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Introduction  

Although the subtitle of this book is similar to Howard Zinnôs 

Peopleôs History of the United States, that book was not the inspira-

tion for this work. The idea came from the book: Mi pais, la tierra y 

sus gentes (My Country, Its Land and Peoples) by Pablo Miranda. 

He was able to break down the history and politics of his native Ec-

uador in a simple form (simple enough that I was able to read 

through it easily with my rudimentary knowledge of Spanish). I 

thought that it would be helpful to readers in the U.S., particularly 

young people, to have a similar history of the U.S. Of course, the 

inevitable weakness in a short work that tries to deal with such a 

complex subject is that it is not possible to cover even all major 

events. 

I am not a historian by profession, but I have done a certain 

amount of political and historical writing. I also participated in 

many of the events of the last 50 years that are discussed in this 

book, so much of this part is more experience than history. I am an 

Anglo-American (white) man from a middle class background. I 

became an activist in the fight against the Vietnam War at Columbia 

University. In the anti-war movement, we had major discussions as 

to whether or not this war was a mistake. It was the invasion by the 

U.S. of the Dominican Republic in April of 1965 that made it clear 

to me that these wars were a consequence of the system of imperial-

ism (monopoly capitalism), and I was won over to scientific social-

ism. Since then, I have worked with various Marxist-Leninist 

groups in an attempt to build a genuine communist party in this 

country. 

The reader will see that I have made no attempt to separate the 

ñbare factsò from my views. Every writer, to one extent or another, 

and with greater or lesser honesty, includes his own views. This 

does not preclude being objective, as long as the writer bases these 

views on facts. 

Many of my positions may be controversial, even to readers 

with similar views. I also tried to write both for those who have 

some understanding of scientific socialism and those who do not. I 

hope that people will read the whole book, even if they have disa-

greements. If they have serious comments or criticisms, and of 

course if they find any factual errors, I would greatly appreciate it if 
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they would share them with me. I will try to take them into account 

in future editions of this book, as I have done with this edition. 

George Gruenthal 

georgeg0626@hotmail.com 
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1. The Americas before Columbus 

Despite the stories in U.S. history books, Columbus did not 

ñdiscoverò America. There were people in the Americas for at 

least 30,000 years before the arrival of the European settlers. In 

what is today the United States and Canada, there were the great 

mound building societies, particularly in the Ohio Valley; hunter-

gatherers including some of the peoples of the Great Plains; the 

Dine (ñNavajoò) and Hopi peoples, who developed settled agricul-

ture in the Southwest; the Algonquin and Iroquois peoples in the 

Northeast, who also mainly engaged in farming, among many oth-

ers. As Engels points out, throughout the world, including in the 

Americas, people at first lived in communal society, where the 

instruments of production were shared in common. 

There were also major civilizations, with highly developed 

class differences, such as the Wari, Nazcas and Incas in the Ande-

an region of South America; the Mayas in what is now southern 

Mexico, particularly the Yucatan peninsula, and Central America; 

and the Teotihuacanecos, Toltecs and Aztecs in what is now cen-

tral Mexico.
*
  

 
Pyramid of the Sun, Teotihuacan, central Mexico,  

begun about 100 C.E. (Common Era) 

                                                 
*
 Their development indicates that, even if there had been no 

conquest of the Americas by the western colonialists, class societies 

would still have developed in the Western Hemisphere. 
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 By various estimates, there were up to 100 million people in 

hundreds of tribes and nationalities in all parts of this vast area, 

including up to 12 million (Ward Churchill says 35 million) in 

North America. U.S. historians today are forced to recognize 

much of this. 

When Columbus arrived in the Caribbean, he described the 

peacefulness of the native Arawak people. However, this did not 

stop him from rounding up 500 of them and sending them to 

Spain in 1495. Of these, 200 died along the way. Under the 

Spanish conquistadores (conquerors), with the active assistance 

of priests, native peoples were enslaved on estates or forced to 

search for gold, whose location they were often tortured to re-

veal. Many died in the mines as slaves. Later, Spain enslaved 

Africans and brought them to their colonies.  

Though some people claim that the indigenous peoples of 

the Caribbean were completely wiped out, this is not correct. 

When the Spanish conquerors came, they did not bring women. 

Clearly, they had sexual relations with the indigenous women, 

mainly through rape, so many people in the Caribbean today 

have indigenous ancestry. 

Over the next decades, Spain conquered most of what is now 

called Latin America. But the defeat of the Spanish Armada 

(fleet) by the British in 1588 allowed Britain to take part in the 

conquest of the Western Hemisphere. 

When English settlers arrived in the Northeast of what is to-

day the United States, particularly Massachusetts (from the Al-

gonquin meaning ñpeople of the great hillò
*
), the native peoples 

tried to make them welcome, showing them how to grow corn 

and other crops to survive. But the leaders of the settlers, once 

they felt confident that they could live in their new environment, 

responded by massacring the original inhabitants. 

Earlier U.S. history books told of good white men coming to 

bring ñcivilizationò to the native peoples. But these fairy tales 

have now been too well exposed, mostly due to the struggles of 

the native peoples themselves. Instead, they have been replaced 

                                                 
*
 If the settlers had adopted the view that immigrants should speak 

the language of the peoples that they live among, we on much of the 

East Coast would be speaking Algonquin. 
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by new and more subtle lies. In these, the settlers (such as John 

Smith) are seen as getting along with the native people (such as 

Pocahontas), but these peaceful relations were foiled by ñhot-

headsò from both sides. One might call this the Disney version of 

history, as portrayed in the 1995 movie ñPocahontas.ò 

The history of relations between the native peoples and the 

leaders of the colonists, and later the U.S. government, has al-

ways been one of genocide and forced removal. Even before the 

American Revolution, many of the original inhabitants were 

pushed west of the Ohio River. Then, particularly in the 1830s, 

they were pushed west of the Mississippi and finally into the sys-

tem of ñreservationsò today. Even here people are forced off the-

se reservations whenever oil, gold or other valuable resources are 

found there. Ward Churchill says that some 2/3 of U.S. energy 

resources are on these reservations. Besides the outright takeover 

of these areas, the mining has caused tremendous environmental 

damage, such as from the radioactive waste of the former urani-

um mines in the Black Hills of South Dakota, an area that is sa-

cred to the Lakota people. These reservations are on the worst 

 
Drawing: Colonists vs. Native People 

Battle of Bloody Brook, 1675, near Deerfield, Massachusetts 



6 

land, where almost nothing grows.  

According to official figures, of all ñethnic groups,ò the life 

expectancy for Native Americans is the lowest (72 years, 5 years 

lower than for Anglo-Americans). However, this difference 

seems greatly underestimated, since it is officially recognized 

that the death rate for Native Americans is 50% higher than that 

of whites.
*
 The official unemployment rate for native peoples is 

the highest (11% in 2014, twice the overall rate), as is their pov-

erty rate of 25%, and they have the highest rates of alcoholism 

and suicide. But from the wars of the Seminole people together 

with their African allies against the attacks by Andrew Jackson, 

to the defeat of U.S. General Custer in 1876, to the battle of 

Wounded Knee in 1973, the native peoples have always fought 

to defend their land and sovereignty. 

Buffy Sainte-Marie: 

ñMy Country óTis of Thy People Youôre Dyingò (1964) 

Buffy Ste Marie is a musician, composer, 

singer and educator born in the Piapot Plains 

Cree First Nation in Saskatchewan, Canada. 

She wrote many moving songs describing the 

situation of the native peoples of North 

America. 

From the 1974 album Native North American Child: An Odyssey 

Music at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FKKX-H3NMNI 

Now that your big eyes have finally opened 

Now that youôre wondering how must they feel 

Meaning them that youôve chased across Americaôs movie screens 

Now that youôre wondering ñhow can it be real?ò 

That the ones youôve called colorful, noble and proud 

In your school propaganda 

They starve in their splendor? 

Youôve asked for my comment I simply will render. 

My country ótis of thy people youôre dying. 

                                                 
*
 See: https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2014/p0422-

natamerican-deathrate.html 
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Now that the longhouses breed superstition 

You force us to send our toddlers away 

To your schools where theyôre taught to despise their traditions. 

Forbid them their languages, then further say 

That American history really began 

When Columbus set sail out of Europe, then stress 

That the nation of leeches that conquered this land 

Are the biggest and bravest and boldest and best. 

And yet where in your history books is the tale 

Of the genocide basic to this countryôs birth, 

Of the preachers who lied, how the Bill of Rights failed, 

How a nation of patriots returned to their earth? 

And where will it tell of the Liberty Bell 

As it rang with a thud  

Oôer Kinzua mud 

And of brave Uncle Sam in Alaska this year? 

My country ótis of thy people youôre dying. 

Hear how the bargain was made for the West: 

With her shivering children in zero degrees, 

Blankets for your land, so the treaties attest, 

Oh well, blankets for land is a bargain indeed, 

And the blankets were those Uncle Sam had collected 

From smallpox-diseased dying soldiers that day. 

And the tribes were wiped out and the history books censored, 

A hundred years of your statesmen have felt itôs better this way. 

And yet a few of the conquered have somehow survived, 

Their blood runs the redder though genes have paled. 

From the Grand Canyonôs caverns to craven sad hills 

The wounded, the losers, the robbed sing their tale. 

From Los Angeles County to upstate New York 

The white nation fattens while others grow lean; 

Oh the tricked and evicted they know what I mean. 

My country ótis of thy people youôre dying. 

The past it just crumbled, the future just threatens; 

Our life blood shut up in your chemical tanks. 

And now here you come, bill of sale in your hands 

And surprise in your eyes that weôre lacking in thanks 
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For the blessings of civilization youôve brought us, 

The lessons youôve taught us, the ruin youôve wrought us  

Oh see what our trust in Americaôs brought us. 

My country ótis of thy people youôre dying. 

Now that the pride of the sires receives charity, 

Now that weôre harmless and safe behind laws, 

Now that my lifeôs to be known as your heritage, 

Now that even the graves have been robbed, 

Now that our own chosen way is a novelty  

Hands on our hearts we salute you your victory, 

Choke on your blue white and scarlet hypocrisy 

Pitying the blindness that youôve never seen 

That the eagles of war whose wings lent you glory 

They were never no more than carrion crows, 

Pushed the wrens from their nest, stole their eggs, changed their 

story; 

The mockingbird sings it, itôs all that he knows. 

ñAh what can I do?ò say a powerless few 

With a lump in your throat and a tear in your eye 

Canôt you see that their povertyôs profiting you. 

My country ótis of thy people youôre dying.  

Bibl: Ward Churchill, ed. Marxism and Native Americans, 1983. 

Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property 

and the State, first published in English, 1891 

Lewis H. Morgan, Ancient Society, 1877. Engels based much of 

his above work on Morganôs researches.
*
 

  

                                                 
*
 Morgan has a chapter on ñThe Aztec Confederacy,ò in which he 

states that the Aztecs were also a pre-class society. Although this may 

have been true while they were a  nomadic society, when they settled in 

central Mexico they took over the class relations of the earlier societies 

in the region. 
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2. African Slaves  

Though the genocide of the native peoples led to the clearing 

of the land, it did not solve the question of who would work the 

land. The small farms of the North were usually worked by the 

farm-owners themselves. But the large plantations of the South 

(cotton, rice, indigo, sugar and tobacco) needed large amounts of 

labor. Attempts to enslave the indigenous people were generally 

not successful, as they could and did run away to the West to 

join their brothers and sisters beyond the reach of the settlers. 

African slavery in the Western Hemisphere began in 1502 in 

present-day Hispaniola (the Caribbean island made up today of 

the Dominican Republic and Haiti) and expanded rapidly by 

1510. The first African slaves in what was to become the U.S. 

were brought by the Spanish to South Carolina in 1526, but the 

slaves revolted and joined the native people. In 1565, slaves 

were brought to St. Augustine, Florida. In the British colonies of 

North America slavery began when some 20 Africans were 

brought to Jonestown, Virginia, in 1619. In 1625, the Dutch 

West Indies Company brought 11 enslaved Africans to the New 

Amsterdam colony in what is now New York City.  

 
Engraving: Slaves in the cotton fields 
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Some 12.5 million enslaved persons were kidnapped from 

Africa, according to the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. A 

plaque in the National Museum of African-American History in 

Washington DC estimates that less than half survived to do 

forced labor in the Western Hemisphere. 

In the first census after the 1776 revolution that led to the 

formation of the United States, in 1790, there were almost 

700,000 enslaved persons of African descent, out of a total popu-

lation of almost 4 million people. In the states that later joined 

the Confederacy, there were over 500,000 slaves, more than a 

third of the total population of about 1.5 million in these states. 

There was slavery in the Northern colonies as well, but the num-

bers were much smaller and many worked on small farms or as 

house slaves. In New York State, slavery was finally abolished 

only in 1827. But much Northern capital was involved in slavery 

in other ways. Most of the U.S. slave ships were produced by the 

New England shipbuilding industry. Though the Constitution 

outlawed the international slave trade after 1808, New York con-

tinued to be the center of that illegal trade until the Civil War. 

And through the end of that war, Northern banks, particularly 

from New York City, financed the cotton trade and thus the 

Southern slave owners. These banks were the financial backbone 

of the Democratic Party, which supported slavery, and this trade 

helped make New York the financial capital of the U.S.  

While Southern plantations were worked by chattel slaves 

(the slaves who were themselves owned by their masters), the 

products of this slave labor were sold on the capitalist world 

market. This was different from slavery in ancient Greece and 

Rome, where in general slaves were either household servants or 

labored to enrich their personal owners. Cotton from the South 

provided the raw material for the English textile industry, while 

tobacco was sold to satisfy the habits of smokers worldwide. 

Similarly, sugar from the French colony of Haiti, later from the 

U.S. territory of Louisiana and the Spanish colony of Cuba was 

used to sweeten the lives of those who could afford it throughout 

the U.S. and Europe. In the period before the Civil War, South-

ern cotton picked by slave labor made up 2/3 of all U.S. exports.  
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Karl Marx pointed out the relation between modern slavery 

to the beginnings of capitalism: 

ñThe discovery of gold and silver in America, the extir-

pation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the aborig-

inal population, the beginning of the conquest and looting of 

the East Indies, the turning of Africa into a warren for the 

commercial hunting of black-skins, signalized the rosy dawn 

of the era of capitalist production.ò (Marx: Capital, Vol. I, 

Chapter 31: Genesis of the Industrial Capitalist.) 

He also briefly described the conditions of slave labor: 

ñHence the negro labor in the Southern States of the 

American Union preserved something of a patriarchal char-

acter, so long as production was chiefly directed to immedi-

ate local consumption. But in proportion, as the export of 

cotton became of vital interest to these states, the over-

working of the negro and sometimes the using up of his life 

in 7 years of labor became a factor in a calculated and calcu-

lating system.ò (Capital, Vol. I, Chapter 10: The Working 

Day, Section 2.) 

European Indentures 

In addition, many Europeans looking for jobs were brought 

over from Europe as indentured servants. In order to pay the high 

cost of passage to the colonies, they had to sell themselves to 

whoever would pay for their passage. They would work their 

debt off over a fixed period, usually from four to seven years. 

These indentures made up anywhere from 50 to 70% of those 

coming from Europe to North America in the colonial period. 

England also had many people in prison, often small farmers 

who had to borrow money from the banks and were unable to 

repay their debts. Many of these people were sentenced to 

ñtransport,ò sent to the colonies as indentures. Large numbers of 

whites in Maryland, Virginia, and Georgia were former prison-

ers. Some 50,000 came to North America in this way. 

In the early colonial period, the working and living condi-

tions of the European indentures and the African slaves were not 

very different, though many indentures worked on small farms 
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and industries, while most slaves worked on plantations. Moreo-

ver, Africans were almost always enslaved for life, while Euro-

peans mostly came voluntarily under a fixed-term contract.  

There were frequently joint rebellions and other protests by 

blacks and whites, including about ten such revolts in Virginia 

between the Servants Plot of 1663 and the tobacco riots of 1682. 

The largest of these was Baconôs Rebellion in 1676. Angered by 

fact that the wealthy monopolized the land around the capital, 

Jamestown, poor whites and blacks united and burned down the 

capital, forcing the governor, William Berkeley, to flee. Howev-

er, the rebellion was also directed against the native people, as 

some of the rebels wanted the unrestricted right to take over their 

land. The rebellion was crushed and one thousand troops were 

sent from England. Twenty-three leaders of the rebellion were 

hanged. As Berkeley wrote in a letter some years later, ñHow 

miserable that man is that Governes a People where six parts of 

seaven are Poore, Endebted, Discontented and Armedò (quoted 

by Allen, below). To prevent similar rebellions of blacks and 

whites, laws were passed, particularly in the South, which treated 

the Africans as ñinferior,ò creating a separation between blacks 

and whites.  

Bibl: Ted Allen, Class Struggle and the Origin of Racial Slavery 

and Invention of the White Race, 1975 

Ira Berlin & Leslie M. Harris, eds., Slavery in New York, 2005  
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3. Formation of the 13 Colonies  

into the United States 

As production developed in the 13 British colonies, industri-

al capitalism based on wage slavery developed in the North and 

plantation agriculture based on chattel slavery developed in the 

South. The colonists, but particularly the Northern capitalists and 

the Southern planters, chafed under the restrictions imposed by 

the British monarchy. They had to pay taxes to the king, and 

could carry on trade only with the ñmother country.ò In the Bos-

ton Massacre in 1770, British troops killed five colonists (includ-

ing Crispus Attucks, the first black person killed in the Revolu-

tionary War), and wounded six others. The tensions grew, lead-

ing to the Boston Tea Party in 1773, in which a group of colo-

nists threw British tea in the harbor rather than pay taxes on it. 

(However, some colonists opposed this act, believing that it con-

tradicted their slogan of ñliberty and property.ò) After the British 

fired on protestors at Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts, in 

April of 1775, many colonists who had been uncertain as to 

whether they wanted full independence or simply greater auton-

omy joined the armed struggle that led to U.S. separation from 

Britain. 

The colonistsô fight against the British army was one of the 

first guerrilla wars. After seven years of fighting, the British 

were forced to withdraw. The white men with property chose 

delegates to the Continental Congress, which led the political 

aspect of the war. For a short period, the 13 former colonies tried 

to maintain a loose grouping under the Articles of Confederation, 

but they soon agreed to form a United States of America. The 

new country decided to abolish the monarchy and hereditary ti-

tles, which existed in most of Europe, and to establish a republic, 

with a president and two houses of the legislature, the Senate and 

the House of Representatives.  

Voting was generally restricted to white men who owned 

property; women were not allowed to vote until 1920 under the 

19th Amendment to the Constitution. The House of Representa-

tives was elected directly by the eligible voters, with one Repre-

sentative for every certain number of voters. The Senate had two 

members for each state, regardless of population. The Senators 
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were chosen by the legislature of each state, not by popular vote, 

until the 17th Amendment in 1913. Similarly, the President was, 

and still is, chosen by the members of the Electoral College, the 

number of electors from each state being equal to the total num-

ber of Representatives and Senators from that state. These elec-

tors were chosen ñin such Manner as the Legislature thereof shall 

directò (U.S. Constitution, Article II, Section 1). However, by 

1828, in all but two states the electors were chosen by general 

election. In almost all states, the electors were pledged to support 

the winner of the majority of votes in that state.  

The electors still occasionally play an important role, as in 

the Hayes-Tilden election in 1876 (see Chapter 9) and the Bush-

Gore election in 2000 (see Chapter 33). There have been several 

elections in which the president received the largest number of 

electoral votes but did not have the highest popular vote. This 

happened most recently in 2016, when Donald Trump was cho-

sen President although he lost the popular vote to Hillary Clinton 

by almost 3 million votes. This is a good reason to abolish the 

Electoral College. 

In 1787 a Constitutional Convention was called to draw up a 

new Constitution. The main question that had to be decided by 

the delegates was that of slavery. Although most states in the 

North allowed slavery, slave labor played a minor role in North-

ern production, as it was not very profitable in the small farms, 

workshops and factories there. In the plantation South, slaves 

were the main source of labor. While the Northern capitalists 

generally did not want to abolish slavery, they did want to slow 

its spread. A series of compromises was adopted. The interna-

tional slave trade was to be ended by 1808. The bigger question 

was how to count the slave population. The Southern plantation 

owners, who granted no rights to their slaves, wanted them 

counted in the census since this would increase the number of 

their representatives in Congress. The Northern capitalists did 

not want slaves counted at all. A compromise was reached to 

count each slave as 3/5 of a person (Article I, Section 2 of the 

U.S. Constitution). This gave the South representation in Con-

gress beyond the number of its free citizens, and this compro-
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mise lasted until after the Civil War with the passage of the 13th 

Amendment in 1865. 

The Constitution was ratified in 1788. The Bill of Rights, the 

first 10 Amendments to the Constitution, were ratified in 1791. 

These provided for certain rights to the citizens, including free-

dom of the press, of speech and assembly, and the right to trial 

by jury. Although in practice these may be denied or restricted, 

as by requiring a police permit for a march or rally, they were far 

more progressive than the provisions of most of the constitutions 

in Europe. 
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4. Andrew Jackson, ñRepresentative of the  

Common People,ò Indian Fighter and Slave-owner 

In 1824, when Andrew Jackson made his first, unsuccessful, 

run for the presidency, only 25% of adult white males were eli-

gible to vote. By 1828, the eligible voters rather than the state 

legislators chose their state presidential electors in 22 out of 24 

states. However, U.S. senators were still chosen by the state leg-

islatures until the 17th Constitutional Amendment in 1913. 

Jackson won his first presidential election in 1828 under the 

slogan ñVote for us if you believe that the people should gov-

ern.ò Under Jackson, most states gradually eliminated property 

qualifications for voting, including the requirement that they be 

taxpayers. By 1840, 78% of adult white males were eligible to 

vote. 

Vladimir Lenin, leader of the Russian socialist revolution of 

1917, pointed out: 

ñThe reason why the omnipotence of ówealthô is better 

secured in a democratic republic, is that it does not depend 

on the faulty political shell of capitalism. A democratic re-

public is the best possible political shell for capitalism, and, 

therefore, once capital has gained possession of this very 

best shell... it establishes its power so securely, so firmly, 

that no change, either of persons, of institutions, or of parties 

in the bourgeois-democratic republic, can shake it.ò (Lenin, 

The State and Revolution.) 

Jacksonôs populist image should not hide the fact that he was 

a major merchant and slave owner. Hundreds of slaves worked 

on his plantation, The Hermitage, near Nashville, Tennessee.  

Jackson was also infamous as a fighter against the native 

peoples. In Florida, which was then a Spanish colony, slaves 

who converted to Catholicism were freed. After U.S. independ-

ence, many slaves from Georgia ran off to Florida, where they 

settled among the Creeks and Seminoles. In the First Seminole 

War of 1816-19, Andrew Jackson led a campaign against the 

native peoples and their African allies, which forced Spain to 

cede Florida to the U.S. in 1820. 
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In 1830, President Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act, 

forcing the native peoples to move west of the Mississippi River. 

This led to the infamous Trail of Tears, in which between 2,000 

and 6,000 Cherokees out of 16,000 died while being removed to 

the Oklahoma Territory. By 1840, some 100,000 native people 

from the Southeast had been removed, opening up 25 million 

acres of land to white settlers.  

  

 
Engraving: Black Seminoles, Florida 
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5. Compromises and Struggles between the  

Plantation South and the Capitalist North 

Capitalism and chattel slavery could not coexist forever. The 

political history of most of the period between the formation of 

the United States and the Civil War was one of conflict and 

compromise between these two systems. For most of this time, 

the Southern slave-owners were dominant. George Washington, 

the head of the Continental Army and later first President of the 

U.S., was also one of the largest slave-owners in the country. 

Other major U.S. leaders, including Jefferson, Madison and 

Monroe, were slave-owners. Of the 15 presidents prior to Lin-

coln, eight were from the South. The tobacco, indigo, rice, sugar 

and cotton produced by Southern slave labor were the most im-

portant U.S. export products. 

As the U.S. extended westward, the main contradiction was 

over whether new territories would be incorporated into the coun-

try as slave or free states. As the settlers moved toward the Ohio 

River, they pushed out the native people as they went. These set-

tlers were mainly small farmers, who had no need for (and could 

not afford) slaves. In the South, the plantation owners moved 

west, also pushing out the native people, incorporating Alabama, 

Mississippi and Louisiana, and annexing Florida from Spain, all of 

which became slave states. The major conflicts came as the U.S. 

expanded west of the Mississippi. Texas was annexed in 1845 as a 

slave state (see Chapter 6). In Kansas and Nebraska, these contra-

dictions erupted into guerrilla warfare. The small farmers, led by 

John Brown, fought the pro-slavery forces of the big plantation 

owners, resulting in Kansas being admitted to the Union as a free 

state. (Nebraska only became a state in 1867, after the Civil War.) 

Slave Rebellions 

The history of this period is full of slave rebellions, particu-

larly throughout the South. As the rebellions increased, so did 

the restrictions on the slaves. In 1803 in Haiti, the slaves re-

belled, abolished slavery and kicked out the French colonialists. 

Franceôs defeat led it to sell the entire Louisiana territory (which 

reached to the Canadian border) to the U.S. in that same year. 
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Southern states put through laws forbidding slaves from 

learning to read or write, at least in part so that they would not 

learn about the Haitian revolution. The slaves were also not al-

lowed to drum, as drumming served as a means of communica-

tion from one plantation to another.  

Slaves were not permitted to travel from one plantation to 

another except on business of their owner. Slave marriages were 

not recognized, and slave families were constantly broken up as 

members were sold off to different plantation owners. 

One of the largest slave rebellions took place in Louisiana in 

1811. It was led by Charles Deslondes, who had been born in 

Haiti and had gone through the Haitian revolution but was 

brought to Louisiana by his owner. He 

organized a group of slaves who 

marched from Baton Rouge down the 

Mississippi River, attacking plantation 

owners and freeing the slaves. Their 

slogan was ñOn to Orleans.ò The 

slaves were defeated by an army com-

ing up from New Orleans. Deslondes 

and other leaders were decapitated and 

their heads put on stakes in front of the 

plantations to terrorize other slaves 

away from rebellion. 

There were also slave rebellions in the North during the pe-

riod when slavery was still permitted there. A major revolt broke 

out in New York under British colonial rule in 1712, in which 

nine slave-owners and their assistants were killed. The governor 

sent troops to capture the rebels; 25 were executed (including a 

pregnant woman whose execution was delayed until she had giv-

en birth) and six committed suicide to avoid being captured. 

Other major slave rebellions and planned revolts were those 

organized by Gabriel, slave name Prosser (the name of his own-

er, which Gabriel never used) in the Richmond area, Virginia in 

1800, Denmark Vesey in Charleston, South Carolina in 1822 and 

Nat, slave name Turner in Southampton, Virginia in 1831. Oth-

ers led the fight to abolish slavery by other means, such as David 

Walker, Frederick Douglas, William Lloyd Garrison and So-

 
Book cover:  

On to New Orleans 
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journer Truth. These abolitionists, both black and white, raised 

both moral and practical objections to slavery in the U.S. 

In 1859, John Brown led a group of blacks and whites to raid 

the federal arsenal in Harpers Ferry, Virginia, to capture the guns 

and distribute them to the slaves and to spark a general slave re-

volt. He was captured by U.S. General Robert E. Lee, soon to 

lead the Confederate Army. Brown and others were hung. 

The Under-

ground Railway 

was made up of 

people who 

would help 

slaves escape to 

the North. The 

Fugitive Slave 

Act of 1850 

declared that 

any escaped 

slave caught 

anywhere in the 

U.S. had to be 

returned to their 

owner in the 

South. Thus the 

hand of slavery 

reached 

throughout the 

country. Many 

free blacks were 

seized and taken 

down South 

under the claim 

that they were 

escaped slaves. 

After this the 

Underground Railway had to extend to Canada. 

 
In 1741, a series of fires broke out in New 

York City, blamed on a conspiracy of blacks 

and poor whites to burn the city down. 

Although the fires may not have been the 

result of such a conspiracy, the authorities 

executed or exiled over 100 people 
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Bibl: Albert Thrasher, On to New Orleans, 1996 

Ira Berlin and Leslie M. Harris, eds., Slavery in New York, 

Chapter 2, 2005 

Film, 12 Years a Slave, 2013 

Herbert Aptheker, Negro Slave Revolts in the United States, 

1526-1860, 1959 
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6. The Mexican American Wars, 1836-1848 

As with so many other periods in U.S. history, most books 

on the Mexican American wars turn the truth on its head. We are 

supposed to commemorate the ñbrave defendersò of the Alamo 

in the war against Mexico for the ñindependence of Texas.ò But 

we are rarely told that this war was both for U.S. territorial ex-

pansion as well as for the extension of slavery. 

In 1823 the U.S. ñMonroe Doctrine,ò already declared that 

no outside power would be allowed to interfere in the Western 

Hemisphere, so that ñthe U.S. could exercise its own influence 

undisturbed.ò 

When the first U.S. settlers moved into Texas, which was 

then a part of Mexico, they did so to extend slavery. The planta-

tion system rapidly exhausted the soil, so slave-owners moved 

with their slaves into east Texas. Sam Houston, the first presi-

dent of ñindependentò Texas, was himself a slave-owner. As the 

Anglo (white English-speaking) settlers moved further west, they 

 
Northern Mexico, annexed by the United States, 1836-53 
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encountered increased resistance from the Mexican government 

and people. The Anglos established the Alamo as a fort to defend 

their settlements (as they did elsewhere to guard the land that 

they had stolen from the native peoples). 

The Mexican army under General Santa Anna attacked the 

fort in 1836, defeating the Anglo settlers there, who were wiped 

out. One of the ñheroesò of the Alamo was James Bowie. The 

U.S. history books ignore or downplay the fact that Bowie was a 

major land speculator and slave-owner. He bragged about how, 

while searching for a mine in a native area of Texas (still under 

Mexican sovereignty), he killed over 40 native people while los-

ing only one of his own men. 

The Anglo 

settlers later de-

feated the Mexi-

can army, and 

after a period of 

ñindependenceò 

Texas joined the 

United States in 

1845 as a slave 

state. 

In a further 

war of territorial 

expansion, the 

U.S. again at-

tacked Mexico. 

The war of 1846-

48 and the later 

forced purchase 

of the Gadsden 

Territory led to 

the seizure of the 

whole of northern 

Mexico. This area 

comprised what 

are today the 

states of Califor-

 
St. Patrickôs Battalion: Commemorative 

plaque in Mexico City: ñIn memory of the 

Irish soldiers of the heroic St. Patrickôs 

Battalion, martyrs who gave their lives to 

the Mexican cause during the United 

Statesô unjust invasion of 1847.ò 
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nia, Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, part of Colorado, and 

even parts of Oklahoma and Wyoming. With that, the ñManifest 

Destinyò of the U.S. rulers for the formation of the United States 

ñfrom sea to shining seaò was completed.  

One aspect of the Mexican-American War that is known on-

ly by a few people in the U.S., but is widely known in Mexico, is 

the story of the St. Patrickôs Battalion (Los Patricios). These 

were a group of mostly Irish soldiers who were drafted or re-

cruited into the U.S. army after immigrating to the United States 

following the potato famine in Ireland. They were badly treated 

by their officers and some 200 hundred defected and joined the 

Mexican Army. Some were killed in battle, but the majority of 

those who were captured by the U.S. Army were executed as 

traitors. However they are still treated as heroes in Mexico. 

Under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, forced on Mexico 

by the U.S. in 1848, the Mexican people in the new U.S. territo-

ries were supposed to have the right to keep their lands and use 

their language. But these rights were quickly eroded. Many Mex-

ican peasants were thrown off their lands, either by direct force 

or through forced purchase. English became the official language 

of this territory. Even today in the Southwest, Spanish-speaking 

teachers must teach Spanish-speaking students in English, and in 

the courts Spanish-speaking judges preside over trials with Span-

ish-speaking witnesses and Spanish-speaking defendants, but all 

in English, the ñunofficialò official language of the U.S.
*
  

Bibl: Film, One Manôs Hero, 1999 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexican%E2%80%93American

_War#Designs_on_California 

  

                                                 
*
 Most people in the U.S. have seen imported products such as 

fruits with labels in English and French. This is not because of a large 

French-speaking population in the U.S., but because these products are 

also imported to Canada. That country recognizes that it is a bi-lingual 

country (particularly since Quebec province was originally colonized by 

France), and it has a law that any product produced or imported into 

Canada must have labels in English and French. It would be simple 

enough for the U.S. to adopt a similar law regarding English and 

Spanish. 
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7. Civil War  

By 1860, the forces representing capital using free labor in 

the North had grown stronger than those representing plantation 

owners using chattel slavery in the South. A coalition led by the 

Northern capitalists, including the wage laborers and small farm-

ers united around the Republican Party and its presidential can-

didate, Abraham Lincoln. Afraid that Lincoln would restrict the 

expansion of slavery, most of the slave-owning states seceded 

(broke away) from the United States. Eleven Southern states se-

ceded and formed the Confederate State of America, led by Jef-

ferson Davis, a large plantation owner from Mississippi who 

owned over 100 slaves.  

Many white 

small farmers in 

the South op-

posed secession. 

The farmers in 

the mountainous 

western part of 

Virginia, where 

the terrain was 

not suited to 

plantation agri-

culture, refused 

to secede and 

formed the new 

state of West 

Virginia in 1861, 

which stayed 

with the Union. 

The white small 

farmers of the 

Piedmont (foot-

hills of the Appa-

lachian Moun-

tains) in Ala-

bama also voted 

against seces-

 
Plaque honoring volunteers with the Union 

Army, on the building of the American 

Lithographers Union, New York City 
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sion, but they were not able to form their own state. In April of 

1861, Confederate troops fired on federal Fort Sumter, South 

Carolina, and the four-year-long Civil War began. 

At first, Lincoln limited himself to preserving the Union and 

opposing the extension of slavery. In August of 1862, in a letter 

to the editor of the New York Tribune, he said: 

ñIf I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I 

would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I 

would do it, and if I could save it by freeing some and leav-

ing others alone, I would also do that. What I do about Slav-

ery and the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to 

save the Union.ò  

In the early part of the war, the Union was largely unsuc-

cessful militarily , as Lincoln had appointed vacillating and con-

servative generals to lead the Army. He also refused to state 

clear aims for the war beyond restoring the Union. However, by 

late 1862, Lincoln realized that he had to go farther. He appoint-

ed Ulysses S. Grant, who was strongly against slavery, as Com-

manding General. Lincoln put through the Emancipation Proc-

lamation as an Executive Order, which provided that all slaves in 

rebel-held territory as of January 1, 1863, were to be freed. 

Blacks were also allowed to join the Union Army. This led to a 

huge enlistment of about 186,000 black soldiers, including free 

blacks from the North as well as large numbers of escaped slaves 

who rushed to join the Union army. These troops played a heroic 

and often determining role in much of the war. This was so even 

though they were often given the most dangerous assignments, 

initially had lower pay and were commanded by white officers 

who often had racist attitudes.  

The Union had no standing army, and initially relied on vol-

unteers. Many white trade unionists enlisted, recognizing in 

practice Karl Marxôs slogan that ñlabor in the white skin can 

never be free while in the black skin it is branded.ò Later the Un-

ion (like the Confederacy) instituted a draft. The rich and their 

sons made extensive use of a provision of the law that allowed 

any person who had been drafted to buy their way out by finding 

a substitute or by paying $300. However, the vast majority of 
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Union troops were volunteers. Of 2.1 million soldiers, 2% were 

draftees, and 6% were substitutes paid by those who otherwise 

would have been drafted. Only about 46,000 in the North were 

ever conscripted, although the threat of being drafted spurred 

people to enlist. 

It is no coincidence that New York City was a center of anti-

Union and anti-black sentiment, as the New York banking estab-

lishment had always financed the Southern slave-owners. New 

York City Mayor Fernando Wood, a leader of the Democratic 

Party, called for the secession of New York City from the Union. 

In 1863, a racist ñanti-draftò riot shook the city, with whites 

lynching blacks from lampposts and burning down the Colored 

Childrenôs Orphanage. These riots, which lasted almost a week 

and led to the deaths of at least 119 Black people, were justly put 

down by force. 

In 1864, Lincoln was overwhelmingly reelected president. 

He was assassinated in a conspiracy led by John Wilkes Booth, a 

Southern racist, in April of 1865, two weeks after the Union 

victory. 

It is worth noting that Joseph Weydemeyer, a Marxist who 

had fought together with Engels in the German revolution of 

1848, emigrated to the United States in 1851. During the Civil 

 
Black troops in the Union Army 
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War he joined the Union army, fighting against the Confederates 

in Missouri and rising to the rank of Colonel.  

Bibl: Marx and Engels, The Civil War in the United States, 

articles and letters from 1860-1865 

http://www.history.com/news/history-lists/6-unionist-

strongholds-in-the-south-during-the-civil -war 

Film, Free State of Jones, 2016 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conscription_in_the_United_ 

States 

Karl Obermann, Joseph Weydemeyer: Pioneer of  

American Socialism, 1947 
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8. Reconstruction and the Development  

of the Afro-American Nation 

The conclusion of the Civil War brought about the end of 

chattel slavery in the U.S. Ironically, the last slaves to be freed 

were those in the ñborder states,ò Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky 

and Missouri, which allowed slavery but did not join the Con-

federacy. Their slaves were only freed with the passing of the 

13th Amendment in 1865 that outlawed slavery. Moreover, those 

slave-owners who ñallowedò their slaves to join the Union Army 

were compensated for the loss of ñtheir property.ò 

The slaves were now free in their person, but they were large-

ly not able to participate fully in U.S. representative democracy. 

This was because, in general, the lands of the plantation owners 

were not touched. There were a few exceptions, such as in parts of 

the Sea Islands off the coast of the mainland of South Carolina and 

Georgia, where Union generals carried out the dream of the black 

farmers for ñ40 acres and a mule.ò
*
 Many freed people moved to 

the North and West, but the majority remained in the old planta-

tion area. Having no farm land of their own, they were often 

forced into sharecropping, a semi-feudal form of agriculture in 

which the laborer worked the fields belonging to the plantation 

owner for a share of the crop. This was accompanied by debt pe-

onage, in which the laborer sold his crop (often to the same land 

owner or a merchant), but never receiving enough to pay off his 

debt. He was thus in perpetual bondage.  

Presidential Reconstruction 

Andrew Johnson, from the slave state of Tennessee who had 

owned slaves himself, had been chosen as Lincolnôs vice-

president in the election of 1864. Lincoln had already ensured 

the passage of the 13th Amendment ending slavery throughout 

the United States. When Lincoln was assassinated on April 19, 

1865, a week after the effective end of the Civil War, Johnson 

became president. 

                                                 
*
 In some areas, black people were only dispossessed of their lands 

by big hotel chains when the Sea Islands became a major tourist 

destination in recent decades. 
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Johnson began a program known as Presidential Reconstruc-

tion. He allowed the former Confederate leaders back into power 

in the Southern states. These states enacted the so-called Black 

Codes, which deprived the freed people of their rights and forced 

them back on the plantations. 

However, in 1866, Congress under the leadership of the Rad-

ical Republicans, particularly Senator Charles Sumner and Rep-

resentative Thaddeus Stevens reversed Presidential Reconstruc-

tion. They adopted the Civil Rights Act of 1866, guaranteeing 

the rights of the freed people; later the 14th Amendment was 

passed granting the former slaves citizenship and ñequal protec-

tion under the laws, and finally the 15th Amendment was passed 

guaranteeing them the right to vote. 

Reconstruction Governments 

The newly freed people were granted certain civil and hu-

man rights. They were able to move from place to place. Male 

freedmen could also vote and run for office. In all 11 states of 

the former Confederacy, new Reconstruction governments had to 

be formed before they could rejoin the United States. Blacks and 

 

Black freedmen and poor whites served in the state 

Reconstruction governments in the South, as well as in Congress 
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their white allies, mostly sharecroppers and small farmers who 

had no interest in slavery, were elected to the U.S. Congress and 

the State Legislatures. For the first time, Blacks from the South 

were elected to the federal House and Senate, including two 

Senators from Mississippi, and to the Southern state legislatures. 

Except for the brief period known as populism in the 1890s, after 

Reconstruction there were no Southern Blacks in Congress until 

about 100 years later, after the Civil Rights movement. 

The Reconstruction governments were the first to bring de-

mocracy to the South. They passed laws in the interest of all 

working people. For the first time, public schools and libraries 

were established there, and both blacks and poor whites were 

able to learn to read and write. Women were granted many 

rights, and the burden of taxation was placed on the rich.  

However, these governments were soon attacked by the reac-

tionary forces organized by the plantation owners. The Ku Klux 

Klan was formed in this period. It was based on the former slave 

patrols that made sure that slaves on the roads had a pass from 

their owners. (These patrols later became the basis for the police 

forces in South.). Between 1869 and 1877, one by one the Re-

construction governments were overthrown by the violence of 

the reactionary forces. In 1876, a tie vote in the Electoral College 

for the presidency led to a deal, under which the Republican, 

Hayes, took the presidency in return for an agreement to remove 

Union troops from the South. This sealed the fate of bourgeois 

democracy for Black people in the U.S. Jim Crow laws were es-

tablished, which forbade Blacks from voting and established seg-

regation in all walks of life. Vagrancy laws were established that 

allowed for the arrest of blacks and poor whites who did not 

have jobs, and those arrested were leased to work for private 

employers. This alliance of the Northern capitalists and the 

Southern plantation owners, under the leadership of the former, 

also represented the end of any progressive role for the capitalist 

class in the U.S. 

The end of slavery brought about the breakdown of the isola-

tion of the individual plantations, even though these had traded 

their products on the world market. Now Black people in the 
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plantation South developed into an Afro-American
*
 nation, with 

a common territory, common language (English), a common 

economy based on sharecropping and a common culture (with 

their own literature and history). Thus an oppressed Afro-

American nation was formed the U.S.  

Bibl: Howard Fast, Freedom Road, 1944, and 1979 movie by the 

same name 

Slide show, Free the Afro-American Nation, 1982; text 

available at: 

mltranslations.org/US/FreeAfroAmNation.htm  

W.E.B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America, 1935 

  

                                                 
*
 I use the term ñAfro-Americanò for people whose ancestors 

endured slavery in the Americas, as distinct from ñAfrican-American,ò 

which I use for immigrants from Africa to the U.S. 
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Reconstruction government in Arkansas 
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9. The Unification of the U.S. Capitalist State 

In 1869, the First Transcontinental Railroad was completed. 

This allowed for the economic unification of the country under 

the capitalist class. The defeat, first of the slave-owners in the 

South in the Civil War and then of the democratic Reconstruc-

tion governments there, allowed for the political unification of 

the country under the growing monopolies.  

Chinese workers were imported to build the railroads, to 

work in the mines and in agriculture in California. Large num-

bers began to arrive in the 1850s. By 1880, there were over 

300,000 Chinese workers in the U.S.; in California they made up 

over 10% of the population. When they were no longer needed, 

the Chinese Exclusion Act, prohibiting any Chinese laborers 

from immigrating into the U.S., was signed into law by President 

Chester A. Arthur in 1882, and this continued in force until 1943 

(see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_Exclusion_Act). This 

was part of the continuing development of white chauvinism (the 

belief that white people are superior to other peoples).  

The development of capitalism also led to the increasing 

growth of the working class or proletariat. Mass industries were 

established, particularly in oil, steel, water transport and rail-

roads. The latter crisscrossed the country, allowing for the 

movement not only of passengers (including workers) but also 

freight. They made it possible, for example, for coal to be effi-

ciently transported from mining areas to all parts of the country. 

 

Chinese railroad workers 
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The railroad workers became a key section of the working 

class. On July 14, 1877, a strike began in West Virginia in re-

sponse to a wage cut imposed by the Baltimore and Ohio (B&O) 

Railroad. It quickly spread to many other areas of the country. The 

railroad owners called on local and state governments, which sent 

out the state militia to put down the workers. But the militia them-

selves were made up of workers who served part-time, much like 

the National Guard today. There was still no standing army. This 

militia was partly unreliable, as members asked why they should 

shoot down their own brothers and cousins on strike. In some cit-

ies, the militia refused to fight, or even went over to the side of the 

strikers. 

Nevertheless, by the end of August, 1879, the strike was de-

feated, particularly when President Hayes sent in Federal troops, 

who killed dozens of workers. After this, the government began 

to build up a standing army. It is worth noting that the railroad 

 

Troops shooting down railroad workers, Baltimore, 1877 
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strike took place just six years after the Paris Commune of 1871, 

the first attempt at seizure of power by the working class. In Par-

is, the National Guard was also a key component of the Com-

mune, and after the suppression of the Commune the French cap-

italist class also moved to develop a standing army. This already 

shows the beginning of the parallel struggles of the workers in-

ternationally, at least in the industrial countries. 
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10. 1886 and the Fight for the 8-Hour Day 

During this period there were few unions and little if any 

protection for workersô rights. There were no restrictions on the 

length of the working day. The capitalists could force workers to 

work 10, 12, 14 or 16 hours, pocketing the extra profit. 

In Chicago in 1886, a group of workers, including many 

immigrants (mostly from Germany), organized to demand that 

the legal working day be reduced to 8 hours. This demand was 

taken up by the recently formed Chicago Central Labor Union. A 

strike for the 8-hour day was called for May 1, and some 80,000 

came out in Chicago; many others came out in similar actions in 

cities around the country. 

On May 3, during a strike at the McCormick Harvester 

Works in Chicago, the police shot at workers attending a mass 

rally, killing six of them. The following day, an agent provoca-

teur (someone secretly working for the government) threw a 

bomb at a rally in Haymarket Square, which killed seven po-

licemen and four workers. In supposed retaliation, the govern-

ment arrested leaders of the 

strike and charged them with 

first-degree murder, although 

none were charged with 

throwing the bomb. Seven of 

them were condemned to 

death and one to 15 yearsô 

prison. August Spies, Albert 

Parsons, Adolph Fischer and 

George Engel were hanged, 

becoming martyrs for the 

workersô cause. Louis Lingg 

allegedly committed suicide, 

and the others, Samuel 

Fielden, Michael Schwab 

and Oscar Neebe spent sev-

eral years in jail until they 

were pardoned by liberal 

Illinois Governor John Peter 

Altgelt in 1893. Over the 

 
Poster, in English and German, 

for meeting at Haymarket 

Square, 1886 



37 

next years, many industries were forced to recognize the 8-hour 

day. 

 In 1889, the Socialist International, the organization of 

working class parties at that time, recognized May 1 as Interna-

tional Workers Day. It has since been celebrated around the 

world, but for decades the trade union bureaucracy in the U.S. 

refused to celebrate it here, replacing it with Labor Day, a day 

for patriotic speeches, parades and picnics that have nothing to 

do with the actual struggles of the working class. 

Lucy Parsons 

Lucy Eldine Gonzalez Parsons was born in 1853 in Texas, 

probably as a slave. She was one of the leaders of the May 1, 

1886, strike. Lucy was of Native American, Mexican, and possi-

bly Afro-American ancestry. She was married to Albert Parsons, 

who was arrested in 1886. She made speeches around the coun-

try, trying to get the death sentences of her husband and the other 

Haymarket victims overturned, but Albert was executed in 1887. 

Lucy Parsons wrote for a variety of working class journals. 

She was a founding member of the IWW (see next chapter). She 

considered herself an anarchist-communist. She organized the 

Chicago Hunger Demonstrations in 1915. In the mid-1920s she 

worked with the International Labor Defense, which defended, 

legally and politically, working-class fighters who were under 

attack by the U.S. government. 
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She was a fighter for womenôs rights, but unlike some femi-

nists, she saw the present-day oppression of women as a function 

of capitalism, not as the oppression of all women by all men. Her 

views led her into controversy with the famous anarchist Emma 

Goldman, whom she criticized for ñaddressing large middle-class 

audiences.ò Parsons continued to be active in the labor movement 

until her death in 1942 at the age of 89. (See 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lucy_Parsons.) 

Bibl: Richard O. Boyer & Herbert M. Morais, Laborôs Untold 

Story, 1955 

Anthony Bimba, History of the American Working Class, 

1937 
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11. Workersô Struggles, 1880 to 1920  

In the last decades of the 19th century and the first decades 

of the 20th, the capitalists were able to greatly expand industry 

across the country. Between 1880 and 1920, over 20 million 

workers looking for jobs immigrated to the United States and 

settled across the country. Many were from the poorer countries 

of southern and eastern Europe: Italians, Slavs (Poles, Czechs, 

Russians, etc.) and Jews looking for work in the new industries. 

As agriculture and mining grew in the Southwest, Mexican 

workers also moved into that area, the number growing to be-

tween 50,000-100,00 per year in the 1920s. Many of the immi-

grants brought the working class traditions from their home 

countries, mainly socialism but also anarchism. They helped in-

ject a renewed militant spirit into the working class movement. 

The development of industrial capitalism throughout the 

country and the growth and concentration of the working class 

led to the rise of new workersô organizations. One of the most 

important of these was the Industrial Workers of the World 

(IWW). They were ordinary workers who got jobs and organized 

in the factories (unlike todayôs bureaucrats who are usually high-

ly paid and often have never worked in the industry). They often 

travelled by hoboing (riding on freight trains without paying). 

 

Though the total number of immigrants has been highest in recent 

decades, the percents were highest from the 1860s to 1920s 
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The IWW also fought for free speech, demanding the rights of 

workers to speak out against their conditions. They organized 

immigrant and native-born, black and white workers together. 

The IWW was hampered by its syndicalist outlook. This 

meant that they limited the fight to that of the union (syndicate). 

Their slogan was: ñOne Big Union.ò This left the political (in-

cluding electoral) fight mainly in the hands of the capitalists and 

their parties. 

Another important group was the Socialist Party (S.P.). This 

organization was made up of both petty-bourgeois (middle class) 

intellectuals and workers. It was an advance over the older So-

cialist Labor Party, which confined itself to organizing mostly 

immigrant, especially German-speaking, workers.
*
 The S.P. did 

a lot to spread a socialist outlook around the U.S. It was divided 

between reformists, mostly from among the intellectuals, and 

revolutionaries, mostly from among the workers. 

One of the major struggles in this period was a strike of coal 

miners in Ludlow, CO, in 1914 against a company controlled by 

John D. Rockefeller. Some 1200 striking miners and their fami-

lies had set up a tent colony. Rockefeller called out the Colorado 

National Guard and company guards, who fired on the colony, 

killing some two dozen people, including women and children. 

Over the next 10 days, miners throughout the state resisted, and 

some 70 to 200 people were killed on both sides in the struggle. 

The strike only ended when President Wilson sent in Federal 

troops to crush it. 

Joe Hill Song 

Joe Hill, a miner from Provo, Utah, was 

born Joel Hägglund in Sweden. He was a 

member of the IWW. He was also a balladeer, 

who composed and sang songs of workersô 

struggles wherever he organized. Hill was 

framed on a murder charge and executed in 

                                                 
*
 Engels warned against the Germans in America who showed a 

sectarian attitude to the American workersô movement. See Engels, 

Letter to F. Kelley-Wischnewetzky in New York, December 28, 1886 in: 

Marx Engels Collected Works, Vol. 47, p. 541. 
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1912 at the age of 36. Fittingly, his comrades wrote this song to 

commemorate him.  

To hear the song, sung by Paul Robeson, go to: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n8Kxq9uFDes 

I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night, 

Alive as you and me 

Says I, ñBut Joe, youôre ten years dead,ò 

ñI never died,ò says he. 

ñI never died,ò says he. 

ñIn Salt Lake City, Joe,ò says I, 

Him standing by my bed, 

ñThey framed you on a murder charge,ò 

Says Joe, ñBut I ainôt dead,ò 

Says Joe, ñBut I ainôt dead.ò 

ñThe copper bosses killed you, Joe, 

They shot you, Joe,ò says I. 

ñTakes more than guns to kill a man,ò 

Says Joe, ñI didnôt die,ò 

Says Joe, ñI didnôt die.ò 

And standing there as big as life 

And smiling with his eyes 

Says Joe, ñWhat they can never kill 

Went on to organize, 

Went on to organize.ò 

From San Diego up to Maine, 

In every mine and mill ï 

Where workers strike and organize 

Itôs there youôll find Joe Hill. 

Itôs there youôll find Joe Hill. 

I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night, 

Alive as you or me 

Says I, ñBut Joe, youôre ten years deadò, 

ñI never died,ò says he. 

ñI never died,ò says he. 

ñI never died,ò says he.   



42 

12. Development of Imperi alism and  

the Spanish-American War of 1898 

By the beginning of the 19th century, the U.S. and other in-

dustrially-developed countries such as Britain, France, Germany 

and Japan had gone beyond free-competition capitalism. All the 

major industries were now monopolized, that is, a small group of 

capitalists controlled the entire industry. For example, Standard 

Oil, founded in 1870 and chaired by John D. Rockefeller, con-

trolled 88% of the U.S. refined oil industry by 1890. U.S. Steel 

was founded in 1901 by J.P. Morgan and others as a merger with 

Andrew Carnegieôs Steel Corp., and within a year it controlled 2/3 

of U.S. steel production. In 1905 U.S. Steel joined the Internation-

al Rail Cartel that divided steel sales to railroad companies among 

various European powers. In 1929, the U.S. produced over 90% of 

the worldôs 32 million automobiles, and in 1966 the Big Three 

automakers, General Motors, Ford and Chrysler, still produced 

90% of all autos made in the U.S. The industrial monopolies 

merged with the big banks, which were also monopolized, to form 

what is called finance capital. They exported capital all over the 

world, taking advantage of the natural resources, cheap labor and 

markets, especially in Asia, Africa, the Middle East and Latin 

America.  

The history of much of the Middle East since the early 20th 

century is full of examples of division of oil resources among var-

ious developed capitalist countries. Thus, the monopoly corpora-

tions divided up the world economically among them, and the 

governments divided up the weaker countries politically, making 

them into colonies or neo-colonies. This stage of capitalism is 

called imperialism. 

One continent that was the particular subject of imperialist in-

tervention was Africa. At the Berlin Conference in 1884-85, the 

imperialist countries (particularly Britain and France) agreed to 

divide the continent among themselves. In the Anglo-Boer war 

from 1899-1902, the British fought the Dutch settlers (known as 

Boers) over control of southern Africa. Other small countries, 

such as Belgium, occupied large countries, such as Congo, which 

has more than 7 times Belgiumôs population. King Leopold II 

occupied the Congo as his personal colony in 1885, but it be-
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came an official colony of Belgium in 1908. It was primarily a 

source of natural rubber. Leopold had the hands cut off of work-

ers who did not produce enough rubber. It is estimated that 10 

million Congolese were killed or mutilated.
*
] 

The U.S. developed monopolies earlier than most other coun-

tries (except for Britain), and it exported capital earlier, particular-

ly to Latin America. But for historical reasons (including its own 

past as a colony of Britain), it was behind in the conquering of 

colonies. By the end of the 19th century the world was already 

divided up among the ñgreat powers.ò Thus, the U.S. had to resort 

to force against other powers to establish its ñownò colonies. 

In 1867, the U.S. purchased Alaska from the Russian Empire 

for $7.2 million. Of course, neither one asked the native Inuit 

(ñEskimoò) or Aleut people whether they wanted to be owned by 

either power. Since the second half of the 20th century, Alaska 

has made billions of dollars for the major U.S. oil monopolies. 

In 1893, U.S. settlers overthrew Queen Liliôuokalani, the 

ruler of the Hawaiian Islands. Sanford Dole became President of 

the ñRepublic of Hawaii.ò He was the cousin of James Dole, the 

founder of the Hawaiian Pineapple Company. For decades, Ha-

waii was a huge Dole pineapple plantation. Particularly since the 

1950s, has become extremely profitable for the tourism industry. 

Hawaii is also one of the sites of the worldôs largest multination-

al maritime exercises, called RIMPAC (Rim of the Pacific), and 

of live-fire military 

training at the 

PǾhakuloa Training 

Area. 

Both Alaska and 

Hawaii were officially 

incorporated into the 

U.S. as states in 1959. 

But the native peoples 

in both states are still 

fighting for their right 

to self-determination. 

                                                 
*
 http://www.digitaljournal.com/blog/11297 

 

U.S. war poster, 1898 
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In 1898, the U.S. warship Maine exploded in the harbor of 

Havana, Cuba, which was then a Spanish colony. The U.S. de-

clared war on Spain, blaming it for the explosion. (Decades later, 

it was determined that the explosion was probably the result of a 

fire that ignited the shipôs ammunition.) As a result of its victory 

in that war, the U.S. took possession of Puerto Rico and Cuba in 

the Caribbean, and the Philippines and Guam in the Pacific. The-

se countries had already been fighting for their independence 

from Spain. Under the Platt Amendment, Cuba was made into a 

Protectorate (it was nominally independent but the U.S. had the 

ñrightò to intervene whenever it saw fit). The Philippines became 

a colony until it won nominal independence in 1946. Cuba re-

mained under U.S. domination until the revolution of 1959. 

Puerto Rico, Guam and the U.S. Virgin Islands (which was pur-

chased from Denmark in 1917 for $25 million in gold) remain 

open colonies today.  

In the early 20th century, in order to ship goods more cheap-

ly between the Atlantic and Pacific Coasts, the U.S. wanted to 

build a canal through the Isthmus of Panama. What is today Pan-

ama was then a province of Colombia. U.S. President Theodore 

Roosevelt sent warships to support a phony ñrebellionò calling 

for an independent Panama. The new country allowed the U.S. to 

build the canal through it, and to establish a ñCanal Zoneò of five 

miles on each side of the canal. Much of the work was carried 

out by laborers from the West Indies, thousands of whom died 

from malaria and other diseases during the construction of the 

canal, both under the U.S. and under an earlier French attempt to 

build the canal. 

The Canal Zone remained under U.S. control until 1979, 

when mass demonstrations forced the U.S. to return the area to 

Panama. The canal itself was given back to Panama in 1999. 

Treating the Caribbean as its own lake, the U.S. government 

invaded Haiti in 1915, taking over its banks and other institutions 

and rewriting the Haitian Constitution to allow for foreign owner-

ship of land there. The U.S. defeated Charlemagne Peralte in the 

so-called ñCaco Warsò and continued to occupy the country until 

1934. Similarly, the U.S. occupied the Dominican Republic from 

1916 to 1024, when it turned over rule to a U.S.-backed ally. 
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Major General Smedley D. Butler 

Butler was a member of the Marine Corps, 

and one of only two marines who won two 

Medals of Honor. He was also chosen by major 

capitalists and bankers in the America Liberty 

League to lead a fascist coup against President 

Franklin Roosevelt in 1933, but instead he ex-

posed the plotters (see 

http://coat.ncf.ca/our_magazine/links/53/53-index.html). 

ñI spent 33 years and four months in active military ser-

vice and during that period I spent most of my time as a high 

class muscle man for Big Business, for Wall Street and the 

bankers. In short, I was a racketeer, a gangster for capitalism. I 

helped make Mexico and especially Tampico safe for Ameri-

can oil interests in 1914. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a de-

cent place for the National City Bank boys to collect revenues 

in. I helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American re-

publics for the benefit of Wall Street. I helped purify Nicara-

gua for the International Banking House of Brown Brothers in 

1902-1912. I brought light to the Dominican Republic for the 

American sugar interests in 1916. I helped make Honduras 

right for the American fruit companies in 1903. In China in 

1927 I helped see to it that Standard Oil went on its way un-

molested. Looking back on it, I might have given Al Capone a 

few hints. The best he could do was to operate his racket in 

three districts. I operated on three continents.ò  

Bibl: Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, 1916. 

Butler, War is a Racket, 1935 

Documentary Film:  Director, Anna Keala Kelly, Noho 

Hewa, 2010, about the U.S. occupation of Hawaii. 

PBS Video: The Overthrow of Queen Lilióuokalani, 1997 

Documentary Film: Director, Peter Bate, Congo: White 

King, Red Rubber, Black Death, 2003. 
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13. World War I  

The First World War, from 1914-1918, was a war between 

two blocs of robbers, one led by Britain and the other by Germa-

ny, to see which would dominate the world. The main imperialist 

(monopoly capitalist) powers had already divided the whole 

world among them. So the only way one could gain more territo-

ry was by robbing another. Britain was at that time the oldest and 

largest colonial power, but one in decline, while Germany was 

the newer and more vigorous power, which tried to take what it 

could from Britain. 

Initially, the United States did not involve itself militarily in 

the war. It did, however, lend money and sell arms to both sides, 

particularly to Britain and France. The U.S. became the leading 

participant in international arms sales, exporting $2.2 billion in 

war supplies to Europe. (By 1920, the U.S. accounted for 52% of 

global arms exports.) President Woodrow Wilson ran for re-

election in 1916 under the slogan: ñHe kept us out of war.ò 

However, if the U.S. wanted to be repaid for its loans, it would 

have to join Britain and its allies in the fighting. In April of 

1917, the U.S. officially entered the war.  

World War I was the bloodiest war up to that time. It involved 

some 65 million troops on both 

sides, including some 5 million 

from the U.S. There were pitched 

battles, some using millions of 

troops, trench warfare, heavy 

artillery, tanks, the first use of 

airplanes in warfare, and the use 

of poisonous gas by both sides 

(even though this had already 

been made illegal by internation-

al declarations in The Hague in 

1899 and 1907, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Che

mical_weapons_in_World_War_

I) 

There were 37 million casu-

alties in this robbersô war, in-

 

U.S. World War I poster 
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cluding 17 million dead and 20 million wounded. The dead in-

cluded some 10 million troops (including 117,000 from the U.S.) 

and 7 million civilians. The war was followed by the outbreak of 

an influenza pandemic, which killed between 50 and 60 million 

people worldwide, including some 650,000 in the U.S.  

In May of 1917, in the middle of the war, Pres. Wilson in-

troduced the draft (the Selective Service Act), under which over 

3 million soldiers were called up, while another 2 million volun-

teered. The U.S. also ñgaveò citizenship to the people of the U.S. 

colony of Puerto Rico under the Jones Act of 1917, so that they 

could be drafted into the U.S. armed forces. Some 20,000 Puerto 

Ricans served in the war. 

 With the Allied victory in 1918, the U.S. entered the world 

stage as a ñgreat power.ò During the war, it consolidated its in-

fluence over Latin America, its self-declared ñback yard.ò It 

twice invaded Mexico 

during that countryôs 

revolution, and also in-

vaded Haiti, Nicaragua, 

the Dominican Republic 

and occupied the Virgin 

Island. Now, although it 

still had few official 

colonies, it was able to 

invest in the colonies of 

its European allies. By 

the end of the war, the 

U.S. became the worldôs 

largest creditor nation. 

U.S. direct investment 

abroad went from $2.5 

billion in 1912 to $5 

billion in 1920 and $8 

billion in 1929. Stalin, 

the leader of the Soviet 

 

German World War I poster: 

ñYour Fatherland is in Danger 

Sign Up!ò 
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Union after Leninôs death in 1924, said:
*
 

The center of financial power in the capitalist world, the 

center of the financial exploitation of the whole world, has 

shifted from Europe to America. Formerly, France, Germany 

and Britain usually formed the center of the financial exploi-

tation of the world. That cannot be said now without special 

reservations. Now, the center of the financial exploitation of 

the world is mainly the United States of America. 

Bibl: Shih Chan, A Brief History of the United States, Pe-

king, 1972 

  

                                                 
*
 ñThe Fourteenth Congress of the CPSU(B). Political Report of the 

Central Committee,ò in J. V. Stalin, Works (Moscow: Progress 

Publishers, 1954), vol. 7, p. 272. 
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14. The Russian Revolution and  

its Influence on the United States 

In the middle of World War I, in February of 1917, the semi-

feudal regime of the Russian tsar (emperor) was overthrown by 

the masses of workers and peasants. A capitalist Provisional 

Government was formed, while at the same time the workers 

organized their own Councils, or Soviets (the Russian word for 

Councils). The capitalist government continued to take part in 

the imperialist war, and the Soviets, led by the opportunist par-

ties, went along with the government.  

As the workers, peasants and the soldiers themselves grew 

increasingly tired of the war and the growing misery that it 

caused, the revolutionary socialists, the Bolsheviks, led by Len-

in, won the majority in the Soviets, particularly in the major cit-

ies. On November 7, the Bolsheviks overthrew the Provisional 

Government under the slogan: Peace, Bread, Land, and All Pow-

er to the Soviets. Thus the first lasting workersô state was estab-

lished in Russia, which over time put an end to exploitation, 

poverty and unemployment. 

The U.S. government, afraid that U.S. workers would follow 

the Russian example, joined some 14 countries in sending troops 

to try to suppress the Russian revolution. Some 5,000 U.S. troops 

were sent to Arkhangelsk in the north and 8,000 troops to Vladi-

 
U.S. Troops in Vladivostok, Russia, 1918 



50 

vostok in the far east of Russia. However, the foreign interven-

tion and the Russian counter-revolutionary forces were all de-

feated by the Red Army of the workers and peasants, with the 

help of mutinies by many soldiers in the foreign interventionist 

forces. 

The Bolshevik Revolu-

tion had a tremendous effect 

on the workersô movement all 

over the world, including the 

U.S. In February of 1919, a 

strike of 32,000 shipyard 

workers broke out in Seattle, 

Washington. It was supported 

by other workers in the city, 

and soon became a city-wide 

general strike. A central strike 

committee decided which ser-

vices were allowed to function 

(such as those delivering milk to children and those providing 

emergency services in hospitals) and which were not (almost eve-

rything else). The strike committee ran the city for six days. It was 

modeled, both consciously and unconsciously, on the Russian 

workersô councils. Although the strike was defeated when some of 

the more conservative unions pulled out, it provided workers with 

a great lesson, not just of their power to withhold their labor, but 

of their power to run society. 

For over a decade after World War I, the mass production 

industries were basically unorganized. There were at best a few 

craft unions, but these ignored the mass of industrial workers. 

The American Federation of Labor had about 4 million members 

in 1920, falling to 3 million in 1925. William Z. Foster had been 

a member of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) before 

World War I, and he had been involved in the fight to unionize 

the packinghouse workers during the war. He began to organize 

the hundreds of thousands of steel workers. In September of 

1919, 350,000 of them went on strike. On October 31, when the 

coal workersô contract expired, 500,000 miners joined the steel 

workers on strike. President Wilson and Attorney General Palm-
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er declared this strike unlawful, and John L. Lewis, the head of 

the mine workers union, called off the strike, saying: ñWe are 

Americans. We cannot fight our government.ò The steel workers 

remained on strike for almost four months, but in the end they 

were defeated due to the treachery of the leaders of the craft un-

ions.  

In 1923, Foster became a member of the Communist Party, 

USA He was its Chair from 1924 and General Secretary from 

1945 until his retirement in 1957. 

Bibl: Anna Louise Strong, I Change Worlds, Chapter VII, 1935 

Bimba, Chapter XXVIII , 1937 

Foner, Philip S., History of the Labor Movement in the Unit-

ed States, vol. 8, 1987 

Video on Seattle general strike: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=efM5EsZPfbA 
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15. Formation of the Communist Party USA 

The working class and oppressed peoples in the U.S. and 

other countries had nothing to gain from taking sides in the First 

World War. Most of the leaders of the IWW opposed the war, 

but that organization was already in decline due to the limits of 

its syndicalist views. The opportunist leaders of the Socialist Par-

ty (SP) tried to rally their members to support the monopoly-

capitalist government in this war. The SP also had many centrist 

leaders who, while opposing the war in words, refused to con-

demn the openly pro-war leaders who called on the workers to 

slaughter each other in the interests of their rulers. They also 

gave only lip service to support of the Russian Revolution. In the 

end both the right and center joined forces against the left.  

Many of the SP leaders were abject racists as well as oppor-

tunists. Victor Berger, the first socialist Representative in Con-

gress, stated: ñThere can be no doubt that the Negroes and mulat-

toes constitute a lower race.ò
*
 In 1920 the Socialist Party issued 

A Political Guide for the Workers, which said, among other 

things: ñIts purpose is to secure a majority in Congress and in 

every state legislature, to win the principal executive and judicial 

offices, to become the dominant and controlling party, and when 

in power to transfer to the ownership of the people of indus-

tries...ò (pp. 34-35). This is the usual social-democratic and revi-

sionist position of ñpeaceful transition to socialism.ò 

The great working class leader Eugene Debs, who had taken 

a leading part in the railroad strike of 1894, spoke out openly 

against the war. He stated: ñI am opposed to every war but one; I 

am for that war with heart and soul, and that is the world-wide 

war of social revolution.ò
À
 For this, the government, while wag-

ing a war in the name of ñdemocracy,ò threw Debs in jail. In 

1920 he ran for President from jail and got one million votes, 

about 3.5% of the total. 

Under the influence of the Russian Socialist Revolution and 

the formation of the Communist International (the world organi-

zation of revolutionary, communist parties), a split developed at 

                                                 
*
 Social Democratic Herald, May 1902. Quoted in Foster, Chapter 7. 
À
 Appeal to Reason, September 11, 1915 
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the Emergency National Convention of the SP in August and 

September 1919. The revolutionary forces had a clear majority, 

though they were divided among themselves over tactical ques-

tions. One group, made up mainly of U.S.-born workers, wanted 

to fight it out at the convention. The other, made up mostly of 

immigrant workers, felt that this was senseless and formed the 

Communist Party of America (CPA). The group that wanted to 

stay and fight within the SP was kicked out after bureaucratic 

maneuvering by the SP leadership, which called the police to 

have the left thrown out of the convention. They then formed the 

Communist Labor Party (CLP). Both parties were made up 

largely of industrial workers, For example, Bill Dunne, the lead-

er of the Butte, Montana, branch of the SP, made up overwhelm-

ingly of miners, brought the whole branch into the CLP. 

Thus, in 1919, two CPs were formed. The Communist Inter-

national (CI) refused to admit them as separate groups, saying 

that there were no differences of principle between them, and 

insisted that they first unite. This they did in 1921 and the united 

party was admitted to the CI. Debs, putting organization before 

ideology, never joined the CP and remained within the SP until 

his death in 1926. The SPôs membership fell from almost 

100,000 before the CPs split to 12,000 in 1921. 

The U.S. government did not sit idly by as the Communist 

Party was being formed. It claimed that these revolutionaries 

 
Founding Convention of the Communist Party of America, 1919 
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were dangerous ñterrorists,ò and declared both parties to be ille-

gal. It arrested some 10,000 people, including leaders and rank-

and-file members of both CPs and other revolutionaries, such as 

the anarchist Emma Goldman. After several court battles, the 

government deported some 500 people. That and the fear of fur-

ther government repression reduced the combined communist 

ranks from some 60,000 to about 12,000. 

The repression of the incipient communist movement was 

led by Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer. His chief assistant, 

J. Edgar Hoover, headed the ñanti-subversiveò group within the 

Attorney Generalôs office, the General Intelligence Division, 

which later became the notorious Federal Bureau of Investiga-

tion (FBI). 

Bibl: Bimba, Chapter XXIX, 1937 

Foster, Chapters Eleven & Twelve, 1952 
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16. Reformist and Revolutionary Organizations  

within the Black National Movement 

The Afro-American movement made major strides forward 

in the early part of the 20th century and after World War I, paral-

lel to the rise of U.S. imperialism. In 1903, the Niagara Move-

ment was formed, which included such great intellectual leaders 

as W.E.B. Du Bois. The NAACP, formed in 1909, grew into a 

mass organization to defend the legal rights of the Afro-

American people. The United Negro Improvement Association, 

led by Marcus Garvey, preached Black pride. Booker T. Wash-

ington, based in the Tuskegee Institute, who preached acceptance 

of second class citizenship and accommodation to white suprem-

acy by Black people, was left behind. 

However, these new movements still suffered from reform-

ism and class prejudice. The Niagara Movement based itself on 

the ñtalented 10th,ò the intellectual 10% of the Afro-American 

people who it claimed would lead the movement, while the 

masses would play a subordinate role. Furthermore, after initially 

opposing World War I, Du Bois supported the U.S. role in that 

war in an article entitled ñClose Ranksò in the NAACP journalôs 

The Crisis of July 1918. The NAACP refused to mobilize the 

masses of Black people against segregation and oppression and 

limited itself to legal action. Garveyôs Back to Africa movement, 

 
Court-martial of members of the 24th Infantry Regiment, 1917 
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despite its powerful mass influence, provided no real solution to 

the problems faced by the Afro-American masses within the U.S. 

Garvey also met with a leader of the KKK and agreed with him 

in opposing ñmiscegenationò (inter-racial marriage). It is inter-

esting to note that J. Edgar Hoover placed the first Black FBI 

agent, James Wormberg Jones, in Garveyôs organization to sabo-

tage his shipping company, Black Star Lines. 

World War I played an important role in the development of 

the consciousness and organization of the Afro-American masses. 

Black people were drafted into the U.S. armed forces, and alt-

hough many were kept in non-combat jobs (cooking, cleaning, 

etc.), some served in combat roles (although in segregated units 

under white officers). 

In the Jim Crow South, this sometimes led to armed clashes. 

In 1917, the 24th Infantry Regiment, a black unit, was stationed 

in Houston, Texas. Its members constantly subjected to taunts 

and abuse, particularly by white Houston cops. After a couple of 

black soldiers were beaten and arrested, troops from the 24th 

took their arms and went into town. A battle ensued in which 17 

whites, including 13 cops, were killed. In retaliation, all the 

troops were court-martialed, a total of 19 were executed and 63 

were sentenced to life imprisonment. (See 

http://www.leftvoice.org/1917-Black-Troops-Rebel-Against-

Jim-Crow- 

in-Houston 

World War I al-

so led to the begin-

ning of the Great 

Migration of Afro-

Americans from the 

rural South to the 

industrial centers, 

both North and 

South. For the first 

time, Blacks (as well 

as women) took jobs 

in factories in large 

numbers. 
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After the war, returning white soldiers, incited by the bosses, 

fought to get back ñtheirò jobs that had been ñtakenò by blacks. 

This led to riots and lynchings of blacks in major cities, includ-

ing East St. Louis, Chicago and Tulsa, Oklahoma. However, 

blacks often fought back, frequently led by returning black vet-

erans. Hundreds of people, the majority black, were killed in the-

se clashes in the summer of 1919 alone. The riots also doomed 

the valiant attempt to organize an inter-racial union among Chi-

cago packinghouse workers. 

A relatively small but influential group, the African Blood 

Brotherhood (ABB), split from Garveyôs movement. Many were 

veterans of World War I, which was called a ñwar for democra-

cy.ò They saw the hypocrisy of this both when they were in seg-

regated units and when they came back to a U.S. with no democ-

racy for Black people. Many were also influenced by the Bol-

shevik revolution that, besides ridding the country of the capital-

ist and landlord exploiters, also brought democracy and equality 

to the non-white people of Central Asia and the Far East. The 

program of the ABB included a call for self-determination of the 

Afro-American nation and for unity with progressive white 

workers. Members of the ABB were among the first black mem-

bers of the Communist Party USA, including Harry Haywood 

(born Haywood Hall) and his older brother Otto Hall. 

Claude McKay: If We Must Die 

Claude McKay was born in Jamai-

ca in 1889 and came to the U.S. in 

1912. He was a writer of prose and 

poetry and figured prominently in the 

artistic and cultural movement among 

Afro-Americans known as the Harlem 

Renaissance. In his earlier years, he 

was sympathetic to communism; he 

visited the Soviet Union and wrote 

sympathetically about it. He never joined the Communist Party, 

but he was a founding member of the African Blood Brother-

hood. In his later years he turned from communism, claiming 

that it suppressed individuality. 
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His poem, ñIf We Must Die,ò was written in response to the 

post-World War I racial clashes. 

If we must die, let it not be like hogs  

Hunted and penned in an inglorious spot,  

While round us bark the mad and hungry dogs,  

Making their mock at our accursèd lot.  

If we must die, O let us nobly die,  

So that our precious blood may not be shed  

In vain; then even the monsters we defy  

Shall be constrained to honor us though dead!  

O kinsmen! we must meet the common foe!  

Though far outnumbered let us show us brave,  

And for their thousand blows deal one death-blow!  

What though before us lies the open grave?  

Like men weôll face the murderous, cowardly pack,  

Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back! 

Bibl: Free the Afro-American Nation, 1982 

Harry Haywood, Black Bolshevik, Chapters 2 & 4, 1978 

Film: The Killing Floor, directed by Bill Duke, 1984, on or-

ganizing Chicago packinghouse workers 
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17. The ñRoaring Twentiesò 

The first class battles that followed the October Revolution 

had died down by the early 1920s. Internationally, the short-

lived Hungarian Soviet Republic was defeated in 1919. The Jan-

uary 1919 uprising in Germany was crushed, and two great revo-

lutionary leaders, Wilhelm Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, 

were murdered by soldiers of the social=democratic government. 

Other risings in Central and Eastern Europe were similarly put 

down. The Soviet Union was left to build socialism in one coun-

try, but with the aid of workers around the world and the Com-

munist Parties united in the Communist International. 

Within the U.S., some of the great working class strikes had 

also been defeated. The great Steel Strike of 1919 was unsuc-

cessful, and it would be another 15 years or more until the big 

industries would be unionized. 

At the same time, the U.S. and world economy achieved a 

certain temporary recovery. New industries were built and old 

industries were expanded. This new lease on life for capitalism 

in the U.S. was nicknamed the ñroaring twenties.ò Some people 

believed that this period would last forever, that capitalism had 

outgrown its ñboom and bustò cycles. This attitude even found 

its reflection within the communist movement, where forces led 

by Bukharin in the Soviet Union also believed in the long-term 

stabilization of capitalism. Within the CPUSA, this view, led by 

Jay Lovestone, was called ñAmerican exceptionalism.ò 

The revolutionary position that this stabilization of capital-

ism was only temporary was upheld by Joseph Stalin, the leader 

of the Soviet Union after Leninôs death. He rallied the revolu-

tionary forces in the CPs throughout the world at the 6th Con-

gress of the Communist International in 1928. After some vacil-

lation, this position was taken up by the CPUSA under William 

Z. Fosterôs leadership. The correctness of this position became 

clear to all a year later with the stock market crash of October, 

1929, and the onslaught of the ñGreat Depression.ò  

It is worth noting what became of Lovestone, a leader of the 

opportunist forces in the CPUSA. Although he still paraded as a 

revolutionary for several years, later he together with some open 

social-democrats became part of the AFL-CIO bureaucracy. 
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There he helped establish the American Institute for Free Labor 

Development (AIFLD), which became the link between the trade 

union bureaucracy and the CIA in building reactionary trade un-

ions and undermining revolutionary ones abroad, particularly in 

Latin America. 

Bibl: Stalin: Speeches on the American Communist Party, 1929 

  



61 

18. The Great Depression  

On October 29, 1929, the crash of the stock market in New 

York City marked the end of the ñroaring twentiesò and signaled 

the beginning of the Great Depression, the most severe of the 

cyclic economic crises up to that point. The stock market fell 

12% (30 points) in one day and about 25% in two weeks, leading 

some depressed stock brokers to commit suicide. Factories 

closed and unemployment increased, reaching an official high of 

25% in 1933. Many workers, unable to pay their rent, where 

evicted from their homes, and many small farmers saw their 

farms foreclosed, taken over by the big banks for failure to pay 

their mortgages. Many unemployed people became homeless, 

moving into tent encampments around the big cities. These were 

nicknamed ñHoovervilles,ò after President Herbert Hoover, who 

refused to provide any relief to workers in the crisis. The illusion 

that capitalism could always provide jobs and that wages would 

continually rise was broken. This was the end of ñAmerican 

Exceptionalism.ò 

The crisis was an international one, spreading to all capitalist 

countries. Only the socialist Soviet Union, where production was 

 
Confusion outside Stock Market, New York City, October 29, 1929 
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based on need and not maximum profit, was able to totally elim-

inate unemployment and increase production to new and higher 

levels in the period of its five-year plans (see table below). 

Volume of Industrial Output Compared with 1929 (1929 = 100) 

 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 

U.S.A. 66.4 75.6 88.1 92.2 72.0 

Great Britain 98.8 105.8 115.9 123.7 112.0 

Germany 79.8 94.0 106.3 117.2 125.0 

U.S.S.R. 283.3 293.4 382.3 424.0 477.0 

Early  Workersô Struggles during the Depression 

Even in the early years of the Depression, workers began a 

serious fightback. At that time, there was no such thing as unem-

ployment insurance, and people were dependent on the meager 

help from religious organizations or from people in their family 

who were lucky enough to still have a job. On March 6, 1930, 

tremendous demonstrations of unemployed workers, organized 

by the Communist Party and the Unemployed Councils, took 

place throughout the country. Millions came out into the streets, 

calling for ñJobs or Income Now.ò  

Many of these demonstrations were attacked by the police. 

In 1932 in Atlanta, Georgia, Angelo Herndon, a young black 

member of the Communist Party, was charged with insurrection 

for organizing blacks and whites together. He was sentenced to 

18-20 years in 

prison. Due to 

mass pressure, 

he was released 

in 1934 after 

serving two 

years of his sen-

tence.  

Another ear-

ly battle was the 

Bonus March. 

The veterans of 

World War I had 

been promised a 
 
People seeking food and clothing relief, 1937 
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bonus, to be paid in 1945. With the onset of the Depression, a 

call was issued for the bonus to be paid at once. In 1932, veter-

ans began to gather in large encampments outside Washington 

DC. One of the largest of these was in Anacostia Flats, Mary-

land. A decision was made by President Hoover to crush this 

encampment. On July 28, a large number of troops was sent to 

attack the veterans of ñtheir ownò army, who had fought for 

ñAmerican democracyò some 14 years earlier. The veterans were 

driven out and the encampment was burned to the ground. At 

least two veterans were killed in this action, William Hushka and 

Eric Carlson. Among those who took part in this attack on the 

veterans were three officers who later became famous generals in 

World War II: Douglas MacArthur, James Patton and Dwight 

Eisenhower. In 1936 Congress, overriding President Rooseveltôs 

veto, voted to grant the veterans their bonus. 

One important organization was the Sharecroppers Union, 

begun in Tallapoosa, Alabama, in 1931. It organized primarily 

Afro-American croppers (who were paid for their work for 

wealthy white landowners with a small share of the crop, not in 

cash). The Union had battles with local sheriffs and other racists, 

 
Bonus Army encampment, 1932 
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with several people getting killed, including Ralph Gray, one of 

its founders. The Union reached a membership of about 10,000 

at its height in 1936. 

Bibl: Stalin, Report to the 18th Congress of the CPSU(B), March 

1939 

Stalin, Marxism vs. Liberalism, 1934 

Kelley, Robin D. G. Hammer and Hoe: Alabama 

Communists during the Great Depression, 1990. 

Shaw, Nate. All God's Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw. 

Edited by Theodore Rosengarten, 1974. 
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19. Workersô Struggles during  the New Deal 

Although the New Deal allowed workers the right to organ-

ize, they had to fight to put this right into practice. One of the 

first and greatest of these fights was for the unionization of the 

longshore workers on the West Coast, which led to the San Fran-

cisco General Strike in July, 1934. 

 Before the unionization drive, longshore workers were su-

per-exploited as temporary shape-up workers. The work was 

hard manual labor, as at that time cargo was loaded and unloaded 

by hand, without the containers and cranes that are used today. 

Workers would come down to the docks early in the morning 

and would wait for the shipping companiesô representatives to 

pick the workers they wanted. The rest went home to try again 

another day. With great effort, militant organizers encouraged 

the workers to join what was then the International Longshore-

menôs Association (ILA) and later became the International 

Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU) on the Pacific Coast. 

They went on strike to force the shipping companies to hire 

workers through the union. The strike was met by violence from 

the companies and the government, in which two workers, How-

ard Sperry and Nick Bordoise, were killed. Tens of thousands of 

workers from throughout the San Francisco Bay Area and be-

yond took part in their funeral procession.  

Workers throughout San Francisco went on strike in solidarity 

with the longshore workers. After four days, the main demands 
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were basically won. The companies had to recognize the union, 

the workers received a substantial wage increase, and most im-

portantly they won the recognition of the union hiring hall. (To 

this day, the ILWU remains one of the most progressive unions in 

the country, not only representing workers in their day-to-day in-

terests but also through strikes against the former apartheid South 

African regime, for the freedom of Mumia Abu-Jamal, against the 

invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq and for May Day.) 

This period was one of the unionization of the great mass 

production industries in the U.S., such as auto, steel, rubber and 

trucking. Until that time, the A.F. of L. had mainly organized the 

small number of higher-paid, skilled craft workers, ignoring the 

great majority of industrial workers. Although some of these 

workers had been organized in the early part of the 20th century 

by the IWW, the Wobblies with their anarcho-syndicalist tradi-

tions were not able to maintain these unions. Other attempts at 

industrial organization, such as steel and meat packing, had 

failed. Now, a new effort was made by the Council on Industrial 

Organizing, later the Congress of Industrial Organizations 

(C.I.O.). This effort was largely led by the Communist Party in a 

united front with more militant forces in the A.F. of L., such as 

John L. Lewis of 

the mineworkers 

union.  

One of the 

major organizing 

efforts was in the 

auto industry, 

which led to the 

great Flint sit-

down strike from 

December 1936 

to February 

1937. In order to 

prevent scabs 

from breaking an 

organizing strike 

at the General 
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Motors plant in Flint, Michigan, and to prevent management 

from removing machinery, the workers occupied the plant and 

held it for almost three months. They were aided by the support 

of other workers, not only in Michigan but throughout the coun-

try. The Womenôs Auxiliary also played a heroic role, helping to 

supply the strikers with food and other necessities. Michigan 

Governor Frank Murphy called out the National Guard, but the 

strikers held firm and Murphy could not use the Guard to drive 

the workers out, partly due to fear of damaging to the equipment 

inside the plant. Finally, the company conceded and recognized 

the right of the workers to unionize. The other auto companies 

quickly followed suit. 

Organizing in other key industries was made easier by the 

success in auto, but again not without violence including the kill-

ing of striking workers by scabs, company goons and the gov-

ernment. The largest steel company, U.S. Steel, recognized the 

union, but Republic Steel, misnamed ñLittle Steel,ò refused to 

recognize it. When the workers went out on strike on the South-

east side of Chicago in 1937, the police shot at the strikers. Alto-

gether 18 workers were killed, hundreds wounded and thousands 

arrested. Although the strike was initially defeated, the company 

was eventually forced to recognize the union. 

Fascist Attacks and Bourgeois Reforms 

Internationally the bourgeoisie had two different tactical 

ways of reacting to the capitalist crisis. In many countries, espe-

cially in Europe, the capitalists turned to fascism to try to crush 

the rising workersô movement. Already in the early 1920s, Mus-

solini, a former Social-Democrat, had taken over the Italian gov-

ernment, crushing the independent trade unions and setting up a 

corporate state. In Germany, Hitler was supported by such big 

monopolists as Krupp and Thyssen (steel), Siemens (electrical), 

and I.G. Farben (chemical, producer of Zyklon B that was later 

used to exterminate Jews and others in the gas chambers during 

World War II). Hitler had the Reichstag (Parliament) building in 

Berlin burned down in February 1933. He tried to blame the fire 

on the Communist Party, and used this to put an end to the bour-

geois-democratic Weimar Republic, ban the Communist Party, 
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crush the trade unions, and eventually ban the social-democrats 

and all other parties. He scapegoated the Jews and blamed a 

ñJudeo-Bolshevik conspiracyò for all Germanyôs problems, be-

ginning with its defeat in World War I. 

The U.S. capitalists, who were already the strongest in the 

world, were able to follow a path of reforms. In 1932, Franklin 

Roosevelt, candidate of the Democratic Party, was elected presi-

dent with a 57% majority. Under pressure from the growing 

working class movement at home (see next chapter) and the suc-

cessful example of socialist construction in the Soviet Union, he 

put forward a package of reforms under the name of the New 

Deal, which he had to fight to get Congress to pass. These re-

forms included: legislation allowing workers to form unions; 

setting up the Public Works Administration (PWA), which 

helped to build up the infrastructure of the country, including 

highways and bridges, but also murals and audio-recordings that 

helped unemployed artists and other intellectuals. He established 

the first social security system for the elderly, as well as unem-

ployment relief. 

Although these reforms did provide some relief for workers, 

the New Deal was not able to get the country out of the Depres-

sion. In 1938, official unemployment was still close to 20%, de-

spite the recruitment of many workers through the PWA. Joseph 

Stalin, in a 1934 interview with the writer H.G. Wells, pointed 

out that: ñno capitalist would ever agree to the complete aboli-

tion of unemployment, to the abolition of the reserve army of 

unemployed, the purpose of which is to bring pressure on the 

labor market, to ensure a supply of cheap labor.ò Only during 

World War II was the capitalist world able to get out of the Great 

Depression by building up the war industry and recruiting large 

numbers of the unemployed into the armed forces. 

Bibl: Walter Linder, The Great Flint Sit-Down Strike Against GM 

1936-37, 1973 
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https://www.marxists.org/history/etol/newspape/amersoc

ialist/genora.htm. Though Johnson gives too much credit 

to the Socialist Party, of which she was a member, her 

interview gives a lively account of the role of women in 

the strike. 
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20. The International Situation  

Leading up to World War II  

Officially, World War II began when Nazi Germany invaded 

Poland in September of 1939. But in fact, the first phases of the 

war took place considerably earlier. In 1931, Japan invaded and 

occupied Manchuria, the most industrialized region in China, 

and in 1936 it moved to take over large parts of the rest of that 

country. After coming to power in Germany in 1933, Hitler 

quickly rebuilt the German armed forces. In 1936 he remilita-

rized the Rhineland, which was not allowed under the Treaty of 

Versailles imposed on Germany after its defeat in World War I. 

In 1935, fascist Italy invaded and occupied Ethiopia in northeast 

Africa. The western capitalist governments turned a blind eye to 

these activities of the fascist powers, making only verbal criti-

cisms. Only the socialist Soviet Union called for genuine re-

sistance. Its Foreign Minister, Maxim Litvinov, appealed to the 

capitalist democracies to form collective security agreements 

against aggression. The Soviet Union even joined the League of 

Nations to aid in this appeal. But except for mutual defense trea-

ties with France and Czechoslovakia (which were never really 

put into effect), nothing came of this. 

In 1935, the Communist International (Comintern) held its 

Seventh Congress under the leadership of the great Bulgarian 

revolutionary, Georgi Dimitrov.
*
 The Comintern changed its tac-

tical orientation to call for united and popular fronts against fas-

cism and war. A united front government was formed in France 

in 1936, which prevented fascism from taking over the country 

at that time and carried out some reforms in the interest of the 

working class.  

In the same year, the united front Republican government in 

Spain began a three-year fight against the fascist Franco, who 

                                                 
*
 Dimitrov had been accused by the fascists of setting the Reichstag 

(German Parliament building) on fire. The fascists used this as an 

excuse to eliminate the remaining democratic rights in Germany. 

Dimitrov struck a blow against the Nazis when he exposed the fact that 

the fire was a deed of the fascists themselves, and the court was forced 

to acquit him. 
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was aided by Mussolini and Hitler. However, the western powers 

refused to sell weapons to the legal Republican government. 

Moreover, the French social-democratic Premier Blum tried, of-

ten unsuccessfully, to prevent members of the International Bri-

gades from crossing into Spain to fight for the Republic. The 

Brigades were organized by the communists, some left socialists 

and other democratic forces. They included many anti-fascists 

from Germany and Italy, as well as from other countries. Some 

3,000 fighters came from the U.S., of whom about 1,000 were 

killed in battle. The only states that gave aid to the Spanish Re-

public were the socialist Soviet Union and Mexico under the 

progressive Cardenas government. Even the Roosevelt govern-

ment in the U.S. observed a policy of ñneutrality,ò refusing to 

sell arms to Spain, while the fascist powers gave all possible aid 

to Franco. During World War II, Franco returned the favor to the 

western powers, remaining neutral on the western front while 

sending the Blue Division to fight on the side of Hitler against 

the Soviet Union. 

There were many other early military actions before the offi-

cial outbreak of World War II. In March of 1938, Nazi Germany 

annexed Austria, and in April of 1939 fascist Italy occupied Al-

bania. One of the most serious supports given to the fascists by 

the western powers was the Munich Treaty selling out Czecho-

slovakia in 

September of 

1938, when 

Hitler de-

manded the 

annexation of 

the western 

portion of that 

country. 

Prime Minis-

ter Chamber-

lain of Britain 

and Premier 

Daladier of 

France met 

 
British P.M. Chamberlain (left) sells out 

Czechoslovakia to Hitler to turn Germany  

east against the Soviet Union, 1938 
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with Hitler and Mussolini and agreed to Hitlerôs demand, alleg-

edly to ñpreserve peace.ò However, Hitler used this concession 

to occupy all of Czechoslovakia in March of 1939. In actuality, 

the western powers wanted to urge Hitler to go east and attack 

the Soviet Union, trying to destroy the Land of Socialism once 

and for all.  

While trying until the last minute to develop collective secu-

rity agreements with the Western capitalist democracies, at the 

18th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 

March 1939, Stalin warned the West that they could not expect 

the Soviet Union to pull the chestnuts out of the fire for them. 

When it became clear that the negotiations for collective security 

being carried out in Moscow with Britain and France in the 

summer of that year were not progressing, Stalin accepted Hit-

lerôs proposal for a non-aggression pact, which was signed in 

Moscow by German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop and Soviet 

Foreign Minister Molotov (who had replaced Litvinov in May). 

The plans of the Western powers to get Hitler to attack the Sovi-

et Union at that time failed, and the Soviet Unionôs fear of hav-

ing to fight the fascist powers by itself was put to rest. 

  

 
U.S. Volunteers in the Spanish Civil War 
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Woody Guthrie: Jarama Valley 

The Jarama Valley was the site of a famous 

battle in the Spanish Civil War. This song 

was sung by the famous U.S. folk-singer 

Woody Guthrie, at https:// 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=eREF2NgRXoc 

There's a valley in Spain called Jarama  

It's a place that we all know so well  

It was there that we fought against the fascists  

We saw a peaceful valley turn to hell  

From this valley they say we are going  

But don't hasten to bid us adieu  

Even though we lost the battle at Jarama  

We'll set this valley free before we're through  

We were men of the Lincoln Battalion  

We're proud of the fight that we made  

We know that you people of the valley  

Will remember our Lincoln Brigade  

From this valley they say we are going  

But don't hasten to bid us adieu  

Even though we lost the battle at Jarama  

We'll set this valley free before we're through  

You will never find peace with these fascists  

You will never find friends such as we  

So remember that valley of Jarama  

And the people that'll set that valley free  

From this valley they say that we are going  

But don't hasten to bid us adieu  

Even though we lost the battle at Jarama  

We'll set this valley free before we're through  

All this world is like this valley called Jarama  

So green and so bright and so fair  

No fascists can dwell in our valley  

Nor breathe in our new freedom's air 
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From this valley they say we are going  

But don't hasten to bid us adieu  

Even though we lost the battle at Jarama  

We'll set this valley free before we're through 

Bibl: Georgei Dimitrov, Leipzig, 1933, Sophia Press, 1968 
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21. World War II and the Role of the Major Powers 

On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany invaded Poland. 

Within two weeks, the reactionary feudal Polish government col-

lapsed, and the Soviet Union sent troops in to what had been 

western Poland to prevent Germany from occupying the whole 

country. This region had been occupied by Poland during the 

Russian Civil War and Intervention. It was predominantly made 

up of Ukrainians and Byelorussians, and was reincorporated into 

the Soviet Republics of Ukraine and Byelorussia. 

While Britain and France declared war on Germany after its 

invasion of Poland, no major fighting took place at that time. This 

first phase was called the ñphony war,ò or ñsitzkriegò (sitting war), 

as compared to the later German military tactic of ñblitzkriegò 

(lightning war). During this period the Soviet Union fortified its 

defenses against the German attack that it knew was coming. In a 

short war with Finland, it pushed back its frontier (which had been 

only 18 miles from Leningrad). It reincorporated the Baltic Re-

publics of Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, as well as the Republic 

of Moldavia, all of which had been taken from Soviet Russia dur-

ing the Civil War. These moves were a major setback to the fascist 

powers, especially Germany, which saw them as potential German 

territory. 

In October of 1940, Italy began its occupation of Greece, aid-

ed by the Germans the following April. Romania joined the Axis 

in November of 1940, as did Bulgaria in March of 1941. Germany 

occupied Yugoslavia in April of 1941. In the West, in May and 

June of 1940, Germany quickly occupied Belgium, Netherlands, 

Luxemburg and the north of France, leaving the south to the pup-

pet government centered in Vichy. Germany began the aerial 

bombardment of Britain. Meanwhile, Japan expanded its occupa-

tion of China, where it was confronted by a shaky united front 

alliance between the Communist Party led by Mao Tse-tung and 

the Kuomintang led by Chiang Kai-shek. The army led by the 

Communist Party did the great majority of fighting against the 

Japanese troops, while fending off continual attacks by the Kuo-

mintang. The Soviet Union, which had repulsed Japanese attacks 

on Mongolia in 1938 and 1939, remained neutral towards Japan, 

while sending military aid to China. 
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Finally, on June 22, 1941, Nazi Germany launched a three-

pronged attack on the Soviet Union, using over 4 million troops, 

the largest invasion in history. Many commentators in the capi-

talist countries predicted that the Soviet Union would collapse 

within six weeks. But despite serious losses of territory in the 

beginning of the war, the Soviet Union held out. Leningrad was 

surrounded and besieged for almost three years, with about one 

million people dying, many from starvation; however, it never 

surrendered, and Moscow held firm against the German attack. 

In July of 1941, the Soviet Union formed an alliance with 

Britain, and in December with the United States after the U.S. 

entered the war. This was the collective security for which the 

Soviet Union had worked for years before the war, forcing Ger-

many to fight on two fronts. Even though it was not until June of 

1944 that the Western powers opened the second front against 

Germany with the invasion of Normandy in France (which they 

had promised to carry out two years earlier), now it was Germa-

ny, not the Soviet Union, which was isolated. 

There were some capitalist politicians who still wanted to 

play off the Soviet Union and Germany. On June 23, 1941, im-

mediately after the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union, then Senator 

(later President) Harry Truman said: ñIf we see that Germany is 

winning we ought to help Russia and if Russia is winning we 

ought to help Germany, and that way let them kill as many as 

possible.ò But this did not happen. The U.S. and Britain sent 

supplies to the Soviet Union, although this aid, the Lend Lease, 

amounted to only about 5% of the Soviet Unionôs own arma-

ments.  

As everyone in the United States knows, Japan attacked the 

U.S. Pacific fleet in its colony of Hawaii on December 7, 1941, 

marking the U.S. entry into the war. Japan had been the U.S.ôs 

major competitor in Asia and the Pacific, and it was there that 

the U.S. concentrated much of its fighting. It fought together 

with the heroic Hukbalahap guerillas in the Philippines, which 

had been a U.S. colony. It also fought to defeat the Japanese in 

its colony of Guam, as well as in smaller chains of the Marianas, 

Marshall and Caroline Islands, over which it established protec-

torates after the war. The only land war that it fought in Japan 
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itself was on the island of Okinawa, which remains the site of 

major U.S. bases in Asia today.  

The U.S. and Britain sent their forces into Sicily in July and 

August of 1943, and into the southern Italian mainland in Septem-

ber of 1943. There, in conjunction with the powerful Italian parti-

san resistance, they defeated Italian fascism. Mussolini was exe-

cuted by the partisans in April of 1945. Britain had a mission in 

Greece, mainly supporting the small rightist guerrillas, while the 

Greek Democratic Army, ELAS, did most of the fighting against 

the Italian and German occupiers. Britain also sent troops and 

supplies to aid Titoôs Yugoslav guerrillas, which were also sup-

ported by the Soviet Union in the liberation of Belgrade. 

The Soviet Union bore the great brunt of the fighting. At its 

height, in February 1943, Germany had 195 divisions fighting 

the Soviet Union, while it had only 49 divisions, that is, only 

one-quarter as many, on the Western front. Even in July of 1944, 

after the Normandy invasion, Germany had 124 divisions on the 

Eastern front, almost twice the 69 divisions it had in the West. 

The difference in the fighting can also be seen in the casualties. 

While the Soviet Union lost at least 20 million killed (both sol-

diers and civilians), the U.S. only lost about 420,000 and Britain 

about 450,000 killed. Of the Axis (Germany and its allies) mili-

tary deaths, 5.48 million were on the Eastern Front (against the 

Soviets and their Eastern European allies), while only 830,000 

were on the Western Front (against Britain, the U.S. and their 

Western European allies); 

that is, the Soviets killed 

over six times as many 

German troops as the West 

did.  

By February 1943, the 

Soviet Union had reversed 

the course of the war at the 

battle of Stalingrad. It then 

pushed Germany inexora-

bly back to the west and, 

together with the partisan 

resistance, liberated Ruma-

 
U.S. and Soviet troops meet on 

Elbe, April 25, 1945 
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nia, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia, 

finally entering Germany and liberating Berlin on May 2, 1945. 

Albania was the only country that liberated itself without the aid 

of foreign troops, defeating fascist Italy and then Nazi Germany 

by November of 1944.  

Britain and the U.S. finally opened the Second Front on June 

6, 1944, storming the beaches of Normandy. This helped relieve 

the Soviet Union from carrying out the main fight against Ger-

many on its own. Although Germany wanted to sign a separate 

peace with the U.S. and Britain while continuing to fight against 

the Soviet Union, it was politically impossible for the Western 

powers to agree to this. However, Germany still kept most of its 

forces fighting in the East; otherwise the Soviet Union might 

have liberated all of Germany by itself. Nazi Germany uncondi-

tionally surrendered to the U.S., Britain and the Soviet Union on 

May 7, 1945. The war in Europe was over.  

Under its agreements with the Western powers, within three 

months of the defeat of Germany in the West, the Soviet Union 

moved its troops to fight Japan in the East. On August 9, 1945, 

the Soviet Union sent its army to defeat about 50 Japanese divi-

sions in Manchuria. The U.S. under President Truman dropped 

two atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki on August 6 and 9 

respectively. These bombings resulted in the horrific deaths of 

about 200,000 people, including those who died from burns and 

radiation illness in the months after the attacks.
*
 These cities had 

no military importance, and their bombing only served to warn 

the Soviet Union of the U.S. atomic might and to prevent it from 

taking any part in the post-war governing of Japan. The war in 

Asia ended with the unconditional surrender of Japan to the U.S. 

on September 2, 1945. 

  

                                                 
*
 The use of atomic bombs against Japan was not the only attack 

by the Western allies, particularly the U.S., against civilians. Britain and 

the U.S. firebombed the German city of Hamburg in July of 1943, killing 

over 42,000 civilians, and a similar firebombing of Dresden in February 

of 1945 killed another 25,000 people. In March of 1945, the U.S. 

firebombed the Japanese capital of Tokyo, killing at least 88,000 

people. 
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Bertold Brecht: What Did the Soldierôs Wife Receive? 

Bertold Brecht was a prominent German anti-fascist play-

wright and poet. During the Nazi period Brecht left Germany to 

live in various countries in Europe, and in 1941 he moved to the 

United States. In 1947 he was called to testify before the House 

Un-American Activities Committee, and the following day he 

returned to Europe. He moved to the (east) German Democratic 

Republic, where he directed the famous Berliner Ensemble thea-

ter company. This poem was written during World War II, 

around 1943, referring to the German soldiers. 

Sung in German by Lotte Lenya at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FxGl

a2m6NGg 

And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From the ancient capital, Prague? 

From Prague she received her high-

heeled shoes,  

Greetings, good news, and her high-

heeled shoes  

She received from the capital, Prague. 

And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From Oslo beyond the sound? 

She received from Oslo a little fur piece, 

And the hope it might please, a little fur piece  

She received from beyond the sound. 

And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From wealthy Amsterdam? 

From Amsterdam she received a hat, 

She looked well in that, the pretty Dutch hat  

She received from Amsterdam. 

And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From Brussels, the Belgian town? 

She received from Brussels the rarest of lace,  

What a joy to possess the rarest of lace  

She received from the Belgian town. 
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And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From Paris the city of light? 

She received from Paris a silken gown, 

óTwas the talk of the town, the silken gown  

She received from the city of light. 

And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From the south, from Bucharest? 

From Bucharest she received a smock, 

A strange gay frock, the Rumanian smock  

She received from Bucharest. 

And what did the soldierôs wife receive  

From the Russian land of snow? 

She received from Russia her widowôs weeds, 

For her grief she had need of those widowôs weeds  

She received from the land of snow. 

Bibl: Wikipedia: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:World-War-II -

military-deaths-in-Europe-by-theater-year.png 
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22. The International Consequences  

of World War II  

One of the most important results of World War II was the 

growth of the socialist and peopleôs democratic camp, with the 

spread of peopleôs democracies in Eastern Europe and Asia, and 

especially with the victory of the revolution in China in 1949. 

These countries had to do a great work of rebuilding to make up 

for the warôs destruction. The superiority of socialism was 

shown in particular by the fact that by 1948 the Soviet Union had 

already surpassed its highest pre-war production levels.  

With the defeat of fascism, U.S. troops held massive demon-

strations demanding to be demobilized and sent home. In the 

Philippines, they formed soldiers committees and refused to be 

used against the revolutionary Huk movement, which had been 

their ally in the fight against Japan.  

At the same time, World War II left the U.S. as the major 

imperialist power. One group of its rivals, Germany, Italy and 

Japan, had been defeated in the war, and another group, Britain 

and France, had been severely weakened. They were in the pro-

cess of losing their main colonies through the strength of the 

peopleôs liberation movements. The U.S., which had not been 

invaded or attacked (except in its colony of Hawaii in 1941), had 

emerged relatively unharmed. 

Even while the war in Europe was still raging, in December 

1944, Churchill militarily attacked his nominal allies, the Greek 

Peopleôs Liberation Army, ELAS, in order to prevent them from 

liberating Greece. When 200,000 people demonstrated in Athens, 

the British and the Greek reactionary troops fired on them, killing 

28 people. Churchill even stationed snipers on the Acropolis 

(something Hitler had not dared to do) to fire at demonstrators. 

In March of 1946, Churchill made his infamous speech in 

Fulton, Missouri, declaring that an ñiron curtainò had fallen over 

Europe. But this phrase was used earlier by Nazi Propaganda 

Minister Joseph Goebbels, who wrote on February 25, 1945, in 

Das Reich, that if Germany lost the war, ñan iron curtain would 
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fallò over Eastern Europe (see 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_Curtain).
*
 

The U.S. began its threats against the Soviet Union and its 

fights against the new peopleôs democracies. In Europe, the U.S. 

government built up an arsenal of A-bombs and H-bombs to 

threaten the Soviets. The wartime Office of Strategic Service 

(OSS) became the post-war C.I.A. The U.S. used Nazi General 

Gehlenôs military intelligence organization to send spies into 

Eastern Europe. (Gehlen later became head of West Germanyôs 

intelligence agency.) The U.S. provided arms to British imperial-

                                                 
*
 Churchill had a different view of the role of the Soviet Union during 

the war. On August 4, 1944, he said: ñit is the Russian armies who have 

done the main work in tearing the guts out of the Germany army. In the air 

and on the oceans we could maintain our place, but there was no force in 

the world which could have been called into being, except after several 

more years, that would have been able to maul and break the German 

army unless it had been subjected to the terrible slaughter and 

manhandling that has befallen it through the strength of the Russian 

Soviet armies. I salute Marshal Stalin, the great champion, and I firmly 

believe that our twenty yearsô treaty with Russia will prove one of the most 

lasting and durable factors in preserving the peace and the good order 

and the progress of Europe.ò See A Time of Triumph, vol. 7, p. 6977. 

 
Britain attacks unarmed demonstrators,  

Athens, Greece December 3, 1944 
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ism to intervene against the Greek democratic forces in the Civil 

War there from 1946-1949. The U.S. rigged elections in France 

and Italy to prevent the formation of communist governments 

and to drive communists out of cabinet posts. It prodded its south 

Korean puppets, led by Syngman Rhee, to attack the Democratic 

Peopleôs Republic of (north) Korea. It supported France in its 

failed attempt to reestablish its colony in Vietnam, providing 

80% of French costs in that war by the time of Franceôs defeat at 

Dien Bien Phu in 1954. It also backed Britain in its wars to de-

feat national liberation movements from Kenya (Mau Mau) in 

Africa to Burma and Malaya in Asia. It orchestrated a coup in 

Iran in August of 1953, overthrowing the progressive govern-

ment of Mohammed Mossadegh and installing the hated Shah 

(emperor) Reza Pahlavi. In the process, control of Iranian oil 

passed from British to U.S. monopolies. In many parts of the 

world, the ñcoldò war became increasingly hot. 

Bibl: Wilfred Burchett, Peopleôs Democracy, 1951 

William Z. Foster, Twilight of World Capitalism, 1949 

Greek American Council: National Liberation Front ï  

E.A.M., White Book, 1945 

Daniele Ganser, NATOôs Secret Armies, 2004 
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23. Post-World War II, McCarthyism and  

the Trade Union Movement 

The period immediately after World War II was one of im-

portant mass movements. Within the U.S., massive strikes broke 

out in an effort to make up for the wage freeze imposed during 

the war beginning in 1943 (see graph below). In 1945 and 1946 

alone, there were major strikes among auto, steel, electrical, mar-

itime, railroad and coal workers. In 1946 a successful city-wide 

general strike broke out in Rochester, NY, in support of striking 

government workers who had been fired for attempting to form a 

union.  

U.S. imperialism tried to isolate and undermine the Soviet 

Union and the new peopleôs democracies in Europe and Asia. In 

order to do this, it carried out a two-pronged offensive against its 

working class, needing peace at home to prepare for war abroad. 

On the one hand, it attacked the communists and other militants 

in the trade union movement, using the old reactionary forces in 

the A.F. of Labor and its new red-baiting allies in the leadership 

of the C.I.O., such as Walther Reuther of the UAW and Phillip 

 
Federal Research Economic Data (FRED), from 

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/M08257USM552NNBR 
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Murray of the Steel Workers.
*
 Militants were hounded out of 

most of the unions that they had led in building. A few progres-

sive unions, such as the United Electrical Workers (U.E.) and the 

I.L.W.U., withdrew or were expelled from the C.I.O. and be-

came independent unions retaining some form of progressive 

leadership. This was the beginning of McCarthyism and the 

ñCold War.ò By the time the A.F. of L. and C.I.O. merged in 

1955, it was on the basis of anti-communism and was not a pro-

gressive step. 

The anti-communist campaign was not just a product of the 

Republican Party and Joseph McCarthy (Republican Senator 

from Wisconsin). Harry Truman ran for and won the Presidency 

on the basis of the Democratic Party platform of 1948, which 

declared: 

ñWe condemn Communism and other forms of totalitarian-

ism and their destructive activity overseas and at home... We 

reiterate our pledge to expose and prosecute treasonable activi-

ties of anti-Democratic and un-American organizations which 

would sap our strength, paralyze our will to defend ourselves, 

and destroy our unity, inciting race against race, class against 

class, and the people against free institutions.ò
À
 

In 1949, the U.S. government indicted 12 top leaders of the 

CPUSA, and later over 100 other local leaders in over a dozen 

cities, under the ñSmith Act,ò stating that they ñadvocated the 

overthrow of the U.S. government by force or violence.ò In an 

ironic role reversal, the prosecutors quoted from the writings of 

Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, showing how these leaders had 

put forward the need for revolution to bring about socialism. The 

CPUSA leadership, on the other hand, claimed that the quotes 

were distorted, that these works were out of date or did not apply 

to the U.S.
ÿ
 

                                                 
*
 It should be noted that many of these leaders had been allies of 

the CP in building the C.I.O. unions just a decade before. 
À
 Donald Johnson, ed., National Party Platforms, Univ. of Ill. Press 

(1978), pp. 435-6. 
ÿ
 Foster correctly pointed out that ñPaine, Jefferson and Lincoln, 

all... freely advocated the people's right of revolution.ò But he also said: 

ñThey [the prosecutors] have especially deluged you with quotations 
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The main problem with such a defense is that it confuses the 

workers by denying basic principles of scientific socialism, 

which only serves the capitalists. The CPUSA leadership could 

have explained to the workers that the attacks on the party, the 

trade unions and others were part of the class struggle, that the 

U.S. state is based on violence against the working class. More-

over, the CPôs defense was unsuccessful, as the government ig-

nored the pacifist claims of its leadership and sentenced all but 

one of them to five years in prison. (Foster himself did not stand 

trial because of his ill health.) 

 Two supporters of socialism and the Soviet Union, Julius 

and Ethel Rosenberg, were framed as ñatom spiesò by the U.S. 

government and executed in June of 1953. Although they were 

offered clemency if they would denounce the Soviet Union, they 

remained true to their principles and refused, even though it cost 

them their lives. 

                                                                                                 
from Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin, as well as from certain members 

and ex-members of the American Communist Party. These quotations, 

the Jury should note, are usually torn from their context and are so 

juggled about as to make them imply the very opposite of what the 

writers really meant and said; they also deal with situations widely 

different from that prevailing today in the United States.ò William Z. 

Foster: In Defense of the Communist Party and the Indicted Leaders, 

pp. 7-8. 

 

Picassoôs drawings of Ethel and Julius Rosenberg 
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The other aspect of the government offensive against the 

working class, equally important but less recognized, was the 

policy of buying off a section of the workers, particularly 

through the trade union bureaucracy. As Lenin pointed out long 

ago in Imperialism,... from the super-profits made from the en-

slavement of the colonial peoples ñ(obtained over and above the 

profits which capitalists squeeze out of the workers of their 

óownô country) it is possible to bribe the labor leaders and the 

upper stratum of the labor aristocracy.ò For example, money was 

given to the trade union bureaucrats to build low-cost co-ops for 

their members. Also, the G.I. Bill allowed troops returning from 

World War II to go to college at government expense, with the 

idea (often illusory) that in this way they could escape exploita-

tion by getting out of the working class. Unlike during the 1930s, 

when the government made concessions in response to the work-

ersô struggles, these were bribes to keep the workers from engag-

ing in struggle. In this way, the home front was mainly quiet as 

the U.S. launched wars of domination to maintain itself as the 

prime imperialist power. The decadesô long alliance between the 

trade union bureaucrats and U.S. monopoly capitalists was 

formed during this period. 

Bibl: Lenin, Imperialism, The Highest Stage of Capitalism,  

preface to the French and German editions, 1916 

Labor Fact Book #9, 1949 

William Z. Foster, In Defense of the Indicted Communist 

Party Leaders, 1949 
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24. The Korean War 

Korea had been occupied by Japan since 1905, after Japan 

defeated Russia in an inter-imperialist war in that year, and was 

annexed by Japan in 1910.) The Korean people, led by Kim Il 

Sung and the Workersô Party of Korea, fought a long guerrilla 

war from 1938-45 to restore their countryôs independence. With 

the defeat of Japan at the end of World War II, the Korean peo-

ple rose up. Peopleôs committees were formed throughout the 

country, and a Korean Peopleôs Republic was established, based 

in Seoul.
*
 

Under the agreement for the surrender of Japan, Soviet 

troops were sent to disarm Japanese troops north of the 38th par-

allel and U.S. troops were sent to disarm them south of that par-

allel. This was never meant to mark a political division of the 

country but just a temporary demarcation line for the disarma-

ment process. The U.S. brought in the reactionary Syngman 

Rhee, who had been in exile in the U.S. for decades, to run the 

southern part of the country. On December 12, 1945, the U.S. 

banned the peopleôs committees in the south. In October and 

November of 1946, there were mass uprisings throughout the 

south, which were suppressed.  

From April 19-23, 1948, a National Conference was held in 

Pyongyang that was attended by almost all the political forces in 

both north and south, except for those supporting Rhee. A sepa-

rate regime with Rhee as Prime Minister was established in the 

south in August of 1948. It was based economically and politi-

cally on the landlords as well as capitalists, particularly owners 

of textile factories. It built up an army based on Korean troops 

that had collaborated with the Japanese colonial occupiers. In 

October of 1948, there were mutinies and uprisings in the south, 

which developed into guerrilla war until 1950. By the end of 

1948, the Soviet troops had withdrawn from the north, leaving 

the government in the hands of the Democratic Peopleôs Repub-

                                                 
*
 A CIA analysis in 1948 spoke of the peopleôs committees as ña 

grassroots independence movement which found expression in the 

establishment of the Peopleôs Committees throughout Korea in August 

1945.ò (Quoted in Halliday and Cumings, p. 23.) 
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lic of Korea (DPRK) led by Kim Il Sung. The U.S. officially 

withdrew combat troops from the south the following year, but 

left a small Korean Military Advisory Group. 

In China the Communist Party headed by Mao Tse-tung and 

the Peopleôs Liberation Army had played a major part in defeat-

ing the Japanese aggressors during World War II. Afterwards, it 

defeated the attacks by the reactionary regime of Chiang Kai-

shek and on October 1, 1949, it proclaimed China a peopleôs re-

public, similar to those in Eastern Europe. Thus, one-quarter of 

humanity was liberated from imperialist rule, in the second 

greatest revolution in history, after the Bolshevik Revolution in 

Russia in 1917. 

In April of 1948, there was an uprising on the south Korean 

island of Cheju. Rheeôs troops came in and killed some 60,000 

people. This massacre was only acknowledged by the U.S. some 

60 years later. Rhee repeatedly called for ñliberatingò the north, 

and U.S. President Truman was angered by its ñlossò of China. 

Although all the ñofficialò histories of the Korean War claim that 

the north attacked the south, the truth is the reverse. On June 17, 

just over a week before the war broke out, John Foster Dulles, 

then a special adviser to Truman on foreign affairs, stated while 

visiting south Korean troops along the 38th parallel: ñNo adver-

sary, not even the strongest can oppose you. The time is not far 

 
Picasso: Massacre in Korea 
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off when you will be able to display your strength.ò  

At the start of the war, Rhee massacred up to 200,000 more 

communist and other leftist prisoners. In the ensuing months, the 

DPRK, with half the population of the Republic of (south) Ko-

rea, forced Rheeôs troops into a small enclave around Pusan on 

the countryôs east coast. The U.S. pushed a resolution through 

the U.N. Security Council
*
, calling for a ñU.N.ò force to counter 

ñNorth Korean aggression.ò Thus the Korean War was carried 

out under the U.N. flag. About 370,000 ñU.N.ò troops landed at 

Inchon on the countryôs west coast, of which some 327,000 were 

from the U.S., the remainder coming from U.S. allies in Western 

Europe and countries dependent on the U.S. in Asia, Africa and 

Latin America. They pushed the troops of the DPRK back.  

As the U.S./òU.N.ò forces advanced towards the Chinese 

border, Gen. Douglas MacArthur threatened to invade that coun-

try and even use nuclear weapons against its cities. In response, 

                                                 
*
 The U.S. was able to avoid a Soviet veto only because the Soviet 

Union was boycotting the Security Council at that time, in support of the 

right of the Peopleôs Republic of China to take the seat still held by 

Chiang Kai-shekôs regime. 

 
Pyongyang, 1950.The U.S. left a trail of destruction in Korea.. 
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China called for people to enlist in the Chinese Peopleôs Volun-

teers to aid their Korean brothers and sisters. Some 250,000 

joined up (the U.S. claims there were about one million) and 

quickly pushed the U.S./òU.N.ò forces and south Korean troops 

back to the 38th parallel. When MacArthur wanted to invade 

China, President Truman fired him, fearing that this could lead to 

a major U.S. defeat.  

For about two years, the war continued while inconclusive 

negotiations took place at the border village of Panmunjom. U.S. 

bombers made sure that no building of more than one story was 

left standing in the north. The Korean people had to dig caves in 

the hillsides, from which they emerged at night to till their crops. 

Finally, in July of 1953, an armistice was signed, leaving the 

original demarcation line at the 38th parallel. Although the Chi-

nese Peopleôs Volunteers were quickly withdrawn, the U.S. nev-

er withdrew its forces. Some 30,000 U.S. troops are still there 

and, together with south Korean forces, they continually carry 

out threats against the DPRK. The war caused the deaths of 2-3 

million Korean people as well as of some 35,000 U.S. troops. 

The Korean War marked the first serious setback to U.S. at-

tempts to ñroll back communism.ò 

Bibl: Wilfred Burchett, This Monstrous War, 1953. When Bur-

chett shipped 500 copies from Australia to the U.S. in 

late 1953, the U.S. customs officials confiscated the en-

tire shipment and threw it into the sea. Burchett attended 

much of the peace negotiations in Panmunjom. He ex-

posed so much of the U.S. propaganda that many West-

ern journalists came to him for the truth. 

Jon Halliday and Bruce Cumings, Korea, The Unknown 

War, 1988 

  



92 

25. The Civil Rights Movement 

The post-war period saw the rise of a massive, militant 

movement for civil and human rights, particularly aimed at over-

turning the Jim Crow system of segregation of Afro-Americans in 

the South. In 1951, the Civil Rights Congress, an organization 

supported by the Communist Party, brought a petition to the Unit-

ed Nations, We Charge Genocide, indicting the ruling class for its 

treatment of Back people in the U.S.
*
 Black troops who had 

fought against fascism abroad refused to go along with discrimina-

tion at home. Mass demonstrations began to take place against all 

aspects of segregation: in employment, public facilities, busses, 

even restrooms, and for the democratic right to register to vote. 

These demonstrations were met with reactionary violence, from 

                                                 
*
 Paul Robeson and William L. Patterson presented the petition to UN 

offices in New York and Paris respectively. Patterson had his passport 

confiscated when he returned to the U.S. Robeson was unable to obtain a 

passport at all, and W.E.B. Du Bois, who was supposed to go with 

Patterson to Paris, was prevented from travelling by the U.S. Staate 

Department. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/We_Charge_Genocide 

 
Birmingham police used dogs against civil rights demonstrators 



93 

tear gas, to police dogs to fire hoses, both by the public forces of 

the state and the private racist forces such as the KKK. A saying 

showing the unity of these reactionary forces was ñBlue by day 

[police], white by night [Klan].ò  

While the capitalist media and historians generally credit the 

pacifist forces such as Martin Luther King and the NAACP for 

this struggle, much of the work was carried out by new militant 

groups such as SNCC (Student Non-violent Coordinating Com-

mittee, later Student National Coordinating Committee). SNCC 

helped organize the first Black Panther Party, in 1965 in Lowndes 

County, Alabama, to fight for voting rights. At that time, the coun-

ty was 80% black but there was not a single registered black voter.  

Other organizations openly proclaimed the need for armed 

self-defense to deal with the reactionary violence of the oppressor. 

The Deacons for Defense and Justice, made up mostly of veterans 

of World War II and the Korean War, was formed in Jonesboro, 

Louisiana, in 1964 to defend civil rights marchers. In the late 

1950s, Robert F. Williams, also a World War II vet and leader of 

the Monroe, North Carolina, chapter of the NAACP, armed his 

followers to fight segregation there. He was indicted on false kid-

napping charges and forced to flee to Cuba, where he set up Radio 

Free Dixie broadcasting to people in the South.
*
 

The fight against segregation took place as the semi-feudal 

system of share-cropping was coming to an end. Share-cropping 

was the system by which the workers labored on the land of the 

land-owner in return for a share of the crop, leaving them tied to 

the land. This was the predominant system of agriculture in the 

Afro-American nation in the Black Belt South from the defeat of 

Reconstruction in the 1870s to the 1950s.  

                                                 
*
 The Communist Party was opposed to Williamsô support of armed 

self-defense. Williams wrote of them: ñ... the U.S.C.P. has openly come 

out against my position on the Negro struggle. In fact, the party has sent 

special representatives here to sabotage my work on behalf of U.S. 

Negro liberation. They are pestering the Cubans to remove me from the 

radio...ò (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_F._Williams). This was far 

different from the earlier position of the C.P., when it was considered the 

ñparty of the Negro.ò 
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The Civil Rights movement was basically successful in abol-

ishing formal segregation, as marked by the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The Black Belt was 

transformed from a semi-feudal region to one of dependent capi-

talism.
*
 Further, as we shall see, the victory of basic democratic 

reforms led to a militant Black national movement, especially in 

the north. 

In the 1960s, SNCC emerged as a leader of the black power 

movement, headed among others by Stokely Carmichael. Carmi-

chael later changed his name to Kwame Toure (from Presidents 

Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Sekou Toure of Guinea ï Cona-

kry). This is one indication of the importance of the relationship 

between the black national movement in the U.S. and the anti-

colonial movements, particularly in Africa and the West Indies. 

The black national movement also had an important influence on 

other national movements in the U.S., such as among Puerto Ri-

cans (especially in New York City), Chicanos/Mexicanos, Asian-

Americans and Native Americans. These movements were also 

influenced by the anti-colonial and revolutionary struggles in Lat-

in America and Asia, especially in Cuba and Vietnam. One exam-

ple of this is the meeting of Malcolm X with Fidel Castro in 1960 

in Harlem when Fidel came to New York to attend the UN Gen-

eral Assembly. 

Malcolm X 

One of the greatest Afro-American revolutionary leaders in 

this period was Malcolm X, born Malcolm Little, in Omaha, Ne-

braska. Malcolmôs father had been a revolutionary nationalist who 

was killed by reactionary whites in Lansing, Michigan, in 1929, 

when Malcolm was only 4 years old. In his early years, Malcolm 

was a lumpen (petty criminal), who robbed people, burglarized 

                                                 
*
 This does not mean that the Afro-American nation no longer 

exists. In the 1950s and ó60s, most colonial countries gained formal 

independence, though they remained neo-colonies dependent on the 

former colonial power. Later, many of these countries were transformed 

from semi-feudal agrarian countries to dependent capitalist countries. 

The situation of the Afro-American nation is not essentially different from 

that of those countries. 
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homes and sold drugs in Roxbury, Boston and Harlem, New York. 

In 1946, he was arrested for his criminal activities (though the po-

lice seemed to consider his relations with white women to be more 

of a crime) and sentenced him to 10 years in prison. There he re-

evaluated his life, copied the dictionary and read many of the 

books in the prison library. This helped him to become a very ef-

fective speaker. He met members of the Nation of Islam (NoI ï 

ñBlack Muslimsò), who helped him get off drugs and converted 

him to Islam. They instilled in him their particular brand of black 

nationalism, which saw all whites as ñdevils.ò  

Malcolm was paroled from prison in 1952, and two years later 

he became the chief minister in the NoIôs Harlem mosque, becom-

ing the groupôs most effective spokesperson. Under Malcolmôs 

leadership, the Harlem chapter took up active political struggles, 

such as the fight against police brutality.
*
 He provided an alter-

nate, revolutionary pole to Martin Luther King and the pacifist 

wing of the civil rights movement. He said: ñYou donôt have a 

revolution in which you love your enemy, and you donôt have a 

revolution in which you are begging the system of exploitation to 

integrate you into it. Revolutions overturn systems. Revolutions 

destroy systems.ò (Speech at the Congress for Racial Equality in 

Detroit, Michigan, April 12, 1964.) 

Malcolm was leading the Harlem chapter of the NoI in a dif-

ferent direction 

from that of Elijah 

Muhammad, the 

groupôs national 

leader. When 

President Kennedy 

was assassinated, 

Malcolm com-

mented that ñthe 

chickens had come 

home to roostò 

                                                 
*
 In April of 1957, Johnson X Hinton, a member of the NoI, was 

severely beaten by New York police officers. Malcolm arrived and a 

crowd of several thousand gathered. Malcolm convinced the police to 

get Hinton medical attention, and only then told the people to go home. 

 

Fidel Castro with Malcolm X, Harlem, 1960 



96 

(the violence that the U.S. government perpetrated at home and 

around the world had come back to strike it). For this statement, 

he was suspended from the NoI; in March of 1964 he left the Na-

tion and set up his own Harlem mosque. 

In April of 1964, Malcolm made his first pilgrimage to Mec-

ca, which every Muslim is expected to make at least once during 

his lifetime, taking up the name El Hajj Malik El-Shabazz. There 

he saw Muslims of every race and nationality, which made him 

rethink his anti-white views. He also travelled to various coun-

tries in Africa. When he returned to Harlem, he formed the Or-

ganization of Afro-American Unity (whose name was based on 

the Organization of African Unity, the organization of independ-

ent African states). He continued to be one of the most effective 

and revolutionary speakers of the Afro-American liberation 

movement. 

On February 21, 1965, Malcolm X was assassinated while 

speaking at the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem.
*
 It was later re-

                                                 
*
 Three men involved in the shooting were chased by the crowd. 

One got away, but two were caught by the police. However, both the 

New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune of February 22 

changed their stories. The first edition of each paper said that two 

suspects were held, but the late editions say that one suspect was held. 

 

Malcolm X at demonstration against police brutality, Harlem, 1957 
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vealed that Gene Roberts, a member of Malcolmôs security detail 

who tried to give Malcolm moth-to-mouth resuscitation, was a 

police agent. Three members of the NoI were arrested, and they 

spent years in prison for this murder. But while members of the 

NoI may have pulled the trigger, it is clear that behind this mur-

der was U.S. imperialism, particularly through COINTELPRO 

(Counter-Intelligence Program). This is an example of how the 

government can use differences between organizations for its 

own ends. Without Malcolmôs leadership, the Organization of 

Afro-American Unity soon fell apart. 

Bibl: Autobiography of Malcolm X, 1965 

Civil Rights Congress, We Charge Genocide, 1951 

Robert Williams, Negroes with Guns, 1962 

Robert Korstad, Civil Rights Unionism, 2003 

Dr. Jack Felder, Who Was Really Behind the Assassination  

of Malcolm X, 1990 

Billie Holiday: Strange Fruit 

Billie Holiday first sung and recorded this song on lynchings in 

the South in 1939, written by Abel Meeropol. It can be heard 

sung by Holiday at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Web007rzSOI 

Southern trees bear strange fruit 

Blood on the leaves and blood at the root 

Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze 

Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees 

Pastoral scene of the gallant south 

The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth 

Scent of magnolias, sweet and fresh 

Then the sudden smell of burning flesh 

Here is fruit for the crows to pluck 

For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck 

For the sun to rot, for the trees to drop 

Here is a strange and bitter crop 
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26. The Rise of the Revolutionary  

Afro -American Liberation Movement 

It is no coincidence that the passage of the Civil Rights Act 

and Voting Rights Act (1964 and 1965 respectively), and the 

formal end of U.S. ñJim Crowò apartheid, led to the rise of the 

revolutionary Afro-American liberation movement, both in the 

South but particularly in the oppressed nationality areas (so-

called ñghettosò or ñinner citiesò) in the major cities of the North 

and West. 

Many of the revolutionary national struggles, especially in 

the North, began as protests against police terror. On July 16, 

1964, a white police officer, 

Thomas Gilligan, shot and killed 

James Powell, a 15-year-old black 

high school student in New York 

City. This led to one of the first 

major urban rebellions, in Harlem, 

as people rose up in protest.
*
 

Many other urban rebellions 

took place in that period. These 

were notable for the use of mass 

revolutionary violence by the op-

pressed and mass reactionary vio-

lence by the state. In 1965 in the 

Watts section of Los Angeles, 34 

people were killed. In 1967 in 

Newark, some 26 people died, 

                                                 
*
 This was also a protest in which conscious revolutionaries took 

part. The then revolutionary Progressive Labor Party (PLP), under its 

vice-chair and head of the Harlem Defense Council, Bill Epton, put up 

posters around Harlem with the slogan: ñWanted for Murder: Gilligan the 

Cop.ò Epton violated a temporary city ordinance prohibiting 

demonstrations in Harlem, which all the black reformist organizations 

went along with. When Epton tried to lead a march from 125th Street 

and Lenox Avenue, he was arrested and charged with ñcriminal 

anarchy.ò Epton was expelled from PLP in 1969, when that organization 

followed its own line opposed to scientific socialism; he served a year in 

prison only after his expulsion, in the early 1970s. 
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while in Detroit, 43 people were killed. The U.S. army had to be 

brought into Detroit, where the 82nd Airborne Division, which 

had fought in the Dominican Republic and Vietnam, was used to 

suppress the demonstrators.  

These rebellions also showed the reactionary aspect of forces 

such as Martin Luther King who, while calling for better hous-

ing, economic conditions and opportunities for Blacks, said in 

response to the state violence in Watts: ñIt was necessary that as 

powerful a police force as possible be brought in to check themò 

(The New York Times, August 16, 1965). 

Less than two years later, King came out openly in opposi-

tion to the U.S. war on Vietnam. In a speech at the Riverside 

Church in New York, on April 4, 1967, he stated: ñI knew that I 

could never again raise my voice against the violence of the op-

pressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the 

greatest purveyor of violence in the world today: my own gov-

ernment.ò Exactly one year later, on April 4, 1968, Martin Lu-

ther King was assassinated in Memphis, where he was support-

ing a strike of predominantly Afro-American sanitation workers. 

Mao Tsetung, the leader of the Chinese revolution, said: ñAlt-

hough King was a proponent of non-violence, this did not stop 

U.S. imperialism from doing away with him violently.ò Kingôs 

assassination led to the most extensive outbreaks, as tens of 

 
Demonstrators confront troops, Detroit, 1967 
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thousands of people rebelled across the country in the following 

weeks. Again police and troops responded violently, leaving 

dozens killed and thousands injured and arrested. 

The Black Panther Party 

It was during this period that the Black Panther Party for Self-

Defense (BPP) gained tremendous influence, particularly among 

Black youth. The organization began in Oakland, California, in 

1966, led by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale, to protect the black 

community from police brutality. Members armed with rifles fol-

lowed police cars around Oakland (carrying an unconcealed fire-

arm was then legal in California).
*
 The BPP quickly spread around 

the country, with some 45 chapters at its height in 1970. Their 

weekly newspaper had a circulation of about 100,000 copies. The 

Panthers also set up direct services to the community, such as a 

free breakfast program, which provided meals to some 10,000 

school children each day. 

                                                 
*
 In response to this, California passed an anti-gun bill, the Mulford 

Act, which was supported by the NRA and signed into law by 

Californiaôs Republican Governor, Ronald Reagan. 

 
Panthers protest anti-gun bill, Sacramento, California, 1967 
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The BPP took up the national demands of the Afro-

American people. Its 10 point program included decent housing, 

education, an end to the draft of Black people, etc. Its final point 

was: ñWe demand a plebiscite, in which only Black people can 

participate, to determine the relationship of African people to the 

U.S. government.ò Although this formulation did not speak of a 

specific territory, this demand was an expression of the right to 

self-determination of the Afro-American nation. 

The Panthers were never consolidated around a single politi-

cal or ideological line. While they studied the Quotations from 

Chairman Mao Tsetung (ñThe Red Bookò), they were not united 

around scientific socialism. Some leading members, including 

Eldridge Cleaver and Huey Newton, put forward that the 

ñlumpenò (by which they usually meant ñstreet people,ò not just 

criminals) were the vanguard, while others, including Fred 

Hampton, had a more working class orientation. 

The Panthersô program, and particularly their armed defense 

against police terror, led to a violent response from the police. In 

New York City in April, 1969, the police rounded up 21 leaders 

of the Party, who were held on bail of $1 million each. They 

were all eventually released (their bail largely paid for by sympa-

thetic churches as well as wealthy liberal and progressive indi-

viduals), and finally cleared of all charges. However, the arrests 

seriously disrupted the work of the Panthers in New York. 

In other parts of the country, Panthers were vilely assassinat-

ed by the police and other agents of the state, with dozens being 

killed overall. One of the most notorious examples was the mur-

der of Illinois chapter chair Fred Hampton and his deputy Mark 

Clark, in the early morning hours of December 4, 1969. An FBI 

informant, William OôNeal, who had been Hamptonôs body-

guard and Director of Chapter Security, led a group of police 

officers and FBI agents to Hamptonôs house. He had shown the 

cops a floor plan of the apartment and they fired through the 

door, killing Hampton and Clark as they slept. The next day the 

Chicago Panthers led people from the community through the 

house, exposing the gruesome actions of the police and FBI. 

Other Panthers were imprisoned for long periods for crimes 

they did not commit. Geronimo ji-jaga Pratt served 27 years in 
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prison, framed for the 1968 murder of a white woman in Santa 

Monica, California. He was only released in 1997 after wiretaps 

showed that he had been under surveillance in San Francisco, 

almost 400 miles away, at the time the murders were committed. 

Besides outright killings and arrests, the government used 

the notorious COINTELPRO against the Panthers, as well as 

against other progressive leaders and even against pacifists such 

as Martin Luther King. They did this through instigating splits in 

organizations, sending anonymous letters that played one leader 

against another. These tactics of suppression and deception were 

among the factors that finally led to the Panthersô demise in the 

late 1970s.  

The repression against former members of the Panthers and 

their off-shoots continues even today. Mumia Abu-Jamal, a lead-

ing member of the Philadelphia chapter of the BPP from the age 

of 14, has been in prison since 1981, now serving a life sentence 

after spending decades on death row, framed for the killing of a 

Philadelphia cop.  

We must also mention the government repression of MOVE, 

a revolutionary pro-nature organization, in Philadelphia. In 1978, 

under racist white mayor Frank Rizzo, the police attacked the 

MOVE headquarters. One cop was killed, and as a result 9 

MOVE members were sen-

tenced to life in prison. All 

who are still alive are still in 

jail (two, Phil and Merle Af-

rica, died in jail under suspi-

cious circumstances), alt-

hough they were simply de-

fending themselves. Later, in 

1985, under black mayor 

Wilson Goode, the police 

dropped a bomb on the 

MOVE compound, killing 11 

people, including five chil-

dren, and destroying some 65 

other homes in the neighbor-

hood.  
 

Fred Hampton 
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Other Revolutionary Afro-American Groups 

The African Liberation Support Committee (ALSC), formed 

in 1972, was one of the most important mass organizations in that 

period, consisting primarily of Afro-Americans. The ALSC sup-

ported the fight of the peoples of Angola, Mozambique and Guin-

ea (Bissau) and Cape Verde against their Portuguese colonial rul-

ers. It also supported the fight of the peoples of Zimbabwe (then 

called Southern Rhodesia ï named after the British colonialist and 

imperialist Cecil Rhodes), first against British colonialism and 

after 1965, against the racist, white-settler regime of Ian Smith. It 

supported the struggles of the peoples of South Africa against the 

system of apartheid (racial segregation), as well as of the people of 

Namibia (South West Africa) against South African colonial rule. 

These regimes were strongly supported economically, politically 

and militarily by U.S. imperialism (particularly through NATO, of 

which Portugal was a member). 

At its height, on May 26, 1973, the ALSC mobilized some 

100,000 people in 30 cities around the country for African Lib-

eration Day. The ALSC reflected the strong relations between 

Afro-Americans and the peoples of the African continent. The 

ALSC later broke up, partly due to the influence of Maoism and 

its reactionary policies towards the African liberation move-

ments (see Chapter 31). 

There were other revolutionary Black groups at that time that 

specifically organized among the working class, seeing it as the 

leading class. Most important of these was the Dodge Revolu-

tionary Union Movement (DRUM). DRUM grew out of militant 

Black caucuses organizing in the auto plants in Detroit. At that 

time, and still generally today, blacks had the hardest, most dan-

gerous and poorly paid jobs in auto and other industries. In their 

organizing, DRUM came up not only against management, but 

also against the sell-out union leadership of the United Auto 

Workers (UAW). It led several militant wildcat strikes. The var-

ious DRUM-type caucuses later united to form the League of 

Revolutionary Black Workers (LRBW). 

DRUM also influenced the formation of similar organiza-

tions in other cities and industries. One of these was the Health 

Revolutionary Unity Movement (HRUM). HRUM began as a 
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rank-and-file group of workers at Gouverneur Hospital in 1969 

and spread to other hospitals throughout New York City. It was 

affiliated with the Puerto Rican Revolutionary Workers Organi-

zation (see Chapter 27). Not only did it lead several strikes; it 

also organized the community around health issues, such as lead 

poisoning and tuberculosis testing. These hospital workers later 

joined AFSCME District Council 37, the largest municipal 

workersô union in New York City. 

Gil Scott-Heron: The Revolution Will Not Be Televised 

With music at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qGaoXAwl9kw 

You will not be able to stay home, brother 

You will not be able to plug in, turn on and 

cop out 

You will not be able to lose yourself on skag 

And skip out for beer during commercials 

Because the revolution will not be televised 

The revolution will not be televised 

The revolution will not be brought to you by Xerox 

In 4 parts without commercial interruptions 

The revolution will not show you pictures of Nixon 

Blowing a bugle and leading a charge by John Mitchell 

General Abrams and Spiro Agnew to eat hog maws 

Confiscated from a Harlem sanctuary 

The revolution will not be televised 

The revolution will not be brought to you by the Schaefer Award 

Theater and will not star Natalie Woods and Steve McQueen 

or Bullwinkle and Julia 

The revolution will not give your mouth sex appeal 

The revolution will not get rid of the nubs 

The revolution will not make you look five pounds thinner 

Because the revolution will not be televised, Brother 

There will be no pictures of you and Willie May 

Pushing that shopping cart down the block on the dead run 

Or trying to slide that color TV into a stolen ambulance 
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NBC will not be able predict the winner at 8:32 

Or report from 29 districts 

The revolution will not be televised 

There will be no pictures of pigs shooting down 

Brothers on the instant replay 

There will be no pictures of pigs shooting down 

Brothers on the instant replay 

There will be no pictures of Whitney Young 

Being run out of Harlem on a rail with a brand new process 

There will be no slow motion or still life of Roy Wilkins 

Strolling through Watts in a red, black and green 

Liberation jumpsuit that he had been saving 

For just the proper occasion 

Green Acres, The Beverly Hillbillies and Hooterville Junction 

Will no longer be so damned relevant 

And women will not care if Dick finally gets down with Jane 

On search for tomorrow because black people 

Will be in the street looking for a brighter day 

The revolution will not be televised 

There will be no highlights on the eleven oôclock news 

And no pictures of hairy armed women liberationists 

And Jackie Onassis blowing her nose 

The theme song will not be written by Jim Webb 

Francis Scott Key, nor sung by Glen Campbell, Tom Jones 

Johnny Cash, Englebert Humperdink or the Rare Earth 

The revolution will not be televised 

The revolution will not be right back after a message 

About a white tornado, white lightning, or white people 

You will not have to worry about a dove in your bedroom 

The tiger in your tank or the giant in your toilet bowl 

The revolution will not go better with Coke 

The revolution will not fight the germs that may cause bad 

breath 

The revolution will put you in the driverôs seat 

The revolution will not be televised, will not be televised 

Will not be televised, will not be televised 
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The revolution will be no re-run brothers 

The revolution will be live 

Bibl: Ward Churchill and Jim Vander Wall, The COINTELPRO 

Papers, and Agents of Repression, The FBIôs Secret 

Wars on the Black Panther Party and the American In-

dian Movement, 1990 & 2002 

We Accuse: Bill Epton Speaks to the Court, 1966, available 

at: www.mltranslations.org/US/archive/epton.htm 

https://www.marxists.org/history/erol/ncm-1/hrum.htm 
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27. Other Revolutionary National Movements 

The Puerto Rican National Movement 

The revolutionary Black national movement, and the Pan-

thers in particular, influenced the formation of revolutionary 

movements among other oppressed nationalities in the country. 

One of these was the Young Lords Organization (YLO), origi-

nally a street gang of mostly Puerto Rican youths in Chicago, 

which later set up a chapter in El Barrio (Spanish Harlem) in 

New York City. Public services were poor in all working class 

neighborhoods, but especially in those of the oppressed national-

ities. One of the Lordsô first actions was to pile garbage into the 

middle of the street in El Barrio and set it on fire. Firefighters 

came to put out the flames, but this led to a dramatic improve-

ment in sanitation services, especially in El Barrio. 

In 1970, the Lords in New York changed their name to the 

Young Lords Party, and in 1972 to the Puerto Rican Revolution-

ary Workers Organization (PRRWO). They developed a 10-point 

program consciously modeled after the Panther program. They 

were frequently attacked by the police, such as when they 

formed a contingent that tried to take the lead in the Puerto Rican 

Day Parade in 1971. One of their members, Julio Roldan, died 

mysteriously in police custody after he was arrested on minor 

charges in 1970. 

 
Young Lords burn garbage in streets of El Barrio, 1969 
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PRRWO made a strong effort to carry out work in the work-

ing class. They organized in many factories in the borough of 

Queens in New York City. They were also influential in the or-

ganization of the Puerto Rican Student Union. PRRWO eventu-

ally formed several chapters along the East Coast. 

The Chicano/Mexicano Movement 

The Southwest of the U.S., from California to Texas and fur-

ther north, had been seized from Mexico in the period from 1836 

to 1853 (see Chapter 6). The Spanish-speaking people of this 

territory became the Chicano people, re-enforced by new ñimmi-

grantsò from Mexico who crossed ñla falsa fronteraò (the false 

border). Thus they formed the oppressed Chicano/Mexicano na-

tion of Aztlan. This area is also a center of immigration from 

other countries in Latin America, especially from Central Amer-

ica. This nation must have the right to self-determination up to 

secession from the United States.  

One of the revolutionary national movements among Chica-

nos/Mexicanos that began in the late 1960s was the Brown Be-

rets, who organized particularly in the Southwest and in Chica-

go. They helped organize the Chicano Moratorium. On August 

29, 1970, the Moratorium led a huge march of 20 to 30 thousand 

people through East Los Angeles, California, against the Vi-

etnam War. This peaceful march was attacked by the police, who 
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killed four people, including Ruben Salazar, a progressive jour-

nalist. In 1974, the August 29th Movement was formed, one of 

whose primary goals was the right to self-determination of the 

Aztlan nation.  

In the 1960s and early 1970s, Reies Tijerina formed a group 

to fight to preserve the land grants in the Southwest that their 

ancestors had been given by Spain. He is best known for leading 

an armed raid on the county courthouse in Tierra Amarilla, New 

Mexico. There have also been major workersô struggles in the 

Southwest. To mention just a few, there was the long fight of the 

United Farm Workers from 1965 to 1970 to organize the grape, 

lettuce and other agricultural workers, centered in Delano, Cali-

fornia, the Farah pants strike of 40,000 predominantly Chicana 

women garment workers in El Paso, Texas, in 1972, and the 

Watsonville, California, Cannery strike of 1,000 workers that 

lasted 18 months, beginning in 1985.  

Asian-American, Native American  

and Other Movements 

Asians and Asian-Americans have a long and proud history 

of participation in and leadership of progressive and revolution-

ary movements in the U.S. Sen Katayama, a founder of the Japa-

nese Communist Party, spent two decades in the U.S. and 

worked with the U.S., Canadian and Mexican CPs. Larry Itliong 

was a leader together with Cesar Chavez of the California grape 

workersô strike. Today many young Filipino activists work with 

Bayan which has taken part in organizing May 1st demonstra-

tions and other activities. 

In this period, movements among Asian-Americans, particu-

larly Chinese-Americans, included I Wor Kuen (Righteous and 

Harmonious Fist), which defended the International Hotel in San 

Francisco that housed many Chinese-American and Asian immi-

grant workers from being torn down by real estate interests. In 

New York there was the Asian Study Group, which later became 

the Workers Viewpoint Organization. This organization was par-

ticularly influenced by the Cultural Revolution in China, show-

ing revolutionary Chinese films in the streets and empty lots in 

Chinatown.  
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Finally, there was the American Indian Movement (AIM) 

among indigenous people in the U.S. and Canada. One of its 

main actions was the 1973 takeover of Wounded Knee in the 

Pine Ridge reservation in South Dakota, the site of a massacre of 

native peoples by the U.S. army in 1890 in which over 200 peo-

ple were killed. AIM held Wounded Knee for 71 days, during 

which they had to fight off not only the police and the FBI, but 

also the sell-out tribal leadership of Dick Wilson and his GOONs 

(Guardians of the Oglala Nation). Under Wilsonôs leadership, 

over 60 AIM members and supporters had been murdered on 

Pine Ridge. This conflict with Wilson was not unique, as all the 

revolutionary national groups had to fight against the national 

reformists as part of their struggle. 

Leonard Peltier is a leader of AIM and one of the longest-

held political prisoners in the United States. In 1977, he was 

framed and convicted for the killing of two FBI agents and sen-

tenced to two consecutive terms of life imprisonment. The inci-

dent was the result of a shootout at Pine Ridge, in which an AIM 

member, Joe Stuntz, was also killed.  

One cannot discuss this period without mentioning the Attica 

Rebellion and massacre in 1971. The rebellion was motivated 

not only by the outrageous conditions in prison but also by the 

 
Wounded Knee, 1973 
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killing of an Afro-American revolutionary, George Jackson, in 

San Quentin prison, California, some two weeks earlier, and in 

sympathy with the rising revolutionary movement in the U.S. 

and worldwide. On September 9, 1971, some 1,200 inmates took 

over a section of Attica prison in upstate New York. They seized 

42 guards as hostages and carried out negotiations with prison 

authorities, with members of the press chosen by the inmates 

serving as observers. After several days, Nelson Rockefeller, the 

liberal Republican Governor of New York (and brother of David 

Rockefeller, chair of Chase Manhattan Bank) called in the State 

Police and National Guard in order to preserve the authority of 

the capitalist state. The troops fired on the inmates, killing 29 of 

them as well as 10 hostages. The lie that the hostages had had 

their throats slit by the inmates quickly collapsed when it became 

known that they had all died of bullet wounds (the inmates had 

no guns). The guards further retaliated by beating inmates, 

whom they made to run naked through their lines. 
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28. The Vietnam War and the Anti-War Movement 

Vietnam, together with Laos and Cambodia, had been a 

French colony since the mid-19th century. The Vietnamese had 

fought for their independence, first from France, then from Ja-

pan, which occupied the country during World War II, and then 

from France again, which reoccupied the country after the war. 

By the time of Franceôs defeat by the revolutionary Vietminh 

forces at the town of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, the U.S. was sup-

plying 80% of Franceôs war costs. According to the Geneva 

Peace Accords that officially ended the war, the Vietminh were 

to regroup in the northern part of the country, above the 17th 

parallel, and the French in the southern part preparatory to their 

withdrawal. The division was never meant to be a political parti-

tion, and elections were to be held within two years. While the 

Vietminh withdrew to the north, the U.S. established a puppet 

regime in the south made up mainly of Vietnamese who had col-

laborated with the Japanese and the French. The U.S. refused to 

hold the elections as scheduled, knowing that they would have 

been won by Ho Chi Minh, the head of the Workers Party of Vi-

etnam. President Dwight Eisenhower admitted in his memoirs, 

Mandate for Change, 1953-56 (p. 372) ñhad elections been held 

as of the time of the fighting, possibly 80 per cent of the popula-

tion would have voted for the Communist Ho Chi Minh.ò 

While Uncle Ho, as he was affectionately known in Vi-

etnam, became the head of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 

in the north, the U.S. imported Ngo Dinh Diem from exile in the 

U.S. to rule the south. After peaceful demonstrations were re-

pressed by Diem with the backing of the U.S., the Vietnamese 

formed the National Liberation Front (called the ñVietcongò or 

Vietnamese Communists by the U.S.) and turned to guerrilla 

warfare to get rid of Diemôs regime. The U.S. government first 

sent ñadvisorsò to the south under Kennedy, and under Johnson 

it eventually sent 500,000 troops. In 1965, the U.S. began a cam-

paign of bombing north Vietnam, which continued (with inter-

ruptions) until Nixon was forced to sign a peace treaty in 1973 

providing for the withdrawal of U.S. troops. By April 1975 the 

puppet regime had collapsed, south Vietnam was liberated and 

shortly afterwards the country was unified. At the same time, 
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Laos and Cambodia were also liberated, bringing an end to colo-

nial and neo-colonial rule over the three countries of Indo-China.  

The Vietnam War led to a huge anti-war and anti-imperialist 

movement in the U.S. From the mid-1960s to the early 1970s, 

the fight against the war grew as the war dragged on and U.S. 

casualties increased. Hundreds of thousands of people took part 

in mass anti-war marches, even if they were not involved in oth-

er anti-war groups. The anti-war movement, largely centered on 

the white petty-bourgeois (middle class) universities, developed 

quickly from a largely pacifist anti-war movement to a militant 

anti-imperialist one. Its size and political clarity developed as 

other acts of imperialist aggression took place, such as the U.S. 

invasion of the Dominican Republic in 1965 and the expansion 

of the Vietnam War into Cambodia in 1970 and Laos in 1971. 

These made it clear that the war was no accident. 

One of the main student groups was Students for a Demo-

cratic Society (SDS), originally the youth group of the social-

democratic League for Industrial Democracy. SDS was involved 

in the occupation of campus buildings, particularly in such elite 

universities as Columbia and Harvard.  

 
Liberation of Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), 1975 


