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CHAPTER Vil

Socialist Communist™ ~
and-5elf-Determmation

The great crisis in the American political economy that catapulted
middle-class reformers into the  oeressive movement also

a segment of American intellectuals into TeaHership positions in the
fledgling socialist movement.1 The birth of American imperialism
combined with the growth of monopolistic concentrations in the
CC n Ty Vinscttlcd 1- r*loccA<? anf\ rr%rpccionCl-19
as nothing had since tne Civil War. For these alienated strata, a
socialist critique of society provided an explanation that gave mean-
ing to their troubled situation and pointed out a course of remedial
action. Many were consequently attracted into the early Socialist
Party.

The economic dislocations of the period also spurred many work-
ers toward socialism, especially unskilled workers whose lives v're
very insecure. A large number of dispossessed workers enlisted in
the syndicalist IWW. The left wing of the Socialist Party flirted
with the IWW but no firm alliance developed, in part beca me si-
multaneously the party;s right wingr was courting the AFL, a fact
which incensed the IWW leadership. The bulk of organized labor
was to be found in the AFL, but industrial expansion and monopoly
practices gave skilled workers an advantageous position with in-
creasing rewards wmch made them deaf to socialist pleas,
particularly after World War 1. Consequently, the disintegration
of the IWW and the growing complacency of the AFL meant that
the potential organized mass base for a socialist movement was seri-
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208 Reluctant Reformer

ously undermined, at least until the Great Depression. The early
Socialist Party therefore was overly influenced by intellectuals who
were not rooted in the working class, and its efforts to establish
ties with the AFL encouraged opportunistic and conservative influ-
ences within the party.

These were not the only problems that afflicted the socialist
movement and infljiienced its perceptions and understanding of rac-
ism. Of equal importance were two other factors:(1)the effects
of European social democracy on American socialism, and (2) the
lack of ideological independence and initiative on the part of
American socialists. Taken together these factors led most American
socialists to dismiss or over-simplify the role of racial antagonism
in U.S. society. Lacking ide|logical clarity about racism, the social-
ist parties generally relatea to black people in an opportunistic and
dogmatic manner, resulting in much conflict and bitterness on both
sides. In the following pages we will trace the unfolding of this
process,*

Social Democracy

Just as the rise of imperialism had a conservatizing influence on
parts of the labor movement, so aid it have a similar effect n the
European socialist parties. The consolidation of powerful capitalist
democracies in Europe and the codification of liberalism as h”ide-
ology of the bourgeoise in the latter part of the nineteenth century
prompted some socialist intellectuals to revise Marxes analysis of
the development and decline of the capitalist order. Deceived by
the formal machinery of bourgeois democracy, these socialists con-
cluded that in the advanced capitalist countries peaceful, evolu-
tionary transition to socialism was possible.2 They argued that there

* Although in theory socialist parties aim to achieve state power, in prac-
tice those examined in this chapter have been mainly concerned with prot-
est activity or struggling for certain concrete reforms or specific rhanges
in government policy. Hence their inclusion in these case studies.



Socialist,
N

was no longer an irreconcilable conflict of class interests, and that
violent revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat were not
necessary to achieve socialism. They believed that the development
of democracy in Europe, based on industrial capitalism, allowed
peaceful reforms and the incorporation of the working class into
the political power of the bourgeois social order. This was to be
achieved by building mass socialist parties, under the leadership of
the radical intellectuals, which would fight to widen the franchise
and open the way for a transition to socialism through parliamen-
tary methods. Hence, the social democrats became a lobby for re-
forms instead of agents of revolutionary change. They soon degener-
ated into bureaucrats in the “loyal opposition” in the European
countries.

Social democratic revisionism, which became particularly evident
with the disintegration of the Second Internation| (which had been
formed to unite the various Socialist*rarties”not onfy contributed
to opportunism but also laid the basis for social chauvinism. Marx
had envisioned th” overthrow .-of the bourgeois order  a task to
be accomplished by the industrial workers in the advanced capitalist
countries. He took note of the struggles of suppressed nationalities
in Europe and Asia and he opposed black slavery because it threa-
tened to degrade the white working class in America, but he never
doubted the vanguard role of European workers in the expocted
revolution. These views were subsequently crystallized into a rigid
dogma by social democrats. If colonized nonwhite peoples were con-
sidered at all they were told they would have to fall in line behind
the leadership of white workers and intellectuals. The practical ron-
sequences of this chauvinism would become clear with the develop-
ment of the American Socialist party, in which European immi-
grants were very active.

It is understandable that modern socialist thought emerged first
among those intellectuals located in the very heart of world
capitalism. Being in the best position to observe the internal work-
ings of capitalism, Western intellectual critics were led logically to
analyze its structure and phases of development. However, the radi-
calized inteliegentsia were not immune to the influence of racism
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and cultural chauvinism ideological offspring of Western imperi-
alism—and this distorted and narrowed their perception of the
problem. Modern capitalism was regarded as only incidentally—»
rather than intrinsically—connected with colonialism and imperi-
alism. Consequently Wrue%socialism was regarded as possible only
within the ~advanced% cultural mileux ! Europe and the U.S. So-
cialism thereby was restricted in applicability to the industrially ad-
vanced nations as the radical Western intellectuals in effect claimed
Marxism as their private ideological property and used this claim
to elevate themselves to the role of guardians of the ideological pu-
rity of the socialist movements.

Tms further exposed the social chauvinism of the Western social dem-
ocratic intellectuals which precluded their perceiving the relationship be-
tween the rise of imperialism and the encrusting of underdevelopment m
the colonized world, and the consequent vanguard role assumed by
national liberation struggles in the world movement. Lenin”theses on im-
perialism and national liberation, growing out of the experience of revolu-
tionary ¢ in 3 baclev/surd c yntrv. pnri h d
socialist theory by placing the class struggle in an international context.
For Lenin capitalism was no mere European phenomenon incidently ex-
ploiting a few colonies, but a worldwide system of monopoly that had to
be viewed in its totality to be understood. Moreover, national-racial
oppression no longer could be dismissed as a minor side-eff ct of
capitalism but” an intrinsic component of capitalist m1nnijji*)it ~pH
imperialism.

Two important conclusions flowed from this analysis. In the frst
place, imperialist oppression tended to generate strong oppositional
forces in the colonized world. Summarizing Lenin, historian ~Vilson
Record observed that imperialism

led to resistance among these peoples. A national consciousness emerged
and was followed by movements for national liberation. While the
capitalist countries had exploited the backward areas, they had also laid
the groundwork within them for a new bourgeois class anxious to free
itself and develop independently its own economic institutions. These
two forces combined to offer increasing resistance to exploitation and
colonies sought to establish their independence at an opportune time.
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Any movement of national liberation, although it might be led by the
bourgeois elements within the country, tended to weaken the grip of
monopoly capitalism.3

Lenin concluded, therefore, that it was imperative for socialists
in the capitalist nations to support the right of oppressed nations
to political self-determination. Otherwise socialists would find them-
selves pitted against one of the most powerful forces opposing the
sway of monopoly capital. At the same time, Lenin insisted that
socialists in the oppressed nations must struggle against their na-
tional bourgeoisie, and to maintain international proletarian
solidarity.4 Implicit in this statement was the notion that socialists
in the oppressed nations must organize independent revolutionary
political parties to fight for both national liberation and socialist
revolution.5

A second conclusion drawn from Leninas analysis was the fact
that imperialism laid the basis for opportunism and racism among
the workers of the imperialist nations. Imperialist exploitation of
the colonized nonwhite world was crucial in contributing to the
growing affluence of segments of the white working class in Europe
and America, beginning in the latter part of the nineteenth century.
Lenin warned that imperialism thereby tends <to create privileged
sections. . . among the workers, and to detach them frOiti the
broad masses of the proletariat/% He noted further that ¢ s the
result of a far-reaching colonial policy the European proletan has
partly reached a situation where it is not its work that mainv ins
the whole of society but that of the people of the colonies whc are
practically enslaved. . . . In certain countries these circumstr.nces
create the material and economic basis for infecting the proletariat
of one country or another with colonial chauvinism"7 Thus the re”
suiting racism and chauvinism among white workers were much
more than mere diversionary tactics introduced by conniving
capitalists to divide the world working class; on the contrary, these
ideological manifestations were firmly grounded in the dynamics of
imperialist development. Consequently, Lenin insisted that “the
fight against imperialism is a sham and humbug unless it is
inseparably bound up with the fight against opportunism.
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Leninas warnings came too late, however, to influence the ideo-
logical formation or the American Socialist party, which for many
years was the largest and most influential socialist organization in
the United States.

The Socialist Party

The pro-white bias of social democracy gave form to the racial out-
look and practices of the early Socialist/Party (SP). Organized in
1901,the SP had little or nothing to offer black and other nonwhite
workers. At its founding convention the SP reluctantly adopted—
at the insistence of black delegates—a resolution expressing “sym-
pathy” for the black workers and inviting them to join the party.
However, until the 1920s and 1930s, when it faced sharp competi-
tion from the Communists, the SP did nothing as an organization
to oppose lynching and disfrancmsement, or otherwise address itself
to tbp problcrns copfrontin® blfick ?s th™ rcsuk of
racism. On the contrary, Socialist leader Eugene Debs insisted that
<ONe have notnine special to offer the Ne”ro, and we cannot make
separate appeals to all the races.” Debs even Ujougl”that the mild
resolution of 1901 went too far toward being a special racial appeal
and he urged that it be repealed/

Branches of the party aid, however, make special aop .als to
white racism. The Louisiana locals meeting in 1903 adopted c plat-
form advocating racial segregation as a tactic for discreditinr the
Democrats5charge that Socialists favored social equality. D ThIf. pol-
icy was rejected by the national office with the advice that the mat-
ter of segregation could be discussed after socialism was achieved.
Despite national policy statements, many locals of the SP, especially
in the deep South, practiced segregation both out of fear of racist
authorities and from a desire not to antagonize white members. In
the upper South and Southwest, party locals were much less com-
mitted to defending, and sometimes even opposed, the Southern
Code.,
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Before World War | the national office of the SP generally
avoided actively interfering with the racial practices of local
branches. For example, in 1913 the national office conducted a sur-
vey of black membership that revealed segregationist practices in
many branches. Yet, as Sally Miller has observed, the national lead-
ership "refrained from initiating measures on behalf of its now for-
mally recognized Negro membership or from seeking to alter the
status quo in any way. The Socialist party had been led to its in-
quiry but it had no interest in exploring the ramifications further.” u

Several prominent figures in the SP were aggressive racists. Vic-
tor Berger, editor of the Social Democratic Herald, announced that
there was llno doubt that the Negroes and malattoes constitute a
lower race.5 Socialist author Jack London flatly stated that he was
~Mirst of all a white man and only then a Socialist.5 The Socialist
paper, Appeal to Reason, rejected any thought of social equality.
“Socialists do not believe in a mixture of the races,” the /) /
said. ~Socialists believe in justice to the Negro, not in social, but
in economic equality. . . . Socialism will separate the races. N2

In the light of such extreme sentiments and the more general
reluctance of the SP to do anything about racial oppression, it is
difficult to understand what Socialists meant when they spoke of
tljustice5>for the Negro. The SP regarded black oppression as per-
haps more extreme but certainly in no way different from the class
oppression of white workers. Further, to early Socialists racial con-
flict and racist thinking were groundless and artificial tactics intro-
duced by employers in an effort to prevent working class solidarity.
For example, in 1912 the Tennessee SP adopted a plank declaring
that “the question of race superiority” was “injected into the mind
of the white wage-worker” merely as a “tactical method” used by
the “capitalist class to keep the workers divided on the economic
field., B Proceeding from this social democratic ideology inherited
from European intellectuals, SP leaders apparently never considered
that racism might be grounded in Western imperialism. Moreover,
since black workers were only a minority their needs were definitely
subordinate to the interests of the larger white working class. The
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result, according to Sally Miller, was that <Marxist ideology, in-
stead of leading Socialists to seek out the Negro as the worker with
absolutely nothing to lose but his chairis, reinforced the existing na-
tional tendency to overlook his comprehensive exploitation.” 4
Added to ail of this was the desire of SP leaders not to alienate
the established white trade unions in the AFL which they were
courting assiduously. This further compromised their interest in ra-
cial justice in organized labor.b

Even the SP boast that it was the party of “the whole working
class of the world% had definite racial implications. Most American
Socialists adopted an enlightened position on the immigration of
European workers to the U.S., but they made no secret of their
opposition to Asian immigration. However, it was necessary to rec-
oncile this latter sentiment with their official espousal of interna-
tional working class solidarity. Between 1908 and 1910 the SP
worked out an expedient compromise in the form of a resolution
that favored uall legislative measures tending to prevent the immi-
gration of strik"brcAVer” ¢ ntr?xt laborers, ?2.nd impor-
tation of workers from foreign countries, brought by the employing
classes for the purpose of weakening the organization of American
labor, and of lowering the standard of life of American workers.®
The second part of the resolution opposed athe exclusion of any
immigrants on account of their race or nationality.56 The SP thus
neatly straddled the fence by passing a resolution that couchta rac-
ism in patriotic, pro-American labor language.

Here and there individual Socialists demurred from the ra™'sm
that characterized the dominant wing of the party. Mary White
Ovington, William English Walling and Charles Edward T ussell,
for example, were among the founders of the NAACP. Involved
in many of the social reform activities that marked the Progressive
Era, these Socialists and others were nevertheless unable to swing
the SP toward a more enlightened position on race.

Not surprisingly, the SP attracted very little black support in its
early years. W.E.B Du Bois made a brief foray into its ranks in
1911 only to resign a year later in disillusionment. Du Bois criti-
cized the SP for 4ifailure to face fairly the Negro problem and make
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a straightforward declaration that they regard Negroes as men in
the same sense that other persons are.3 Ironically, he left the SP
to support Woodrow Wilson in the 1912 election. As to general
black participation in the SP, David Shannon concludes:

How many Negroes there were in the prewar Socialist Party and
exactly what role they played in the organization cannot be ascertained.
But some things are certain: they were not important in the party, the
party made no special effort to attract Negro members, and the party
was generally disinterested in, if not actually hostile to, the effort of
Negroes to improve their position in American capitalist society.B

After World War | the SP was plagued by factionalism and went
through a period of decline. Chief among the disagreements was
whether to support the Russian Revolution. The anti-Bolshevik
moderates retained control of the party but more than two-thirds
of the membership drifted out of the party or joined forces with
the leftists. Several of the left-wing splinter groups that broke with
the SP eventually formed the 4ommunist Partyin the years 1919-
1923. Even earlier many of the middle-class radicals who dominated
the party were frightened off by the “alien ideology” label being
pinned to socialism, while others gave up the idea of an independent
radical party and opted for trying to influence the established
capitalist parties.®The Red Scare of 1919-1920 contributed iarther
to the decimation and virtual destruction of the ,SP.

In the 1920, faced with,vigorous competition from the lewly
organized Communists, the SP began to look for ways to re ruit
black workers. Toward the end of the war the party had attracted
Chandler Owen and A. Philip Randolph, editors of The Messenger,
into its ranks, and during the postwar period they used theii maga-
zine, which had an impressive circulation of over 40,000, as a forum
for socialist thought. Repeatedly the two black editors called upon
progressive blacks to join the SP. At its 1923 convention the SP
broke with its past tradition of acquiescence in the face of labor
racism and urged white workers to oppose prejudice and discrimina-
tion in the labor movement. Under the leadership of Norman
Thomas in the 1930s the SP endorsed anti-lynching legislatif tand
opposed all forms of racial discrimination. In the South it organized
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an interracial®-but not integrated—tenant farmers* union that at-
tempted to expose the failure of the New Deal to meet the needs
of Southern farmers.D

These actions did not make the SP more palatable to black work-
ers nor check its decline. The appeal to black workers and farmers
was grafted onto the SP program almost as an afterthought. Unlike
the Communists, the SP was never pushed by external forces to
seek black support. The Socialists were classic social democratic
Marxists who looked to the white workers and intellectuals of the
West as the vanguard of world revolution. Others might be uin-
vited” to join the struggle, but the leadership and overall objectives
were predetermined by the party's ideology. Given this orientation,
the failure of early white Socialists to oppose racism actively was
a logical consequence of their being both Americans and inheritors
of an ideology shaped by European radical intellectuals.

jtiic OolliilfiUiliSt

The Communist party (CP) has left a lasting imprint on the strug-
gle for racial equality. Despite the generally negative image of the
party conveyed in the popular media and standard history itxts,
the Communist party in its heyday probably did more thar any
other predominantly white political group to promote racial eaual-
ity in American life. Unfortunately, the partys inflexible adherer ce
to the Communist International’s ever-changing political line of.en
placed it on a collision course with other groups seeking racial bet-
terment. Further, the partys aggressive insistence that only — was
in possession of the “cor'rect” political strategy at any given moment
made it a continuous opponent of black political independence, even
though officially the party endorsed black self-determination.

At the height of its influence during the 1930s the party could
point to many accomplishments in the field of race relations. Its
long-standing interest in industrial unionism enabled party
organizers to play a crucial role in the organizing drives of the CIO.
The progressive racial policies of the CIO in its early years are
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at least in part attributable to the influence of political radicals.2
Capitalizing on the hardships of the Depression, Communists estab-
lished interracial Unemployed Councils around the country and
brought thousands of jobless workers into the streets to participate
in “hunger marches.”2 A young black Communist organizer,
Angelo Herndon, led one of these marches in Atlanta, Georgia.
Herndon was imprisoned for “attempting to incite to insurrection,”
but was later freed after an immense national campaign. His law-
yer, Benjamin Davis, who later became a top-ranking black Com-
munist official, was eventually elected, as a Communist, to the New
York City Council.B

The party's influence in organized labor and its control of the
Unemployed Councils secured an important place for it in the New
Deal. Officially the party was alternately hostile or friendly to the
New Deal, depending on the current “line.” However, the demands
the Communists raised in organized labor and the Unemployed
Councils, combined with the evident revolutionary threat reflected
by the growth ol the party, contiibuied to Inc pressaic fui New
Deal labor and social welfare measures.22 The Communists also
gained considerable influence in some New Deal programs such as
those of the Works Projects Administration. They were able to
use the WPA projects in some areas to extend their influence ariong
black workers and intellectuals.

Other areas of American life also felt the effects of Commrnist
activity. In the South the party organized a predominantly bl; ck
Sharecroppers’ Union in 1931 that eventually included several thuu-
sand members.B Although the union met with severe repression
from local authorities and was finally dissolved in 1936, a cc item-
porary observer noted that its existence revealed Itthe presence of
a will to organize and a tenacity hardly short of heroic on the part
of the impoverished Negro tenants.”Z The party’s intervention in
the Scottsboro case, in which nine black youths were accused of
raping two white women, gave it an opportunity to expose
American racial practices to world scrutiny.B However, the party’s
role in the case created animosity between it and the NA/CP,
which sought to conduct the defense along more conventional lines.D
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The Communist party’s attitude toward the black middle class
and moderate reform groups changed with its changing political
line. At times the party denounced these elements as petty bourgeois
manipulators under the control oi tne dominant white economic in-
terest. During other periods it sought to condliate them and win
party’s overall impact on the moderate groups, whether intended
or not, was not entirely negative. In 19bl Wilson Record concluded:

The growing iaentincation of the NAACP with the laoor movement,
wmch dates back to the early 1930s, can be viewed as partly the result
of Communist pressure. The greater concern of the National Urban
League for educating Negro workers about trade union memoership as
well as for specific occupations also falls in this category. The growth
of internal democracy within the NAACP has been in part a gratuitous
by-product of the Communist threat to the existing administration. The
Communists have sought to discredit the incumbent national leadership
in order that the Party might capture local branches and, ultimately,
.the national organization. This threat has tended to increase the respon-
siveness of the NAACP officialdom to the rank and file.®

The partys strong opposition to segregation and uwhite chau-
vinism/5its open espousal of social equality, and its elevation of
blacks to positions of leadership within its own structure and the
organizations it controlled all made the party attractive to_nanv_
black workers and intellectuals. In the 19305 literally thoi*ands
of blacks were recruited into the party3 although just about as in my
defected from the ranks, completely disillusioned by the pary’s
shiltine tactics, at the end of the decade. After studying the Commu-
nist impact on Chicagos black community Drake and Caytci con-
cluded that the Communists “won the admiration of the Negro
masses by default. They were the only white people who seemed
really to care what happened to the Negro. Yet few Negro sympa-
thizers were, without reservations. Some thought Communists were
‘using Negroes.” Others felt that ‘if they ever gain power they’ll
be just like the other crackers/ Many regarded the interracial pic-
nics and dances as 4ait. But Negroes are realists. They take
‘friends’ and allies where they can find tnem.” 2 Party leaders tnem-
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selves eventually admitted that “Negro workers come into our Party
primarily because of the Party’s position on the Negro question and
not the class struggle,5 but the leadership insistexLthat "unless our
Party comrades are imbued with a perspective of socialism and see
in this the ultimate solution of the Negro question there is no basis
for sustained Party membership.>3

While the party recruited many blacks into its ranks, there re-
mained a serious degree of alienation between it and the black com-
munity. This was indicated by the partys frequent and often vicious
conflicts with a wide range of black moderate, nationalist and reli-
gious groups, and its inability to stabilize its black membership.
There is no way of knowing how many of the blacks whom the
party recruited or influenced were imbued with a “perspective” of
socialism, yet it is clear that hostility to socialism was not the chief
cause of party’s failure to establish itself as “the party of the Negro
people.” The party’s history reveals that its actual behavior, rather
than its professed goals, was its chief liability. The party sought
to use biack people not to build socialism in the united States but
to advance the foreign policy interests of the Soviet Union. At times
this overriding concern coincided with the main thrust of the strug-
gle for racial equality, and sometimes it ran counter to the struggle.
Aside from its subservience to the Communist International other
liabilities limited its success: its continuing effort to subjugate olack
groups to its policy (and failing this to discredit or disrupt if-em),
its mechanical application of Lenins theory of self-determinal on
without regard to the particular history of black people in the U:S.,
its oversimplified view of racism and consequent failure to eradicate

white chauvinism® from its own ranks, and its paternalistic atti-
tude toward black Communists.

It is impossible to understand the history.of the American Com*
munist party without placing it in an international context. In par-
ticular, the party relationship with the Soviet Union, via the Com-
munist International, was of paramount significance. uWhatever
has changed from time to time/5 Theodore Draper has written in
American Communism and Soviet Russia, 'dne tiling has .ever
changed—the relation of American Communism to Soviet Russia.
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This relation has expressed itself in different ways, sometimes glar-
ing and strident, sometimes masked and muted. But it has always
been the determining factor, the essential element.The American
Communist party has gone through several periods in its history
and all of these were linked to changes in the policy of the Commu-
nist International, itself dominated by the Soviet Communist Party.

Of course, the CP5 total commitment to the defense of the Soviet
Union must be viewed in historical context. The Soviet Union, the
world5 first socialist state, was confronted by hostile capitalist na-
tions that desired nothing less than its total obliteration. It was
therefore incumbent upon all Communist parties to rally to its aid.
Nevertheless, for the American party the result of this commitment
was a complete lack of independence and flexibility in achieving
its avowed goal of building socialism in the U.S.

Erratic swings from uleft®to aright® and vice versa sharply af-
fected the party tactical approach to other groups and organiza-
tions. In MMeft% periods it followed the tactic of ~‘revolutionary dual

r"3rmgTiQi™M Vilich. Thvolved e r\f. ritrol n
unions and ethnic organizations to compete against existing cbour-
geoisdgroups. At such times the party loudly denounced black pro-
fessionals, ministers, intellectuals the black middle class general-
ly as utraitors to the race,%while also castigating moderate reform
groups as agents of white capitalists. Nationalists such as Garvey
and independent labor leaders such as Randolph were equally
charged with being “misleaderse”

In “right” periods the party did an abrupt about-face muthig
its criticism of individuals and organizations with whom it row
sought to form alliances. Adopting “united front” and *‘borinf from
within” tactics party leaders soft-pedaled their own ideology while
trying to win iriends and influence within already established
organizations.3}

Although the tactics changed from one period to another the par-
ty” basic strategy remained the same: to gain control of the black
movement and bring it in line with the current policy of the Com-
munist International. The history or me National Ne”ro Compress
(NNC) and A. Philip Randolph’s March on Washington Move-
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ment vividly confirm this assertion. In 1935 a conference at Howard
University proposed the idea of a National Negro Congress to bring
unity to the black movement by embracing black labor unions, reli-
gious, reform, fraternal and civic groups.® Some 800 delegates an-
swered the call and organized the NNC.in Chicago in February,
1936. The Communists, then trying to unify all antifascist forces
in the U.S. against the threat of Nazism, were active in the
organization from the beginning although they did not initially con-
trol it. The Congress adopted a long list of resolutions covering a
wide range of problems affecting black people. Since blacks were
becoming increasingly aware of the dangers posed by Nazism, a
resolution opposing fascism was among those passed. Naturally, this
met with the wholehearted approval of the Communists.

Concentrating on immediate issues and grievances, the NNC,
with the help of party organizers, set up local arid regional councils
around the country. Within a few years the NNC became one of
the more important black organizations of national stature. This
success was short-lived, however. The political unity that the NNC
had fostered was irreparably disrupted-following the Russo-German
pact of 1939. The alliance between Stalin and Hitler suddenly com-
pelled the American CP to reverse its previous policies. Opposition
to fascism was transformed into opposition to the U.S. defense ef-
fort: the U.S. must be kept out of the war at all costs. Assuming
an anti-war posture, the party informed black people that thrv had
no stake in the European war. Blacks who could not accep; this
flip-flop were castigated and reviled as traitors to the race. Seeling
to impose its new line on the NNC, the party succeeded only in
decimating the ranks of this once-promising organization.®

A. Philip Randolph was among those who left the NNC rather
than kowtow to the new line. Randolph, always the activist, pro-
ceeded to organize the March on Washington movement as a new
vehicle for demanding an end to discrimination in the defense indus-
tries. The new movement had the misfortune of straddling two peri-
ods of CP history; thus, it was attacked by the party for reasons
which were diametric opposites from one year to the next! Before
the 1941 Nazi attack on the Soviet Union, Randolph’s movrnent
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was vilified because it did not vigorously oppose the ttimperialist>
foreign policy of the Roosevelt administration. After 1941 the party,
now pro-war and loudly patriotic, accused Randolph and his move-
ment of/'sabotaging®the war effort. ¥ Party leaders explained this
remarkable reversal-by. noting.that the “Objective.” skuation-had
changed. This was in part true; but what had changed were the
foreign policy needs of the Soviet Union, not the domestic needs
of black people. Protestations to the contrary, the party’s practices
in fact reduced black people to the role of passive objects to be ma-
nipulated in accordance with priorities that had little or nothing
to do with the economic and political objectives of black workers
themselves.

Throughout most of its history the party advanced two main slo-
gans related to black people: equality and the right of self-determin-
ation. The slogans were formalized by resolutions passed by the
Communist International in 1928 and 1930.8 The equal rights slo-
gan was applied to all blacks, North and South, while self-determin-
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is the beginning of a basic confusion ,which was to render the Com-
munist espousal of self-determination virtually meaningless. The
self-determination slogan was based on Lenin's analysis of black
people in .the U.S. as an “oppressed nation.” According to.L: nin
an oppressed nation has a right to self-determination, which n»ans
the right of self-government and even political separation from the
oppressor nation.® Stalin's definition of a nation which, amorg
other things, insisted that a true nation possesses a commc-n
territory,fnecessarily limited the right of self-determination to the
Southern Black Belt—the only area where black people cou d be
said to possess a common territory. In mechanically following Sta-
lin® definition the American CP (1)failed to heed Lenin” injunc-
tion to avoid abstract definitions and instead study the actual devel-
opment of national movements, and (2) thus closed itself off from
understanding Northern and urban black nationalism as a manife-
station of self-determination. Both Lenin”® and Stalin® understand-
ing of self-determination was based primarily on the European nnd
Russian experience. Neither had direct knowledge of the struggles
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of black people in the U.S. If they had they might have realized
that the struggle for self-determination among blacks was only occa-
sionally linked to the land. Black people were not a nation op-
pressed on its own land by foreign rule. Blacks had been ripped
from their homeland and oppressed by the social organization of
white America and its dehumanizing ideology of white supremacy.
Consequently, chief themes in the struggle for black self-determin-
ation have been the demand for organizational and ideological inde-
pendence. Sometimes these themes were manifested in specifically
separatist movements. At other periods even integrationists insisted
that blacks must organize independently to define the meaning of
equality and to press for integration. The American CP, saddled
with definitions and concepts drawn from the European experience,
could not begin to understand the black experience in America. Its
bizarre attempt to limit and control self-determination (a contradic-
tion on its face), and its misreading of the full meaning of black
nationalism4L resulted from its uncritical acceptance of a political
ideology that had been nurtured in a very uifferein social eaviiorl-
ment.

The party never attempted an objective investigation of how self-
determination might be related to the historical experience and
strivings of the black liberation movement. Instead it imposed a
ready-made formula complete.with maps of the “Negro nation’\and
an elaborate rationale.£ The problem was not that the party advo-
cated the right of self-determination, but that it sought to define
and restrict this right without taking cognizance of the dynamics
of black history. Consequently the party found itself burdened with
an unrealistic program of black liberation that advocated r ation-
hood without nationalism, on one hand, and racial integration v/ith-
out ideological independence on the other. At different times the
party pushed one or the other side of this program, but always it
was moving against the tide of black militancy which had long in-
sisted on independence, whether expressed in nationalist or integra-
tionist terms. After wavering for decades the party officially dropped
the concept of self-determination in the 1950s following the advent
of the era of “peaceful coexistence.”48
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In the pre-World War 1l era another consequence of the party’s
ideological inheritance was its oversimplified view of racism, and
the history of racial antagonism. If racism was simply a device used
by the capitalist ruling class to divide the “workers, then it followed
that the workers have no material stake in the maintenance of rac-
ism. Once apprised of their true interests the workers could be ex-
pected to join the forces opposing racism. Such has not yet been
the case, as the history of the labor movement amply illustrates.
Yet Communist writers insisted upon regarding the white working
class as the bearer of true enlightenment and fraternity; at the very
minimum they contended that if only the workers would accept
Marxism-Leninism then racial antagonisms would fade away.
These contentions ignored the ideological impact of the very real
material advantages that have accrued to white workers as a result
of racial discrimination at home and racist imperialism abroad. Fur-
therj racism as an ideology became so deeply ingrained in American
life that, as Ernest Kaiser observed, it became a social-psychological
force, shaping and directing behavior,uot merely reflecting it."4
While Communist historical writers did much to outline the full
dimensions of black history, they did not display a similar diligence
in examining the ideology of white supremacy.56 Instead they for
the most part simply accepted the social democrats5faith that c"ass
struggle led by white workers and revolutionary intellectuals w ,uld
resolve race conflict in the U.S.

In this the Communist writers were little different from oth r
white comrades. It required prodding by militant black Communists
to get the party to deal with race prejudice. All too often, however,
the party’s response was aimed at placating the black members and
gaining itself a proper progressive image rather than actually eradi-
cating 'Svhite chauvinism.Between 1931 and 1933 the party con-
ducted a series of uwhite chauvinism® trials and expelled several
members accused of this offense.s Apparently these efforts did little
to abate racial prejudice and discrimination within the party. In
1949, Political Affairsy the party’s theoretical journal, devoted a
special issue (June, 1949) to the problem of white chauvinism, Pe fis
Perry, a black member of the p*WJ*Negro work commission of
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the Communist Party~exposed what he considered several instances
of blatant prejudice and discrimination within the party's ranks and
among the leadership. Perry rejected the tactic of holding show
trials to “prove” the party’s sincerity in opposing racism. He called
instead for an ideological and political struggle within the party
to “destroy the virus of white chauvinism.”

The party’s treatment of black women was particularly revealing.
Party oganizations routinely included demands for economic, politi-
cal and social equality for black women in their platforms. How-
ever, within the party itself black women were often ignored or
treated in a condescending manner. Sometimes party members who
were criticized for relating to black women as inferiors attempted
to cast blame on black women themselves for being too “subjective.”
Yet black women were ignored both socially and politically™ accord-
ing to Claudia Jones, and in addition it was known that some party
members who employed black domestics refused to hire them
through the Domestic Workers Union or to help expand the
union.4 The practice of white party niCnibcrsusing, dorncstic. help
might explain part of the tendency to regard black women as inferi-
or recruits; Claudia Jones asserted that party employers were little
different from other whites of their class in the contempt with which
they treated domestic workers.

The party officially advocated equality in social relations b tween
the races, but in practice this exposed further discrimination against
black women. In so far as there were interracial contacts ir the
social life of party members, black women often were ignored or
snubbed by the white comrades of both sexes. The racism anci sex-
ism of American society found curious reflections in the social
behavior of party members.8

In response to demands by Perry, Jones and others, the party
launched another campaign against chauvinism that resulted in
more expulsions, but still fell short of the desired goal. Subsequent
reports and articles by Perry revealed that chauvinism, paternalism
and discrimination continued to plague the party and hindered its
organizing efforts among black people.®The failure lay in tl ~ fact
that the party responded to racism organizationally instead of ideo-
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logically. Individuals were purged but the / wirus of white chau-
vinism® an ideological phenomenon—was not attacked.

The party” paternalism and its failings in the area of race rela-
tions were due to several factors In the first place there were no
blacks in the CP when it was organized, and only a handful were
drawn into the party before the great influx of the 1930s.9Conse-
quently, the party$ basic ideology, which was fromulated in these
early years, did not reflect much interest in or understanding of
the black struggle, indeed, Leninas intervention was required in
1921 before the party undertook organizational work among black
people.8 Second, the 1928 and 1930 resolutions on race only con-
firmed the partys haoit of grafting ideological interpretations onto
the black experience, instead of using that* experience as a basis
for theoretical extrapolations. Third, paternalism was further rein-
forced in the 1930-1950 period by a sharply increased flow of mid-
dle-class intellectuals into the party, and by mtra-party ethnic con-
flict which often redounded to the disadvantage of the black
community.®

Thus, by the beginning of the 19505 the Communist party had
revealed itself as a highly unstable ally of black freedom: alternately
embracing and rejecting black reformers, sometimes abandoning the
black struggle altogether, and then reacting with breast-beating
campaigns against white chauvinism that disrupted its ?wn
organization more than it diminished prejudice among the
members.38 The party had certainly made positive contribution.”
the struggle for racial equality, but its erratic behavior and comfxvi-
sion to dominate the black movement lost it many mends. In ihe
end, however, it was government persecution during the Mcu< nhy-
ite hysteria that virtually destroyed the party, eliminating what re-
maining influence it haa in the black community. It would be more
than a decade beiore the party showed signs of recovering some
of its former strength.

T — sP

Aside from the Socialists and Communists, another major tendency
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in American Marxist movements was represented by the Trotskyist
Socialist Workers Party (SWP). In some regards the SWP appeared
to have learned much from the history of other radical groups con-
cerning black liberation, but It may have been due equally to lack
of opportunity that the Trotskyists managed to avoid repeating
some of the old mistakes in the period before 1950. They were a
much smaller group and had only limited contact with black
organizations.

Founded in 1928 as a result of an ideological split between Stalin
and Trotsky,5! the small Trotskyist splinter group struggled along
for ten years before formally organizing itself into a party. During
these lean years the Trotskyists functioned mainly as a propaganda
and agitational group espousing Trotsky” political line and engag-
ing in a running battle with the American CP, which was under
the influence of Stalin.%

In the Trotskyists5 ideological feuds with the Stalinist CP the
question of the black struggle did not figure prominently, although
tbc Trotskyists tended to pisy down the ides of binck self-determin-
ation because, according to George Breitman, ~they did not believe
that it was the issue around which Negroes could be mobilized for
struggle.rbs As was the case with the CP, it was the intervention
of a Russian revolutionary, in this instance Trotsky, that would
shape the basic political line on racial matters of his follower; in
the U.S. However, Trotsky had been purged from the Soviet power
structure and consequently was under no compulsion to use tht ii-
ternational Communist movement as a weapon for defending tLe
Soviet Union,

In 1929 Trotsky, then in exile in Turkey, sent a letter f> his
handful of American followers who had by then organized them-
selves into the Communist League of America (CLA). In the letter
he warned them not to be infected by the “aristocratic prejudices
of the upper strata of the workers/5telling them that instead they
must ufind the road to the most deprived, to the darkest strata of
the proletariat, beginning with the Negro. . . who must learn to
see in us his revolutionary brothers.5 Trotsky observed that the pos-
sibility of this latter point being realized "depends wholly on our
energy and devotion to the work.5%
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It was not until 1933 that Trotsky offered more concrete ideas
on black liberation and the relationship between black and white
workers. In the meantime, the CLA had generally accepted the need
to fight for racial equality within the context of class struggle, al-
though the group was too small to accomptish anything significant.
It still had considerable trouble with the Stalinist slogan of self-de-
termination. Was it valid to apply this concept to the black struggle?

In February,1933, Arne Swabeck, a member of the CLA, visited
Trotsky to discuss the matter. Swabeck presented the CLA view
that black people did not comprise an oppressed nationality and
therefore the main slogan should be “social, political and economic
equality for the Negroes,% instead of the nationalist slogan of self-
determination. Swabeck added that the self-determination slogan
“tends to lead the Negroes away from the class basis and more
in the direction of the racial basis” of struggle.B

Although Trotsky was not especially familiar with the situation
of U.S* blacks’ he felt that on the basis of “general considerations”
he wss competent to rn?.kc some cornments. Wc pointed out
he was certainly not opposed to the equality slogan, but he didni
believe self-determination should be jettisoned. His argument for
self-determination contained three basic points. First, he said, a na-
tion is not based on abstract definitions but develops in accordance
with the *“historical consciousness” of the people in question. He
believed that the “suppression of the Negroes pushes them toward
a political and national unity”5but ultimately the question of b;a
nationality would depend on the consciousness deveTopecf by bl? ;k
people themselves. Second, he said that if and when black people
demand self-determination it should be actively supported by cocia-
lists, because the struggle for national self-determination necessarily
leads to class struede. Trotsky based this latter assertion on two
arguments. He observed that the demand for autonomy would place
blacks in a aposition hostile toward American imperialism.% Impli-
cit in this statement was the view that black nationalists thereby
would be thrown into the struggle against monopoly capital. He
further contended that since the black petty bourgeoisie “can get
nowhere5 in the struggle for self-determination, a class struggle
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would ensue in which the black proletariat would move to the fore-
front of leadership in the black community. Consequently, if Trots-
ky's theory was correct the struggle for self-determination would
force the black community into the class struggle on two fronts:
externally (against the dominant white capitalists) and internally
(against the black petty bourgeoisie).

Finally, TrotskyS third major point was that to oppose self-deter-
mination was to yield to the reactionary ideology of white workers
v/ho believe that the American state belongs solely to whites. The
corollary of this line of reasoning was that white workers must lead
the class struggle and that black nationalism was a divisive tactic.
Trotsky contended that, on the contrary, it was possible for blacks
to assume leadership of the class struggle as backward Russians had
assumed leadership of the socialist struggle in Europe. “It is very
possible/5 he said, <that the Negroes also through self-determin-
ation will proceed to the proletarian dictatorship in a couple of giant
strides, ahead of the great block of white workers. They will then
flu ilidi. tTIC Vciii“uaA vi.  v”7il uiiC IjclISiS ui i Cd*uiiiiA™ nc CuiiCiciu.v*u.
that socialists should struggle “not against the supposed national
prepossessions of the Negroes but against the colossal prejudices of
the white workers.”®

Perhaps realizing that his approach to the race question night
have confounded his American followers. Trotsky suggested that
they undertake *‘serious discussion” of the matter in an internal
bulletin.

Sucha*“seriousdiscussion” waspostponed however byTivis-
kyist efforts in the mid-1930s to penetrate the Socialist party, an
action that disrupted and contributed to the further weaken ng of
the SP.@ In 1938 the expelled Trotskyist faction officially consti-
tuted itself as the Socialist Workers party, and in April, 1939, a
delegation was dispatched to Mexico to confer again with Trctsky
concerning the party’s attitude toward black people.

Essentially, Trotsky repeated the main points of his 1933 argu-
ment for socialist support of the right of black self-determination.
However, having reviewed the experience of the Communist party
Trotsky added that the CP% "attitude of making an imperative slo-
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gan® of self-determination was false, and 'contributed to the idea
that white socialists were advocating segregation. tll do not propose
for the party to advocate, | do not propose to inject, but only to
proclaim our obligation to support the struggle for self-determin-
ation if the Negroes themselves want it,f Trotsky said.6

As for organizational tactics, SWP delegates proposed and Trots-
ky accepted the idea of estabiishing a mass organization to fight
for black equality. The question of whether the proposed organiza-
tion would be a front group, similar to CP organizations, was dis-
cussed but left unresolved. However, Trotsky himself took the posi-
tion. that.the. SWP must “take the initiative” in- “awakening the
Negro masses.” Running through these discussions was the idea,
that an elite cadre must lead the backward masses along the proper
socialist course, as the Trotskyists had tried to do in the SP.@

Following these discussions the SWP at its July, 1939 convention
passed resolutions supporting the right of black self-determination
and calling upon its black members to “take the initiative and col-
lab.or?ite with other militp.nt .in. the-formation' cf 2 Negro
mass organization devoted to the struggle for Negro rights.,J How-
ever, the resolution specifically denied that the proposed group
would be a front controlled by the SWP. Instead, the resolution
stated that the proposed organization would elaborate its own pro-
gram with the ttparticipation5 of black SWP members.@

World War Il and internal dissension within the party prevented
the SWP from implementing its organizational plan. Instead e
SWP was limited to a secondary role> supporting the March on
Washington movement and other independent black struggles.6! De-
spite its small size and restricted influence the SWP did sutceed
in recruiting black members, so much so that by 1946, according
to SWP writers, the party's membership was one-fifth black. Even
earlier the SWP had recruited the noted black historian C.L.R.
James, who did much to shape the party% ideology and its under-
standing of the independent black movement. James, however, left
the party later to become involved in the Pan-African and African
nationalist movements.
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The SWP again turned to the question of black liberation during
its 1948 and 1950 conventions. In a resolution the SWP attacked
the “revisionist” argument that “the Negro movement is in essence
helpless and useless unless directly led by the organized labor move-
ment or the Marxist party,Mand suggested-that this argument led
to uan underestimation of the revolutionary tendencies of the Negro
movement.% The SWP contended instead that the logic and history
of the independent black movement revealed that “at critical periods
in this country’s history, the Negroes have allied themselves with
the revolutionary forces,% both as followers and leaders. Undoubt-
edly, this analysis reflected the infiuence of C.L.R. James. Yet the
SWP could not relinquish its own claims to leadership and the
resolution concluded by urging the unification of the labor and black
struggles under the guidance of '¢he revolutionary party/3%

All in all, in the decades before 1950 the influence of the SWP
was much more circumscribed than either the Socialist party or the
Communist Party. With a few exceptions, such as the Minneapolis
truck-drivers strikes i the aiOtskyists exercised relatively lit-
tle influence in the labor movement; nor did they have much impact
on the independent black movement. However, beginning in the
1960’s the SWP’s favorable attitude toward nationalism enabled it
to align itself with Malcolm X and certain elements of the black
nationalist movement. These actions have precipitated a heateri and
continuing debate as to whether the SWP has been “‘principled”
or “opportunistic” in its relations with black nationalists.&

Socialism, Black Nationalism and Pan-Africanism

Before the beginning of the twentieth century few black leaders es-
poused socialism. A notable exception was Peter H. Clark who in
1877 joined the Workingmens Party and became a vocal advocate
of democratic socialism. Clark is regarded by historian Herbert G.
Gutman as probably the first black socialist in the U.S.@
Black militancy in the nineteenth century was usually couched
in racial terms, although it was not unknown for racial radicalism
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to spill over into economic radicalism. More than one black leader
noted that emancipation had simply meant exchanging one form
of servitude for another, and that there was an economic basis for
Unity between black and white workers.® The racism of organized
white labor, however, largely precluded formation of a viable alli-
ance. -

After the turn of the century a whole generation of young black
leaders seriously examined socialist thought, and several of them
became active proponents of socialism. Better known among them
were such figures as W.E.B. Du Bois, Cyril V. Briggs, Chandler
Owen and A. Philip Randolph. Despite their espousal of socialism,
however, none of these leaders established a black socialist party,
preferring instead to work with white socialists or to build inde-
pendent black organizations that were only incidentally, if at all,
concerned with socialism. Many black radicals at the beginning of
the new century were not hostile to classic socialist ideology, even
with its insistent blindness to the meaning of racism. Yet their own
d™ily cxperifnc”s underscored the shsllowncFs of this idw lcn'r snd
compelled them, to a greater or lesser extent, to search for a synthe-
sis between nationalism and socialism.

As early as 1904 Du Bois had become convinced that economic
discrimination was the root of racial oppression, and in succeeding
years he wrote favorably of socialism.0 Always an in-ternatior ilist,
Du Bois bhelieved that the black struggle might somehow be linked
to the worldwide socialist movement. He flirted briefly with the So-
cialist party, became a partisan of the Russian Revolution an a
staunch advocate of labor solidarity. However, the unrelenting rac-
ism of organized labor coupled with constant Communist pa ty at-
tacks on him and the NAACP left Du Bois frustrated and
embittered.7l He turned his energies instead to organizing a Pan-
African movement which for many years did not concern itself in
the least with socialism.

Cyril Briggs was a West Indian who came to the U*S. as a youth
in 1905. An early advocate of black self-determination, he estab-
lished a monthly magazine, The Crusader, in 1918. The magazine
eventually reached a circulation of 36,000,2 In 1919 Briggs helped
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organize the African Blood Brotherhood (ABB), a revolutionary na-
tionalist group. The ABB proposed a “worldwide federation” of
black organizations and the creation of a "great Pan-African army%
that would drive the imperialist powers out of Africa. On the do-
mestic front the ABB called for armed self-defense of black commu-
nities against white mobs, black labor organizing and rapproche-
merit with <class-c*onscious revolutionary white workers. 5 At its
height the ABB had between three and five thousand members,
most of whom were ex-servicemen.B .

Briggs later reported that his interest in socialism was ~derived
from the enlightened attitude of the Russian Bolsheviks toward na-
tional minorities/%4 National liberation was his greatest concern,
over and above purely economic struggles. Nevertheless, Briggs be-
lieved that the "salvation of all Negroes (as well as other oppressed
people)S depended upon establishing a ~Universal Socialist Co-op-
erative commonwealth.55

Briggsbdeep interest in nationalism and Pan-Africanism led him
to attempt to forge an alliance between the ABR and Garveys Uni-
versal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Mutual suspicions
between the two groups, however, forestalled any alliance. Theo-
dore Vincent, a student of the Garvey movement, believes that had
the proposed alliance been culminated it would have significantly
affected the development of Garveyism by combining a mass la-
tionalist base with revolutionary militancy.®

Rebuffed by the UNIA, the ABBS leadership drifted into he
Communist Party and the prospects for an independent black sociri -
ist organization declined as the group disintegrated.

Like Briggs, Owen and Randolph initially had no orgarized
black base, only The Messenger. They used the magazine to
promote labor unionism and socialism among blacks. According to
Spero and WdsvisJThe Messenger contended that ain an individual-
istic economic system, competition for jobs and the profitableness
of race prejudice to the capitalist class were incentives to race con-
flict. Therefore the removal of the motive for creating racial strife
was conditioned upon the socialization of industry and the national-
ization of land, in short, upon the elimination of economic
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individualism and competition through social revolution/57 They
soon began organizing black workers in New York and later affi-
liated themselves v/ith the National Brotherhood Workers of
Admerica, a short-lived black labor federation.

Owen and Randolph also supported the Socialist party with Ran-
dolph himself running on the Socialist ticket in New York in 1920
and 1921. By the late 1920s, however, Owen had become disillu-
sioned with socialism and denounced all forms of radicalism. Ran-
dolph by this time was busy organizing the Pullman porters and
had retreated from some of his earlier radical positions, although
he never turned his back on the Socialist party.

Thus in the first quarter of the twentieth century a number of
militant blacks were torn between socialism and nationalism. Even-
tually each of these black activists opted for one position or the
other, or attempted an uneasy compromise, but none were able to
effect a synthesis between the two positions.

The contending claims of nationalism and communism were also
apparent in the Communist party and were vivirily rev  d in the
career of Richard Wright. Wright was never able to choose fully
one or the other, nor could he reconcile the two ideologies. In the
end he was alienated from both, spending the latter part of his life
in self-imposed exile in Europe where he flirted with existentialism.
Wright certainly tried to bridge the gap between black cultural na-
tionalism and the Communist party but his effort was in vain. The
party distrusted all *petty bourgeois” nationalists whom it said tub-
stituted the false notion of race conflict for the true reality of clr >
conflict. Conversely, nationalists were irritated when the party in-
sisted that race was really of secondary importance: such a view
made little sense given the concrete reality of social conditions in
the United States. Wright, the son of a Mississippi tenant farmer,
had a deep appreciation of the cultural roots of black nationalism,
which he traced to the folk traditions and independent social institu-
tions of black people in the South.®B He recognized, however, that
nationalism had both progressive and reactionary components: it
could provide the individual building blocks for international ur.ity
among oppressed peoples or it could degenerate into a rigid and
ultimately self-defeating hatred of the white race.®
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Indeed, as Wright became more knowledgeable of the world he
was fascinated to discover that oppressed people reacted in similar
ways to oppression.®He came to see the reactive element of nation-
alism in a wider perspective. At the same time, his early contact
with the Communist party in Chicago left him awed at the prospect
of the worlds dispossessed and despised masses uniting to end their
oppression.&

Wright interpreted these new insights as a direct challenge to
his literary talent. Ul wanted to reveal the vast physical and spirit-
ual ravages of Negro lifeb”he later wrote, uthe profundity latent
in these rejected people, the dramas as old as man and the sun
and the mountains and the seas-that were taking place in. the pover-
ty of black America.5® For Wright this meant that the black writer
must attempt to describe what he sees, but from the perspective
of the new social possibilities created by communism.

This he tried to do in his famous novel, Native Son. The hero
of the novel, Bigger Thomas, is presented as a neurotic personifica-
« f .nf* black on In Arc seen tlis p)sycHolcic3.i results
of lack of self-determination. He is caught between two worlds
denied the possibility of participating in the dominant culture, and
unable to conceive of creating a viable and strong culture among
his own people. His response takes the form of reactionary national-
ism. He fears and hates the whites, but he cannot reach cat to
blacks because ot his own self-hatred. He achieves a sense o: free-
dom only after accidently killing a white woman, but this new-
found sensation dissipates long before he is captured. It remdns
for his lawyer, a white Communist, to explain the significance of
the social role into which Bigger was forced by oppression. But
this is the least convincing portion of the novel. The reader is left
with the impression that while Wright may agree intellectually with
the lawyer’s social analysis he cannot make this an organic part
of his artistic vision. Nationalism and communism meet in the pages
of this book, but they do not interact, and they part almost total
strangers.

Wrieht*s novel was received with mixed feelings in Uommunist
circles. Samuel Sillen, who initially gave the book a rave review
in New Masses3 soon began backtracking as party leaders ques-
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tioned its value.8Was Bigger Thomas a valid symbol of the Negro
people? Why were there no black characters in the book who were
identified with the labor movement? Why was the Communist law-
yer” speech so overdrawn and implausible? Underlying these ques-
tions was an anxious concern that Bigger Thomas was far from
being an example of the black proletarian engaged in heroic strug-
gle; in fact he was no hero at all but an anti-hero. He did not
overcome circumstances; he was overcome by them. Worse still, al-
though the white Communists in the book were portrayed as selfless
individuals, Wright nonetheless made it clear that it was partly the
paternalism of the Communists that precipitated Bigger"s crime.
This implication was flatly rejected by Communist critics who could
not conceive of a Communist character acting other than as a Com-
munist ought to act.

Richard Wright's years in the Communist party were marked
by tension, mistrust and frequent strife. A strong individualist, he
was unable to accept party discipline or adjust easily to the Commu-

LIS 1®
black cause during World War Il combined with party members5
criticism of Native Son moved Wright to break with the party in
the early 1940s.81

Wright% departure from the party was duly noted and critiqued
by Samuel Sillen who pointed out, with appropriate quotes from
Earl Browder, the obvious flaws in Wright% charge that the narty
had regressed on the question of black rights.& Ironically, st %ral
years later, after more political twists, the partys leadership in es-
sence confirmed the truth of Wright's accusation.&®

As has been suggested, a long-standing tension has existed be-
tween socialists (especially Communists), on the one hand, and
black nationalists (including Pan-Africanists), on the other. This
may seem strange if one recalls Lenin% and Staling many articles
on the national question and self-determination. It might have been
expected that Communists would favor black nationalism and its
logical extension, Pan-Africanism. Such has not been the case for
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several reasons. In the first place the political demands placed by
the Soviet Union on the international Communist movement have
changed frequently depending on how it was thought the survival
of the Soviet Union could best be assured. In periods of rapproche-
ment with the West the Communist movement abandoned the na-
tional liberation movements in the colonies and piayed down the
grievances of oppressed national minorities in order not to embar-
rass new-found imperialist friends. In addition, the Communist
movement opposed nationalism and Pan-Africanism because these
apparently stressed racial/national strategies at the expense of the
class struggle. Finally, Communists (and other socialists) feared that
nationalist movements might be captured by petty bourgeois intel-
lectuals, politicians and businessmen who would be pro-capitalist
in their sentiments. In the U.S. this fear was translated into active
and vociferous opposition to all independent black nationalist
groups, while at the same time the CP was suspicious of any na-
tionalist manifestations within its own ranks.& The upshot was a
rigid snd rnutuslly dcbhilitsting opposition between sociaiisiii. 2.nd
nationalism that has yet to be fully resolved.

-A better understanding of this dispute can be obtained from a
brief review of the history of Pan-Africanism. W.E.B. Du Bois is
often called the father £ Pan-Africanism, but this is an oversimplifi-
cation. Du Bois was an important figure at the first Pan-African
conference held in London in 1900, but the conference was actually
organized by Henry Sylvester Williams, a West Indian barrister.®8
Even earlier, Edward Blyden, a West Indian who had settled in
New York, emigrated to Liberia in 1850 where he became a leading
politician and early theorist of the concept of an “ African personal-
ity.> Blyden played an important part in laying the basis for the
concept of Negritude and contemporary forms of black cultural na-
tionalism. He traveled back and forth between the U.S. and Africa
eleven times on speaking tours, and he was one of the first people
to voice the idea of “Africa for the Africans.55 This idea subse-
quently became an integral part of Pan-Africanist thinking, and it



238 Reluctant Reformer

contributed significantly to the development of African nationalism.
Martin R. Delaney was another early exponent of African national-
ism.

Thus, the roots of African nationalism can be traced partly to
alienated black intellectuals in the West. In their search for an
identity that had been shorn from them during slavery, these chil-
dren of Africa forged a black cultural/racial consciousness that, af-
ter more than half a century, would contribute to the emergence
of national consciousness in Africa.

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century a host of Amer-
ican and West Indian blacks expressed a deep interest in Africa.
These included Du Bois, Marcus Garvey and George Padmore,
who were the chief catalysts and organizers of the Pan-African
movement; and also a number of black scholars and creative writers
who gave shape to the cultural aspects of Pan-Africanism. All of
these men were responding to a common challenge—the challenge
implicit in the racist statement that Africans, unlike other
nationalities had made ogllApt' # N L trl 2 to ATLirnci sty
This was a commonly held belief at the time amon? white intellec-
tuals and the white population in general. It was part of the general
racist justification for degrading and exploiting black people. Two
responses to this challenge were possible. One was to dig up the
Atncan past and expose the cultural and artistic achievements of
Amcan people. This was the course chosen, for example, by Carter
Woodson, a black historian who proposed the idea of Negro His ory
Week. The other response involved organizational and political .ac-
tivity aimed at laying the basis for African nationalism and some
form of contemporary collective achievement.® It was the inter-
mingling of these two responses that defined the first phases of the
Pan-Africanist movement.

The organizational response culminated in a series of Pan-Afri-
can congresses, the first held in 1900. Du Bois was largely responsi-
ble for organizing the later congresses in 1919,1921,1923,1927,
and 194d. i"he early Pan-African congresses were held m the capital
cities of the imperialist powers, and essentially they resulted in ap-
peals to the imperialist governments for better treatment of the sub-
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ject African peoples. They called for the recognition of the dignity
and humanity of the black race, a demand which corresponded with
the cultural concepts of Negritude and African personality which
were evolving during this same period. Politically, the early Pan-
African congress did not demand independence but only called for
giving the Africans a voice in the colonial governments.4 (It was
not until the 1945 conference that the movement began to address
itself to colonial subjects as well as the colonial powers, and to de-
mand political independence for the African colonies.) .

The early congresses equivocated on "the question of imperialism,
with some delegates favoring a critical approach while others de-
sired accommodation to the status quo. Du Bois himself was far
from clear on the matter at that time. For example, he attacked
Marcus Garvey because he said Garvey alienated the British impe-
rialists by his tactlessness, and Du Bois believed the help of Great
Britain was required in any international trade arrangements. Gar-
vey responded by ridiculing the leaders of the Pan-African congress

: tiya f tge imperialist powers
to attend their meetings.2

Garvey is important to Pan-Africanism because tns organization
had as one of its aims the liberation of Africa. He proposed that
American blacks return tc Atnca both to escape racial oppression
in this country rnd to fight for Alncan independence. He succeeded
in building one of the largest mass movements this country has ever
seen, a movement that enjoyed the active support of millions of
black people.

The bitter clashes between Garvey and Du Bois and between
Garvey and th Communist party throw much light on the early
development of Pan-Alncanism. Du Bois assailed Garvey for his
“dictatorial” and anti-democratic tendencies. Garvey spoke of
founding a democratic African republic, but his critics charged that
he was really a demagogic empire builder. Garvey did, however,
build a nationalist movement based on the masses of black people,
something Du Bois never accomplished. In fact, Du Bois was very
much an elitist. He believed that a black aristocracy a Talented
Tenth—awould have to undertake the task of liberating the ignorant
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black masses. He did not have the concept of leadership arising out
of the masses of people engaged in struggle. Garvey in turn attacked
Du Bois for snubbing the masses and believing in what Garvey
called a “bastard aristocracy.” B

Garvey sharply criticized the white labor movement because of
its well kn(5wn racism. But he went further than that. He dismissed
the idea of class struggle by declaring that uthe fundamental issue
of life is the appeal of race to race, of clan to clan?the appeal of
tribe to tribe. . . .4 For him race conflict was more important
to worry about than class conflict. Garvey took this line of thought
to its logical conclusion when he argued that the aonly convenient
friend of the black workers is the white capitalist because he “is
willing and glad to use Negro labor wherever possible on a scale
~reasonably5 below the standard white union wage.5 Garvey urged
black workers to keep the goodwill of the white capitalists by keep-
ing their wages lower than white workers. Needless to say, such
statements were sharply attacked by black labor leaders such as A.
Philip Randolph.%........... ... .

Nevertheless Garvey’'ssentimentscombinedwithDuBois elit>
isjn to produce an early tendency within Pan-Africanism to view
oppression primarily in terms of race and to discount the notion
of class struggle. Indeed, Pan-Africanism initially was chiefly a ra-
cial ideology stressing independent activity by black American and
West Indian intellectuals aimed at (1 )establishing cultural and
trade relations wJtli Africa, (2) opposing racial discrimination on
an international bas"s, (3) enabling blacks in the diaspora to return
to Africa tojoin in- - and possible lead the nation-building process,
and (4) uniting people of African descent throughout the world.
Tms initial tendency to view problems purely in terms of race con-
flict and to discount class conflict combined with the elitism of the
Pan-Atncan congresses organized by Du Bois caused many socia-
lists (including black socialists) to regard the movement with suspi-
cion.

But there were additional reasons for hostility between socialists
and Pan-Arncanists. Garvey, for example, was strongly anti-com-
munist. He believed that white Communists and Socialists were just
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as racist as white workers. The history of the socialist movements
of that time provided ample evidence to support Garvey5 claim.
But again Garvey went to the opposite political extreme. In 1937
after Italy had overrun Ethiopia, Garvey boasted that he had been
the first prophet of fascism. uWe were the first Fascists,% he told
a friend. “ e had disciplined men, women, and children in training
for the liberation of Africa. The black masses saw that in this ex-
treme nationalism lay their only hope and readily supported it.
Mussolini copied Fascism from me.5%

The Communist party was fascinated by Garvey’'s mass appeal
and the spontaneous upsurge of black unrest which his movement
represented. Futile attempts were made by the party to gain control
of Garvey's organization or to win Garvey over to the Communist
side.& All of these efforts ended in failure, and finally the Daily
Worker charged Garvey with collaborating with theJCu_Khix_
Klan®8and of building up a tcpetty bourgeois circle oPrTeaders, with

dace in America.”’® Tlie
a1l s more than a black version
of Zionism.
- C.L.R. James has tried to sum up GarveyX impact from the pers-
pective of A Pan-Africanist and socislist.

DespitJhis militancy. . . Garvey was confused. He attacked imperi-
alism, but he w.s ready to propound the doctrine that the Negro must
be loyal to all tlags under which he lives. He viciously attacked Com-
munism and advised the Negro workers against linking up with white
workers in industrial struggles. He negotiated with the Ku Klux Klan
for the repatriation of Negroes to Liberia. ... He indulged in some
unsound busir ess schemes. . . . One thing Garvey did do. He made
the American Negro conscious of his African origin and created for the
first time a feeling of international solidarity among Africans and people
of African descent. In so far as this is directed against oppression it
is a progressive step.1D

The sixth Pan-African congress held in 1945 marked the be-

ginning of a second period in the Pan-African movement. The
movement began to concern itself more with speaking to the colonial

subjects than to the imperialist powers. For the first time Airican
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trade unionists as well as intellectuals attended the meeting, and
there was evidence of growing ideological differences between the
African workers and the African intellectuals and middle classes. 1l
During this new period the Pan-African movement took on a more
political tone and started demanding formal independence for the
African colonies.X2 Following this meeting, the scene of Pan-Afri-
canist activity began shifting from Europe to the organizational
stage in Africa, and nationalist leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah
and Jomo Kenyatta made their appearance.

It was also during this period that George Padmore emerged as
a leading ideologist of the Pan-African movement. Padmore was
born in Trinidad, attended school in the U,S. and then traveled
to Europe where he became active in the Communist International.
For several years Padmore was the Communist International s ex_
pert on African and Afro-American affairs. However, in the 1930s
Padmore left the Communist movement because, in his view, the
new “people’s front” diplomatic policy of the Soviet government
caused it cto put a brake up&ii tlic ariti-irripcnalist work of [the
Communist International] and thereby sacrifice the young national
liberation movements in Asia and Africa. This | considered to be
a betrayal of the fundamental interest of my people.!,'®B The Com-
munist International accused Padmore of being a petty bourgeois
nationalist and of vorking for black unity on race rather than class
lines. The hostility was mutual. Padmore had nothing but contempt
for the Communists whom he felt were betraying the national li-
beration movements of nonwhite peoples. Nevertheless, in his public
writings he continued to support the Russian Revolution, and he
continued to regc M himself as a Marxist. % For a number of years
he organized and worked in various anti-colonialist and reform
groups, and he gradually became involved in the Pan-African move-
ment. It was in this movement that Padmore met Nkrumah in Lon-
don. The two men became political allies, and Padmore eventually
became a chief advisor to Nkrumah, a position that gave him great
influenceoverthedevelopingideoiogyofPan-Africanism.

With the inde pendence of Ghana m 1957 Pan-Africanism
achieved a base of operation within Africa. The first All-African
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Peoples Conference was held in Accra in 1958. Nkrumah spoke
at the conference and paid homage to both Du Bois and Garvey
as pioneers, but he made it clear that hence forward Pan-Africanism
would have a continental focus and the leaders would be Africans.
Meanwhile, the ideology of Pan-Africanism had been taking dearer
shape. Thtf Pan-Africanism of that period favored a federation of
African states, was nonviolent advocated “communal” or “ African
socialism/5and espoused nonalignment in the Cold War. Pan-Afri-
canism sought a neutral position vis-a-vis the imperialist powers
(although anti-imperialist rhetoric was not lacking), and there was
a pronounced hostility toward international Communism, even
though it favored some form of socialism.1b This latter attitude
probably reflected the views of Padmore.

But here a distinction is necessary. Padmore is sometimes pic-
tured as a simple anti-socialist or anti-communist but according
to his recently published biography he was not so much anti-com-
munist as he was anti-Stalinist.X® He believed that the Stalinist

hotind to -Soviet foreign pnHcy—were not to hp
trusted because of their resulting manipulative practices and hostil-
ity toward national liberation movements. Thus by the late 1950s
Pan-Africanism had moved beyond the out-and-out anti-com-
munism of Marcus Garvey t a more sophisticated pro-socialist but
anti-Stalinist position.

But still there v, ere problems, and these became evident in the
decade of the 1960 s. In the first place, the course of history soon
proved that it was impossible to maintain a neutral position in the
face of Western imperialism. The murder of Lumumba, the ouster
of Nkrumah in 1966 and the overthrow of various other African
governments established this brutal fact beyond the shadov/ of a
doubt. It also became clear that the class struggle could not be ig-
nored within Africa. Frantz Fanon was among the first to point
this out in his book, Wretched of the Earthy published in 1963.
Fanon argued that opportunist and bourgeois elements were cons-
piring to sabotage the African revolution. Nkrumah discovered this
fact for himself when the military, civil service, business and profes-
sional elites within Ghana collaborated with the imperialists in
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ousting him from power. Class struggle, based on the masses of
workers and peasants, had now become an obvious imperative in
Africa. Thirdly it became evident that bureaucratic forms of social-
ism which do not involve the popular masses in active, on-going
struggle were in the long run self-defeating. This was certainly the
lesson of Ghana and Algeria. Elitism and bureaucracy were exposed
as in fact the enemies of socialism.

Thus the objective situation forced some Pan-Africanist thinking
into a third stage of development that emphasizes active anti-imperi-
alism, stresses the necessity for class struggle as well as the struggle
for national liberation, and foresees the need for a form of socialism
based on mass participation. The recent writings of Nkrumah$who
was the leading contemporary spokesman of Pan-Africanism, pro-
vide ample e\'idence of this ideological development. Indeed,
Nkrumah concluded that the African revolution may be a prelude
to a worldwide socialist revolution.

Nkrumah5 thinking incidentally provides a useful yardstick for
reader of Stokely CarrnichaeFs recent book, Stokely Speaks. Black
Power to Pan Africanism, \s left with the impression that Carmi-
chael’s political thinking has matured, and that he is beginning to
resolve some of the contradictions and misconceptions of his past
positions.X8 Carmichael was living in Guinea where he reports he
studied under Nkrumah. However, those familiar with the writings
of his mentor will realize that, although Carmichael has progressed,
he appears confused as to his conception of socialism. At one point
in the book he speaks of scientific socialism, but elsewhere he refers
to a socialism “which has its roots in [African] communalism.” 1D
This latter is the definition of tcAfrican socialism,5which Nkrumah
has denounced as a myth which is tdused to deny the class struggle,
and to obscure genuine socialist commitment., n0 Again, Carmichael
continued to advocate a vague, apolitical unity for blacks in the U.S.
This at a time when Nkrumah was arguing that unity can be
achieved only through struggle and must be based on commitment
to a revolutionary program. Finally, Carmichael, in his American
speaking tour in 1971, continued to uphold, cultursl nationslisin.
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Again it was Nkrumah who wrote that Negritude, the prototype
of contemporary cultural nationalism, was "irrational, racist and
non-revolutionary. Sl

Thus, among its more advanced spokesmen, Pan-Africanist

thought was manifesting a new revolutionary content. What began
primarily as a racial ideology was compelied by the rise of neo-
colonialism in Africa to view matters from the standpoint of a
worldwide class struggle against imperialism. This is the kind of
thinking that is evident, for example, among the leaders of the ad-
vancing liberation struggles in southern Africa.
 In retrospect it becomes apparent that the Communists were cor-
rect to criticize bourgeois tendencies in the Pan-African movement.
However, these criticisms were divorced from an analysis of the ma-
terial conditions of blacks in the U.-S. and Africa and how these
conditions would affect the developmental dynamics of Pan-Afri-
canism. Hence, the criticisms were reduced to derogatory labeling
and outright attacks that played no useful part in the development
PO ywi Vil x ckii i
sciousness.
*As for the charges of manipulation leveled by Padmore and oth-
ers, this problem has been resolved by the more advanced liberation
struggles in Atnca without falling into the trap of simple-minded
anti-communism. By developing truly independent, mass-based li-
beration organizations, African freedom fighters have taken charge
of their own destiny and at the same time are able to have benencial
relations with the socialist nations and Communist parties on the
basis of equality and mutual respect.

Organizational independence and political struggle based on clear
analysis of the problems in their own countries were the keys to
forging a unity of national and socialist consciousness in the ad-
vanced African liberation struggles. Forging the unity of racial and
socialist consciousness is a task still confronting the revolutionary
movements m the United States.

i it iaxk eV 0, %0 a



CHAPTER VIII:

Capitalism, Racism and
Reform

The preceding chapters have examined the ways in which racism

has affected the ideologies and practices of six major American
social reform movements. While both a wide variety and a fairly

lengthy time span are represented by these six, still two basic and
important factors immediately stand out v/hen these case histories
are reviewed. Tn the first place it is apparent that virtually all of
these movements (with certain limited exceptions) have either advo-
cated, capitulated before, or otherwise fs.iled to oppose racism at
one or more critical junctures in their history. These predominantly
white reform movements thereby aligned themselves with the racial
thinking of the dominant society, everx when the reforms they sought
to institute appeared to demand forthright opposition to racism. In-
stead of opposition, the reformers all too often developed paternali-
stic attitudes that merely confirmed, rather than challenged, the pre-
vailing racial ideology of white society. Secondly, but equally strik-
ing, constant efforts were made by black reformers to get their white
co-workers to reject and oppose racism, both within the reform
movements themselves and throughout society in general. In each
of the six movements blacks were actively involved, although the
degree and success of their involvement varied considerably. In each
case they struggled to have blacks included both as supporters and
beneficiaries of reformism, since black people in fact needed the pro-
posed reforms as much as whites.

The movements covered in this study include practically all so-
cial, ideological and organizational groupings found in white soci-
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tly. The whole span of social classes is represented, from poor and
working-class whites through middle- and upper-class whites. Also
included as distinct variables are urban-rural, male-female and re-
gional divisions; yet as with class, none of these variables can be
identified as clear correlates of antiracist thinking. Our case histo-
ries include movements with no significant ideology beyond a few
demands, as well as some with elaborate and fully articulated doc-
trines. While it is suggested that reform movements with a broad
or universal approach to social change, such as the Garrisonian abo-
litionists, are more amenable to antiracist views than movements
which propound a narrow or single-issue approach—such as the
female suffragists at the turn of the century—still no hard and fast
distinction between the two is warranted, as demonstrated by the
early history of the Socialist Party, which had a broad ideology but
little positive interest in blacks. Similarly, it is not certain that we
can make a sharp distinction in racial attitudes between movements
that were loosely organized versus those that were tightly and
hierarchily organized; although it does seem that movements that
aim to build a broad organizational base are more friendly toward
nonwhites than those based on exclusionist principles, as illustrated
by the history of the labor movement. Lastly, if we compare those
reformers who sought to function primarily as agitators with those
who grasped for conventional political power as the road to social
change, we again find it impossible to draw a firm line of demarca-
tion between the two. Certainly politically oriented populists and
progressives were opportunistic in espousing white supremacy, but
was this fundamentally different from the manner in which Com-
munist agitators sought first to expolit and then later abandoned
the black cause? No rule of thumb is revealed for predicting the
relative incidence of opportunism and adherence to principle in the
racial practices of white reformers. Indeed, this entire discussion
has raised serious doubts as to the suitability of merely a simple
comparative method in attempting to understand the impact of rac-
ism on social reform movements. Some other analytic framework
is needed.
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Similar problems confront us when we attempt to compare the
attitudes and practices of blacks who were active in the six social
reform movements. Black reformers disagreed among themselves
over how best to counter the racism of their white fellow workers.
Some advocated separate organizations, while others insisted that
individual Slacks must merge with white reform groups. However,
it is significant that even among the latter we consistently find ef-
forts to maintain an independent black press, as was the case, for
instance, with Douglass in relation to white abolitionists, Du Bois
in relation to white progressives, and Randolph in relation to white
socialists. The tactical dispute among black reformers was reflective
of the fact that while both black and white reformers operated in
the ideological realm, the latter often had potential access to the
levers of real power, which was almost never true of the blacks.
Hence, black reformers were compelled to function solely in the
ideological sphere, and the question became whether maximum
ideological influence could be exerted organizationally or individual-
ly ~ rclsted.problem bisick ~'vho nd 3to
be middle class was the question of their relationship to the black
community as a whole. The reformers were articulate but they were
also always a minority of the total black community; hence they
could be co-opted, isolated or repressed by whites with relative ease.
Obviously prooler s such as these are complex and require some-
thing more than simple comparisons.

In American vdirm movements we note a continuous clash be-
tween black and white reformers over the question of race. Both
groups were equally determined to do what they believ*was bestL
but both were also clearly unbalanced in terms of actual or potential
power. Black reformers even when organized independently—al-
most always operated from a position of relative weakness, yet the
vigor of their assault indicated a firm and deep commitment to at-
tack racism with v/hatever tools were at hand. On the other hand,
the hesitant and shifting attitudes of most white reformers revealed
the extent of their own allegiance to racism and, paradoxically, also
showed that racisrr, although always present, was not a monolithic
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and unchanging ideology. For example, the attitudes of militant
abolitionists, social welfare progressives and radical GIO organizers
toward the matter of black economic integration suggest that these
reformers were responding to or reflecting differing racial ideologies.
Among abolitionists the question of black economic integration was
hardly discussed dA  before the outbreak of the Civil War. Social
welfare progressives aided black migrants m squeezing into ineiow-
est levels of the industrial economy, while CIO and other labor
radicals advocated that blacks be fully integrated into all levels of
the work force. The differences pointed up here were not incidental;
they were barometers of the racial atmosphere of the times.

To understand the relationship between black and white reform-

ers and the ideological development of the reform movements them-
selves it is necessary to extend our analysis beyond the internal dy-
namics of these movements. At this juncture a general historical
analysis of racism, brief though it must be, is more useful for our
purposes than further micro-analysis of social reformism. Such an
CliAGI 515 w 1 vl icio it 0 AwGeuc ciic 1 A v ..
reform movements in broader perspective.
An the span of American history covered by this study—ranging
from the beginning of the nineteenth century through the middle
of the twentieth—it is possible to isolate three broad periods in the
development of ra ial ideologies: the simple biological racism associ-
ated with slavery, the more sophisticated but no less oppressive rac-
ism which accompanied the rise of monopoly capital and imperi-
alism, and finally t; e racial attitudes which have increasingly come
to the fore since ¥/orld War I. As with all attempts at historical
periodization, < sharp and fast boundaries can be drawn between
these three, nor should we be surprised if we find occasional pro-
ponents of one racial ideology voicing their opinions in a period
that we have characterized by another racial ideology. Our task
here is to attempt to define that elusive quality which historians
have termed the spirit of an age, not simply to inventory all ideas
expressed daring a given year or decade. Some overlap and inter-
weaving of specifir themes from one period to the next, while mak-
ing our task more difficult, is to be normally expected.
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We should also observe that racism is not a phenomenon limited
to the United States; indeed, no adequate understanding of racial
ideology can be obtained without placing its genesis and develop-
ment in an international context. Hence, before proceeding to dis-
cuss the three periods it is first necessary to set the international
stage on which the drama of racism was to be played.

Capitalism and Colonialism

Modern racism originated with European colonial expansion.
While occasional expressions of racial sentiments are recorded in
the history of some ancient societies, it is nonetheless clear that the
systematization of racist ideologies did not occur before the advent
of the modern epoch of world history, beginning about 500 years
ago.1Racism did not emerge as a full-blown theory; it developed
gradually as Europeans came in contact with and attempted—to sub-
jugate other peoples of ilie wurM. Uon

the beginning of the attack on slavery, for capitalist slavery repre-
sfented the institutional basis of the most degrading forms of racism,
as became evident in the defenses mustered by apologists for the
slave system.

It should be observed that racism was not a quality inhere it in
white Europeans, nor is it somehow an innate feature of human
nature. If the former were so, then we would expect the historical
record to reveal continuous indications of European pretension., to
superiority. In fact, Europeans evidenced a kind of inferiority com-
plex in their initial contacts with Eastern cultures. Only a fev r.teps
removed from barbarism, they hardly felt equal to the civilized
peoples they encountered. As for the second assertion, it certainly
appears that ethnocentrism is generally distributed among human
cultures, but ethnocentrism refers only to a socially shared feeling
of in-group solidarity. It is not necessarily a.racial phenomenon,
and it certainly does not imply the development of institutional and
ideological forms of oppression based on race. At worst ethnr-cen-
trism is a form of inward-looking narrow-mindedness; whereas rac-
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ism involves an inward-facing hierarchical ordering of human
beings for purposes of racial oppression. The former may or may
not be a universal facet of human nature, but the latter is definitely
socially conditioned. The two should not be confused.

Similarly it is important to recognize that while it was the rise

of commercial capitalism in western Europe and the subsequent .

spread of capitalist colonialism to virtually all parts of the world
that gave shape shape to the modern historical epoch, this process
need not be attributed to any supposed racial or cultural “supe-
riority” of Europeans. Paul A. Baran has argued cogently that three
basic conditions were prerequisite for capitalist development:(1)a
stead increase in agricultural output accompanied by massive dis-
placements of the traditional peasant population, thereby creating
a potential industrial labor force; (2) society-wide propagation of
a division of labor resulting in the emergence of a class of artisans
and traders (incipient bourgeoisie’k and (3) massive u111i]liiimi
of capital in the hands of the developing merchant class. It was
the convergence of these historically conditioned processes that pre-
cipitated capitalist development. The first two processes were
maturing in many parts of the world during the pre-capitalist era,
but it was the spectacular development of the third process in
Europe that marked all subsequent history. We may say tha® the
first two conditions were necessary b\xt by themselves they wer not
sufficienty since without massive capital accumulations large-scale
capitalist manufacture for the market could not have been organ-
ized.

Mercantile capitalist accumulations were rapidly acquired in
western Europe because (1)the geographical location of mani
ropean countries gave them the opportunity to develop maritime
and river navigation and trade at an early date, and (2) such trade
was stimulated paradoxically by Europe’s relative lack of economic
development and paucity of valued natural resources.2 Thus
Europe% easy access to potential river trade routes and natural sea-
ports combined with its location near a crossroads of trade routes
between more economically developed civilizations and
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more richly endowed with natural resources stimulated an explosive
advance of trade and capitalist accumulation by European mer-
chants. Moreover, the requirements of long-range navigation and
trade fostered rapid development of scientific knowledge and a
weapons technology that enabled Europe to begin the colonial
plunder and subjugation of other areas.

Oliver C. Cox has pointed out that colonialism and plunder were
the logical consequence of the expansionism of the developing
capitalist system.3 Indeed, the first areas to be plundered were not
Africa or Asia but the rural hinterlands of Europe itself. The grow-
ing capitalist cities became centers of an early colonial empire in
Europe. However as capitalist culture spread over Europe the ex-
panding system launched the ‘‘age of exploration ” ai)d the focus
of the colonial quest shifted to other parts of the world.

Wherever it penetrated capitalism brought about basic changes
in social life. At the most fundamental level it completely altered
the process of production. Capitalism “socialized” the production

c IR} q o Ivo " dio " o1 »t f m 1 I
] . * .*u X a v/vx 1 L oV

cieties with an organized social work force, and (2) replacing indi-
vidual tools with social tools (e.g., plantations, machinery, factories,
etc.). This revolutionary reorganization of production brought about
a tremendous increase in the productive powers of human societies.
It liberated untapped potentials of human organization. At the fame
time, however, since capitalist production was for sale on the
market instead of for immediate use, the developing capitalist cla®s™s
assured their control over this production by imposing the concv pt
of capitalist private property. This made possible individual owner-
ship of a process that was inherently social in nature. T hi- was
the fundamental contradiction of capitalism, and to it are traceable
a wide range of conflicts (including racial antagonism). The aliena-
tion of the European worker from the land and the means of pro-
duction via capitalist property relations, combined with the money-
wage system, made the capitalist class—always a small minority—
the dominant class in the political economy of capitalism.lhe
worker, compelled to sell his labor power in order to live, was "or-
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respondingly reduced to a mere cog in the capitalist social order.
Hence, the fundamental contradiction of capitalism expressed itself
in terms of a class conflict between workers and capitalists.
However, it is imperative to realize that the class conflict in the
European heartland of capitalism took place in the larger context
of colonialism and imperialism. Internationally the emergence of
commercial capitalism resulted in the concentration of capital in a
small part of the world western Europe, and later North America.-
The colonial plunder of the non-European world provided a global
base for fantastic accumulations of capital in Europe. In turn, these
accumulations fostered industrial and cultural development. The de-
velopment of the steam engine, much heavy industry, ship-building
and many modern financial institutions, for example, were all un-
derwritten directly or indirectly by the colonial slave trade and other
forms of colonial exploitation. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to sug-
gest that the Industrial Revolution, which enabled Europe and
North America to leap far ahead of the rest of the world in material
v/elfare, would have been deiayeu, posMuly by many “eaciauunb,
were it not for the capital yielded by colonialism.
“For the peoples of the colonial world capitalist, penetration was
disastrous. They were bequeathed all the evils of capitalism and
none of the benefits. Their wealth was mercilessly plundered by
European pirates, disguised as traders. Moreover, colonialism dis-
rupted tneir traditional agricultural economies, forced them to grow
exportable commercial crops, and thereby undermined the self-suffi-
ciency of the colonized societies. European colonialism was much
more than a mere repeat of the conquests of ancient history. It was
based on the new capitalist principle of production of exportable
commodities for sale on the home market. Hence, European coloniz-
ers did not simply demand tnoute from the conquered peoples; in-
stead the colonized societies were completely reorganized. Whole
populations were uprooted and turned into a vast colonial work
force to man the plantations and mines. Those who would not
work, or sought to resist the invaders, were brutalized and mur-
dered. Outright slavery was resorted to in many instances. In ar‘as
such as North America, where the indigenous population was
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relatively sparse, a slave labor force was imported from elsewhere.
African slaves thereby became the colonial work force of North
America. Thus, the colonized societies were forcibly brought into
the worldwide system of commodity circulation, contributing their
economic “surplus” to the growing capital of Europe. The:r
economies were distorted by the demands of colonialism, and their
traditional industries and handicrafts were destroyed by competition
from European manufacturers. Consequently, they were forced onto
the path leading to economic underdevelopment.

Colonialism, Slavery and Racism

Illegally confiscated land and forced labor were the cornerstones of
capitalist colonialism. Initially colonial activity was rationalized on
religious grounds; by contributing their land and labor to the Chris-
tian invaders it was argued that the heathen natives were bringing
themselves closer to the redeeming forces ot Christendom. However,
implicit in this theory was the notion of eventual religious conver-
sion and assimilation—an idea which posed a dilemma for the co-
lonizers and slaveholders. If the heathens were converted, previous
claims to their land and labor might be vitiated. Therefoie, be-
ginning in the sixteenth century serious arguments were ma?le that
Indians, for example, could have their lands taken and be enrlaved
not merely because they were heathens but more fundamentally ;hey
were considered less than human, on the same plane as animals.
Consequently, such beings were incapable of conversion and their
subservient status was premanently fixed. These conjectuies pro-
voked a heated dispute in the Catholic church in Spain, eventually
culminating in a ruling in favor of the Indians.

In northern Europe and North America the moderating
ideological influence of the Catholic church was largely missing; its
place taken by an aggressive Protestantism that embodied the very
spirit of capitalism.4More important, the North American colonies

were true settler colonies, involving migration and settlement of en-
tire families of cblonists rather than the patriarchal pattern of ad-
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venturers-conquistadors more characteristic of Latin America, and
the emerging northern ruling class was more bourgeois and
property-oriented than its emi eudal South American
counterpart.5The result was the evolution of a rigid two-category
system in North America that relegated Indians and slaves to the
ideological status of sub-men. The 4kavage Indian brutes 5 could
thus be cheerfully cheated, forcibly relieved of their land and very
nearly exterminated by aggressive Protestant settlers. Slaves fared
little better. Capitalist slavery in fact totally dehumanized the slave;
it reduced a human being to the status of a draft animal—chattel.
Consequently, the ideology of North American slavery asserted a
biological inequality of the races; that black slaves were either an
entirely different species—polygenesis—or a transitional group lo-
cated somewhere between apes and white men. Since virtually all
slaves in North America were black and the overwhelming majority
of the black population were slaves it is not surprising that the
evolving racist ideology increasingly recognized no sigmticant di-
iction between sind free hbrks. latter were a small.
minority who were eventually engulfed by the tide of white racism.
-Although elements of color prejudice may have predated slavery,
Africans were not enslaved in North America because they were
black. The developing colonial agricultural system in the southern
colonies of North America—based on production of exportable om-
mercial crops—demanded a large and jixed labor force. Wi aout
such a work force it would have been impossible to sustain the Irri-
tation economy. The labor demands of the mercantile plantation
system fell first on Indians and white indentured servants. The for-
mer proved unsatisfactory as a labor source for several reasons:
their limited numbers (the main concentration of North American
Indians was on the West Coast), their the white
man”s diseases due to recent contact between the two groups, and
the fact that they could escape from servitude with relative ease
since they knew the land better than the white settlers. White ser-
vants also presented problems, since their contracts specified a time
limit for service. At the same time, whites could not be enslaved

S-
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because this would provoke political repercussions in Europe and
very nkeiy stem the tide of white immigration across the Atlantic;
white slavery would thus be self-defeating. Asians, if considered,
.were too far away; the transportation costs would be prohibitive

ovements- in thc_U Ukt ®I ®m— -
and the likelihood of successfully completing such a long and
dangerous sea voyaee, given the state of seafaring technology, was
highly questionable. South American Indians were already claimed
by. the Spanish and Portuguese.

Fortunately for the North American colonists, the Spanish and
Portuguese had already led the way in tapping a virtually bottom-
less reservoir of labor: the peoples of the west coast of Africa. In-
deed, the first blacks to arrive in North America in 1619 were prob-
ably victims of the Iberian slave trade. Africans provided an ideal
source of labor for the English colonies: th'e west coast of Africa
was relatively near to the Caribbean, there were never any compli-
cating questions of voluntary migration or political repercussions,
many Africans were agncuituraiists who quicKly grasped the de-
mands of agricultural labor on the plantations, the long contact be-
tween Europe and Africa meant that Africans were not so easily
decimated by the white man’s diseases—they had built up a resi-
stance—and, finally, unlike Indians, Africans were unfamiliar xviih
the new land and thus found it more difficult to escape and sue "ss-
fully avoid capture. Therefore, Airica became tne hunting ground
of the European slave powers. The development and specific lab r
requirements of the capitalist colonial plantation system, not rate,
marked Aincans as the chief victims of slavery. However, once this
process was set in motion, the institutionalization of capitalist slav-
ery promoted the elaboration of ajustificatory racist ideology.6 Un-
like ancient slavery, modern capitalist slavery demanded a perma-
nent, nonassimilable labor force to produce the agricultural com-
modities which were salable on the home market in the mother
countries. Capitalist plantations, existing in a vast land of immense
opportunity, could labor force only through the
mechanism of slavery buttressed by a trenchant racism that totally
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denied the possibility that slave workers might assimilate into the
general population, to seek their fortune on equal footing with the
white settlers.

Slavery degraded human beings to the level of brute animals who
must be “ domesticated " forced to work and constantly supervised.
The elaboration and articulation of an ideological rationalization
accompanied the institutionalization of slavery, and reached its apex
as the slave system entered its final crisis in the nineteenth century.
Beginning in the seventeenth century we note a steady shift in ideo-
logical perspective from religion to race as the prime justification
for slavery. Racism proved to be an ideal ideology for slavery. For
unlike attempts atjustification on religious grounds alone, there was
no possibility of racial conversion, although there was no lack of
speculation along this line. Also the ideological unity of the white
population was assured by the economic and psychological advan-
tages which accrued to them purely on the basis of their whiteness.
This avoided the ideological disunity that afflicted Latin whites who
tried to construct a rigidly religious rationalization for slavery and
colonization. .

*The ideological influence of developing racism was widespread
due to the economic structure of North American society. The slave
system was essential to the development of the Southern plantation
economy, and initially it provided a strong stimulus to Nort" ern
industry and shipping (thereby ironically aiding the North in build-
ing an industrial society that by the mid-nineteenth century woe d
clash v/ith the South). Not only did capitalists and plantation owii-
ers gain from slavery but also many of the white workers who immi-
grated to the New World. As James Boggs has observed, in: lally
even whites at the very bottom of colonial society benefited from
African slavery: "First, the expanding industry made possible by
the profits of slave trafficking created jobs at an expanding rate.
Second, white indentured servants were able to escape from the de-
humanization of plantation servitude only because of the seemingly
inexhaustable supply of constantly imported slaves to take their
place. « ¢ . For the individual white indentured servant or laborer,
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African slavery meant the opportunity to rise above the status of
slave and become farmer or free laborer.” 7

During this early period slavery and colonialism also brought
numerous economic rewards to all segments of the population in
the colonizing societies.8 Thus, virtually all elements of the white
population embraced the racist ideology of slavery. It was only the
rapacious spread of cotton plantations and the maturation of indus-
trialism in the nineteenth century that made slavery a threat to some
segments of white farmers and workers. The nineteenth century was
atime of turmoil and crisis for the colonial slave system throughout
the world. On the one hand, colonialism and slavery had underwrit-
ten the development of a great industrial system that made Great
Britain the most powerful European nation. At the same time, in-
dustrial capitalism made the oid-style colonialism and slavery obso-
lete. Unlike commercial or mercantile capitalism, which had re-
quired that nations and people be kept in direct political bondage
to facilitate channeling of economic surpluses to Europe, industrial
capitalism—with its monopoly on industrial production estab-
lished was no longer dependant solely on direct political or
military methods to bind colonial people to its service. The process
of capitalist trade itseli increasingly became the binding link. With
their economic development halted or distorted by colonialism, the
colonized peoples of the world were compelled to trade with | uro-
pean capitalists (which, given the terms of trade, meant in effect
they were working for the European capitalists) not becausf of
physical coercion but due to economic compulsion; only thus could
they gain access to the manufactured goods associated with a higher
standard of life, indeed, in some instances the economic life if the
colonized societies had been so crippled that their very survival de-
pended on continued trade with the Europeans.

This process was accompanied by efforts of some of the colonies
to break free of bondage. The United States had led the way and
was seeking to become an industrial capitalist nation, employing
a “free” labor force based cm economic rather than political or
physical compulsion. However, U.S. society exhibited a dual Har-
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acter due to the existence of a slave-plantation South which was
still linked in semi-colonial fashion to England. In the United States
a growing industrial capitalism existed side by side with a mercan-
tilist slave economy, but not without severe political and economic
strains which eventually culminated in the Civil War.

Thus, internationally and domestically the transition to industrial
capitalism set in motion, the social forces that brought about the
abolition of slavery. Anti-slavery thought had been around as long
as slavery, but it did not become a socially compelling ideology until
economic transformations were making slavery itself anachronistic.
This was not a simple process. As the new industrial society was
taking shape in the North following the war for independence, abo-
litionism flourished and slavery was outlawed in several Northern
states. However, the rejuvenation of the Southern plantation system
that followed the invention of the cotton gin strengthened slavery,
resulting in a temporary lull in abolitionist activity. But the conflict
between the political-economic organizing principles of two stages
of capitalist development vias net long to be repressed. By 1830
the debate between pro- and anti-slavery forces had resumed with
a'new vehemence, the former elaborating a systematic ideology of
black degradation and inherent inferiority. The debate was highly
involved, but resting at its core was the concept of the fundamental
non-humanness of blacks.9 For the first time the full ideological ra-
mifications of slavery were spelled out and exposed to public view.

Abolitionists centered their attack around the assertion that bla k
people were in fact human beings, and therefore it was moral'y
indefensible to subject them to slavery. They admitted that blacks
were degraded by slavery, but this was a fate that could befaU any
race subjected to such brutal oppression. The question of black
humanity thus became the touchstone of antebellum ideological con-
tention.

Although white abolitionists championed black humanity, they
did not necessarily advocate equality. At various times pro-abolition
voices advocated the removal (colonization) of the black population
as the only way to solve the race question. Other abolitionists fell
into a kind of paternalistic, romantic racism that was simply a liber-
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al version of biological racism. Abolitionists urged that black people,
as human beings, should be free, but they were confused and often
reactionary on the matter of racial equality.

This ideological confusion was manifested in other ways. Al-
though white abolitionists reflected the individualist and moral-reli-
gious ideas of developing industrial capitalism, they exhibited virtu-
ally no understanding of economics. Unlike some black abolitionists,
they did not call for black economic integration into the new indus-
trial society. A counterpart of this peculiar failure was also to be
found among anti-slavery white workers, who opposed slavery but
also opposed movement of black workers into the free territories.

How are we to explain this anomaly of a social system that pro-
duced intense opposition to slavery but no ideology of incorporating
the emancipated black workers into its economy? The answer prob-
ably lies in the particular method by which the Northern industrial
working class was formed, namely, European immigration. With
a steady stream of skilled and unskilled workers from Europe—
z stream which sv/elled into a torrent after the great crisis that
gripped Europe in the 1840% there simply was no need for bring-
ing blacks into the Northern industrial system. The labor needs of
the North were already being met. Consequently, all segments of
the Northern white population displayed a pronounced lack cr in-
terest in black economic integration. Indeed, many in the N rth
who supported the anti-slavery cause nevertheless cherished the
hope of a future industrial America that would be all white in rac al
composition. The ideology of racism, although grounded in social
organization, was taking on a life and direction oi its own, actually
shaping white behavior, not merely reflecting it.

Black abolitionists, although embroiled often in internal tactical
disputes, were generally agreed on the ideological necessity of sup-
porting white abolitionist activities. Debates centered around the in-
terrelated questions of how best to do so, and how best to attack
the racial prejudices of the white reformers. In point of fact these
guestions were answered in practice. Between 181/ and the out-
break of the Civil War thousands of blacks organized ?,nd
participated in an independent black abolitionist movement with its
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own independent press. Even blacks such as Frederick Dogulass,
who believed that individual blacks should integrate into white re-
form organizations, were compelled to modify their position. Dogu-
lass found himself hemmed in by his Garrisonian friends, and he
split with t|“em precisely over the question of ideological independ-
ence. When Douglass determined to found his own newspaper he
was seeking an institutional vehicle that would enable him to exert
ideological leadership.

The existence of an independent black movement enabled black
abolitionists to exert considerable influence on abolitionism in gen-
eral. Local, state and regional organizations, firmly rooted in the
black community, provided the institutional support necessary for
developing and propagating a black ideology. Consequently, black
abolitionists did much more than simply welcome and endorse white
reformers advocacy of black humanity. .Backed by their own
organizations and press, militant blacks asserted their ideological
leadership by (1)demanding black economic (and political) integra-
tion, and (2) insisting that black peaple were fully equal to whites
(i.e., capable of self-development) and fully independent (i.e., capa-
ble of self-direction). Thus, when white abolitionism hesitated and
became confused, black leaders, representing the victims of slavery
and racism, stepped in and took up the ideological assault on both
slavery and racis.a.

The limits to the success of black militancy were imposed by the
powerlessness of bu cks in post-bellum America. Black people were
emancipated from slavery but not from economic and political de-
pendency. The refusal of the white rulers to undertake radical
agrarian reform after the Civil War meant that black people could
not achieve economic independence in the South, while at the same
time the racism of employers and labor unions denied them econom-
ic integration in the North. The sharecropping system kept blacks
in slave-like economic bondage while the machinations of the Re-
publican party assured their political bondage.

Blacks did succeed in steering white abolitionists away from col-
onization schemer and in confronting them with other questions
concerning racism; and black workers, by going on strike during
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the war, promoted the immediate abolition of slavery without com-
pensation to slaveholders by demonstrating that it was in the
military interest of the North to do so. But once these struggles
were over, black people found themselves at the mercy of an ascend-
ant Northern bourgeoisie whose first concern was to consolidate its
political hegemony over the Southern rebels. Denied both economic
independence and economic integration, black people became the
wards of a triumphant but insecure Republican party. While at the
state level black leaders were able to effect many reforms during
Reconstruction, their days were numbered by their economic and
political dependency and the consequent inability of black leader-
ship to break free of an ever-more-opportunistic Republican party.

The Racial Ideology of Monoply Capital and
Imperialism

The biological racism of slavery underwent a serious modification
as international capitalism advanced to the monopoly and imperi-
alist phase. Where slavery denied humanity, the new ideology ad-
mitted that nonwhites were human beings but maintained that they
were inferior race? which must be guided and ruled by a master
race of whites tl.at supposedly had demonstrated its superior
civilized virtues in the course of centuries of struggle for world
domination.

This ideological sl-ift accompanied structural changes in the poli-
tical economy of capnalism. In the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury the "free eruerprise5 system gave way to gigantic monopolies
as the dominant mode of economic organization. Unregulated
capitalist competition played out to its logical conclusion; smaller,
weaker firms—e.g., family ownerships and partnerships—were el-
bowed aside by the massive economic concentrations made possible
by joint stock companies and corporations. The very structure of
the latter encouraged capital concentration and centralization on a
scale never before “en. The process of monopolization proceeded
apace among both industrial firms and financial institutions, and
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subsequent linkages between these two culminated in an oligopoli-
stic system of cartels, syndicates and trusts.

Monopoly not only concentrated capital but also exhibited a ten-
dency to generate new surplus capital at a rapid rate.DThe accumu-
lation of economic surplus posed a serious problem since its nonab-
sorption had a depressive and destabilizing effect on the larger econ-
omy. Several basic methods were evolved in the advanced capitalist
nations for easing this structural problem. First, tremendous
amounts of social energy were diverted from productiorx to sales-
manship and advertising. A large section of the work force was gra-
dually shifted into staffing and managing the new white collar jobs
related to artifically stimulating a demand for the commodities of
monopoly capital. Increased consumption meant increased produc-
tion which in turn opened up new areas for investment of surplus
capital. Second, technological progress created still another avenue
of investment. In particular, railroads and the automobile absorbed
huge amounts of capital, and created whole new industries, such
as steei5 oii and chemicals, which meant stiii more opportunities
for investment. Finally, imperialism and militarism laid the basis
for increased foreign sales and investment and the expenditure of
surplus capital through building and arming a large military estab-
lishment. Obviously these two phenomena went hand in hand and
required active coordination by the national governments of the im-
perialist powers. Despite all of these avenues for absorbing surplus
capital the problem s ill remained, since all of these methods with
the sole exception of militarism resulted in even more economic
concentration and the accumulation of still more surplus. Conse-
quently, it is not surprising that the economically inspired refor-
mism in the waning years of the nineteenth century and the be-
ginning of the twentieth increasingly demanded government regula-
tion of the economy as the only was short of social revolution
of stabilizing and rationalizing a chronically unbalanced system.

The transition from competitive capitalism to monopoly
capitalism was beginning in the United States by the end of Recon-
struction. With thir transition, uncertainly about the future role of
black labor was also resolved. Where blacks had been the main
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productive labor force of ante-bellum Southern agriculture they
were n Ufu.become a suhproletarialLthe “shock absorbers” of mo-
nopoly capital. The structural instability of the monopoly system
meant that workers at the very bottom of the economic ladder were
confronted not oniy by low wages but also extreme economic inse-
curity. The slightest gyration in the monopoly economy meant that
thousands upon thousands of workers at its bottom levels would
lose their jobs. So long as Western settlement was possible and Eu-
ropean immigrants were available the subproletariat remained
white. Wave after wave of white immigrants arrived to take un-
skilled jobs in industry and then began climbing up the economic
ladder by acquiring land or being bolstered by the next wave of
immigration. But between the closing of the frontier toward the end
of the nineteenth century and the outbreak of World War I, which
cut off European immigration, a method had to evolve for supplying
a new subproletariat and for keeping the new group permanently
at the bottom of the economic heap. The latter requirement was
made necessary by the fact that the maturation oi monopoly plus
the ending, of westward expansion meant that opportunities for up-
ward social mobility were being severely curtailed. The class struc-
ture of U.S. society, previously obscured by frontier individualism
and seemingly ui limited opportunities for economic advancement,
was now revealis” itself with a severity that could not go unreco-
gnized. In reaction, the attitude of the embattled small-property
owner became the kleologicai stance of vast sectors of the white pop-
ulation, including millions who owned nothing but their own labor-
power.

The ideological racism left over from slavery combined with the
institutionalization of racism that followed Reconstruction con-
demned black people to the role of scavengers of monopoly capital.
Politically inspired disfranchisement and segregation reduced blacks
to a virtual pariah caste in the South, while Southern violence and
the beginning mechanization of agriculture combined with the end-
ing of European immigration spurred a massive migration of black
workers into the Northern industrial slums. Black workers were
emancipated from slavery but their exploitation continued. Indeed,

. Nt 6 A
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by converting black workers into a racially stigmatized category of
uwage slaves®it was now possible to exploit them even more merci-
lessly. With blacks thrown on their own as individuals, instead of
being the collective economic responsibility of the white master
class, they could be used as a permanent subprolctanat to increase
the margin of profitability of monopoly industrial capitalism dis-
pensable in times of recession, available to work at low wages when-
ever required.

Furthermore, the advent of imperialism had opened whole new
areas of the world to recruitment of 3 domestic colonicil work force
that, like blacks, could be stigmatized and subordinated on the basis
of racial distinction. Already on the West Coast Chinese contract
labor used in railroad construction was proving the value of a semi-
enslaved but ostensibly tfree5 labor force.

The specific ideological concepts of this period can be traced to
two immediate sources. The Republican effort to impose Northern

political hegemony through manipulation of the newly enfranchised
black eiectoraxe raised howls of pi cuest iii tne white oouh'i. poutiiein

ideologues defended the necessity of “white supremacy” in the face

of the supposed dire threat of <black domination,% and their de-
mands were backed up by organized terrorism. The gradual
penetration of Nortnern capital into the South during and after Re-
construction built  foundation for closer integration of the two re-
gions, but the attempted interracial rebellion of middle- and lower-
class Southern farmers against the encroachments of monopoly

could only be broken up by hysterically fanning the flames of white
supremacy. Thus Northern capital s drive to assert its political and
economic control over the South provoked ideological reactions
which contributed to the formulation of 3 new racist conception.

A second immediate source of the new racism was aggressive U.S.
expansion into the Pacific and Caribbean areas in search of markets
and materials. American imperialism, like its European counter-
part, represented a new stage in the history of colonialism. Where
the old colonialism plundered nations and disrupted their traditional
economies, econom ¢ imperialism aimed to block the accumulation
of capital and the creation of an industrial base in the colonies and
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semi-colonies. Increasingly, sophisticated economic exploitation re-
placed outright plunder as the modus operandi of colonialism. Con-
sequently, economic development and underdevelopment were insti-
tutionalized as opposite sides of the same imperialist coin, as the
underdeveloped countries became appended to the monopoly
economies of the imperialist powers.

The success of imperialism necessitated a serious attempt to root
more firmly capitalist economic and political institutions in the co-
lonial areas, for it was only through such institutions (the market,
private property, banking system, wage labor) that capitalist invest-
ment and domination could be secured. Thus, implicit in the new
arrangement were the two ideas that the colonized were to continue
to be dominated by the imperialists but at the same time were to
undergo a period of tutelage or ‘“‘elevation’ that .supposedly-would
educate them to the value of bourgeois institutions, without, of
course, raising any embarrassing questions about their assigned
place in the imperialist order.1L In racial terms, the new ideology
found its liiost ds.bora.ic expression in Social Darwinism.

That Social Darwinism came to epitomize the new racist ideology
ir readily explained. In the first place, Social Darwinism, with its
emphasis on vicious competition and unrelenting struggle of one
against all, accurately reflected the economic dynamics leading to
the rise of monopoly capital. Second, its categorization of blacks
and other nonwhires as inferior races, not subhuman species, cleared
away the older ideo ogical baggage that these groups were incapable
of performing induitrial labor. Indeed, low-level industrial educa-
tion of black workers was now heartily approved of by whites both
in the South and the North. So long as it was understood that blacks
would remain at che lowest levels of industry and be supervised
by whites there was no disagreement. Third, despite occasional de-
murrers, Social Darwinism defined imperial expansion as a positive
good which both expressed the so-called manifest destiny of the
white race to dominate, and established contacts making possible
the eventual “ uplift” of the inferior colored races. Social Darwinism
thus rationalized severe racial oppression on the grounds of a
“natural” and unchanging racial hierarchy, and paternalistic phi-
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lanthronv on .the assumption that moral and intellectual “ evolu-
tionn of inferior races was possible. This seeming contraaiction was
a source of some ideoloeical confusion, but it presented no funda-
mental problem. The new racist ideology asserted not so much the
irreversible bestial degradation of the nonwhite races, but affirmed
primarily the determination of white rulers and ideologists to main-
tain the supremacy of the white race in the nation and the world.
Exaggerated fear of inundation by nonwhites thereby was revita-
lized as a major theme of the new period of white racist thinking.

Social Darwinism was not the only way in which the new ideol-
ogy found expression. Anglo-Saxonism, master race ideas, the con-
cept of the "white man's burden,%all were evident during the peri-
od under consideration, but in terms of content they were largely
variations on ideas that were more systematically manifest in Social
Darwinism.22

If the fifty years between 1870 and 1920 witnessed the consolida-
tion of monopoly capital and the rise of American imperialism, one
effect of these developments was to undermine the old independent
middle classes of small businessmen, professionals and small farmers
which, until then, had been the economic backbone of white
America. The growth of giant corporations intimidated and dislo-
cated the old petty bourgeoisie. Entrenched monopoly bore down
oppressively on unskilled black and other dispossessed workers, at
the same time offering concessions to those elements of organized
labor which accepted monopoly principles and racism. The result
of all these tendencies was a proliferation of reform movements, led
mainly by the middle classes and labor bureaucrats, aimed at con-
fronting, regulating or imitating monopoly capital.

The Southern populist revolt of small and poor farmers (many
of whom were black) against the Bourbons and Northern capitalists
represented an assault on monopoly capital which, in the South,
functioned through the Democratic party. White populists organ-
ized black political support, which they needed to win state elec-
tions, and they propounded the theory of common economic in-
terests of black and white farmers, but they failed to attack the
white supremacist ideology inherited from the aftermath of Recon-
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struction. Consequently, charges of fostering "black domination }
struck directly at the Achilles heel of populism in the South. Them-
selves thoroughly infected with racism, white populists fell back in
disarray and eventually joined their former enemies in affirming
white solidarity. Black populists, lacking an independent organiza-
tion and press, were unable to affect these developments in any sig-
nificant way. If anything, populism demonstrated that once estab-
lished, an ideology does not merely reflect but is also capable of
actually guiding social behavior, especially when there is no exter-
nal ideological counter-balance. .

Progressivism was an urban response to the same fundamental
structural changes that motivated populism. However, the class
basis of progressivism was undergoing a basic transformation at the
very time that the movement was gaining momentum. The
continuous and unrelenting incorporation of the old middle class
into the new white-collar private and public bureaucracies of mo-
nopoly capital changed progressivism from a revolt against the sys-
tem into an attempt to regulate it, the success of v/hich established
still more bureaucracies as the partnership between government and
big business was institutionalized. ldeologically, progressivism ex-
hibited a dual character but increasingly shifted toward corporate
liberalism and welfare statism. As to the matter of race, progressives
varied from the vi' jlent white supremacy of many political progres-
sives to what George Frederickson has termed accommodationist
racism,13 which was more characteristic of social welfare progres-
sives. Both groups could agree, however, on a paternalistic ap-
proach to race relations which sought to accommodate blacks and
other ethnic minorities to the labor demands of the new industrial
order.

In the South Booker T. Washington, totally dependent on the
philanthropy of monopoly capital, became a spokesman for the ac-
commodationist racism of progressives. Although his hope for blacks
to achieve economic independence under.capitalism had already
been defeated in the wake of the Civil War, his program to create
a docile, apolitical -'ndustrial labor force meshed smoothly with the
current interests ot the captains of industry, North and South.
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In the North a handful of middle-class black militants desperately
tried to halt the spread of violent white racism which they feared
might engulf even the educated, exceptional members of the race.
They founded newspapers and organizations for this purpose. How-
ever, the organizations were elitist; they represented the Talented
Tenth and were largely divorced from the masses of black people.
As a result, the militant organizations tended to be weak and con-
stantly on the verge of financial collapse and thus could be co-opted
by the well-heeled white progressives who organized the NAACP.
Moreover, they failed to perceive that racial antagonism was as-
suming new guises in accordance with changes in the political econ-
omy. Yet, despite their weaknesses, the independent black organiza-
tions succeeded in formulating and propagating an anti-racist pro-
gram which was to gain more and more adherents among both the
white and black populations as the twentieth century progressed.

Industrialization and urbanization also prompted a large reform
movement among middle-class white women who began to demand
the same rights and privileges as the men of their class. Altaougli
bourgeois feminism started as a bi®oad rofowfTfnovement associated
with abolitionism, it gradually narrowed to a single-issue movement
with no significant ideology of its own. Consequently, its ideological
proclivities were identical with those of the dominant society. In-
deed, feminist leaders opportunistically embraced white suprr nacy
as a way of asserting their own allegiance to white dominatirn in
hopes that this would establish their qualifications for exercis ng
the franchise. White women totally betrayed their black sisters in
the name of white solidarity. They were rewarded with the vote.

Middle-class black women also organized independently to work
for race betterment and to demand their rights. Unfortunately, the
concern with bourgeois respectability and proper decorum absorbed
much of the women’s agitational energy and deflected their direct
assault on racism. Instead they concentrated on organizing separate
black institutions which were basically conservative in nature, much
as the black church had done in the South. Even so the black
women's stress on self-help and their influence on progresslasm
conditioned the emergence of social welfare agencies such as the Na-
tional Urban League.
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The more radical and alienated of middle-class intellectuals found
in socialism a congenial movement. Socialism also appealed to many
elements of labor, but the concessions which the more skilled and
privileged workers won from monopoly capital, combined with se-
vere repression of the radical labor groups soon removed this base
of socialist support. White socialists espoused egalitarianism but
their social democratic inheritance and the influence of American
racism made them something less than chamoions of racial equality,
at least before World War I. In fact, for early socialists racism was
a diversionary issue conjured up by calculating capitalists. They to-
tally ianed to understand that racism might be deeply ingrained
in the historical development of capitalist culture and could not be
written off as a mere capitalist conspiracy to divide the workers.
In any event, in practice white socialists largely ignored or even
discriminated against black workers. The most active black socialists
of this period. A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen, were indi-
vidual militants who had no organized base of support in the black
ATem e TRt et A Ol A8 T axicas T raio i TEEXTUe: v
other reform movements in not being inherently racist, nevertheless
absorbed a strong dose of racism from the European and American
societies in which it made its first aDDearance.

The dominant trend in organized labor at the beginning of this
century was a movement toward exclusionism and racism. Thf dec-
ades after the Civil War had been an era of uncertainty for
unionism. Differing goals, tactics and organizing principles were
openly debated. But with the overthrow of Reconstruction and Jie
birth of monopoly and imperialism, organized labors vision began
to narrow. Indeed, a “labor aristocracy” developed withii the
working class. This privileged stratum understood that its favored
status was based upon close articulation with the needs of monopoly
capital and imperialism, In fact, it represented a monopoly within
a monopoly, and hence proceeded to reproduce the ideologies of mo-
nopoly and racism within its ranks.4 It was no accident that trade
unions among skilled workers attempted to monopolize job opportu-
nities by excluding other workers, especially members of subjug ted
racial groups. By doing so they helped institutionalize a permanent
black subproletariat as a base upon which white workers could
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stand thereby clnii)?iamgT.ITe@5ttnt tyf in
a system that was becoming ever more rigid. Of course, monopoly
capitaPs use of blacks as strikebreakers exposed the chimerical qual-
ity of organized white labor% privileges, but ironically this only
reinforced Jabor racism.

Numerous attempts v/ere made to build independent black labor
unions, some of which achieved a measure of success. By and large,
however, the limits of black labor organizing were defined by the
role assigned black workers in the monopoly economy. Black labor
organizing meant organizing the lowest paid and economically most
insecure members of the working class, an extremely difficult task
with little assurance of success. In all likelihood it is those black
workers who have moved into better paying and more secure jobs
who will be most amenable to unionizing efforts, as proved to be
true of the sleeping car porters in the 1920s.

All in all, the upsurge of reformism at the turn of the century
did not halt the advance of monopoly capital nor abate racism. In-
stead it helped to launch a process that was tu culminate in the
creation of modern corporate liberal society with its host of white-
collar salaried employees and well-paid skilled workers. For blacks
this process hardly represented .a blessing since it relegated most
black workers to menial and marginal jobs of short duration with
minimum pay. That the NAACP and National Urban League were
born out of all this must be counted at least a qualified victory.
But these two inter acial groups were born of compromise, and they
faced a sharply uphill struggle in carrying their message to the
country at large.

Cultural Chauvinism and Liberal Imperialism

The years since World War | mark the transition to still a third
period in the history of racist thinking.l nis new period is increas-
ingly characterized by the ideology of cultural chauvinism; the myth
that a unique ane independent cultural heritage and development
somehow accounts for the greater material advancement of western

Ner
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Europe and North America compared with other areas of the world.
Cultural chauvinism treats industrial advancement as the natural
end-product of a supposedly superior ‘‘Western culture," conve-
niently obscuring the fact that it was capitalist exploitation of the
colonial world that contributed to rapid and continuing material
progress in'Europe and North America. By separating culture from
economics and history, cultural chauvinism regards culture as a me-
taphysical attribute of a people or nation. As such it can be consid-
ered a sophisticated variation on the older idea of racial chauvinism.
However, cultural chauvinism does not stigmatize nonwhite peoples
as inherently inferior, instead they are merely “ culturally deprived”
or "culturally backward,n Hence, assimilation to bourgeois ~"West-
ern culture" steadily replaces race as the main criterion for admis-
sion to the white world. Obviously this ideological changeover is
far from complete even today, and there are serious reasons to doubt
that in practice it ever can be.B But clearly the rhetoric of racial
integration and cultural assimilation has come into vogue to a much
greater extent than ever was the case in the past,

Perhaps the best way of clarifying the concept of cultural chau-
vinism is to examine the forces that brought it into being. At the
outset of such a discussion it should be observed that the new ideol-
ogy does not spring from purely internal developments of capitalism
or the dynamics of imperialist expansion. On the contrary, it is ex-
ternal developments—the birth and rapid spread of anti-colonial
and socialist revolts throughout the colonized and economically
backward areas of the world—that have forced a defensive
ideological reaction in the capitalist-imperialist system. For the first
time in modern h;story the capitalist world is in retreat, buffeted
by revolutionary forces which its own previous expansion helped
to create. Hence, cultural chauvinism must be analyzed within this
context rather than regarded simply as an ideological outgrowth of
systemic development and expansion.

Among the factors that contributed to the emergence of cultural
chauvinism, four are particularly significant. First, of course, was
the birth of the anti-colonial struggle in the nineteenth century and
its subsequent development into a worldwide movement against im-
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perialism. This was no accidental development but represented a
dialectical response to imperialist domination. Eric R. Wolf, for ex-
ample, in his study of peasant wars concludes that capitalist
penetration of traditional societies created severe dislocations and
at the sam; time cut these societies off from their past so that the
finai outcome could only be an anti-colonial and in some cases, so-
cialist, revolt. BWith more and more colonies in uproar and clamor-
ing for independence, the imperialist powers were compelled to
modify their tactics. Since the strategic aim of imperialism is eco-
nomic domination it was possible, and even desirable, to grant for-
mal political independence to colonies so long as imperialist eco~
nomic control remained secure. The latter was accomplished in part
by turning over the reins of political power to comprador classes
which had a material stake in maintenance of capitalist property
and social relations. Indirect control thereby replaced direct control,
and neo-colonialism was born.

Ideologically the "right" of these comprador classes to rule could
not be based on alleged racial superiority since they were drawn
from the same racial stock as the native masses. Hence, assimilation
into “ Western culture” replaced race as the yardstick for privilege
in the neo-colonial world. Special efforts were made to see that po-
tential'colonial political leaaers, civil servants and military person-
nel were educatec and trained in the imperialist metropolises so
that they would be ideologically suited for their new role as liaison
agents between impe ialism and the popular masses of the neo-col-
onies.

Second, the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 shook the very founda-
tions of capitalis t and unsettled its elaborate ideological edifice.
The subsequent linking of the socialist movement to the anti-imperi-
alist struggle against colonialism and neo-colonialism, and the
spread of communist thought and activity to the United States
prompted hysterical reaction in defense of “Western civilization”
and “the American Way of Life.” The Russian Revolution also
had the effect of polarizing the white population since Slavs, Jews
and immigrants ge eraliy were now being stereotyped as dangerous
radicals 7
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Third, conflicts between the imperialist nations over control of
colonies led to wars and further fragmentation of white solidarity.
The capitalist nations divided into liberal democratic and fascist
camps with each accusing the other of having betrayed the civilizing
mission of Western culture. Defense of Western culture became a
unifying theme among both liberals and fascists. The rise of Japan
as a major capitalist and imperialist power posed something of a
dilemma for Europeans and white Americans, but this was resolved
by classifying the Japanese as unusually adept uimitatorsn of West-
ern culture.

The two world wars resulted in the emergence of the United
States as the most powerful capitalist nation and the acknowledged
leader of the rest. With its own population composed of an amalgam
of national and ethnic groupings, and faced with hostile anti-imperi-
alist and socialist movements, the U.S. power structure could hardly
afford to revert, at least officially, to the old biological and Social
Darwinist racial theories. Moreover, advances in scientific knowl-
cuC had largely discredited uiC CvidciiCc gathered ill support of
these theories. Clearly, a new ideology was urgently needed.

Final factors in the genesis of cultural chauvinism were the mass
movements launched by black people, and the interaction between
these movements and the anti-colonial revolt. The Garvey move-
ment after World War | and the civil rights movement after World
II-Korea both represented a growing black awakening to the world
situation. Garvey explicitly hoped to liberate blacks in any nation
where they were oppressed. Unfortunately, Garvey’'s own racial
chauvinism, a defense against the racism of the dominant society,
sidetracked him into cultural mysticism and grandiose dreams of
founding a black empire. Nevertheless, Garvey%s movement showed
as nothing before the determination of hundreds of thousands of
black people to break free of racial oppression. Moreover, Gar-
veyism and the Pan-African conferences organized by Du Bois
played significant roles in promoting a nationalist consciousness in
Africa.

The civil rights movement began as an independent black strug-
gle, but it started declining partly because its middle-class leader-
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ship merged with white liberals and allowed them to define goals
and tactics. The concept of Black Power as articulated in. the sixties
represented a reassertion of black independence. It did not reject
tactical alliances with white reformers but insisted that black groups
must maintain their organizational integrity and establish strong
ties with the general black community. Further, African independ-
ence struggles and the Vietham war made a deep impact on the
political consciousness of black nationalists. The revolutionary im-
plications of this became most apparent in the personality and
thinking of Malcolm X.

The dangerous mixture of nationalism, anti-imperialism and so-
cialism that some black radicals were beginning to advocate could
not long be tolerated. Two ancient tactics were trundled out to meet
this threat: repression of the radicals and concessions to the moder-
ates. Additionally, efforts were made to recruit militant but accul-
turated members of the black middle class as liaison agents between
monopoly capital and the rebellious black ghettos.8 Thus, the
spectre ol a massive black revolt veeririg toward political radicalism
spurred the further development of cultural chauvinism as a defen-
sive ideology.

In sum, in the era of imperialist crisis cultural chauvinism
emerges as the ideological defense of the capitalist system, seeking
to unify factionalize : white populations in support of Western (cap-
italist) culture while offering to assimilate those members of op-
pressed national ana ethnic groups who are willing to abide by the
system” rules. The roots of cultural chauvinism can be traced to
World War |, which should not be taken to mean that other forms
of racism abated after that war. On the contrary, cultural chau-
vinism was simply one side of a dual defensive reaction, the other
side of which was protofascism and revived Ku Klux Klanism.
These two ideological strains openly confronted each other in World
War Il and fascism, at least for the time being, went down to defeat.
Since then we have seen the consolidation, not without setbacks,
of cultural chauvinism as the racial ideology of the liberal imperi-
alist state.
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All of these developments were not without their effects on social
reform movements. Chief among these was the increasing advocacy
of racial integration of nonwhites into American life. This was a
liberal reform version of cultural chauvinism, for it still assumed
that integration of nonwhites would not challenge the foundations
of American society. Thus, CIO organizers and New Deal progres-
sives agreed that blacks and other nonwhites should be counted in.
Yet the conservatism and complacency that settled over white
America in the 1950% revealed the tenuous nature of integra-
tionism. It required a massive civil rights movement and revolts in
Africa to inject some substance into the integrationist rhetoric.

Communist and Trotskyist radicals of the inter-war years were
caught in a curious dilemma by integrationism. On the one hand
they advocated full racial integration as a democratic demand, but
the Russian revolutionaries to whom they looked for ideological
leadership insistently talked about the right of self-determination.
Since the Russians had only limited knowledge of American condi-
tions and history, and the American radical socialists had little un-
derstanding of self-determination, the result was a mass of confu-
sion, opportunism and outright betrayal. Very few white socialists
identified self-determination with the repeated independent black ef-
forts to organize and struggle against racism.

Thousands of blacks were active in the labor and socialist move-
ments in the 1930s, but with few exceptions they simply integrated
as individuals into white-controlled organizations. The radical black
groups that did exist tended to be fronts for white groups or they
were eventually taken over by white organizations. Consequently,
militant blacks possessed no independent base; they were simply
dispersed in a sea of white confusion. The major exception was A.
Philip Randolph, whose Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters not
only sought to protect black porters but also provided Randolph
with an independent base from which he continuously attacked the
racism of the AFL.

Cultural chauvinism, by making a fetish of “Western culture,”
has had still another effect on contemporary movements for social
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change; namely, it has fostered a reaction in the form of cultural
nationalism among different ethnic groups. In turn this has led to
cultural arrogance between various Third World groups in the U.S.
Hence, the numerous instances of cultural antagonism as for in-
stance between blacks, ciiicanos, Puerto Ricans, Indians, Asian-
Americans. The cultural chauvinism of the dominant society encour-
ages ethnic organizations to react by focusing on their cultural dif-
ferences rather than their common struggle against racism.
Moreover, many nonwhites in the U.S. have unwittingly adopted
cultural chauvinist attitudes toward Third World liberation strug-
gles—assuming that Third World militants in the American
stronghold of imperialism somehow automatically know what is the
best course for anti-imperialist struggles in Africa, Asia and Latin
America* This attitude is little different from social chauvinism of
nineteenth century European intellectuals. As we have seen in the
discussion of the early socialist movement, such arrogance only
serves to undermine solidarity between different oppressed groups,

m. Clearly, cultural chauvinism, like
the racism of which it is an extension, has acted to confuse and
weaken social change movement”. _

The preceding discussion su”fcsts that as the social structure un-
dergoes changes, whether due to its internal logic or external pres-
sure, social reform movements arise which generally reflect the lib-
eral aspects of the resuldng ideological development. Social reform-
ers, jarred into action by structural change, are to a greater or lesser
extent alienated from and critical of the dominant social system,
and by organizing movements they attempt to push the system in
what they believe is a progressive direction. While it is true that
these movements are not the underlying cause of social change they
can in fact influence the specific direction it takes, within the general
limits set by structural readjustments. Reform movements thus are
the ideological antennae of change.

As such progressive reform movements are sensitive to and can
be made to respond to organized social pressure from other groups
in society. Throughout the history of the United States militant
blacks have tried to a€fx)mplish precisely this The clash between
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black and white reformers forms an integral part of the ongoing
drama of the advance and counterattack against racism. This drama
in itself is an ideological and institutional manifestation of the ex-
pansion and forced retreat of capitalist imperialism. Indeed, it could
be argued that just as imperialism created the externa! forces capa-
ble of rolling it back, so has it created an insistently independent
internal ideological force committed to opposing imperialism’s racist
ideologies. White reformers, themselves largely unaffected by rac-
ism, generally fail to perceive its full ramifications and subtleties
This is why militant blacks and other nonwhites, who can3 escape
racial oppression, hnvr iifintrrire the lead in promoting and
consolidating opposition to racism. * -

This does not mean that no whites understood the importance
of struggling against racism, nor that black leaders were always
correct in their proposals and programs. It simply expresses a social
dynamic that has recurrea m the history of American reformism.
White leadership is not automatically racist, nor black leadership
automatically correct. Such mechanical formulas uo noi meet jj
test of practice. However, the recwg“moc”o! this social dynamic
around racism indicates a recurring problem or contradiction in the
nature of reformism.

The foregoing analysis of the roots of racist ideology implies that
ultimately the attack on racism must become a struggle with the
bourgeois social order itself, since the two cannot be isolated one
from the other. Bourgeois property relations and their ideological
rationalizations in the popular mind of white America have repeat-
edly incited racial antagonisms. Unfortunately, black leaders them-
selves have not always understood this, some makrng a fetish of
separatist and escapist fantasies while others vainly sought assimila-
tion into a bourgeois order that could not but be racist.

The dynamics of U.S. historical development led black reformers
to develop as an independent ideological force, but not a separate
ideological force. That is, although having their own press,
organizations, caucuses, and other concerted efforts, black social re-
formers were seeking to push general social reformism toward a
broader struggle where it would confront racism. But this would

6 ™M
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mean these were no longer reform movements but revolutionary
movements attacking a principal phenomenon of the bourgeois or-
der.

This is the final dilemma of reformism. Reform movements have
been consistently undermined by racism, but to resolve this problem
demands that both the struggle for reforms and the struggle against
racism be incorporated into a thoroughgoing process of revolution-
ary social transformation. Here reformism balks, for its aims are
limited and highly specific. However, without- transcending these
limitations, social change movements will continue merely to react
to problems rather than taking the lead in rooting out causes of
problems—and the problems themselves will simply recur in new
forms. Like Sisyphus, reformism, can expect neither final success
nor rest, unless it fundamentally alters its conception of the task at
hand.
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