

"as a socialist party we receive the Negro and all other races 

upon absolutely equal terms."3 

To the extent that racism was considered by the SP as an 

important issue oppressing blacks and dividing the working class, 

it was seen only as an artificial agent, consciously injected by 

the capitalist class, and whicht .therefore, would automatically 

disappear as a .. problem .. with the advent of socialism. For the 

SPe the key to combatting racial disunity was simply to call on 

all workers to unite, regardless of their color. 4 

The actual practice of the SP was far worse than its position 

on paper. From the beginning, "the role of blacks in the socialist 

movement, was, at best, a footnote in the activities of the party, 

and a not very favorable one at that. At the 1901 founding 

convention of the SP, blacks were mentioned only once, for the 

purposes of the discussion on the partyws program, which stated 
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That we, the American Socialist party invite the Negro 
to membership and fellowship with us in the world 
movement for economic emancipation by which equal 
liberty and opportunity shall be secured to every man 
and fraternity become the order of the world.

5 

Even this brief and vague resolution was only reluctantly 

accepted on the insistence of a few black delegates to the con

vention. The lack of genuine support for the resolution was 

demonstrated when Debs later called for its repeal as an un

desirable "special appeal."6 

From then on, the situation degenerated further. The party 

conducted virtually no anti-racist work, despite the daily wave of 

lynchings, alongside the wholesale disenfranchisement of blacks, 

and the permeation of Jim-Crow laws and practices throughout 

the country which followed the betrayal of Reconstruction and 

the defeat of the Populist movement. 7 On the labor front, the 

SP failed to confront the general exclusion of blacks from the 

AFL unions and the often-seen and carefully cultivated role 
s· of blacks as scabs for the bosses. Black oppression was not 

even touched upon at the annual party conventions between 1904 

and 1908.9 There was no question that the national leadership 

had 

refrained from initiating measures on behalf of its 
now formally recognized Negro membership or from 
seeking to alter the status quo in any way. The 
Socialist Party had been led to its inquiry, but it 
had no interest in exploring the ramifications further. 10 

However, the SP went further than ignoring the oppression 

of blacks; it actively accomodated itself to the racism of 

American society. The most blat form of this accomodation was 

the establishment of segregated SP locals in the South. These 
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locals locals, which were segregated so as not to offend white 

racists or give them the .. wrong ideau about the party& were 

tacitly condoned by the silence of the National Office of the 

SF. The Louisiana state party went so far in 1903 as to ad

vocate segregation of the races in order to deflect charges 

being made against it by the Democratic Party -- without 

comment from the National'leadership. 11 

Yet, the racism of the party was not limited to the Southt 

where such accomodation, though deplorable, is at least compre-

hensible. Victor Berger, a top leader of the SF, and the editor 

of the Social Democratic Herald, one of the many SP newspapers, 

announced i;hat there. was "no doubt that the Negroes and mulattoes 

constitute a lower race." Socialist author Jack London made 

it known that he was .. first of all a white man and only then 

a Socialist." Another party paper, the A,2p~ 11o Reason en

visioned the separation of blacks and whites in a "Socialist 

America" with "black cities as beautiful as those the whites 

live in. 11 At its worst, the SF position on blacks was a not 

very embarrassed version of the U.S. Supreme Court's Plessy 

vs. Fergueson "Separate But Equal" doctrine of a few years 

1 . 12 ear ~er. 

To be fair, not everyone in the SF was a white supremacist. 

William English Walling, Charles Edward Russell, and Mary White 

Ovington participated in the founding of the NAACP in 1909. 

Other Socialists had sympathy for the plight of blacks and 

supported integration~ social and economic equality. 13 However, 

these forces were in the minority and could not, or would not 
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make a fight in the party to alter the situation. The absence 

of a fight was not due to any sqeamishness for heated debate 

on the part of SP members. Though the party was continually 

in factional struggle between the. Social Democratic right-wing 

and the revolutionary and syndicalist-oriented left, the issue 

of black work never figured into the openly debated differences . 11"' 

David Shannon did not exaggerate when he concluded that 

They l§lacky were not important in the party. the 
party made no special effort to attract Negro memberst 
and the party was generally disinterested in, if not 
actually hostile to, the effort of Negroes to improve 
their position in American capitalist society ... 

The party held that the sole salvation of the Negro was 
the same as the sole salvation of the white: 'Socialism. 3l.5 

Needless to say, the SP never made serious inroads into 

black recruitment. The party's overtly racist attitudes made 

it impossible for many blacks, who might otherwise have been 

attracted to socialism, to consider joining the party. Perhaps 

a struggle against the party's racism might have been considered 

by socialist-oriented blacks if the party at any point had taken 

up the fight against racism and for black rights as the road to 

black and white working class unity. The party, however~ had 

only to offer a "Socialist" replica of society at large with 

its Jim-Crow Southern locas and segregationist positions. 16 And 

the lack of black enthusiasm for the SP was not confined to the 

Southern blacks. W.E.B. DuBois, an ardent socialist, joined the 

party in 1911, only to resign a year later while bitterly criti

cizing the party for its "failure to face fairly the Negro problem 

and make a straight forward declaration that they regard Negroes 



as men in the same sense that other persons are." 17 

What can account for the attitude of the Socialist Party 

toward blacks? Perhaps it was true that the party underplayed 

the issue of race oppression out of a desire to make the point 

of a class division in capitalist society central to its prop

aganda. This attitude was based on a fundamentally correct 

understanding of capitalism theoretically, and on the experience 

of the party in attempting to organize the numerous and varied 

nationalities who immigrated to the United States in the beg

inning of the 20th century. Each of these nationalities 

Russians, Italians, Poles, Lithuanians, Germans, Slavs, Jews 

and Scandanavians -- spoke different languages~ and came from 

different countries and cultures. Their differences made common 

discussion~ let alone action, a difficult task indeed, and the 

employers took every opportunity to exploit this situation. 

Hence, the SP attempted to create the understanding among all 

workers that the class struggle was an international issue, at 

the heart of all their interests, and that ethnic divisions were 

objectively the least important concerns of the working class. 

If this was the policy toward European nationalities, why should 

the party's position alter when it came to blacks? 

However, this position, if a serious cause of the SP's 

racist policies at allw can not account for the party's attitude .. 

Each nationality in the SP had its own autonomous national language 

federation within the party, and the organization would certainly 

have never tolerated ethnically segregated locals in New York 

City because of some overwhelming prejudice of the society at 

large. Rather one explanation for the differing policies can 
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IWW ~ n Big Bill" Haywood had denounced those unions "affiliated 

with the AF of 1 which in their consti tutionand by-laws pro

hibit the initiation of or conferring the obligation on a col

ored man. 21 The IWW made serious and generally successful 

efforts to recruit black workers in the course of their organ

izing campaigns, and blacks were generally treated as equals 

in the organization. 22 

The reasons for this attitude lay in the fact that, in 

many ways, the IWW held views and self-conceptions opposite 

of those of the right-wing dominated SP. First and foremost, 

the IWW was not interested in demonstrating its .. respectability" 

to anyone, least of all middle-class voters, AFL craft-unionists 

or Southern racists. On the contrary, the IWW looked for a 

fight anywhere and everywhere that it could, and by common 

agreement made no secret of its belief that capitalism could be 

destroyed only through the physical insurrection of the working 

class. In addition, while the IWW had a theory of revolution, 

it was not based on the elitism and chauvanism of the European

oriented Social Democrats. The IWW's philosophy was based on 

a home-grown syndicalism which viewed socialism as the consummation 

of a general strike of all workers in all lands, who would operate 

society through "One Big Union." This syndicalism declared its 

complete antipathy to the craft-oriented AFL unions and instead 

made the first serious attempts to organize industrial unions of 

the unorganized. Needless to say, chief among the unorganized 

section of the American working class were blacks, and it became 

the IWW to which radically oriented black workers could realistically 

belong in any numbers. At its height, the IWWis black membership 
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was an unprecedented and unmatched .5-10% of the organization's 

total. 23 

However, the IWW stopped short of recognizing the dual 

nature of black oppression, or of making the special issues of 

black subjugation -- lynching, segregation and the denial of 

political rights -- cerltral to its program or work. The IWW' s 

program simply recognized "nei the!' race, creed, color, se.x or 

previous condition of servitude." 24on this crucial issue~ it 

remained within the left's inadequate tradition of regarding 

black oppression as simply another part of the broader issue 

of class exploitation. 

In addition. though the IWW managed to recruit a fair num

ber of blacks, it was thoroughly confused by its syndicalist 

perspective about the exact purpose of the organization. Was 

it a union open to all workers; or was it a revolutionary 

party to which only those with revolutionary consciousness could 

belong? It could not be both at one and the same time, and.the 

inability of the IWW to clearly define its own existence meant 

that it was never able to hold anyone but the hardest cadre 

for any period of time~-' It suffered a continually heavy turn-

over in membership, and this, of course, included the black workers 

it had r,ecruited. 26 

II. THE EARLY COMMUNIST MOVEMENT 

The victorious Russian Revolution of October, 1917, changed 

everything in the American socialist movement. The issues raised 

by the Russian Revolution were the key questions of the era. and 

they hit especially hard at the American Socialist Party. The 
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Bolsheviks demanded a revolutionary perspective rather than a 

reformist one~ the creation of a party composed exclusively of 

revolutionary elements rather than the political swamp of the 

Social-Democratic Parties, and for affiliation of that revolu-

tionary party to the soon to be founded Third(Communist) International. 

Needless to say, these issues, combined with the £uror that had 

taken place over whether to support World War I, split the multi

factioned Socialist Party deeper than ever. While everyone 

in the party claimed to support the Bolsheviks and the dictatorship 

of the proleiiariat in "absolutist" Russia, the right-wing of the 

party was not prepared to entertain such a perspective for the 

"democratic" United States, wh~ere, it believed, socialism could 

be introduced through a Congressional majority. On the other 

hand, the SF's left-wing, reiriforced by a flood of new SP recruits 

on the heels of the Russian Revolution, supported the Bolshevik 

program wholeheartedly, and declared its intention to win the 

entire party to revolutionary socialism. The SP right, fearing 

a successful takeover of the party,,moved swiftly to maintain 

control by a mass expulsion of the left in mid-1919. 27 

The expulsion immediately led to the establishment of two 

Communist organi2:ations in the U.S.: the Communist Party, dom

inated by the Russian Language federation of the old SP which 

was smugly aloof from the reality of American workers and con

ditions, and the Communist Labor Party, composed primarily of 

foreign-born workers, but led by a group intent on orienting to 

the realities of American life. 28 

Black work and black oppression was not one of the many 
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questions that originally divided the young Communist movement 

-- from the SP -- or from each other. Indeed, both parties 

shared the tra.di tional problems of the socialist movement in 

ignoring blacks. Neither made mention of blacks at their found-

ing conventions in September, 1919, nor did black delegates attend. 29 

When the Russian Federation-dominated CP wrote its program in 

early 1920, it included but one paragraph on blacks which stated 

that 

The racial expression of the Negro is simply the ex
pression of economic bondage and oppression, each in
tensifying the other. This complicates the problem, 
but does not alter its fundamental proletarian char
acter. The Communist Party will carry on agitation 
among Negro workers to unite them with all class con
scious workers. 30 

While the CP's program went further than anyone else had 
in promising to take blacks seriously, its analysis of black 

oppression was not radically different from the SP's inadequate 

view that black oppression equals generaliz;ed class oppression. 

Cannon summed up the situation of infant American Communism in 

relation to blacks when he said that 

A serious analysis of the whole complex process has 
to begin with recognition that the American communists 
in the early Twenties, like all other radical organ
izations of that and earlier times, had nothing to 
start with on the Negro question but an inadequate 
theory, a false or indifferent at~itude and the ad
herence of a few individual Negroes of radical or 
revolutionary bent. 31 

Fortunately, the American Communists were not left to their 

own devices. For one thing, the objective conditions of black 

life in America were rapidly changing. World War I bro~ght huge 

numbers of blacks from the rural South into the factories and 
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cities of the North creating an urban and modern black prolet-

ariat, which was rapidly becoming an integral part of American 

industry and, ther~fore, of the American working class. The 

result was a quickly changing black self-consciousness, which 

for the first time was creating independent black mass organizations 

in the North. As Cannon explains, 

All this taken together -- the hopes and disappointments, 
the new spirit of self-assertion and the savage reprisals 
contributed to the emergence of a new Negro movement in· 
the making. Breaking sharply with the Booker T. Washington 
tradition of accomodation to a position of inferiority in 
a white man's world, a new generation of Negroes began to 
press their demand for equality. 32 

The most im.po.rtant of these organizations was the famous Universal 

Negro Improvement Association, led by the Jamaican, Marcus Garvey. 

The Garvey movement, as it became known, had begun in Jamaica in 

1914, and had grown phenomenally in the US by the end of the 1rJar. 

The UNIA called for black separation from white society in all 

ways. It fostered black racial pride, made attempts at black 

capitalism, and Garvey organized an "Empire" in the US, appointing 

himself its Provisional President of Africa. The 11 Empire" included 

such honorary orders as the Knights of the Nile, Dukes of Nigeria, 

and Uganda, and Distinguished Service Order of Ethiopia. A Universal 

A£rican Legion, Universal Black Cross Nurses, Universal Motor Corps, 

and Black Eagles Flying Corps were to provide the armed forces for 

the liberation of Africa from white colonialism and domination. The 

nub of Garvey's ideology for black freedom was the proposed mass 

emigration of American blacks to Africa. Literally millions of 

black people in the urban North joined the Garvey movement, not 
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primarily as a means of emigration, but rather as a way of ex-

ercizing a degree of black self-pride and prestige that came with 

membership in the movement.33 

On a less grand scale, but politically more important for the 

future of the Communist movement, was the. development of black 

revolutionary socialist and nationalist organizations- the most 

important of which was the African Blo~d Brotherhood, led by 

Cyril V. Briggs. Briggs was a West Indian who had emigrated to 

the United States in 1905 and by World War I had become editor of 

the black Amsterdam News. In his editorial capacity, he openly 

opposed black participation in what he correctly perceived to be 

an imperialist war, and firmly advocated the need for black self-

determination, a position for which the Communist movement later 

neglected to credit him.34 Briggs favored self-determination and 

separatism because, as he saw it, 

Considering that the more we are outnumbered, the weaker 
we get, and the weaker we get the less rBspect* justice 
or opportunity we will obtain, is it not time to consider 
a separate political existence, with a government that 
will represent, consider, and advance us? As one-tenth 
of the population, backed with many generations of un
requited toil and half a century of contribution, as 
free men, to the American prosperity, we can with reason 
and jc.stice demand our portion for purposes of self-govern
ment and the pursuit of happfu:nes$, one-tenth of the 
territory of the continental United States.

35 

By 1918, Briggs found that he was under sever pressure from 

the publishers of the Amsterdam News to discontinue his editorial-

izing against the war, for black self-determination, and in support 

of the SP, the IWW and the Bolshevik Revolution. Rather than 

submit to censorship, Briggs resigned in September, 1918 to found 

The Crusader. By 1919, Briggs was advocating a black state in 
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Africa, I.atin America or the Carribbean, though he was not in 

agreement with Garvey, whom he accused of unwillingness to fight 

for black liberation in the US. Briggs was particularly attracted 

to the Bolsheviks because of their support for national self-

determination in Russia, and their call for a world-wide alliance 

against 11 race prejudice ... 

In 1919, Briggs established an organi.z.ation around The 

Crusader, the African Blood Brotherhood. Briggs envisioned the 

ABB as a secret military cadre of the UNIA. The organization 

began with a core of about 20 West Indians in Harlem, but reached 

a national height of 3,000 - 5,000 mainly American-born blacks, 

most of whom were ex-servicemen. The Crusader achieved a cir

culation of 36,000 and its news service regularly reached 200 

black newspapers. The political program of the ABB was a com-

bination of revolutionary nationalism and socialism. The group 

saw itself as part of an international rising of oppressed nations, 

and eclared itself for "African liberation and Redemption, .. and 

for "immediate protection and ultimate liberation of Negroes every

where.'' rrhis was to be accomplished through a .. world-wide fed-

eration'' of black organizations, and the creation of a .. great 

Pan-African army .. to drive imperialism from 1\i'rica. However, 

the ABB's program also saw the struggle as a potentially multi-

racial one, aimed at creating socialism in the United States; 

a liberated race - in the U.S. , Africa and elsewhere. 
Liberated not merely from political rule, but also from 
the crushing weight of capitalism, which keeps the many 
in degrading poverty that the few may wallow in stolen 
wealth; absolute race equality - political, economic 
social; the fostering of race pride; organized and 
uncompromising opposition to Ku Kluxism; rapprocergent 
and fellowship within the darker masses and with the 
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class-conscious revolutionary white workers; industrial 
development; higher wages for Negro labor, lower rents; 
a united Negro front. 36 

The ABB called for a black labor organization, and perhaps 

most importantly -- and the key to its relatively large membership 

for the armed self-defense of black communities from racist mob 

at~ack.37 When the ABB failed to win over the Garvey movement 

to black self-defense and a war on the Ku Klux Klan~ Briggs and 

the other ABB leaders, began to look more and more to the American 

Communists, though he was attracted to them on the basis of the 

favorable impression he had of Lenin and the Bolsheviks, rather 

than because of the American party~s black work, which at that 

point was non-existant. 38 

Another group of black socialists was the "New Negro" movement, 

organized within the SP toward the end of WWI. The "New Negro" 

program called for political and social equality for blacks, 

economic betterment and radical methods to achieve black liberation. 

The movement took concrete form in The Messanger, published from 

1917 by A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen. Unlike the ABB, 

the "New Negroes" never became an !"Jzanization of any size. With 

the victory of the Russian Revolution, The Messanger cheered the 

onslaught of European Communism, though the group remained in 

the SP until 1919, when various of its members looked to the new 

Communist movement.J9 

The mass migration to the North and the resulting development 

of black mass and radical organizations and movements helped the 

Communist movement in the early 1920's to understand that "although 

the Negro had been frequently thought of as an obstacle and a lia-
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bility in the past, he was now a resource to be developed, a force 

to be turned to account, and important potential to be organized."40 

However, by far the greatest and most important pressure on 

the American Communist movement to change its attitude toward 

blacks was that g.enerated by Lenin and the Russian Revolution. 41 

The unational question" had long been a key aspect of Lenin's 

politics, for the simple reason that the Russian empire under the 

Czar was the itprison-house of nations," in which the majority 

90 million or 57% -- was non-Russian. These nationalities were 

subjected to crude and brutal oppression at the hands of the 

"Great Russians," and had long been hotbeds of nationalism and 

separatism. As a result, any revolutionary party in Russia would 

have to come to terms with the rebellious nationalities. 42 Lenin 

took the position early on that the duty of revolutionary organizations 

in an oppressor country was to support "Full freedom of separation, 

the broadest possible local (and national) autonomy, guarantees 

for the rights of national minorities elaborated in detail ... "43 

This, Lenin believed, was the only way to avoid the overwhelming 

pressures for chauvanism, and to win over the nationalities to 

socialism. The Bolsheviks actual support for the rights of the 

Russian nationalities in 1917 had guaranteed the success of the 

Revolution, and from this, Lenin had applied the strategy on an 

international scale, calling for an alliance of the advanced 

Western proletariat and the colonized masses of the Less Developed 

Countries. 

Given Lenin's concern with the special oppression within the 

class struggle, it is not at all surprizing that he was sensitive 

to the issue of blacks in America, whom he considered to comprise 



some sort of national formation. In 1917, Lenin wrote in his 

unfinished manuscript 11Statistics and Sociology," 

In the United States, only 11.1 per cent of the population 
consists of Negroes (and also mulattoes and Indians) who 
must be c~id~red_~QEressed nation, insofar as the 
equality, won in the Civil War of 18bi-65 and guaranteed 
by the constitution of the Republic, has in reality been 
more and more restricted in many respects in the main 
centers of the Negro population (in the South) with the 
transition from the progressive, pre-monopolistic cap
italism of 1860-70 to the reactionary monopolistic 
capitalism (imperialism) of the latest epoch ... (my emphasis). 

Lenin, however, did qualify his classification of American 

blacks with the caution that 

.•. especially in view of the favorable conditions for 
the developmecnt of capitalism in America and especially 
in view of the speed of this development. nowhere do 
the vast national differences shrink so fast and so 44 radically as here into the single 'American nation.' 

Lenin's view of blacks as some sort of potential national entity, 

if an unfinished or transitory one, brought him to :the c.onviction 

that American Communists had to take up black oppression as a 

central slogan in the revolutionary movement. Unity between 

black and white workers could never be achieved by ignoring the 

special oppression of blacks as if it could merely be swallowed 

up by the larger class struggle. Instead, the party, as in 

Russia, would have to fight for black demands and against racism 

as a central focus, and as a means of creating significant unity 

between the races. As a result, from day-one of the Revolution, 

The Russians in the Comintern started on the American 
communists with the harsh, insistent demand that they 
shake off their own unspoken pre judices, pay attention 
to the special problems and grievances of the American 
Negroes, go to work among them, and champion their 
cause in the white community. 45 
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However, the American Communists were slow to "shake off 

their prejudices.~~ The do-nothing policies that they had in

herited from the SP meant that the first serious Communist dis-

cussion of American blacks took place not in the United States 

at all, but at the Second Congress of the Communist International 

in Moscow in 1920, under the more general discussion of the "National 

and Colonial Question." In his "Draft Theses," Lenin proposed 

that " ... all Communist parties should render direct aid to the 

revolutionary movements among the dependent and underprivileged 

nations (for example, Ireland, the American Negroes, etc.) and 

in the colonies." 46 John Reed, representing the CLP at the 

Congress, responded that, as far as he was concerned, the nature 

of black self-activity and organization should be seen as ''that 

of a strong racial and social movement, and of a proletarian labor 

movement advancing very fast in class-consciousness." As for 

any separatist or national consciousness, Reed declared that 

The Negroes have no demands for national independence. 
All movements aiming at a separate existence for Negroes 
fail, as did the 'Back To Africa Movement' o.f a few 
years ago. They ~lack~ consider themselves first of 
all Americans at home in the U.S. This makes it very 
much simpler for the Communists," 

because, for Reed, black oppression and consciousness corresponded 

simply to their class, and therefore the only path potentially 

attractive to blacks was socialism. 

Rather than debate whether or to what degree blacks in the 

US fit the definition of a "nation,u the Russians at this point 

attempted to convince the American comrades of the necessity to 

carry on work among blacks, and to take up black issues in a central 

way. The Congress ended its discussion on this issue by extending 
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an invitation to an unspecified black commission to visit Moscow 

and discuss perspectives. 

Though the Second Congress of the CI made little progress 

in defining the nature of black oppression, it nonetheless made 

a clear break with the position of the SP in ignoring blacks, 

and represented the first time that American Communists had been 

forced to seriously discuss the issue and centEality of black 

oppression in America. 47 

Although the American Communists may have liked to file away 

the discussion that took place at the Second Congress, the Bol

sheviks were not about to let them. In 1921, Lenin renewed the 

push for black work in the American party by sending a letter 

expressing his surprize at the absence of reports on the party's 

(by now largely united and called the United Communist Party) 

black work and pressing its strategic importance to the movement. 

As a result of this letter, the American party too~ its first 

concrete step towards blacks by appointing a white district oranizer, 

,Joseph Zack, to take charge of the work. Though Zack himself 

later admitted that he knew not one black Communist at the time, 

he valiantly attempted to begin the black work of the party. By 

the end of 1921, Z.ack had co-authored the first serious articles 

in the party press on blacks, in which he honestly assessed the 

situation, and raised the relevent questions. 

The Negroes of America have hardly been touched by our 
propaganda ... Of all the races and nationalities of this 
country they are the farthest removed from class concepts 
and class organization. But they are dissatisfied and 
potentially revellious. How can we give a class character 
to their dissatisfaction and protest? How can we draw 
the Negro masses into the struggle against the oppressors 
of all workers? vfuat shall the Party do to win the Negroes 
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for Communism? 

In a subsequent article, Zack attempted to outline the 

answers to these questions in a way which clearly reflected the 

Russian influence of an understanding of the dual nature of black 

oppression, a major step forward in the party's analysis. 

Our task is not to oppose such aspirations as a free 
Africa, race equality, social equality, and better 
conditions, but rather to intensify those aspirations 
and help to direct them into effective channels. The 
most important point in our agitation must be to fix 
respon~ibility for the N~ro's sufferings where it rightly 
belongs: on the bourgeoisie and their Capitalist
Imperialist systemi ..• Thus we see that the Negro strgggle 
takes on the aspect of a racial as well as a class 
struggle. Fundamentally it is, of course, a struggle 
against Capitalism and Imperialism. 48 

Meanwhile, the various factions of the American Communist 

movement had been forced into final unity in a single party on 

the unrelenting insistence of the Comintern. The program of the 

new Workers(Communist) Party of December, 1921, included an entire 

section on "The Race Problem," which promised to fight for economic, 

political and social equality, and against race prejudice. In 

addition, the program proclaimed the goal of welding black and 

white workers .. into a solid union of revolutionary forces for the 

overthrow of their common enemy." 49 

The most important breakthrough in the party's work at this 

point, was the recruitment of the leadership of the African Blood 

Brotherhood in 1921, which had been convinced to drop their call 

for black separatism and that black liberation was possible only 

through an alliance with white revolutionaries. First of the 

recruits were Briggs and Richard B. Moore, followed by a majority 
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of the ABB Steering Committee. They, in turn, were followed 

shortly by Lovett Fort-Whiteman, Otto Hall and Harry Haywood. 

Though the party did not succeed in recruiting the bulk of the 

ABB, the leadership that was recruited became the first black 

cadre of the Communist movement, along with Otto Huiswoud, who 

had been recruited from The Messanger group not too long before. 

However few, and whatever its view of the "national" status of 

blacks in America, the Workers Party had achieved a black mem

bership.50 

At the Third Congress of the CI in 1921, the South African 

Communists called for a study by the Executive Committee of the 

organization on the Negro question or the proletarian movement 

among the Negroes," but nothing much came of it.51 Rather, the 

next significant discussion of American blacks came at the Fourth 

Congress of the CI in 1922, where attempts were made to clearly 

define the nature of black oppression, and the role of black 

workers in the revolutionary movement. Otto Huiswoud, the first 

black delegate to the CI from the American party, declared that 

the "Negro question" was "another part of the race and colonial 

question." He expJ:.ained that although black oppression was funda-

mentally an economic and class phenomena, the "frictions between 

the white and black races aggravated and intensified it." In 

addition, Huiswoud emphasized the exclusion of blacks from the 

trade unions and he managed to powerfully convey to the delegates 

a little of the reality of the American South by explaining that 

"when you come there, you imagine yourself to be in Dante's inferno." 

However, it was Claude McKay, the famous poet of the Harlem 
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Rennaisance who, while attending the Congress as a special delegate, 

shocked the Congess by charing the American party with racism. 

In relations with American comrades, I have found evidence 
of prejudice on various occasions when white and Negro 
comrades get together. The greatest difficulty that the 
Communists in America have to overcome is that they must 
first free themselves from their attitude towards the 
Negroes before they can succeed in reaching the Negroes 
with any kind of radical propaganda. 

The official signifiance of the Fourth Congress, however, 

was contained in the "Theses on the Negro Question," brought in 

by the Congress' "Negro Commission." The heart of this report 

was the international importance of American blacks. The theses 

emphasized the leadership role that American blacks could play 

in the African colonial liberation struggles by declaring that 

"The history of the Negro in America fits him for an important 

role in the liberation struggle of the entire African race." It 

based this role on its conception of a single. "world Negro movement," 

which included blacks .in r'\frica, North and South America and the 

Caribbean, in which North American blacks, because of their in-

dustrial development, had been placed urn the vanguard of the 

African struggle against oppression." 

In reality, the Theses adopted by the Congress was an attempt 

to artificially overplay the actual relationship between black 

workers in America and the African strugglesas a means of conjuring 

up the badly needed link to those struggles which the Comintern 

lacked. Despite its relationship to reality, and its down-grading 

of the ability of Africans to lead their own liberation struggles, 

this line became the official CI position for the next period.5 2 
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Israe·l Amter, t.he party's representative to the CI in 192), 

echoed the Fourth Congress resolution when he declared that 

Africa, the home of the most exploited people, must be 
added to the battle line. The American Negro by reason 
of his.higher education and culture and his greater 
aptitude for leadership, and because of the urgency of 
the issues in America, will furnish the leadership for 
the Negro race. 

And Zack's successors in the party's black work -- William F'. 

Dunne and Robert Minor -- made similar statements after him.53 

Fortunately for the already meager black work of the American 

party, the Workers Party convention in 1923 ignored the emphasis 

on the supposed role of black leadership in liberation struggles, 

and paid more attention to the situation of blacks in the US. 

The Workers Party will oppose among the Negroes aal 
movements looking to the surrender of the Negroes' 
rights in this country, such as the 'Back to Africa' 
movement, which is only an evasion of the real struggle 
and an excuse to surrender the Negroes' rights in their 
native land, America. The US is the home of the American 
Negro, and the WP champions his full, free and equal 
partnership with his white brothers in the future soc my. 5~-

The black "question" went right back to the Fifth Congress 

of the CI in 1924, where the delegates discussed whether the CI'$ 

program should declare itself in favor of the right of self-

determination for American blacks. The wave of sentiment was 

opposed to viewing blacks as any sort of national entity, a view 

represented by John Pepper, a Hungarian Communist, who played 

a'leadership role for a time fun the American party. 

In many countries the nationalities are such that we 
cannot in any way separate them. Let us take the Negro 
race of America for example. Why should they want to 
have anything to do with the slogan for the right of 
self-determination of the Negro? They do not want to 
establish any separate state witnin the United States. 
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There exists a Negro-Zionist movement in America which 
wishes to go to Africa, but the thirteen million Negroes 
wish to remain in America and demand 'social equality.' 
We should change this slogan to the following: Complete 
Equality in Every Respect . 

. A German delegate, August Thalheimer, reported for the 

Program Commission that it had rejected the slogan of self-determination 

for American blacks.55 While the Congress as a whlle came to no 

conclusion on the issue, the Executive Committee of the CI did 

set certain tasks for the American party in its black work, 

this time oriented toward the realities of the US . 

... the main task of our American comrades as to this 
question must consist in fighting against these pre
judices, and in energetic action for full e·quali ty of 
all humiliating customs which draw a dividing line between 
whites and blacks. It is only under such conditions that 
it will be possible to draw the negro masses in America 
into a general fight for the dictatorship of the proletaria.t.

5
t 

At about the same time, the Red International of Trade Unions 

(the Profintern) had instructed the American party's Trade Union 

Education League that 

The problem of the political and industrially disfranchised 
negroes ~iQ7shall occupy the serious attention of the 
League. The League shall demand that the Negroes be 
given the same social, political and insutrial rights as 
whites, including the right to work in all trades, equal 
wages, admission into all trade unions, abolition of 
jim-Crow ~iQ7cars, restaurants, etc. The League shall 
issue a special pamphlet dealing with negro workers.

57 

The Actual Work 

As the Fifth Congress in Moscow debated se~f-determination 

for American blacks, the party at home was making its first 

coordinated attempt at black work by an approach to the Garvey 

movement. The Garvey movement had long been a major preoccupation 
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of the party, since it was the only black mass movement in existence. 

Moreover, its complete hegemony made it extremely difficult for 

a predominantly white organization, even with links to the African 

Blood Broterhood, to influence blacks. As a result, the party 

attempted to find a way to reach the rank and file of the UNIA. 

In March, 1924, Robert Minor, by now the leading white party 

member assigned to black work, wrote in The Liberator that despite 

the fact that the Garvey movement was a "submissive, docile, 

anti-Bolshevik, reactionary organization," its program rang with 

"the spontaneous, classic cry of the Black Spartacus." However, 

the party's friendly approach to the Garveyites was tmsuecessful 

and short-lived. By August, 1924, the Dail:t: 1rllorker denounced 

The dramatics of Marcus Garvey, under cover of which 
he sabotages the struggle against the KKK, while he 
builds up a petty bourgeois circle of 'leaders' with 
a vested interest in subduing the class struggle in 
America with the opiate of emancipation through running 
away from this continent are another form of the ex
ploitation of the Negro. 58 

While this remained the dominant position of the party, 
the Communists non-sectarian enough to realize that the demise 

of the UNIA would represent a step backward in at least some sense. 

A breaking up of this Negro association would be a cal
amity to the Negro people and to the working class as a 
whole ... The organization itself represents the first 
and largest experience of the Negro masses in self
organioz;ation •.. It is composed very largely, if not 
almost entirely, of Negro workers and impovershed farmers, 
although there is a sprinkling of small business men. 
In any case the proletarian elemtns constitute the vast 
majority of the organization ... We believe that the des
truction of such an organization of the Negro masses, 
under the circumstances would be a calamity. 59 

The "Bo.::shevization" of the American party, ordered by the CI 

in 1925, carried out the first major overhaul in the concrete 
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black work of the party. The first step was the denunciation 

of those members who took an 11 Ultra-left 11 line on the exclusion 

of blacks from the trade unions. 

Ill balanced comrades who know little of the role of 
the N.egro in American industry and less of the labor 
movement, comrades who think that the whole problem 
centers around the right of the races to intermarry, 
whose utterances give on the impression that they 
believe the labor movement, a product as it is of 
historical conditions in America, is a conscious 
conspiracy against the Negro workers, comrades who 
without tho ugh t of possible consequences would have 
the party begin immediately the organization of dual 
independent Negro unions, such comrades as these are 
useless in this work.6o 

The emphasis of the leadership was on bringing black workers 

into the trade unions and uniting them in struggle with white 

workers, and at the same time of fighting in the unions to take 

black workers and black equality on the job seriously. As 

the Workers Party program of 1925 stated: 

Our party must work among the unorganized Negro workers, 
destroying whatever prejudice may exist against the 
trade unions, which is being cultivated by white capital
ists and the Negro Petit-Bourgeoisie ..• Our party must 
make itself the foremost spokesman for the real abolition 
of all discrimination of the as yet unorganized Negro 
workers in the same union with the white workers on the 
same basis of equality of right to employment in all 
branches of work and equality of pay. 

Furthermore, a 1925 Central Executive Committee report began 

to see blacks as the vanguard of the overall struggle in America. 

The aim of our party in our work among the Negro masses 
is to create a powerful proletarian movement which will 
fight and lead the struggle of the Negro race against 
exploitation and oppression in every form and which will 
be a militant part of the revolutionary movement of the 
whole American working class, to strengthen the American 
revolutionary movement by bringing into it the 11,500,000 
Negro workers and farmers, connect them with the struggleS 
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of the national minorities and colonial people of all 
the world and thereby further the cause of the world 
revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat. 61 

In line with the above mentioned perspectives were the 

CI's instructions to the American party in the summer of 1925 

to dismantle the African Blood Brotherhood, and replace it with 

a. United Front to be•called the American Negro Labor Congress. 

The perspective developed for the ANIJC was for a formally non-

party multi-racial co~t'l.ition of "all progressive groups," 

particularly black organizations, which would establish local 

branches in various cities. The_organization was to convince 

black workers to accept the existing trade unions, and at the same 

time to influence the unions themselves to co .. nduct a policy of 

equal admissions and treatment to black workers. As a last 

resort, the ANLC might call for the establishment of black dual 

unions, where the white AFL refused to organize blacks. However, 

the party saw the main purpose of the ANLC as the creation of a 

situation conducive to the recruitment of black members to the 

party itself. As Fort-1J'Jhiteman explained in an August article, 

The fundame.ntal aim in calling the American Negro Labor 
Congress is to establish in the life of the American 
Negro working class an organization which may serve as 
a medium through which the American Communist Party 
may reach and influence the Negro working class, and at 
the same time constitute something of a recruiting 
ground for the Party. 

The ANLC was founded in the last week of October, 1925 at 

a convention attended by about 40 delegates. They elected Fort-

Whiteman as organizer and another party member, H.V. Phillips, 

national secretary?2 The original and offical party appriasal was 
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estatic. Robert Minor, in an article in the Workers Monthly of 

December 12, 1925 stated 

This was the first American Negro workers convention. 
It has a reverberation of considerable magnitude among 
the Negro masses. It laid the basis for an unprecedented 
mass organization. It showed that there have developed 
among the Negro workers a number of strikingly able young 
leaders. For the first time it has thrown among the 
confused, misled, and swindled Negro toilers a program 
adapted to the class character of the Negro masses. 
There is every reason to believe that upon the basis 
already laid there can be a Congress of ten times the 
size and mass representation within another year. 63 

However, in the same article. Minor managed to shed the bluster 

long enough to admit that "A hard boiled organizer will have to 

say that there were only a very few thousand of organized Negro 

workers behind the delegates who sat in the American Negro Labor 

Congress. " Ten days later, John J. Ballam, the WP representative 

to the ANLC made the situation even more clear when he estimated 

that "Organizationally the ANLC seems to have no active membership 

or functioning groups outside of Chicago, where there is a group 

of 50 members." 

In the end, the ANLC failed to produce any of the results 

hoped for by the party. It wasn't a genuine United Front of 

anything larger than the WP itself, and there was little recruitment 

into the party, with the notable exc~ption of James W. Ford, who 

was to become the party's most prominent black member in the 1930's. 

For the remainder of its formal existence, the ANLC would require 

almost total subsidation from the WP to remain financially solvent. 

And finally, when in the immediate period following the ANLC's 

establsihment, the Garvey movement collapsed, the ANLC was unable 

to pick up any of the pieces. 64 
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What can account for the still-birth of the ANLC? One factor 

was that of the few black AFLers that existed, many had been con

servatized by their fears of jepardizing their position in their 

unions, particularly after the AFL leadership threatened reprisals 

on any black members who might affiliate to the ANJ_,c~5 The more 

serious problem, however, was that the WP did not have the ability 

to conjure up a genuine United Front on black issues, given its 

own meager record, and its miniscule black membership. For all 

its promises to take up black demands and put the WP in the van

guard of those struggles, very little had actually been done. 

Hence, the Communists had nothing concrete to bring to a United 

Fro nit of its own ere at ion except its particular ideas on black 

liberation. The other black organizations and activists knew 

it, and were therefore unwilling to join an organization that they 

saw, and loudly condemned, as a 11 Communist-Front. '' Though the 

ANJ_,C formally existed for another five years, it did so only on 

paper. 

Despite the leadership's 1925 exortations, the failare 

of the ANLC left the American party with very little black work. 

While the TUEL had promised in 1925 to make racism a central 

issue in its organizing, in reality, the TUEL operated primarily 

in unions with few black workers. l~ere it was possible to make 

racism an issue in the unions, the TUEL either subordinated these 

issues to the struggle for organizationa·l control, or simply failed 
66 to generate any successes. 

The International Labor Defense(ILD), an organization 

established by the party in 1926 to conduct the defense of "class 



32. 

war prisoners," a:nd which was responsible for the famous Sacco 

and "Vinzetti defense, failed to take up the case of blacks in 

any concrete way until the 1931 Scottsboro case. 67 

The party's effect on other black organizations was equally 

minimal. Although A. Philip Randolph had succeeded in building 

the all black Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in 1925, James 

W. Ford was forced to admit at the Sixth Congress of the CI in 

1928 that the party had "not one iota of Communist influence 

• th 'DC c T) II 6 8 J.n e J.Jo,) X, When the party failed to convince the NAAGP 

in 1926 to support the organization of blacks in the unions, 

it had to settle for a.written attack on the organization•s 

social composition "for the most part who are unable or unwilling 

to see that the strength and driving power of the Negro race in 

America is its working class the only class among the Negroes 

which possesses great universal strength and economic power. "69 

On top of it all, the party had abolustely no work in the 

South, where the vast numbers of American blacks yet remained, 

and where racial oppression was the most open, .brutal and combatable. ?O 

There were several reasons for the absence of work in the South. 

For one thing, the party did not exist there in any significant 

way. It's membership was almost exclusively located in the 

Northeast and Midweat, with little else in between. Given the 

situation in the South, the difficulty and danger of a predominantly 

white organization attempting to organize blacks from the outside, 

if not impossible, was certainly extremely dangerous. There were 

also political explanations for the party's orientation toward 

Northern blacks. Since 1922, the official position of the CI 
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had been to emphasize that the black workers who had migrated 

to Northern industry were to be seen as the vanguard of" the struggle, 

both in the US and in Africa. Some comrades had gone so far as 

to put forward the notion that Southern blacks were a "reserve 

of capitalist reaction," and that it was only because of their 

trek northward that they could become potential revolutionaries. 7l 

And finally, fuhe overall strategy of the party at this time 

to attempt to make progress by "boring from within" broader 

organizations -- was nearly impossible in the South where there 

was virtually nothing already organized to "bore" into.72 

From 1925 until 1928, much of the party's energy focused 

on de:m6~mcing blacks with whom it disagreed, an example of 

which was a criticism of black poets in 1928. 

We can be frank. Our Negro poets voice the aspirations 
of a rising petty bourgeoisie. Occasionally they express 
the viciousness of black decadents. And that is all. 
They are sensationalists, flirting with popularity and 
huge royalties. They are cowards. Instead of leading 
heroically in the march of the world's workers, they 
are whimpering in the parlors of white and black idlers 
and decadents ••• 

73 

The perennial problem of white racism within the party did 

not significantly diminish. Although attempts had been made from 

the start to root out overt acts of individual racism an anti-

racist consciousness failed to develop among most white members. 

A delegation of black Communists to Moscow in 1925 could relate 

to Stalin the story of the South Side branch of the Chicago 

District, which in 1922 had 75 black members, most of whom had 

left the party in response to the patronizing attitude of the white 

members.74 The American-born white members of the party tended 
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to reflect to some degree at least, the generalized racism 

of the white working class at large, and the foreign-born members 

often shared a chauvanism against American-born workers in general, 

in which blacks occupied the lowest rung. As one black journalist 

was able to write two decades latert 

The Party was dominated by foreign born elements at 
that time. While socially very congenial, these 
people didn't know very much about Negroes and about 
the problems, of an historical nature, which faced them 
or of the conditions under which they lived. They had 
the mistaken idea that colored people were nice people, 
but needed somebody to take care of them. Running through 
their whole attitude was an offensive paternalism. 75 

However, the racism o:f the party was not simply the prejudice 

of individuals, and cannot be stuck on the foreign-born alone. 

Despite the recruitment of a number of blacks into the party, 

there were virtually no black leaders until the 1930's. In 

addition, the black members of the party tended to be ''ghettoized .. 

into the black work only, and by themselves. As a Central Executive 

Committee resolution late in 1928 admitted, 

..• the party as a whole has not sufficiently realized 
the signifiance of work among the Negroes and that the 
work among the Negroes should be considered not as a 
special task of the Negro comrades but as one of the 
special revolutionary tasks of every Communist, of the 
whole party. 76 

Of course,the only way to tackle racism in the party would 
be for a number of militant and outspoken blacks to organize 

against it, and most importantly. to fight to make black issues 

a central aspect of every area of party work. Yet, the party 

had recruited blacks, and they had certainly made attempts to 

fight the internal racism of the organization and the lack of 
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external black work. But these members had found themselves 

unable to turn the situation around given the existing attitudes 

and conditions. It was a vicious and seemingly endless circle. 

Certainly to make a dent in the party's attitudes would have 

required not only the will, but the independent organization of 

black members within the party to give each other support and to 

organize for change in what was a very demoralizing situation 

on a day to day basis. This, the black members apparently had 

little concept of, and the party certainly discouraged any 

notion of a black caucus in the organization itself. 

The result was a very small number of black members by 

the late 'Twenties. In 1927, there were perhaps 25 black party 

members, and by 1928, the official party figure was 150-200, 

out of a total of 14,000 party members. And one party leader, 

Sen Katayama, estimated that the real figure hovered somewhere 

around 50 at the time of the Sixth Congress of the CI in 1928. 77 

Conclusion 

The Communist movement in the United States in the 1920's 

marks a clear break with the traditions of the socialist movement 

in relation to blacks and the black struggle. For the first time, 

an American revolutionary movement had attempted to take up black 

issues and to organize black and white workers together on the 

basis of making a fight against racism and for black liberation. 

Yet, at the same time, while the party tended to recognize the 

importance for such work on paper, its actual record by the late 

1920's was not a particularly successful one. The party had yet 

to make black issues central to its activities, not simply as a 
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special area of concern, but as an integral part of its trade 

union and defense work, which made up the bulk of party activity. 

Its lack of success accounted for its inability to recruit large 

numbers of blacks, and many of those who did ,join were driven 

away by the racism in the party itself. 

rrheoretically, the Party, while beginning to recognize the 

dual oppression of blacks, had not yet completely come to Lenin's 

position of viewing blacks as a potential nationality, who deserved 

the "right of self-determination" in the event that they might 

claim it. 

Still, the position of the Communist movement was a significant 

departure from that of the old Socialist Party, and indeed, from 

any other socialist tendency in this country. As Cannon explained, 

The difference - and it was a profound difference -
between the Communist Party of the Twenties and its 
socialist and radical ancestors, was signified by its 
break with this dhe sp .tradition. The .American 
communists in the early days, under the influence and 
pressure of the Russians in the Comintern, were slowly 
and painfully learning to change their attitude to 
assimilate the new theory of the Negro question as a 
special question of doubly-exploited second class citizens, 
requiring a program of special demands as part of the 
over-all program - and to start doing something about 
it.78 

As Cannon points out, the fact that the Russian Bolsheviks were 

behind the party's changing attitude, is beyond doubt. At every 

crucial stage, correct or incorrect, it was the Russian revolutionaries 

led by J~enin and through the Comintern, which forced the American 

party to change. 

In addition, the failure to generate successful work among 

blacks in the Twenties cannot be the sole context for understanding 



J?. 

this period of Communist black work, for it was this pioneering 

groundwork which made possible the highly successful work of 

the Communist Party among blacks in the 1930's, when thousands 

of blacks were recruited to the party. . As Cannon again explains, 

The effects of this change and preparation in the Twenties, 
brought about by the Russian intervention, were to 
manifest themselves explosively in the next decade. The 
riple.:!.y favorable conditions for radical agitation and 
organization among the Negroes, produced by the great 
depression, found the Communist Parry ready to move 
in this field as no other radical organization in this 
country had:}:'ever done before. 79 

Ahd the successful work conducted by the CP in the 19)0 1 S 

around black issues earned it an important place in the history 

of black people in this country, for it helped lay the basis for 

the agressive and self-confident organization of blacks in the 

future. 80 
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