HISTORIOGRAPHY
AND THE BLACK
RADICAL TRADITION

Any discussion that attempts to assay the beginnings of radical Black historiography
and intends to assess the significance of that tradition must take into account two
figures: W. E. B. Du Bois and C. L. R. James. Du Bois, being the older (he was born in
1868), will be accorded pride of place.

Du Bois and the Myths of National History

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was one of the finest historians ever developed in
the United States. The writing of history, though, was but one of his achievements.
Though excruciatingly shy, he combined statesmanship and political activism with
scholarship. In this way he managed to influence the lives and thoughts of legions.
And notwithstanding the rigors of research he found the time to inaugurate the
systematic development of Black Studies; to found and edit for more than twenty
years, The Crisis, the most influential Black political journal of its time; to command
the intellectual leadership of the American Black movement; to catalyze the develop-
ment of Pan-Africanism; and at the end of his days, to assume a role of leadership in
the post—World War II peace movement. These, however, were merely the outlines of
a complex life that extended over more than ninty years.! He was not, though, an
entirely benign figure nor was his work consistently accorded the respect it was due.
One might conclude that it was the multitude of Du Bois’s activities that obscured his
significance as a historian. But, as we shall see, it was not his range that was at issue



with his detractors, The opposition to Du Bois was grounded on deeper reservations:
the recoguition that his work had origins independent of the impulses of Western
Hberal and radical thought. Thus, when his contribution te the Anserican historical
tradition should have been celebrated by its historians and scholars, the reaction of
the academy was often vilification and neglect. And when he should have been
recognized as one of the deans of radical historiography—in his seventh decade he
hecame one of the two most sophisticated Marxist theorists in America®—the ortho-
dox and “authorized” intellectuals accused him of Marxian heresies, racial chauvin-
ism, and flawed conceptualization. There were, however, much more historic reasons
for the intolerance found toward Du Boig’s works. These reasons can only be identi-
fied and understood by a review and analysis of the historical, intellectual, and
ideclogicat contexts from which they arose.

1t is by now generally understood that the forimation of nation-states and political
reigns precipitate the development of fonuding myths—myths of origin, in the fan-
guage of anthropologists.* Though the process may have been obscured by time in
maore distant eras, the emergences of the bourgeoisies of the vighteenth and nine-
teenth centiries made it explicit. Their use of print and press, their appeals to and
seductions of the cdasses they wished to dominate, made the fabrication of national
myths guite evident. These myths were to be recognized in the official instruments of
class hegemeony: national creeds, social ideologies, philosophical tenets, constitutions,
and the like, their function was to legitimate the social orders that had come into
being. These myths made the new order a necessary one, an inevitable and benevolent
event. They iindicated to the national populace that the strains of historical novelty,
the insecurities and anxieties accompanying the break with established forms were
temnporary, that change was natural, organic, and right. Founding myths were sub-
stituted for history, providing the appearance of historical narrative to what was in
actuality part fact and part class-serving rationales, Endlessly elaborated, these myths
were produced by ideologues whoe identified with the dominant creed and depended
upon those classes in the society that possessed power and the capacities to extend
social privilege.

The formation of the American state provided no exception. The American Con-
stitution, the Dedclaration of Independence, the considerations raised in the Federalist
Papers were all expressions of the interests and creed of the American bourgeoisie.®
So0n they were to be augmented by the myths of Frontier, the paterna] Plantation, the
cornpetitive capitalismn of the Yankee, the courage of the Plainsman, and later supple-
mented by the tragedy of the War between the States, the Rugged Individuzal, the
exciternent of the American Industrial Revelution, the generosity of the Melting Pot,
Such were the romantic fictions that came to constitute the sodial ideology of the
nation's bourgeoisie.® There was, though, an even ofder mythology, one that preceded
the development of an American bourgeoisie with its nationalist sentiments and war
of independence. Colonialism in America had required a different rationale: the
Savage. Conveniently, as we have seen in the previous chapter, English colonialism
had had available to it the savagery of the Irish to draw upon. The notion had traveled
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well, When the need was for Jabor, the Irish, the poor of the metropole’s cities, the
African and the native American were comfortably herded together under the notion
of savagery. When the issue had been the expropriation of the lands of the natives,
there was little cause to respect the claims of savages or to comprehend their re-
sistance as anything more than savagery” Indeed, colonial thought expected quite
the opposite. The colonists were the “advanced civilization.” Such societies proved
their historical significance by the destruction or domination of savage and back-
ward peoples.

Eventually, of course, the idenlogies of the pre-bourgecisic and the bourgeoisie had
fused. As the systems of manufacturing, plantation slavery, and farming had closed
together Into an integrated national economy sharing the exploitation of land, labos,
and natiral resonrces, the social ideology and historical consciousness of the miling
classes acquired two domestic enemies, the Tndian and the Negro, In the early nine-
teenth century, the destruction of the native savage and the dowination of the im-
ported one became dual proofs of the superiority of the new nation. And once the
native American peoples becamse incapable of resistance, they were further trans-
formed and trivialized, becoming the romantic residue of an archaic past, living
museien pieces.® For the Negro, however, it was 2 different story.

Throughout much of the nineteenth century, the African remainied a substantial
fabor force for the further development of the country. A« a consequence, the politi-
cal, social, and cultnral significance of the African was more enduring. This meant, as
Craven suggests in the following example from seventeenth-century Virginia, that the
efforts taken to resolve the oppesition of the Black in American thought were so often
deliberate and constant that they remained obvions and conscious:

‘Fhe crude humor with which shipmasters or purchasers drew npon anclent his-
tory or mythology for the names of Caesar, Hannibal, Nero, Jupiter, Pluto, or
Minerva; the Primus and Secundus who headed one list; and the use more than
onice of Ape or Mankey for 2 name records principally an all-too-prevalent attitude
of the white toward the black.®

During the era that followed, when manufacturing became the most advanced form
of production and democratic institutions the most significant political creed, the
African was represented as chattel in their economic image, as slaves in their politi-
cal ane social iimage, as brutish and therefore inaccessibie to further development,
and finally as Negro, that is without history, And later, during the industrialization
of the country’s economy, when individuality and maniprdative acemen were at a
premium, the Black was a pathetic sharecropper, unskilled and unambitious—the
“happy darkies” for whom the society possessed a paternalistic obligation. Finally, in
our own time, with the development of corporate structures and the myth of the
intensively rationalized and rational society, Blacks became the irrational, the violent,
criminal, caged beast. The cage was civilization and Western culture, obviously avail-
able to Blacks but inexplicably beyond their grasp.’®

Black historiography developed in opposition to this cloned thought and sen-
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sibility in American consciousness. This was not the intention. Nor, in its beginnings,
did it seem likety, since the first efforts at writing the history of the race had occnrred
some decades after the ending of the ennobling literature that bad accompanied the
abolition movement, With the Emancipation signed, there was no Jonger a demand
for historical excursions into the Negra's African past to substantiate their humanity
and its irresistible degradation by slavery. The noble savage had ceased to have a
fanction, But reconstruction had rekindled the ideological attack on Black people.
Sixty years after the assault had been renewed, Du Bois wonld unhesitantly designate
its source:

The real frontal attack on Reconstruction, as interpreted by the leaders of national
thought in 1870 and for some time thereafter, came from the universities and
particularly from Columbia and Johns Hopkins,

The movement began with Columbia University and with the advent of Tohn ' W.
Burgess of Tennessee and William A, Dunning of New Jersey as professors of
political science and history.

Their collective judgment of Black people, their “silence and contempt” as Du Bois
characterized it, became American history. And since men such as these were also
itimately involved in the construction of the nation’s agenda for the academic study
of its political processes and structures, their shared assessment of Blacks was also a
prescription:

in crder to paint the South as a marty: to incscapable fate, to make the North the
magnanimous emancipator, and to ridicule the Negro as the impossible joke in the
whole development, we have in fifty vears, by libel, innuendo and silence, so
completely misstated and obliterated the history of the Negro iz America and his
relation to its work and government that today it is almost uaknown. ... If is not
oniy part foundation of our present lawlessness and foss of dermnocratic ideals it has,
more than that, led the world 10 embrace and worship the color bar as social
salvation and it is helping to range mankind in ranks of mutual hatred and con-
tesnipt, at the summons of a cheap and false myth.!?

The stekes had been high during the decades of the post bellum, As Thomas
Rainbore had scen itin England’s convulsive seventeenth century, the question posed
in the years foltowing the American Civil War was “Fither poverty must use democg-
racy to destroy the power of property, or property in fear of poverty will destroy
detnocracy”™ As ideologues for both victorious northern industrial capital and a
now chastened southern agravian capital, the white intelligentsia—academician and
otherwise-—Tewove social and historical legends that accommodated the exploitative
projects of those ruling classes. The political consciousness of Black labor, white
laboz, and hmmigrant labor were to be smothered by the social discipline implicit in
the legends. Ciomplemented by the ferror of state militias, company police, and
SeCurity agents, the persistent threats of immigration controls, the swelling ranks of
reserve labor, racialism was reattired so that it might onee again take its place among

33 BEACK RADICALIEM AND MARXIST THEGRY



the inventory of labor disciplines. Driven by the necessity to respond quickly to the
rush of working-class mobilizations following the war, capital and its idealogues had
not dallied:

in the year 1877, the signals were given for the rest of the century: the black would
be put back; the strikes of white workers would not be tolerated; the industrial and
political elites of North and South would take hold of the country and organize the
greatest march of economic growth in human histery. They would do it with the
aid of, and at the expense of, black labor, white labor, Chinese labor, Furopean
iminigrant labor, female labor, rewarding them differently by race, sex, national
origin, and social class, in such a way as to create separate levels of oppression-—a
skififull tesracing to stabilize the pyramid of wealth, ™

This new repression of Black fabor was the immediate cause and the dircumstance of
the profusion of protest materials produced by the Black intelligentsia in the last
decades of the nineteenth century. And Black history was their desperate invention,

Stunned by the suddenness of the reversal of both their own fortunes and those of
the Black masses, the most representative spokesmen of the Black petit bourgeoisie
responded with the journalistic and Hierary eloquence that they believed had so well
served them and the slaves in previous eras. While the Black masses organized—
sometimes secretly but increasingly openly, to protect their political rights, and then
when they were lost, in order to emigrate to the American hinterlands or to Liberig
the Black intelfigentsia rernained wedded to the tactics of supplication. These repre-
sentative colored men, as Painter has characterized them,’® insisted on the identity
they presumed to share with their white, class counterparts. As the editor of a Black
newspaper in San Francisco had declared in 1862, as far as he could see Black Ameri-
cans were “maoved by the same impulses, guided by the same motives, and {had] the
same Yankee-like go-aheadativeness of the white Americans”¥ Like many others of
his station, he begged his audience’s indulgence for being Black and thus obscuring
his truer colors. Still it was a most disheartening period for many of them. They
worked hard in their newspapers, pamphiets, their public lectures and Congressional
appearances at establishing their Americanism, only to be rebuffed out of hand by the
nation’s dominant ideologues.t’

Inevitably, it had occurred to some members of the Black petit bourgeoisie thal
their disadvaniage in the ideological (ray lay in part with their failure to engage the
American legend. In the midst of a country whose ideationists were desperately
attesnpting to forge a historically grounded national identity, their lot was reduced to
an identification with the horror with which slavery had been concluded. in an
America that was now being reconstituted by its ideologues on the mantle of a
Manifest Destiny presumably inherited from its Buropean origins' the Black intelli-
gentsia had a historical basis that was too shallow to support their demand to be
included in the natior’s destinies. Legend as history denied to them that right and, as
well, their capabilities. ™ The aspirations of the Black middle class required a history
that would, at once, absolve their guilt by association with the catastrophic ending of
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slavery; lend historical weight to the dignity they claimed as a class; and suggest their
potential as participants ins the country’s future, They required a Black historiography
that wonld challenge their exclusion from the nation’s racial parechialisms while
setiling for those very values. When their historiography did begin, it was not so
much a bold initiative against the certainties of nationalist and racialist histories as a
plea for sympathy,

Black history thus began in the shadow of the national myths and as their dialecti-
cal negation. Consequently, it contained its own contradictions {e.g., the trivializa-
tion of social action} while enveloping those that occurred within the dominant
American history. Generations later it would give rise to a more oritical and truer
opposition, but for the time being, it was to match American history in the coin of the
realm; monument for monument, civilization for civilization, great man for great
man. George Washington Williams, the first of the major Afro-American historians,
left no doubt about these concerns.® In 1882, Williams had published his mammoth
classic, A History of the Negro Race in America fram 1619 to 1880; it consisted of two
volumes totalling almost 1,100 pages. One may have already surmised that despite his
titular boundaries, Williams had not confined himself to the events that begen in the
seventeenth ¢entury. Indeed, like many of his contemporary spokesmen,®* he had
found it appropriate to begin his search into the past by reviewing the role of Africans
in the pre-Christian eras when “Western civilization,” owing its immediate stimulus
o Egyptian culture, had been centered around the Mediterranean. The contrast
between these eras, the apogee in Willlams's mind of African development, and the
centuries of Negro enslavement that followed two millennia later, provided him with
the opporttunity to enunciate his beliefs:

His [the Negro's] position, it is true, in all history up to the present day, has been
accidental, incidental and collateral. . . . His brightest days were when history was
an infant; and since he early rurned from Geod, he has found the cold face of hate
and the hurtful hand of the Caucasian against him. The Negro type is the result of
degradation. It is nothing more than the lowest strata of the African race. . .. His
bloed infected with the poison of his low habitation, his body shrivelled by disease,
his inteliect veiled in pagan superstitions, the noblest yearnings of his soul siran-
gled at birth by the savage passions of a nature abandoned to sensuality,—the poor
Negro of Africa deserves more ous pity than our contempt.??

The confusion in Williame's thought was real. He wrote from both a Puritanical
perspective with its echoes of God’s election, but was, as well, mindful of the racialist
nature of his people’s degradation and oppression. But in the latter, he was again per-
versely diverted since his resolve to write a “true history of the Black man™ stemmed
from his wish to “incite the latter to greater effort in the struggle of citizenship and
manheod” While attacking the most extreme idcological forms that hatred of Blacks
had assumed {“sons of Harm,” the “curse of Canzan”} and while denouncing the
mstitntion of stavery, he siill demonstrated a certain ambivalence. Tacit but un-
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spoken, of course, was the notion that only a Black elite could realize the task of Negro
resurrection.

By the last decades of the nineteenth century, 1he ideological construction of the
Black petit bourgeoisie Itad achieved its masgarity, The tendency of the Black inteili-
gentsia toward an elitist consciousness of race—a synthesis of Furocentric racism and
the precccupation with imperial political forms—had achieved its broadest and most
articulate expression, The social, and concomitant psychological and intellectual pro-
cesses of the formation of a Black middle class begun in the eighteenth century had,
by then, obtained an extensive and objective configuration. No longer retarded by
the political and economic structure of slavery and its hegemonic envelopments,
freed from the moral compulsion of social identification with the Black peasantry and
peons by the slaves” connterfeit freedom,* the ambitions of the Rlack petit bourgeoisie
found realization in institutions consciously designed by themselves and sponsors for
clasy’s maintenance and sugmentation *® With their position as a broker stratum
seemingly secured from above by 4 ruling class that proffered them increments of
privilege while ruthlessly repressing mass Black mobilization,”” the ideological re-
straint that had been so much a part of the character of the class’s earlier generations
became less evident. The Black petit bourgeoisie could now indulge in the delusion of
being capabie of challenging the capitalist world system on what they tack to be its
own terms: race power® The political ideology that emerged from. their “Negro”
universities and colleges, the pulpits above their denominationally stratified con-
gregations, their professional associations, their creative literature, and their histo-
riography was persistently mystically chauvinist,” authoritarian, and paternalistic,
from the post-Reconstruction on into the niext century, the logic of the formation of
the Black petit bourgeoisic and its intelligentsia was building to these conclusions, As
Jeremiah Moses argues:

Tt was becoming apparent to the post-bellum generation of black leaders that
individual accornplishments offered little protection fromn the threats and abuses of
the caste-like American system. The middle class Negroes would remain victims of
prejudice, so long as the masses remained untutored, impoverished, and demor.
alized. The goal of uplifting the freedmen was similar to the goal of uplifting Africa,
and was to be carried on for the same purposes as the old antebellum African
civilizadonistn. The building of an Afro-American culture would demonstrate to
all the world that blacks were able and wiiling to make 2 contribution to American
life, and were, therefore, it to be United States citizens. As the masses were ele-
vated, the bourgeoisie would rise correspondingly.®

‘These were the purposes that inspired Bishop David A. Pavoe of the African Method-
ist Episcopal Chuarch {(AME) to form the Bethel Literary and Historical Association in
1881, which in 18gy was incorporated into the American Negro Academy by its
founder, the Black Presbyterian Cambridge-trained missionary, Alexander Crum-
mell;*? which complemented the studied feminism of the National Association of
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Colored Women {formerly the Natienal Federation of Afro- American Women) cata-
lyzed into being by Josephine $t. Pierve Ruffin, Mary Church Terrell, Ida B, Wells,
Margaret Murray Washington and others in 1895, and provided a specific martial
character to some Negro colleges.® Inevitably spokesmen were driven to cosmetic
excess: William Ferris declared that he preferred “Negrosaxon” to Negro, while Bos-
ton’s mulatio elite appropriated “Afra-American” to itself, and earlier, William . Nell
had employed “Black Saxons,”™ but Crummell saw no need for equivocation. For
hiny, the identity, function, and nature of their class were obvious:

Who are to be the agents to raise and elevate this people to a higher plane of beings?
The answer will at once flash upon your inteiligence. It is to be affected {sic) by the
scholars and philanthropists which come forth in these days from the schools. They
are to be the schaolars; for to transfors, stimulate and uplift a people is a work of
intelligence. Tt is a work which demands the clear induction of historic facts and
their application to new circimstances,—a work which will require the most skill-
ful resources and the wise practicality of superior men

According to W. §. Moses, it was Crummel who initiated the synthesis of his class’s
interests into 2 coherent ideclogy.™ But it was others, I would suggest, like George W.
Witliams and Carter G. Woodson who codified it into a historiographic espression
negating the national legend.® Still, what they achieved was but a fragile construc-
tion, its integrity subject to challenge whenever capitalist indulgence, the foundation
upon which it rested, might dissipate or be withdrawn. Mercifully, perhaps, it was
also true that the possibility of this occurring was beyond the comprehension of most
of them, Neither Social Darwinism nor thelr comfortable gospels suggested anything
but the most temporary diversions as possible, When the crisis did come and Black
people mobilized to struggle against it, the Black petit bourgeoisie was again lagely
unprepared to abandon their flusory partnership with power. Du Bois, like bis
predecessors and comstemporaries, William Brown, Carter Woodson, Bishop Henry
‘Turner, George Williams, and the West Indian—~born Edward Wilmot Blyden,® had
been deeply implicated in the "race uplift” historiographic tradition.

Du Bois was among the forty black intellectuals enlisted in the American Negro
Academy of which Crummell was the first president. In the Academy’s Occasional
Papers, Pu Bois published his Crummellian essay, “The Conservation of Races,”
showing that ke was hardly out of step with the congervative Crumsmell during his
years witl: the American Negro Acadenmy. . . . The classical black nationalist traits of
mysticism, authoritarianism, civilizationism and collectivism weze strong elements
in “The Conservation of Races” Du Bois called upon the Academy to exercise a
firm leaderslip and to become “the epitome and expression of the iintellect of the
black-blooded people of America” The black leaders were not to organize for such
mundane purposes as the stealing of pelitical spoils, ner “merely to protest and
pass resolutions.” Black feadership should be united in its efforts te improve the
black masses, to fight against loafing, gambling, crime, and prostitution . . . to

92 BLACK RADICALISM AND MARNISY YHEQRY



strive for “the rearing of a race ideal in America and Africa, 1o the glory of God and
the uplifting of the Negro people.”*

{n the earliest phase of his career, under the direct influence of Crummell, the Acad-
emy, and the omnipresent organizational pelitics of Bocker T. Washington, Pu Bois
had found the notion of an elite, a Talented Tenth, appealing:

The Negro race, like ali races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men. The
problem of education, then, among Negroes mmust first of al deal with the Talented
Tenth; iv is the problem of developing the Best of this race that they may guide
the Mass away from the contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and
other races.

At the time he saw the difference between his design and that of Washington as quite
significant. In time, he knew better. In his last antobiography, written in the “last
decades of his 95 years,” he made it clear that in the intervening years he had come to
recognize that the differences between them were insignificant when compared to
what they did not comprehend. Their dispute was not over ideology but power:

{ bedieved in the higher education of 1 Talented Tenth who through their knowi-
edge of modern culture could guide the American Negro into a higher civilization.,
i knew that without this the Negro would have to accept white leadership, and that
such leadership could not always be trusted. . . . Mr. Washington, on the other
hand, believed that the Negro as an efficient worker could gain wealth and that
eventually through his ownership of capital he would be able to achieve 2 recog-
nized place in American cudture. .. . [Hie proposed to put the emphasis at pres-
ent upon training in the skilled trades and encouragement in industry and com-
mon labor.

These two theories of Negro progress were not absolutely contradictory. Neither
I nor Booker Washington understood the nature of capitalistic exploitation of
labor, and the necessity of a direct attack on the principle of exploitation as the
beginning of Jabor uplift.”

What Dz Bois did resent, more and more, was the power that enveloped Washington
and circulated through his fingers:

Not enly did presidents of the United States consult Booker f. Washington, but
governors and congressmen; philanthropists conferred with him, scholars wrote to
hirn. Tuskegee became a vast information bureau and center of advice. . .. Aftera
tirne almost no Negro institation could collect funds without the recommendation
or acquiescence of Mr. Washington. Pew political appointments of Negroes were
made anywhere in the United States without his consent. fven the careers of rising
young colored men were very often determined by his advice and certainly his
opposition was fatal. ...

Moreover, it must not be forgotten that his Tuskegee Machine was not solely the
idea and activity of black folk at Tuskegee. It was largely encouraged and given
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financial aid through certain white groups and individuals in the North. This
Northern group had clear objectives. They were capitalists and employers of la-
bor, . . . These Negroes were not to be encouraged as voters in the new democracy,
nor were they to be left at the mercy of the reactionary South. They were good
laborers and they could be made of tremendous profit to the North. They could
become a strong labor force and property guided they would restrain the unbridied
demands of white labog, born of the Northern labor unions and now spreading to
the South and encouraged by European socialism®

It was not entirely the case, as Lawrence Reddick snggested i 1937,% that the “uphft”
tradition from which Du Bois would eventually emerge possessed a deeply ingrained
naivete. It would appear that the major part of its obtuseness resulted from the masks
of deception behind which the struggle over power within the Black petit bourgeoisie
was taking place, It was not 1nerely an etiquette of intra-class divisions that made
deception necessary,*® The material stakes were high: in 1003, for example, Andrew
Carnegie had extended a gift of $600,000 to Tuskegee. ™ Most significantly, however,
the Black petit bourgeoisie was bound by a class strategy that narrowed their political
range: the protests of the masses of Blacks could not be allowed to move beyond a
diffuse state but at the same time must give the appearance of racial solidarity. The
preminm for which Du Bois challenged Washington was power not leadership. it was,
however, the nature and setting of this struggle that propelled Pu Bois beyond the
accepted parameters of intra-class conflict,

The radicatization of Du Bois 1ook place during a historical period characterized
by a reintensification of the suppression of Blacks in the United States and the
subsequent massive Black response. In the South and the Midwest, the Populist
movement of the 1880s and 1890s, spurred by the conversion crisis of world capitalism
and with its third-pasty aspirations built around an alliance between white and Black
farmers/peasants and organized labor, had once again mebilized the Black masscs.¥
Legal and iilegal viclence, election corguption, and a renewed emphasis on white
supremacy were the combined responses of the ruling classes, industrial and planter,
which orchestrated state and federal power and the instruments of propaganda.®
Flectoral restrictions stripping poor Blacks and whites from the vote were enacted in
several states; lynchings accelerated {with the number of Black victims surpassing that
of whites in 1889); and the Populist inovement was transformed into a shambles by
the unieashing of racial maneuvers.® The most dramatic response of the Black masses
was migration. And when the cycle of drought, then heavy rains and the boll weevil
vermin decimated cotton preduction in the years of 1015 and 1916 was combined with
war industry and the cessation of European immigration, the migration of the Black
masses became the Great Migration:

{Elarly migrations were dwarfed by the surge of black people northward afier 1900,
and especially after 1910, According te various contemporancous estimates, be-
tweent 1860 and 1910 around 200,000 black Southerners fled 1o the North: and
between 1910 and 1920 another 300,000 t© 1,000,000 followed, The Department of
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Labor reported that in eighteen months of 1916—17 the migration was variously
estimated at 200,000 {0 700,000,%

A Black presence in the northern industrial sectors of the country became a new fact
of the American experience.’!

The most important consequence of these mass mobilizations, that is both the
short-lived alliance with the agranian rebellion of Populism and the urban migration,
was that they amounted to a visible renunciation of the Black petit bourgeoisie’s
“leadership” by the Black peasantry. Hundreds of thousands of Blacks demonstrated
that they were no longer willing to tolerate the social and economic insecurities of
living ins the rural South, to work in semi-slavery as the nation’s cheapest labaor, and to
perish under the dual oppressions of the racist patronage of the white southern ruling
class and the class opportunism of an ambitious and presumptuous Black petit
bourgeoisie. It is not surprising, then, that in these drcumstances some members of
the Black middie class should discover in this an oceasion for renouncing those
among them who doeminated their class’s political and historical vision. in the same
act, these rencgades were drawn into the orbit of the masses of Blacks and the radical
tradition. William Monroe Trotter, D Bois’s Harvard classmate, preceded him in this
realization, and within the nexus of the Niagara Movernent, begun 191908, certainly
disciplined Du Bois in this new militancy, Troties, more than any other single individ-
ual, was responsible for transforming Du Bois from a cautious crific to a militant
activist.* It was Du Bois, however, who by temperament, training, and experience
would be capable of bringing this revolt to fruition; as his work certifies, it was to
build in his intellect slowly, ineluctably. The evidence of his development was to be
apparent from his evocation of the militancy of Johs Browns™? published in wog;
through his short assay with the socialist movement,™ his analysis of the imperialist
basis of the Great Wan® his reactions to Bolshevik Russia;® and the frustrations and
compromises suffered as a race advocate operating in the national and international
arenas of “bourgeois democratic politics” responsive to only one racial conscious-
ness: white superiority.”’ By the tine the riost profound crisis in the history of world
capitalism occurred, Du Bols was consciously divorced from the legend as well as its
permuiations,

Du Bois and the Reconstruction of
History and American Political Thought

In 1935, Du Bois published his third historical work on the economic forces and
ideological dynamics that gave nineteenth-century America its character. Unlike the
two previous studies, The Suppression of the African Slave-Trade and Johe Brown,
which were more conventional in narrative and analysis, Biack Reconstruction in
America possessed a theory of history—a theory based on a fonndation of economiic
analysis andd class struggle.™ It was 110t simply a historical work, but history subjected
1o theory. The emphasis was on the relations of things.
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Du Bois, however, had not neglected the play of history, its scenario, He had
intended to—and did—trace the critical phenomenology of the American Civil War
and its aftermath, the Reconstruction. From his research there emerged a fundamen-
tally revised construction of those periods that stood as a critique of American
historiography with its racial biases, domineering regionatisms, and distorting philo-
sophical commitments. Methodologically, moreover, Black Recomstruction possessed
& rigor consciously designed to match and supersede Ulrich B. Phillips’s carlier “clas-
sic”™ work on slavery, American Negro Slavery. Du Bois, in his attempt to authorita-
tively identify what he took to be the truer character of the Reconstruction era, seems
to have realized the necessity of returning to the experience and training in historical
research and writing he had gathered at Harvard University and the Univessity of
Berlin in the late nineteenth century but had eschewed in John Brown. His radical,
and radically different interpretation of the war and its aftermath woeuld conform
formally to the methodological canons of historiography so that he might subvert the
substance of that tradition.

Black Reconstruction, however, was more the result of another purpose, a concern
that was quite different from the task of historical revision. Du Bois corumitted
himself to the development of a theery of history, which by its emphasis on mass
action was both a critique of the ideologics of American socialist movements and a
revision of Marx's theory of revolution and dass struggle. From the integument
of America’s Civit War and the Reconstraction, Du Bois attempted w identify the
untique character of mass praxis, class conscionsness, ideclogy, and contradiction as
they had occurred in the dialectics of American social and historical developments. In
so doing, ke was going beyond the argument of American “exceptionalism” that had
persisted in the ideoclogy of the American Marxist Left.® He was secking to identify
histovically and analytically the processes that during the Depression vears had given
American social dvmnnics their character and potentialities,

Ultirnately, Black Reconstruction was a political work. In the confrontation with the
nationalist and reactionary American intelligentsia at the level of historiography, in
the confrontation with the political Left in terms of the theory of capitalism and the
ideology of ernergent socialism, Du Bois presuined to alery and instruct revotutionary
Black leadership,

With regard to these several concerns, e had rade his position quite dear in
1933—a period comeident with the writing of Black Reconstruction—in a remarkable
lecture delivered before the participants of a2 Rosenwald Fund-sponsored conference
at Howard University. Addressing himself to the role played by the American intellec-
tual elite, Du Bois had argoed:

H we give Mz Roosevelt the right to meddle with the dollar, if we give Herr Hiter
the right to expel the Jew, if we give to Mussolini the right to think for Ttalians, we
do this because we know nothing curselves, We are as a nation ignorant of the
function and meaning of money, and we are Jooking around helplessiy to sce if
anybody else knows,
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This 1s not, as some assume, the filure of democracy it is the failure of educa-
tion, of justice and of truth. We have lied so long about money and business, we do
not know now where truth is.*

Uneguivocally, Du Bois was associating the failure of the American nation to achieve
an effective policy in the midst of the Depression with “the fact that it has no
inteiligent democracy. .. 7 This, he believed, was a consequence of the ideclogical
deceptions and misconceptions that characterized liberal American thought. Turning
to the American Left, Du Bois was no less critical. Of the American Communist Party
{crusal, Da Bois declared:

The task that I have recently been setting myself is to blunt the wedge the Commu-
nist party is driving into our group . .. and I do this, not because of any camity or
fear or essential disagreement with the Communists. 1£1 were in Russia, T should be
an enthusiastic Communist. I the Communist party in the United States had the
jeadership and knowledge which our sitvation calls for, T certainly should join %
but it is today ignorant of fact and history and the American scene and is trying to
aver-gmphasize the truth that the natiral leaders of the colored people, the edu-
cated and trained classes have had goals and interests different fron: the mass of
Negroes.

There is a partial truth in this, and a partial falsehood. . . . American race
prejudice has so pounded the mass of Negroes together that they have not sepa-
rated into such economic classes; but on the other hand they undoubtediy have had
the ideology and if they had been free we would have had within our race the same
exploiting sef-up that we see around about us

Trnersed in research into post—Civik War “labor history,” Du Bois was conscious of
the problems that had beset mass movements bringing together whites and Blacks -
problems that he fit spokesmen for Communism ignored.® Though now clearly
ambivalent toward the Black petit bourgeoisie, he was still refying on the notion of
racial sohidarity (imposed from without) to defend his class from attacks from the
Left. But by now Du Bois had begun to temper his own “Talented Tenth” program of
social mobilization, At the confesence he seemed mildly distressed witl the “van-
guardism” with which he had been carlier identified. In point of fact he had appeared
to reverse his pasition. The Black elite of which he had been so optimistic in its
“patural” function of leadership of the Black masses was now understood to be
ideologically reactionary, a lesson he wag learning within the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People.® This guestion of ideology and its impact on
Luman motives and social relations would become a dominant theme of Black Recon-
struction, But here, its immediate significance was its toll on D Bois's thinking, [t had
forced him to reassess the Black masses and their revolutionary significance. He had
at last begun to form a committed response to the indictment of the Black middle
class and its intelligentsia, which the recent events of the late 19208 and early 19308 tep-
resemted: the emergence of the mass movemnent, the Universal Negro Improvement
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Association; the formation of the militant nationalists into the African Blood Broth-
erhood; and the Scottsboro debacle, which pitted the conservative Nascy against the
Commurist Party’s International Labor Defense.® In accord with his criticisms of the
American Communist Party, Du Bois was addressing himself directly to the problem
of the alienation of the Black elite from the Black masses. He did this in part by
reminding that elite, subtly, of its dependence upon the masses.® Yet he still had not
himself reached the level of historical comprehension that he would demonstrate in
Black Reconstruction, There he would come to a realization of the historical forces
emnergent from the people, specifically the capacities of the Black masses to take steps
decisive to thelr own liberation,

Finally, in the Rosenwald Conference leciure, we find that Du Boig’s analysis of the
Depression, which international capitalism was experiencing in the 1930s, parallels
his analysis of the crisis brought on by slavery in the earlier stage of American
capitalist development. Both economically and politically, the Depression and the
crisis of slavery wonld fundamentally transform the mode of capitalist relations.
Farthermoze, both had precipitated revolutionary movements and revolutionary
social change ™

{"F1be matter of greatest import is that instead of our facing today a stable world,
raoving at a uniform. rate of progress toward well-defined goals, we are facing
revolution. § trist you will ot be as scared by this word as you were Thursday [Du
Bois was referring to the audience’s reaction to a speech by Dr. Broadus Mitchel! of
Johus Hopkins University]. Tam not discussing a coming revolution, T am trving to
impress the fact upon you that you are already in the midst of a revolution; you are
already in the midst of war; that there has been no war of modern times that has
taken so grear a sacrifice of haman life and human spirit as the extraordinary
period through which we are passing today.

Some people envisage revolution chiefly as a matter of blood and gans and the
mote visible methods of force. But that, afier ali, is merely the temporary and
outward magifestation. Real revolution is within. That comes before or after the
explosion—is 2 matter of long suffering and deprivation, the death of courage and
the bitter triumph of despair. This is the inevitable prelude to decisive and enor-
mous change, and that is the thing that is on us now.

We are not called upon then to discuss whether we want revolution or not. We
have got it. Our problem is how we are coming out of %

O review, then, Du Bois had remarked on the weakness of American culture and its
political institutions in the face of a deep crisis in its economic structure. He was
concerned about the inability of the American Left as represented by the crusa—
recall he had already tried the Amcrican Socialist Party and found it wanting 21 years
before this lecture was given—to clearly identify the material force of racism as it
refated to the Left’s struggle to destroy capitalism and replace it with socialism. He
had exposcd the ahistorical and rmaterialistic ideology that dominated the Black elite
and Black leadership, And, finally, he had indicated the failure of American revolu-
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tionists to recognize that one of the objective conditions for revolution, one which
goes beyond the enslaught of economic crisis and emiseration, is 2 consciousness of
the social processes of revolution.

Dxa Bois, however, was concerned for why these things had become true for Ameri-
can society in the 19305 He was interested in determining how it was possible that
American culture and its institutions had become se estranged from the democratic
ideal with which they had so long been structurally and ideologically identified.
Moreaver, how was it possible that American socialists could be so ill-equipped to
deal with the Black worker, the Black community, and the social relations of Black
people? How had the Black clite become wedded ideclogically to capitalism and
grown alienated and contemptuous of the Black masses? Why was twentieth-century
American revolutionary theory so ill-conceived, the revolutionary movement nnre-
cognizable, and revolutionary change and transformation a matter of contingency
rather than praxis? He believed the answers to these questions resided in the history of
the Republic. More specificaily, he pursued them in the contradictions of that history.

Skavery and Capitalism

In the beginning of Black Reconstruction, v Bois identified the fundamental contra-
diction in American history; the contradiction that would subvert America’s found-
ing ideology, distort its institutions, traumatize 1ts social relations and class forma-
tions, and, in the twentieth century, confuse its rebels and revolutionisis:

from the day of its hirth, the anomaly of slavery plagued a nation which asserted
the equality of all men, and sought to derive powers of government from the
consent of the governed. Within sound of the voices of those who said this hived
more than half a million black slaves, forming nearly one-fifth of the population of
a new nation. {p. 35

It was thus the black worker, as founding stone of a new econcmic system in the
nineteenth century and for the modern world, who breught civil war in America,
He was its underlying canse, ia spite of every effort to base the strife upon union
and national power. (p. 15)

Now let us pay dose attention to what Du Bois was saying: slavery was the specific
historical institution through which the Black worker had been introduced into the
modern world system. However, it was not as slaves that one could come to an
understanding of the significance that these Black men, women, and children had for
American development. It was as labor. He had entitled the first chapter to Black
Reconstruction, “The Black Worker?

The terms of his analysis were quite important to Du Bois. They were a part of his
beginning of the transformation of the historiography of American civilization—the
naming of things. In the changing of the names of things, he sought to provide the
basis for a new conceptualization of their relationship. in the first three chapters of his
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work, Du Bois established the rules of his analysis. The institation of American slave
Jabor could not be effectively conceptualized as a thing in and of iiself, Rather, it was 2
particular historical development for world capitalism that expropriated the labor of
African workers as primitive sccurnulation. American slavery was a subsystermn of
world eapitalism. ’

Black labor became the foundation stone not ondy of the Southern social structirre,
but of Northern manufacture and commerce, of the English factory system, of
European commerce, of buying and selling on a world- wide scale; new cities were
built on the results of black laber, and a new labor preblem involving all white
tabor, arose both in Furope and America. {p. 5)

Andd American slavery would also consist of social relations given their character by
the idealogy of white racial superiority,

[ T1here was in 1863 a real meaning to slavery different from that we may apply to
the laborer today. It was in part psychological, the enforced personal feeling of
inferiority, the calling of another Master; the standing with hat in band, It was the
helplessness. [t was the defenselessness of family life. It was the submergence below
the arbitrary will of any sort of individual. (p. 9}

{The South's] snbservient religious leaders reverted 1o the “curse of Canaan™; [its]
psendo-scientists gathered and supplemented all avatlable doctrines of racil in-
teriority: [its] scattered schools and pedantic periodicals repeated these legends . .
a basis in reason, philanthropy and science was built up for Negro stavery. {p. 39)

All of this was necessary for the persistence of slavery throngh the sevenicenth and
vighteenth centuries, and for its meteoric develapment in the early nineteenth cen-
pary. The tissue of the nation would develop, coded by its stave past,

Labor, Capitatism, and Sfavery

T3u Bois was arguing that omce slavery was addressed in comprebensive terms, in
wortd-historical terms, its true nature was revealed, Beneath its appearance as a
“feudal agrarimusm” lay the real relation of slavery to the emergence of modern capi-
talisin, As America was a critical subsector of this developing system, the contlicts
between American creed and reality, the contradictions of American society, the dis-
tortions of its social structures and pelitical institutions ensued from ity dependence
on stavery and would resound throughout the system info the twentieth century.®
Slavery, then, was ntot 2 histogical aberration, it was not a “mistake” in an otherwise
bourgeos dernocratic age. It was, and its inprints continued to be, systemic.

Here is the real modern labor problem. Here is the kernel of the problem of
Religion and Democracy, of Humanity, Words and futile gestures avail nothing.
Cut of the exploitation of the dark proietariat comes the Surpias Value filched
from human breasts which, in cultured lands, the Machine and harnessed Power
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veil and conceal, The emancipation of man is the emancipation of labor and the
emancipation of labor is the freeing of that basic majority of workers who are
yellow, brown and black. (p. 16

In America, “free labor” —the vast majority of it supplied by hnmigrant Europeans
from Ireland, England, lzaly, and Germany-—was also prefoundly affected:

The new labor that came to the United States, while it was poor, used t¢ oppression
and accustomed to a low standard of living, was not willing, after it reached
America, 10 regard itself as 3 permanent laboring class and it is in the light of this
fact that the labor movement among white Americans must be studied. The suc-
cessful, well-paid American laboring class formed, because of its property and
ideals, a petty bourgeoisie ready always 10 join capital in exploiting common
iabour, white and black, foreign and native, (. 17}

Eschewing the traditions forming in the Buropean labor movements that would ma-
ture into the mineteenth century’s socialisms of the First and Second Internationals,
syndicalism and aparchisin, the transplanted European workers became precceupied
with the possibility of accumulating wealth and power, of becoming capitalists.

Thuss it was that American liberalism in the nineteenth century, with its ideals of
individualism and its antagonisms to socialism, became manifest in a particular way.
Its character was molded by an economic order that severely delimited material well-
being and a racial consciousness that at one and the same time removed an entire
section of the working classes, the Blacks, from the possibility of aceess to that well-
being while also supplying a fictive measure of status o non-Black workers,

The wisest of the leaders could not dearly envisage just how slave labor in conjunc-
tion and competition with free labor tended to reduce all iabor twoward slavery,

(p.39)

it was only a minority of these non-Black workers that would join with liberal
intellectuals and freedmen to form the abolitionist movement.™ Du Bois had stated
as early as 1915 that the “labor aristocracy” that was the result of the trade unionism of
a materialistic labor movement—in Germany, England, and France as well as in the
United States—was a crucial support to the imperialism and colonialism of the late
ningteenth century.” In the United States, Black and non-Black lsbor became po-
litically opposed “instead of becoming one great party” The northern non-Black
working-class movement effectively exchuded the freedinen, the slaves and the five
million poor whites of the South. (It was even more specifically exclusionist after 1850
as it concentrated on a base of skilled industrial workers and craftsimen.) But it was a
more generalized antagonism that would envelop Black and non-Black workers,
During the Civil War itself, this conflict would erupt into race wars against Blacks.
With the enactment of the Draft Laws in 1863, and with the encouragement of “pro
slavery and pro- Southern” Copperheads from the North, the frustration of the non-
Black workers, with their living and working conditions and the war, were turned
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against Biacks. In the summer of 1863, hundreds of Blacks were killed by mobs of
workers in New York City,

The report of the Merchants' Committee on: the Draft Riot says of the Negroes:
“Driven by fear of death at the hands of the mob, who the week previous had,
as vou remember, brutally murdered by hanging on trees and larmp posts, several
of their mumber, and cruelly beaten and robbed many others, burning and sack-
ing their houses, and driving nearly all from the streets, alleys and docks upon
which they had previously obtained an honest thongh humble liviag--these people
had been forced to take refuge on Blackwell’s Island, at police stations, on the out-
skirts of the <ity, in the swamps and woods back of Bergen, New Jersey, at Weeks-
ville, and in the barns and out-houses of the farmers of Loag lsland and Mor-
risania’{p. 103)

More than once, in Black Reconstruction, in his editorials in The Crisis, and other
works, Du Bois would return to this period in order o identify the roots of racial
violence in the labor movement of the twentieth century, It also provided, he be-
lieved, an explanation for the tradition of skepticism found among Blacks for orga-
nized fabor,

What was true for the mainstream of the American labor movement was also 3
factor in the radical traditions in the country. Though mid-nineteenth-century so-
cialism had been largely transferred from areas of Europe where antipathies toward
Blacks were inconsequential, its adherents, too, had not been capable, generally, of
resisting the corrosive influences of slavery. This had been the case for both Marxist
and non-Marxist socialists. The precedents established during this period would be of
no substantia help to twentieth-century socialsts whether their programs directly or
indirectly addressed themselves to “the Negro Problem.”

Even when the Marxian ideas arrived, there wasa split; the carlier representatives of
the Marxian philosophy in America agreed with the alder Union movement in
deprecating any entanglement with the abolition controversy. After all, abolition
represented capital, The whole movement was based on mawkish sentimentality,
and not on the demands of the workers, at least of the white workers, And so the
early American Marxists simnply gave up the idea of intruding the black worker into
the socialist commonwealth at that tme. (pp. 29—25)

Though there had been exceptions,™ the lack of an identity between the interests of
Black and non-Black workers was fairly consistent in the labor movement. Wherever
one iooked--among those who saw the movement in political-electoral terms, or
those who advocated revolutionary violence, or those who were committed to éco-
nomic trade unionism—the labor movement was most often at best ambivalent
toward Black liberation and progress. The ideology of racism in combination with
seif-interest functioned to pit immigrant and poor white workers against the Black
worker and the slave, And after the Civil War, the same social consciousness divided
the working classes—immmigrant and white—from the ex-slave. More than twenty
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years before the appearance of Black Reconstruction, and while his experience with
the Socialist Party was still fresh in his mind, Dw Bois had recognized this as &
contradiction in the labor movement.”s And during the infervening years, his anger
had not dissipated. When it reappeared in Black Reconstruction, it was no longer
simply a warning to a negligent labor movement, but an indicoment, By then, the
tabor movement and capitalism were okler and in deep crisis, By then, Du Bois spoke
as 2 Black radical:

Indeed, the plght of the white working clags throughout the world today is directly
traceable to Negro slavery in America, on which modern commerce and industry
was founded, and which persisted to threaten free labor until it was partially
overthrown in 3863, The resulting color caste founded and retained by capitalism
was adopted, forwarded and approved by white labor, and resulted in subordina-
tien of colored labor to white profits the world over, Thus the majority of the
world's laborers, by the insistence of white labor, became the basis of 2 system of
mrdustry which ruined democracy and showed its perfect fruit in Wozld War and
Depression. And this book seeks to tell that storv. (p. 30)

Slavery and Democracy

We have already noted how the idea of slavery, to Du Bois’s mind, was opposed 10 the
ideals of democracy. The ideology necessary fo rationalize slavery disallowed the
further development of liberal democracy except as a myth. But Du Bois understood
that the relationship between slavery and democracy was not a guestion of the clash
of ideas. His approach to history was simifar inn this respect to that whick Mary and
Engels had presented in The German Ideology:

This conception of history . . . comes to the conclusion that all forms and products
of consciousness cannot be dissolved by mental criticism, by resolution into “self-
consciousness” of transformation into “apparitions,” “spectres,” “fancies,” etc,, but
only by the practical overthrow of the actual social relations which give rise to this
idealistic humbug.”™

Fot D Bois, the creation of those political institutions and structures identified with
Asnerican democracy invelved congruence with the country’s economic character,
that is, with the slave systemn and capitalism. And so, though the American Constitu-
tion reflected the power of the plantocracy only in its devices for electoral representa-
tion, that had been sufficient advantage for the domination of the federal government
by that class during the Republic’s first several decades. This had meant a domination
by a class that consisted of 7 percent of the South’s population:

It had in American history chosen eleven out of sixteen Presidents, seventeen out of
twenty-eight Judges of the Supreme Court, fourteen out of nineteen Attorneys-
General, twenty-one out of thirty-three Speakers of the House, eighty out of one
hundred thirty-fonr Foreign Ministets. (p. 47)
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Consequent to this power, the plantocracy had established a legal structure that
effectively eliminated the civil rights of the nine million Black and poor white workers
to be found in the South in the mid-nineteenth century. This perversion of the
apparatos of representative democracy had survived the Civil War and the Recon-
struction, and had persisted into the next century despite the challenges of Populism,
organized labor, political radicalise, the Depression, and the mass Black inovement
of the vmia.” Federalism had evolved into states’ rights, the ideological dressing for
first, slavery, and then the Black Codes, Jirn Crow, and more contemporary forrms of
repression. Each shift in the apparatus of repression had been associated with the
changing forms of exploitation as Blacks moved from being slaves to being share-
croppers and peons, and finally, to being proletariats or a labor reserve.

In the North, “the dictatorship of property” had been manifest in capital and in-
vestment. Not as rich or as powerful es the plantocrats in the beginning, the northern
merchants, manufacturers, and industrialists had developed on the backs of southern
agriculture and Furopean labor. The North exploited its labor more efficiently, not
having 1o absorb the costs of developing it during its nonproductive years. Those
costs were incurred by the socioeconomic sectors of freland, Germany, Italy, and
England. The North supplied the middiemen between the South and its Furopean
and domestic markets; it supplied the shipping and transportation for the South’s
produce, 1¢ was also in the process of developing a national economy of total integra-
tion before the Civil War, while the South was becoming increasingly dependent.

In the world market, the merchants and mannfacturers had all the advantages of
unity, knowledge, and purpose, and could hammer down the price of raw material.
‘The slaveholder, therefore, saw Northern merchants and manufacturers enrich
themselves from the results of Southern agriculiure (p, 41}, His capitalistic rivals of
the North were hard-working, simple-living zealots devoting their whole energy
and intelligence to building up an industrial systemn. They quickly monopolized
transport and mines and factories and they were more than willing to include the
big plantations. . . . The resulf was that Northern and European industry set prices
for Southern cotton, tobacco and sugar which left a narrow margin of profit for the
planter., {p. 373

Capital, both industrial and fnancial, continued to grow until the northers indus-
trizlists coubd challenge the political power of the plantocrags. And while it grew, it
too undermined the structures of democracy:

The North had yielded to democracy, but only because democracy was curbed by a
dictatorship of property and investment which left in the hands of the leaders of
industry such economic power as insured their mastery and their profits. Less than
this they knew perfectly well they could not vield. and more than this they would
not. {p. 48}

Onee the industrial dass emerged as dominant in the nation, it possessed not only its
own basis of power and the social relations historically related to that power, but it
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also had available to it the instruments of repression created by the now snbordinate
sonthern ruling class. In its struggle with labor, it could activate racism to divide the
lebor movement into antagenistic forces, Moreover, the permutations of the instru-
ment appeared endless: Black against white; Anglo-Saxon against southern and east-
ern Luropesn; domestic against immigrant; proletariat against share-cropper; white
Arperican against Avian, Black, Latin American, and so on.

Reconstruction and the Biack Elite

One of the most revealing aspects of Black Reconstruction was Du Bois’s assessment of
the Black petit bourgeoisie, that element of Black sodiety with which he bad been
most closely associated for most of bis then 67 years. For the first time in his public
pronouncements, he was resolved to expose the extent to which his beloved elite,
through the logic of its own development, had moved apart from the Black masses, As
he reckoned it, the process of bourgeoisification and alienation that had beguu during
slavery had not revealed its contradiction until the Reconstruction. Suddenly, the
petit bourgeoisie were confronted with the political expression of Black lsbor

The difference that now came was that an indefinitely larger number of Negroes
than ever before was enfranchised suddenly, and 99 percent of them belonged to
the laboring cluss, whereas by law the Negroes who voted in the early history of the
country were for the most part property holders, and prospective if not actual
constituents of a petty bourgeoisie. (. 350)

Still, during these fivst heady days following the Emancipation and the ending of the
Civil Wag, the Black petit bourgeoisie had presumed to lead. Quite soon, however, its
ideological and political vacuity had begun to be apparent, its leadership nominal and
at its best mere mediation between the demands of the Black masses angd the power of
the rding classes:

When freedom came, this mass of Negro labor was not without intelligent leader-
ship, and a leadership which because of former race prefudice and the present Color
Line, could not be divorced from the laboring mass, as had been the case with the
poor whites. . . . Free Negroes from the North, wost of whom had been born in the
South and knew conditions, came back in considerable numbers during Recon-
struction, and took their place as leaders. The result was that the Negroes were not,
as they are sometimes painted, simply a2 mass of densely ignorant toilers. . ..

It was, however, a leadership wisch was not at all cdlear in its economic thonght,
On the whole, it believed in the accumulation of wealth and the exploitation of
labor as the normal method of economic development, But it also believed in the
right 10 vote as the basis and defense of economic life, and gradually but surely it
was forced by the demand of the mass of Negro laborers to face the problem of
land. Thus the Negro leaders gradually but certainly turned toward emphasis on
economic emancipstion. {pp. 350—5t)
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Tnevitably, however, even these tenuous links between the elite strata and Black labor
had disintegrated. IDu Bois now believed he understood the forces that had made a
mockery of the racial solidarity that had been the elite’s evangelism.

First there was the ambivalence of the Black petit bourgeoisic:

The Negro's own black leadership was naturally of many sorts. Some, like the
whites, were petty bourgeois, seeking to climb to wealth; others were educated
men, helping to develop a new nation without regard to mere race lines, while a
third group were idealists, trying to upift the Negro race and put them on a par
with the whites. . . . In the minds of very few of them was there any clear and
distinet plan for the development of a laboring class into a position of power and
mastery over the modern industrial state. {p. 612)

They were to pay, semetimes with their Hives, when the changing order of privilege
concomitant to the continuing development of northern industrial wealth left them
viinerable:

"The bargain of 1876 . . . left capital as represented by the old planter class, the new
Northern capitalist, and the capitalist that began to rise out of the poor whites,
with a control of labor greater than in any modern industrial state in civilized
hands {p. 630]. A lawlessness which, in 18651868, was stifl spasmodic and episodic,
now became organized, and its real underlying industrial causes obsanred by palit-
ical excuses and race hatred. Using a technigue of mass and midnight murder, the
South began widely organized aggression upon the Negroes. . . . Armed guerrilla
warfare killed thousands of Negroes; political riots were staged; their causes or
occasions were always obscure, their results always certain: ten to one hundred
times as many Negroes were killed as whites. {p. 674)

The violence and terror that descended upon Blacks during the fifty years that fol-
lowed Reconstruction, left the Black elite shaken and pared down to its opportunists:

Negroes did not surrender the ballot easily or immediately. . . . But it was  losing
hattle, with public opinion, industry, wealth, and religion against them. Their own
leaders decried “politics™ and preached subrmission. All their efforts toward manly
self-assertion were distracted by defeatism and counsels of degpair, backed by the
powerful propaganda of a religion which taught meckness, sacrifice anxd humility
{pp. 692—93}. This brings us to the situation when Booker T. Washington became
the leader of the Negro race and advised them to depend upon industrial education
and work rather than politics. The better class of Southern Negroes stopped voting
for a generation. {p. 694}

Through its wealth and educational institutions the Black ¢lite survived, growing
meare remote from the masses of Blacks as its ability to reproduce itself developed:

‘They avoided the mistake of trying to meet force by force. They bent to the storm
of beating, lynching and murder, and kept their sonls in spite of public and private
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msult of every description; they built an inner culture which the world recognizes
10 spite of the fact that it is still half-strangled and inarticulate. (p. 667)

In this relative social isolation, its culture continued to adopt forms from the class
peers from which it was estranged by race. But by the constant terror, the entire Black
community had been turned in on itself, and by the persistence of poverty, its social
stratifications had been stabilized. However, the resources of the Black community
were too few to support a mobility of more than incremental significance, With the
Black migration to the North and West, which occurred at the wrn of the century,
this situation would change but only slightly.”” Meanwhile, though Du Bois still could
not admit it, the idealism of the Black petit bourgeoisie had been transformed into an
ideology that served to hold the Black community as a semi-preserve for the more
effective exploitation by ils elile. As he had made clear at the Rosenwald Conference,
racial solidarity still overrode a radical critique of his class:

We mmust rid ourseives of the persistent idea that the advance of mankind consists
of the scaling off of layers who become incorporated with the world’s upper and
ruling classes, leaving always dead and inert below the ignorant and unenlightened
mass of men. Our professional classes are not aristocrats and our masters—they are
and maust be the most efficient of our servanis and thinkers whose legifimate
reward is the advancement of the great mass of American Negroes and with them
the uplift of all men,”™®

Du Beois, Marx, and Marxism

‘There is, however, 2 final aspect of significance in Black Reconstruction that demands
close attention. From the vantage paint of a Black radical historiography, Du Bois was
one of the first American theorists $o sympathetically confront Marxist thought in
critical and independent terms, Undannted by the political and personal concerns of
Blacks in the American Comminist Party, which frequently manifested themselves as
a search for ideological orthodoxy in their work and writings, Du Bois had little
reason or awareness for cautiously threading an ideological position between Ruthen-
berg, Lovestone, and Foster in the ¢rusa or Trotsky, Bukharin, and 5Stalin in the
Commurist ngernational.”™ As such, he could attempt to come to terms with Marx
himself enmediated by Lenin or the emerging doctrines to be known as Maryist-
Leninissn. ™ And in so doing, he was articalating in theoretical terms the intersections
between the Black radical tradition and historical materialism only vaguely hinted at
in the formal organizations of the time. [t was in those then irreconcilable roles—as a
Black radical thinker and as a sympathetic critic of Marx—that Du Bois was to make
some of his most important contributions concerning Black social movements, How-
ever, unless we continue to evoke a consciousness of the historical rmoment in which
1211 Bois was working, we have littie chance of recognizing the nature of the thought to
which he addressed himself in Black Reconstruction.

Since its inception, Marxism has meant to some a critical scientific systern, a way of
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understanding, comprehending, and affecting history® The way in which Trotsky
expressed his own excitement abont Marzism underscores this point: “The important
thing . . . is to see clearly. One can say of communism, above all, that it gives more
clarity. We must tiberate man from all that prevents his seeing”® The history of
Marxist thonght and Marxist organizations, however, has been more ambignous.
Concomitant with this presumed clarity, this way of seeing, was the emergence of its
corrosives, its appositions. the nature of change argued in Marxism, the dialectic,
would lead one to anticipate just such oppositiens to occur in Marxism, Specifically
with the appearances of political dogma, historical certainty, and episternclogical
variations on empiricism, the history of Marxist thinkers has confirmed this expecta-
tion. This is not merely a question of distinguishing the trae Marxists—that is, the
“fonnders,” Mary and Engels—from their less gifted epigoni® It s not an intellectual
or theoretical problem.

Dogma, certaingy, and facticity are social and political phenomena, In Marxism they
have emerged ont of a context of specific organizational demands and definite collec-
tive and individual needs framed by particular historical and political dynamics. And it
was with respect to these phenomena as they had manifested themselves in the
American Communist Party organization in the late 19208 and early 19304 that Du Bois
tocused his work on revolntionary theory, To understand the significance to Marxist
thought of what Du Bois was doing it is only necessary to recall that the Arnerican

Sommiuaist Party in the 1930s was situated in the most advanced capitalist saclety in
the world, Consequently it was soon to be the second most important communist
party in the wortd, displacing the German movement but behind the Bolsheviks, To
Marxist-Communists, the lustorical role of the crusa had been determined by the
principles of Leninism: it was the vanguard of the most advanced proletazian move-
ment® it was this party’s ideological dogma, its existential creed and theoretical
orthodoxy as they related to Blacks that compelled Bu Bois w0 a reassessment of Marx.

The first war of the world in the twentieth century is a watershed for those events
that directly influenced the special character of the American Cormmuntist movement
and the party's policies toward Blacks, it was duringthe war, or because ofthe war,orin
the afterinath of the war that these events occurred. First, there was the transformation
of international socialisim: the Comintern succeeded the Second International as the
leading force of the socialist movement. Second, in the United States, 2 Black emigra-
tion from the South resulted in the formation af northern, urban Black communities
and snbsequently, 2 new forn of racial consciousness: Black nationalism. Third,
beginning almost simultaneously with the formation of the American party, there was
the intercession of the Comintern: Lenin and then Stalin on the “Negro Question.”
These were the critical events, 1t is necessary now to look at them in more detasl,

Bolshevism and American Communism

The Second International succumbed te twe forces: nationalism and revolutionary
failure, With regard to nationalism, World War [ found the majority of the workers of
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tingland, Germany, France, and Austro-Hungary willing to go to the battlefields
under national leadership in order to fight against each other. Internstional worker
solidarity upon which socialism was based disintegrated. The soctalist movement had
failed to maintain the dichotomy between the interests of workers and the interests of
capitalist ruling classes. State nationalism had triumphed as the dominant ideology of
the working classes. The pacifist tactics of the socialists had proved to be effective only
in those countries that were either noncombatants or those, like the United States,
which had been slow to enter the fray.®

Moreover, the revolutionary movements led by socialists failed-ail, that is, but
one. The Bolshevik Party had gained control over the revolutions in Hussia, but in
Germany, England, France, Hungary, and elsewhere, sodalist revoiutions either failed
to materialize or when they did were aborted % Thus, in the most advanced indus-
trialized societies-~the presumed site of revolution—no revolutions were brought
about, no workers movements caine to power. In point of fact, the only two successful
revelutions of the period had occurred in societics whose populations were predori-
nantly peasants: Mexico and Russia. Not only were they predominantly peasant
societies but peasant movements had played critical roles in the telusmphs of their
revolutions, throwing into question the presumption that industrial workers were to
be the “instruments of philosophy” It is not surprising, then, that the organization
of the international socialist movement atrophied.

The Second International had also come increasingly to represent or signify that
revolution would come through the instruments and structures of bourgeois society:
political reform throngh the institutions of bourgeois democracy.® When the Inter-
national collapsed, so did its tactical and ideological resolutions. What appeared to
replace them was the Third International dominated by Lenin and the policies of his
Bolshevik cadre, Tactically, a renewed commitinent to violent struggle became evi-
dent in the movement. Moreover, with the formation of the Third International, it
became necessary for member national parties to pledge their loyalties fo the Cont-
intern, the Soviet Union and, in practical terms, to the Bolshevik Party. The defense of
the Soviet Union was to be the highest priority. Party discipline was to conform to the
dictates of the Executive Committee of the Comintern—a Committee chaired by
Zinoviev, the second leading Bolshevik:®

Fach party desirows of affiliating with the Communist International should be
obliged to render every possible assistance fo the Soviet Republics in their struggle
against afl counter-revolutionary forces, The Communist parties should carry en a
precise and definite propaganda to induce the workers to refuse to transport any
king of military equignnent intended for fighting sgainst the Soviet Republics, and
shoule also by legal or llegal means carry ona propaganda amongst the troops sent
against the workers’ republics, etc.

... All the resolutions of the congresses of the Cornmmunist International, as well
as the resolutions of the Executive Committee are binding for all parties joining the
Communist International®
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Still, the vigor with which the Comintern pursued and institutionalized its hegemony
had no immediate effect on the Amcrican communist movement. The history and
organizations of revolutionary socialists and workers movements in the United States
had heen too disparate for any authority, domestic or otherwise, to impose cohesion
and/or subordination.

The crucial social basis for radical workers' movements in the United States was
provided by the forces of labor recruited to American industrial production. Com-
menting on the first decade and a Lalf of the twentieth century, Nathan Glazer argued:

QOne central fact about the American working class in this period, and during subse-
guent decades, too, must be remembered: it was largely composed of immigrants.
The working force in the steel mills, the coal mines, the textile factories, the clothing
shop was overwhelmingly foreign-born, and that part of it that was not was concen-
trated in supervisory jobs and in the more highly paid skilled occupations. ™

Eartier, as we have seen, the African and Afro-American agrarian workers had
suppiied the critical surplus value that supported the transformation of the economy
into an industrialized and ultimately capital-intensive one. In turn, late nineteenth-
century European imimigrants—expropriated, trained, reproduced, and discipiined
by Buropean sectors of the world economy (i Germany, England, Treland, and Italy
priznarily)—constituted the labor forces uniquely developed and historically neces-
sary for the American industrial transformation. Buf most of these Furopean immi-
grant workers had come from societies in which labor movements were already
developed. In fact most of these movements had by the mid-nineteenth century
developed unique and particular complexes of tactics, strategy, and ideclogy. Whole
traditions in these labor movements and oppositions in those traditions had been
achieved. These were a part of the political, organizational, and ideological cudtures
that accompanied the foreign workers to America, Theodore Draper observes:

From the very ontset, the American Socialist movement was peculiazly indebted 1o
the immigrants for both its progress and its probiems. The Srst convention of the
Socialist Labor Party in 1877 was composed of representatives of seventeen German
sections, seven English, three Bohemian, one French, and a general women's Sec-
don. Immigraats naturally assumed the role of teachers and organizers, but they
were mainly concerned with teaching and organizing themselves.

‘The Socialist Labor party was never more than an American head on an immi.
grant body.

As these peoples dispersed and/or concentrated in the United States according to
various social and economic determinants, their traditions were gither conserved,
adapted, or dissipated. Two ways in which they were conserved were through ethric-
specific and industrial-specific communities. The fabor movement—whether it was
trade unionist, electoral-party, or revolutionary—was largely organized on the basis
of mational, ethnic, and industrial groups:
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In the Socialist Party of 1914, the membership in the Northeastern and Midwestern
states was largely . . . Jews, Germans, Poles, Czechs and Slovaks, Hungarians, South
Slavs, and many others. . ..

fater imnigrant groups, however, formed parties or groupings that were stiil
related to the Socialist parties of their respective countries, of which so many had
been members. These federations of immigrant workers played a special role in
American socialism,*

This, then, was one critical contradiction in early American socialist development,
The organizing principle was ethnicity while at the same time nationalism-——a logical
conclusion of ethnicity—endangered and frustrated socialist unity. Ethnicity domi-
nated the movement organizationally, ideclogicaily, conceptually, and theoretically.
This objective contradiction was a persistent character of the socialist and labor
movements and would reach critical proportions in response to both Furepean and
Arnerican events {i.e., the Franco-Prussizn War in the 1870s; World War | and ethnic
competition for jobs and its subsequent violence}.* Even among the minority sec-
tions of the socialist movement-—the English-language federations-—there was a basic
conflict between nationalism and socialism. Much of the membership of these federa-
tions was in fact made up from second-generation immigrant clusters. Among the
fzctors involved in the decision to becomne sodialists and communists, Gabriel Al-
mond argued, was the assimilative motive, Almond maintained that the English-
language federations were inflnenced by both the organizational priority of Ameri-
canization so as to influence the development of a “native” Anerican working class,
and their members’ own sociopsychological needs.”

The American Communist Party was formed, then, during a time of some theoret-
ical and ideological confusion. In point of fact, the movement in the United States
had broken down into so many competing ideological factions in the early 19208 that
it became necessary for the Comintern to impose order, uniting them into a single
party.®® The party that resulted was dominated by foreign-language federations, the
most powerful being the Russian and Finnish federations. The federations, though,
were still often more coucerned with the fortunes of the movement in their home-
lands than in America, Nationalism and nationalist rivalries were, consequently, »
part of the party’s historical character.” When one adds 1o this situation the disputes
inherited from the Second International concerning the nature of capitalism and the
form the socialist revolution would assume, the appearance of Bolshevik hegemony
can be understood to have been both a further force for chaos and order. The success
of the Bolshevik party gave the Russian-language association an advantage—for a
time—in influencing party policy, but it also intensified ideological disputes and
theoretical quarrels, since the Bolsheviks were a historical anomaly in classical Marx-
ist terms. Buf 2 form of Russian nationalism had assumed dominance in the Ameri-
can movement as it had throughout the Comintern. Though this idea was acceptable
to many in the American movement, it could also be expected to encounter opposi-
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tion especially among those peoples who had been historically subject to Tsarist
Russia’s imperialism.®® In a movement dominated by national parties and subparties,
thie character of the Comintern and the consequent inflation of the political influence
of Russian nationals in the United States was bound te produce or revitalize counter-
nationalisms. The growing power of specifically Russian Jews in the movement cre-
ated or exasperated cleavages within the Communist movement that were not re-
solved even by the late 19205.% Regardless, the direct influence of the Bolsheviks on
the American movement that had begun as carly as late 1916-—~months before its own
spectacular successes and neasly three years before the first World Congress of the
Communist Interpational--would seldom be seriously challenged in the next forty or
fifty years.

Black Nationalism

For Blacks, in sociclogical and political terms, one of the most lmportant events in
Aumerican history at the time of the First World War was the migration to the sites of
urban and particularly northern industry, With the outbreak of the war, the Euro-
pean immigration of laborers had been severely restricted by both the exigencies of
war and Congressionally imposed controls. In addition, war-time conscription had
remaoved thousands of white workers from their jobs while at the same time war was
opening markets to U.8. goods and increasing the demand for labor. The war, then,
produced a labor scarcity in American industry, 1a such a labor market, workers had
an advantage inx their dernands for wage increases; and as the term of the war length-
ened, job action as a labor tactic became more diffused among workers, including the
semi- skilled. Northeastern industrialists and their counterparts in the Midwest at-
teripted to resolve the problem of increasing labor costs and Iabor militancy by
recruiting southern and Caribbean Blacks,

As we had noted, at this time the overwhebming majority of American Blacks lived
in the rural South, Despite the campaigns of terror and vielence directed against
them, and which had been a constant undercurrent in their lives since the Recon-
struction, most of them were still reluctant to break historical, social, and cultural ties
by migrating to confrontations with northern antipathies. To meet this problem,
corporate managers had developed a sophisticated propaganda campaign to excite
the interests of southern Black workers, Labor recruiters were sent South with in-
structions to &1l the empty freight cars often accommpanying them; Black newspapers
{some subsidized by northern industrialists, led by the Chicago Defender, ran articles
on the opportunities for employment in the North muxtaposed with accounts of the
anti-Black activities of southern whites. Robert Abbott, editor of the Defender, was
refentless:

Abbott put out 2 “national edition” of his weekly, aimned at southern blacks, It
carried int red ink such headiines as: 100 NEGROES MURDERED WEEKLY IN UNITED
STATES BY WHITE AMERICANS; LYNCIEIN G- A NATIONAL BISGRACE! and WHITE GEN-

212 BLALK RADICALISM AND MARNIST THEORY



TLEMAN RAPES COLORED GIRL, Accompanying a lynching story was a picture of the
lynch victim’s severed head, with the caption: Notr sELGIUM-~AMERICA, Pooms
entitted Lard of Hope and Beund for the Promised Land urged blacks 1o go North,
and editorials boosted Chicago as the best place for them to go. Want ads offered
jobs at attractive wages in and around Chicago, In news items, anecdotes, cartoons,
an<d photos, the Defender crystailized the anderlying economic and social causes of
black suffering into immediate motives for ffight

The promise of cconomic infegration into some of the most advanced sectors of
American production had its impact. As noted, an estimated guarter of a millionto a
million Black workers and their families migrated during the war years, substantially
increasing the populations of the Black communities situated in the critical industrial
areas east of the Mississippi.

This migratory flood coincided with one emanating from the English-speaking
West Indies. The poverty and deteriorating well-bemg of Caribbean Blacks were the
direct legacies of colonialism. Tens of thousands of West Indians came to the United
States during the first decades of the twentieth century. It was work, too, that attractad
them, and so they located in precisely the same Black communities that received the
internal migration:

One unusual and comphicating feature of the New York ghetto in Harlern was the
presence of two (usite different nonwhite populations. By far the farper was the
group of southern migrants, but a minority not {0 be ignored had originated in the
Cagibbean islands, chiefly the British West Indies, with some from the Dutch West
Indies, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. To the 5000 foreign-born blacks who lived it New
York in 1900 were added 28,000 more during the war decade. In 1917 the New York
Times estimated that they formed one quarter of the population of Harlen '

The congregating of these peoples, the deep disruptions that accornpanied their
translocations, and the persistent hostility with which they were confronted forced
them on to each other, politically and socially. As such it became necessary for them
to develop social and political forms that would transcend the particularistic iden-
tities due to specific historical differences, Jt was within this particular milieu that
bath the umia ard the African Bloed Brotherhood {ann} emerged; and both would
have enormous consequence for the American Commmunist Parey’s efforts at organiz-
ing Blacks.

1t has never been possible to characterize the United Negro Improvement Associa-
tion In precise terms. Its dominant ideology was eclectic: incorporating elements of
Christianity, socialism, revolutionary naticnalism, and race solidarity. As an organt-
zation; it exhibited a range of structures responsive to circamstance and personality,
Responsibility for policy- and decision-making varied as well. They were formed in
accordance with ideological factors: the circumstance of situationally crucial individ-
nals; the namre of the issues; and the momentary fortunes of the organization, Too,
the organization did change over time, responding to the political and social signif-
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cances of the interactions between self and its social and political environment.
Nevertheless, observers have most frequently typified the organization as ideologi-
cally a “back to Africa” movement; or for very different reasons, and with implicit
organizational characterizations, as “the Garvey movement” It was never quite so
obviously simple. 192

'The unia’s main thrust appears to have been toward the development of a power-
ful Black nation economically organized by a modifed form of capitalism. ™™ This
powerful entity was to become the guardian of the interests of Blacks in Africa {where
it was to be located} and those dispersed in the African diaspora. The nation was to be
founded on a technocratic elite recruited from the Black peoples of the world, This
elite, in turn, would create the structures necessary for the nation’s survival and its
development until it was strong enough to play its historical role and absorb and
generate subsequent generations of trained, disciplined nationalists, As a number of
historians have noted, in many ways both directly and indirectly, the unis had
incerporated clements of the self-help movement identified with Booker T, Wash-
ington; but without the restrictions imposed upon that movement, the unia had
pushed the concept to its logical conclusion.’™ In pursuit of this ideal, the organiza-
tion had developed structures that anticipated a national formation. The umia had
possessed a protouational bureaucracy; security forces with women auxiliaries; a
national church; an international network of chapters (or consulates}; and the begin-
nlngs of an economic base consisting of a series of small busincsses and service
industries. Hundreds of thousands-—perhaps millions.—of Blacks were enrolled in the
organization. Though recruitment went on primarily in the United States and the
West Indies, the una possessed dues-paying members in Africa and Latin America,
The scale of the organization made the unia by far and away the fargest sationalist
organization to emerge among Blacks in America. In these terms, the organization’s
stgnificance still remains unrivalied in U.S. history. '

Since most histories of the organization were written by its critics, distortions of
the unia abound in the literature. They are especially marked with regard 1o is
founder and principal organizer, Marcus Garvey, ' Even Du Bois, while participating
in the opposition to the UNta, had contributed exposes of its financial practices and
bitter characterizations of Garvey.'™ But the one predominant tactic of the maa’s
critics was to identify the organization with Garvey, thus tending to reduce their
criticisms to studies of aberrant personality or political opportunism. Robert Bagnall,
ope such critic, writing in A. Philip Randolph’s and Chandier Owen’s paper, The
Messenger, described Garvey as

a Jamaican Negro of unmixed stock, squat, stocky, fat, and sleek, with protruding
jaws, and heavy jowls, small bright pig-like eyes and rather bull-dog-like face.
Boastful, egotistic, tyrannical, intolerant, cunning, shifty, smooth and suave, ava-
ricious; . . . as adept asa cuttie-fish In beclouding an issue he cannot meet, profix in
the nth degree in devising new schemes to gain the moncy of poor ignorant
Negroes; gifted at seif-advertisement, without shame in seff-laudation, promising
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ever, but never fulfilling, without regard for veracity, a lover of posnp and tawdry
finery and garish display, a bully with his own folk but servile in the presence of the
Klan, a sheer opportunist and demagogic charlatan,

Others with more charity came fo the same point. Claude McKay would write in his
Harlers: Negro Metropolis:

The movement of Marcus Garvey in Hazlan was glorious with romance and
riotous, clashing emotions, Like the wise men of the ancient world, this peacock-
parading Negro of the New World, hoodooed by the “Negromancy” of Africa,
followed a star-a Black Star. A weaver of dreams, he translated into s fantastic
pattern of reality the gaudy strands of the vicarious desires of the subinerged
members of the Negro race,

There has never beeu a Negra leader ke Garvey. None ever enjoved a fraction of
his universal popularity. Fle winged his way into the firmament of the white workd

holding aloft a black star and exhorting the Negro peopie o gaze upon and follow
it

In this way the uNia became known as “the Garvey movement” This has always
implied or bespoken the presence of autocratic authority and demagoguery. As prin-
cipal spokesman and symbol of the uxia, Garvey became the object of study rather
than the masses of people involved in making the organization. Robert Hill, Tony
Martin, and Theodore Vincent are three historfans who have recently begun to
correct that fault.

The unia’s official demands, set down in a Declaration of Rights of the Negro
Peoples of the World, included the right 1o vote, a fair share of political patronage,
representation on juries and on the judge’s bench, and full freedom of press,
speech, and assembly for all. The vmia sought these basic freedoms primarily to
create and strengthen a separate black world, while groups like the naace would
utilize these frecdoms primarily to create an integrated world,

Socially, the vN1A was a huge club and fraternal order. . . . For Garveyites, there
was the fraternal camaraderie of al the black people of the world. uNia parades,
Saturday night parties, women’s group luncheons, etc., had a significance far be-
vond that of providing social diversion. Their affairs were designed to build a pride
and confidence in blackness. 11

Clearly, the un1a possessed a substantial cadre and several tiess of secondary leader-
ship. It was 2 complex organization functioning on a number of levels simuktaneously.
And its popular appeals and attractive political style were combined with pragmatic
programs of racial achievement. For the five years of its peak development, from 1918 10
1923, it became the most formidable movement in the history of American Blacks.
Like the unia, the organizational cadre of the Africant Blood Brotherhood con-
sisted largely of West Indians and Afro-Americans who had developed professionally
as social agitators and journalist-propagandists, its founding erganizers in 1919 were
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Cyril Briggs (Nevis Island}, Richard B. Moore (Barbados), aud W. A. Domingo
{famaica).!!* Later, in the period between 1920 and 1922, Otto Hulswoud (Surinam)
and a number of important Afro-American radicals joined the movernent, induding
Otto Hall, Haywood Hall (Harry Haywood), Edward Doty, Grace Campbell, H. V.
Phillips, Gordon Qwens, Alonzo Isabel, and Lovett Fort-Whiteman

The largest membership was in the New York home office, but there were sizable
contingents in Chicago, Baltimore, Omala and West Virginia. . . . The ans also
established groups in the Caribbean ares; in Trinidad, Surinarm, British Guiana,
Santo Domingo and the Windward Istands. Atits height, the anp had only three to
five thousand members, most of them ex-servicemen. . . . The pumber was kept
small, in part by desigu, but the possibilities of danger, and the Brotherhood's
militantly nationalistic and left-wing ideclogy, undoubtedly alitnated and con-
fused many people. The asB saw itself as a tight-knit, semi-clandestine, paramili-
tary group which hoped to act for a “wozldwide federation” of black organizations.
The Brotherhood’s official program stated, in part: “In order to build a strong and
effective movement on the platform of liberation for the Negro people, protection
of their rights to Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness, ¢tc., all Negro organi-
zations should get together on a Federation basis, thus creating a united centralized
mrovement.

¥or the bulk of its dozen-odd years of existence, the aArs was « secret, paramilitary
organization dedicated to the “immediate protection and ultimate liberation of Ne-
groes everywhere”H* This aspect of its ideclogy, however, was not a true reflection of
its origins or future,

When the Brotherhood was first proposed in Briggs's monthly magazine, The
Crusader, it was designated The African Blood Brotherhood “for African Liberation
and Redemption.” Even earlier, though, The Crusader had

advertised itself as the “Publicity Organ of the Hamitic League of the World” {June
1918, p. 1}. This so-called Hamitic League, with headquarters in Ormaha, Nebraska,
set itself the task of uniting the so-called Hamitic peoples, the chief ethnic group of
North Africa. One of its leaders, George Wells Parker, made contact with Briggs
and they agreed to support each other. . .. The reference to the Hamitic League was
removed from The Crusader in the issue of January 1921,

The Brotherhood’s beginnings inadveriently exposed a degree of identity-confusion
among its founders. A similar confusion would mark its appeals and the designation
of the audience the organization presumed to address.!'® In the next decade, that
audienice would be transformed from Hamitics to Africans, then Negroes and, finally,
Black workers. Behind the fluctuations, however, was the premise emunciated by
Briges in 19:7:

Departing from Garvey's plan for a Negro state in Africa, he advanced the idea that
the “race problem” could be solved by setting up an independent Negro nation on
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American territory. “Considering that the more we are outnumbered, the weaker
we will get, and the weaker we get the less respect, justice or opportunity we will
obtain, is it not time to consider a separate political existence, with a government
that will represent, consider, and advance us?” he argued }17

Briggs, for one, had spun away from the paternalistic projects of African colonization
and African missionizing that had concerned “race-men” like Crummell, Turner, and
Du Bais, and his fellow West Indians, Blyden, Garvey, and §. Albert Thorne. 1%

It seesms fair to say that the African Blood Brotherhood had begun as a revolution-
ary nationalist organization.!** It soon, however, came to be influenced by the social-
ism of Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, and state Belshevism. And once several of its cadre were
absorbed into the American Communist Party, it came to be accepted that in both the
United States and Aftica, the Brotherhood would act as an ideological, organira-
tonal, and military vanguard. In its closest rapprochement with the cpusa, it was
conceived as the core of a liberating farce developed in the hinterlands of Africa and
the shock froops of 3 Black and white revolutionary movement in the United States.'20
Finally, the Brotherhood, or at least prominent members of that organization—
Briggs, Moore, and especially Harry Haywood—appears 1o have provided to the Party
the immediate ideolegical stimulus for the development of the Corminterry’s position
after 1928 that Blacks constituted & “national question” in America,*?!

Within a year or two of its founding in 1019, the Brotherhood’s leadership in New
York and Chicago was acting in concert with officials of the Communist movementin
attempting infltration and/or subversion of the ynia. The leaders of the vaa,
having found difficulty in respecting Black nationalists who had conceded the princi-
gles of autonomous leadership and “race first” action, were now the subjects of
intrigues, public charges and recriminations, and betrayals. Though several hisio-
rizns have traced the antagonism between the Brotherhood and the tnia to supposed
differences on the issues of the roles of socialism and white workers in the Black
movement, they do naf appear to be the crux of the matter. Much of the rancor
between the organizations was a result of the Brotherhood’s imsidious tactics, its
growing dependence and domination by the crusa, and its persistent attemnpts—by
Briggs, Domingo, Moore, and others—to unseat Garvey and the rest of the umNIA's
“Negro Zionist” leaders. According to Tony Martin, Briggs’s several cycles of position-
reversals toward the unia were begun in 1921, In anticipation of the uwia’s First
International Convention, Briggs

offered Garvey a propoesition—that Garvey {with his internaticnal mass move-
ment, perhaps millions strong) sheuld enter into a program of joint action with
the ass {an obscure organization of a thousand or twe) for African liberation. . ..
Briggs then ok the opportunity provided by Garvey’s assembled multitude to do
a little recruiting for himseif and passed arcund copies of the Asp program.

‘The next ploy in Briggs’ attemnpt to impese a communist united front on Garvey
was to have his white communist friend Rose Pastor Stokes address the convention.
She expatiated on Russia’s desire 1o free Africa and on the need for black-white
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working class unity. She then called on Garvey to take a stand in relation to her
cormmunist overtures. Garvey was polite but noncommittal. The final stroke in
Briggs’ strategy was (o have aBB defegates to the convention introduce 8 motion for
endorsement of the communist program. The motion was debated and tabled. The
Azg, piqued at this sethack, them immediately published a Negro Congress Bulletin
on August 24, almost entirely devoted to a scurrilous misrepresentation of the un1a.

convention. &

Whatever motives Briggs and his associates might have had, this pattern of contradic-
tory approaches to the unia would characterize the relations of the two organizations
until the demise of the Brotherhood in the 1930s, In the Party, Briggs, Moore, Hay-
wood, Otto Hall, Fort-Whiteman, and others found a complementary radical ¢le-
ment and & potential international ally for the struggle against colonialisin and world
capital. Within the unia, Garvey for one, felt much more sympathy for the Russtan
Communists than for the Brotherhood and its American Communist colleagues, '

Blacks and Commuirtism

in its beginnings, the American Communist movement required no special policy
with regard to Blacks. Having been constituted from the rebellious Left Wing of the
socialist movernent did not signify for these comununists a departare from the pre-
sumption that Blacks were simply a segment of the unskilled working classes. '
Moreover, with the American socialist movement drawn predeminanily from immi-
grant ethaic and national minorities, the notion of ¢lass solidarity was of substantial
importance to the movement, theoretically and practically. It provided a category
of political activity through which the diverse social elements of the revolutionary
movement—ethnics and nationalities, workers and imellectuals—could be recon-
ciied, transcending their several particular interests. ‘The absence of such a class
consciousness armong Blacks, and in its stead the presence of a racial censcionsness,
was seent by early American Communists as both an ideological backwardness and a
potential threat to the integrity of the socialist movement ftself.)?5 To the degree that
the early movement became aware of Black nationalism, that, too, would be unac-
ceptable. Black nationalise was intolerabie to a movement so constantly dose to
foundering on national and ethnic divisions. This concern was made manifest by the
frequency with which “Back to Africa” ideologies were described as “Zionist” and
compared to “Back to Palestine” movements among the Jews—a substantial and
influential minority in the early socialist movement.’?® The party consistently op-
posed Black natienalism until its own variang sclf-determination, emerged in the
Soviet Union in 1928, The unia, as the strongest organization among Blacks with a
pationalist ideology, was characterized as a bourgeois reactionary group and made a
focus of the attack on Black nationalism. American racism did not justify the pro-
gram of Black mationalism. Earopean immigrants with other than Anglo-Saxon ori-
gins were also targets of racist abuses and discriminations. Racism, then, was merely
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an clement of ruling-class ideology and white “chauvinism” its political position.
Thus the social context of Blacks was adapted by ideclogues in the socialist movement
to the social experience of European immigrant workers,

The Communist parties did not actively recruit Blacks until 1921. This change in
policy seems to be largely the responsilility of Lenin, and is even more remarkable
when we recall that Lenin’s name was barely known to any of the national elements in
the Armerican movement four vears earlier.”® Nevertheless, it was Lenin who raised
the “Negro Question” at the Second Congress of the Communzist International in
19206. And it was Lenin who wrote to the party in America, “some time in 19m
expressing surprise that their reports to Moscow made no mention of party work
among Negroes and urging that they should be recognized as a strategically impor-
tanit element in Communist activity. ' The American Communist Party then began
its recruitment of Blacks, primarily, though, radical Black intellectuals and nationahist
organizers. The nucdleus, as we have pointed out, was those who made up the majority
of the Supreme Councii of the African Blood Brotherhood, 5til}, the historical and
theoretical antecedents of the American Communist Party’s work among American
Blacks and its eventual positions on Black nationalism were substantially drawn from
the experiences of Russian revolutionists,

In the same year that Lenin had addressed the Second Congress of the Comintern,
he had written in “Left-Wing” Communism—An Infantile Disorder:

[Tlo reject compromises “on principle)” to reject the permissibility of compro-
mises in general, no matter of what kind, is childishness, which it is difficult even to
comsider seriously. . . . There are different kinds of compromises, '

Here Lenin was mounting an attack on what he termed “left opportunism,” that i,
pohitical action and judgment that used the texts of Marx and Engels to criticize and
oppose Lenin and the Bolshevik Party’s leadership. The setting was 1920, In Russia,
the civil war was still undecided; and in Europe, the revolutionary movernent had
been “temporarily” defeated. Lenin was urging a tactical retreat, This document was
meant to stem criticism that emerged from other Russian revolutionists whe insisted
that the revolution must maintain an international arena and scope, and could not be
secured in one national territory, Through the document and other activities, Lenin
hoped to defuse the “left devistionists” before they became an unmanageable and
disraptive force at the Second Congress, and broke the Bolshevik Party’s contrel and
direction of the Third Internationmal. Despite its logical inconsistencies, historical
omissions, and distortions, and its contradictions of Marxist theory, his document
became one of the most significant works of the first decade of the Third Inter-
national. Much of this was to be attributed to Lenin’s authority in the meovement as
the world’s most powerful Comnrmunist, but as important was the work’s legitimation
of accommodation to world capitalism and imperialism. ¥ provided a pragmatic
modus vivendi for Communist parties elsewhere to survive while maintaining the
illusion of belng revolutionary rather than reformist, ™!

The thread of Lenin's argument and his pelitical declarations could be traced
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stylistically to his eritique of the “Left Communists” in 1918, when ip writing “Left-
Wing” Childishness and the Petty-Bourgeois Mentality, Lenin bad been forced to de-
fend the development of state-capitalist bureaucracy and the Brest Treaty with the
Ukrainian government. Substantively, the thread could be found in his characteriza-
tion of the revolutionary party as the vanguard of the revolutionary masses:

By educating the workers’ party, Marxism educates the vanguard of the proletariat,
capable of assuming power and leading the whale peopie to socialism, of directing
and organizing the new system, of being teacher, the guide, the leader of all the
working and explotted people in organizing their social fife without the bour-
geoisie and against the bourgeoisie. }?

To Lenin, the party was the possessor of true historical consciousness, and was the
true instrument of history. The party was Marxist theory in practice. It did what it did
because the proletariat had demonstrated that it was insufficiently class-conscious. >
it followed, then, for Lenin, that opposition {0 the tasks defined for #self by the party
could only come from two sources: the reactionary bourgeoisic on the right, and
the pseudo-Marxist, petit bourgeoisie “intellectual” opportanists on the left. If in
order o survive, the party acting as the state corapromived with Germany, Austro-
Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey {the Quadruple Alliance] at Brest-Litovsk, it could
not be accused of compromising in general. The alternative had been continued war
and defeat. One must distinguish, Lenin argued, between “obligatory” compromises
{preservation} and those compromises that transformed one into “accomplices in
banditry” The Bolshevik Party made only obligatory compromises . . . except when it
made “minor and easity remediable” errors. With a bit of sophistry, Lenin declared:

What applies to individuals also applies—with necessary modifications—to politics
and parties. It is not he who makes no mistakes that is intelligent. There ave no such
en, nor can there be. It i he whose errors are not very grave and who is able to
rectify themn easily and quickly that is intelligent. 1+

Programmatically and tactically, Lenin was laying the grounds for member parties of
the Comintern in Hurope and elsewhere to assume nonrevolutionary positions for
the mement, Party members were instructed to join parties, movements, and organi-
vations and to attempt to influence policy toward reformist demands necessarily
intolerable 1o capitalism. “Comsnunists should not rest content with teaching the
profetariat its ultimate aims, but should lend imperus to every practical move leading
the proletariat into the struggle for these ultimate almg” %

#1920, and again in 1921, Lenin had Indicated disappointment in the direction and
organizational priorities established by the American Cosmnunist Party, He sug-
gested farther that Blacks should play a critical rele in the party and in the vanguard
of the workers’ movement since Blacks occupied the most oppressive sector of the
American society, and were clearly to be expected 1o be the most angry element in the
United States, Alf of this was somewhat characteristic of Lenin as he rationalized the
basic opportunisin that had dominated the history of the Bolshevik movement, 1%
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However, Lenin had found no basis of support for his declarations within the Ameri-
<an delegation to the Secend Congress. Indeed, in the person of the Harvard-trained
revolutionary writer, John Reed, the American delegation, preoccupied with the
image of the uNis, repudiated Lenin's position:

Reed defined the American Negro problem as “that of a strong racial and social
movement, and of @ proletarian labor movement advancing very fast in class-
consciousness.” He alluded to the Garvey movement in terms that ruled out all
Negro nationalism and separatisiy: “The Negroes have no demands for national
independence. All movements siming at a separate national existence for Negroes
fail, as did the ‘Back to Africa Movement' of a few years ago. They consider them-
selves first of all Americaus at home in the United States. This makes it very much
simpler for the Communists.”*

For the time being, the Comintern was satisfied by a vague plan to invite Black
revolutionists 1o a fultire congress.

Two such figures attended the Fourth Congress of the Communist International in
1g22: Otto Huiswoud, as an official delegate, and Claude McKay, as an unofficiuf and
non-Communist observer. McKay and Hulswoud {“the mulatto delegate,” as McKay
would refer to him in his autobiography, A Long Way From Home) tended to comple-
ment each other in both official and informal discussions of the “Negro Question.”

When the American Negro delegate was invited to attend meetings and my mulatto
colicague went, the people asked: “But where is the cherny (the blacky?” The
mulatto defegate said: “Say, fellow, you're all right for propaganda. 1t's a pity you'll
never make 2 disciplined party member”1#

And with the aid of the Japanese revolutionary, Sen Katayama, who had spent some
time in the United States working as a cook and other things on the west and east
cousts, had been a founder of the unified and Bolshevized American Party, and now
sat on the commission for national and colonial questions,* McKay and Huiswoud
successfully presented to the Comintern sessions a more realistic basis for discussion,
And it was at the Fourth Congress that the Comintern made its first formal declara-
tion of policy toward American Blacks: Early the following year, Rose Pastor Stokes,
the radical wife of ]. C. Phelps Stokes one of the naace’s millionstre-sponsors,
returned to the United States and reported to her fellow party members:

Cne of the most significant developments in the Fonrth Congress of the Commu-
nist International was the creation of a Negro Commission and the adoption of the
Commission's Thesis on the Negro Question which conclndes with the declara-
tion that “the Fourth Congress recognizes the necessity of supporting every form
of Negre Movement which tends to undermine capitalism and Tmperialism or to
irmpede their further progress,” pledges the Communist International to fight “for
race equality of the Negro with the White people, for equal wages and political
and social rights,” to “exert every effort to admit Negroes into Trade Unions”
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and to “take immediate steps to hold a general Negro Conference or Congress
in Moscow.”

Two American Negroes were guests of the Congress. One, a poet, the other a
speaker and organizer, both young and energetic, devoted to the cause of Negro lib-
eration and responsive to the ideals of the revolutionary proletariat. They charmed
the delegates with their fine personalities,™®

According to Mrs. Stokes, the Negro Commission itself was international in its mem-
bership, made up of delegates from the United States, Belgium, France, England, Java,
British South Africa, Japan, Holland, and Russia. The perspective of the Commission
was thus international, reflecting the internationalism of Murxist organization, the
theory of capitalism, and its mesmbership. As the chairman of the Commission,
Comrade Sasha [Stokes! had announced:

[Flhe world Negro movement must be organized: in America, as the center of
Negro cniture and the crystaflization of Negro protest; in Africa, the reservoir
of human labor for the farther development of Capitalisimg i Central America
{Costa Rica, Guatemala, Colombia, Nicaragua, and other “Independent” Repub-
tics), where American Imperialistn dominates; in Puerto Rico, Haid, Santo Do-
mingo and other istands washed by the waters of the Caribbean .. . in South Africa
and the Congo .. . in East Africa, '

The work among Blacks in America, then, was to be one sector in a world movement
against cotonialism and imperialism as the contemporary stages of world capitalism.
The Communist International was to be the vehicle through which the enslaved white
workers of Europe and America and the “revolutionary workers and peasants of the
whole world” would converge on the common enemy:

It is the task of the Communist International to poing out to the Negro people that
they are not the only people suffering from the oppression of Capitalism and
fmperialism; that the workers and peasants of Europe and Asia and of the Americas
are also the victims of Imperialismy; that the struggle against Imperialisim is not the
struggle of any onte people but of all the peoples of the world; that in Ching and
india, in Persia and Turkey, in Egypt and Morocco the oppressed colored calonial
peaples are rising against the same evils that the Negroes are rising against-—racial
appression and discrimination, and intensified industrial exploitation; that these
peoples are striving for the same ends that the Negroes are striving for—political,
industriai and social liberation and equality

Notwithstanding its contradictions and ideclogical formulations, this Theses on the
Negro Question was a quite remarkable docwment, Certainly its New World--centric
view Hmited it {for exampie, the propoesition that the “center of Negro culture and | .|
protest” was in America). Certainly the presumpiion that & proletarianized Black
peopie In America was the most advanced sector of the Black world was more a
vulgarization: of Marx than a product of analysis, But just as certain, this statement
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was a more sophisticated presentation of the world systemn than had been developed
in the earlier internationalism of the unia. The Commission had successfully urged
the Fourth Congress to recognize the refationship between the “Negro Question” and
the “Coloniaj Qnestion.”

The intention behind the Negro Commission of the Fourth Congress was to substi-
tute system- and class-consciousness for race-consciousness among American Blacks,
Yet one enduring lesson learned from the umia was that Blacks were capable of
organizing on an international scale. The Negro Commission suggested that the
UN1A's was only a particuiar form of race-consciousness and that it was possible for
race-consciousness to be transformed into a progressive force. A world-historical
race-consciousness, recognizing the exploitation of Blacks as Blacks, but as part of
and related to the exploitation of other workers could develop from the earlier form.
The historical problem posed before the Comintern and its member parties—and
especially for American Communismi——was whether the Communist movement had
the capabilities to perform this transformation, Starting with the efforts of Huis-
woud, McKay, and Katayama, it had become mcreasingly clear to the leadership of the
Comintern-Radek, Zinoviev, Trotsky, Lenin, and later, Stalin—that only a special
program could attract large numbers of Black workess to the movement, After 1922,
the tutelage and training of Black cadres in the Soviet Union was taken quite seriously.
The most critical of the resulis was the formulation of the “nation within a nation”™
thesis announced by the Sixth Congress in 1928.

Haywood Halt (Harry Haywood) was one of the American Blacks brought to the
Soviet Union to study at the University of Toilers of the East (kurva), When he
arrived in April 1926, he joined a small colony of Black students that included his
brother Otto Hall (fohn Jones) O 1. and fane Golden, Harold Williams {Dessalines),
Roy Mahoney {Jim Farmer}, Maude White {who arrived in December 1927). and
Bankole {z Gold Coast inhabitant).}? Of the seven Black students at kuTva!¥ and the
Blacks whe arrived in the Seviet Union as delegates to the Sixth Congress in 1928,
Haywood alone advocated the position of “self-determination” for American Blacks.
Haywood’s own conversion had come in the Winter of 1928 when in preparation for
the Congress, he had responded to a dismissive report on the unra authored by his
brothes, Otto:

In: the discussion, | pointed out that Otto’s position was not merely a rejection of
Garveyism but also a denial of nationalism as a legitimate trend in the Black
freedom movement, } felt that it amounted to throwing out the baby with the
bathwater, With ray insight sharpened by previons discussions, 1 argued further
that the nationalism reflected in the Garvey movement was not a foreign trans-
plang, nor did it spring full-blown from the brow of Jove. On the contrary, it wasan
indigenous product, arising from the soil of Black super-exploitation and oppres-
sion in the United States. It expressed the yearnings of millions of Blacks for a
nation of their own,

As | pursued this logic, a totally new thought occurred to e, and for me it was
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the ¢lincher, ‘The Garvey movement is dead, T reasoned, but not Black nationalism,
Nationalism, which Garvey diverted under the slogan of Back to Africa, was an
authentic trend, likely to flare up again in periods of crisis and stress. Such a
movement might again fall under the leadesship of stopian visionaries who would
seek to divert it from the struggle against the main cnemy, ULS. imperiatism, and on
10 a reactionary separatist path. The only way such a diversion of the struggle could
be forestalled was by presenting a revolutionary alternative to Blacks,

... I was the first American communist {with perhaps the exception of Briggs) to
support the thesis that U.5. Blacks constituted an oppressed natiop, ™

N. Masanov {Bob Katz), a Russian representative of the Young Commnunist League,
having spent some time in the United States, was already convinced that American
Blacks constituted a national question. Katayama was as well, and suggested 1o Hay-
wood that Lenin had supported the idea. But they, apd similarly minded Soviet
Communists, had found difficulty in locating any American Blacks to support their
position.**® Nasanov heard Haywood's arguments and promptly requested his coliab-
oration. From the morment Haywood voiced his commitment to Black nationalism,
the momentum was established for the self-determination line that would become
the Comintern’s official policy after the Congress. The resolutions and discussion
papers drafted by Haywood and Nasanov eventually culminated in the language on
the “American Negro Question” indluded i the Congress report, “Theses on the
Revohationary Movement in the Colonies and Semi-Colonies,” 12 December 1928

In those regions of the South in which compact Negro magses are living, it i
essential to put forward the slogan of the Right of Self-determination for Negroes.
A radical ransformation of the agrarian strocture of the Southern States 15 one of
the basic tasks of the revelation. Negro Communists must explain to non-Negro
workers and peasants that only their close union with the white proletariat and
joint struggle with them against the American bourgeoisie can lead to their libera-
tion from barbarous exploitation, and that only the victorious proletarian revolu-

tion will completely and permanently solve the agrarian and national questions of
the Southern United States in the interests of the overwhelming majority of the
Negro population of the country!?7

Black self-determination was presented to the American Communist Party as a fait
accompli. And for years the true origing of the line would be a mystery to members
of the American Communist movement as well as to its historians. ' Its mean-
ing, however, was clear: as Josef Pogany {John Pepper} characterized it {or as Hay-
wood argues, caricatured it} in the line’s first American exposure, the logic of self-
determination would conclude iy 2 “Negro Soviet Republic” '

As a strategy, Black self-determination addressed itselfl to several concerns within
the Comintern and the American movement. First of all, by the procedure through
which it was established, it underlined the leadership of the Comintern over its
national parties. Moreover, legitimated by the existence of other national liberation
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movements as well as the earlier history of American Blacks, it also relieved somewhat
the disappointments of some Third Internationalists cansed by the failure of an
immediate world revolution to develop—national liberation struggles were by their
nature protracted ones. As a political model, it was alse useful as a nieans of expres-
sion for those nationatisms and chauvinisms of longer durstion in the American
Cormnunist Party: many ideologues in the American moveinent identified their own
nationalist sensibilities with Black nationalism. ¥ Finally, it was believed it was the
most effective means of approaching one of the oldest American peoples, the “Negro,”
first through its radical nationalist intelligentsia, and then its masses, Not only should
self-determination attract Blacks, it was argued, but it could alse be the linnus for
determining the degrec of progressiveness among non-Black party militants while
weakening the raling class by larsing the Baurbon pseudo-aristocracy from its indus-
trial and finance-capitalist sponsors.

Still the theoretical basis for the party’sidentification of Blacks as a nation was gquite
unorthodox in terms of Marxist theory. Marx and Engels had both distingnished
between “nations” and “nationalitics,” recognizing in the former the capacity for
independent economic existence and in the latter an incapacity. Engels had expressed
himself guite clearly:

There is no country in Burope where there are not different nationalities under the
same government. . . . Here, then, we perceive the difference between the “princi-
ples of nationalities” and the old democratic and working-class tenet as to the right
of the great Furopean nations to separate and independent existence, The “princi-
ple of nationalities” leaves entirely untouched the great guestion of the right of
natianal existence for the historic peoples of Eurepe; nay ifit fouches itis merely to
disturb it. "The principle of nationalities raises two sarts of questions: first of all,
questions of boundary between these great historic peoples; and secondly, gnes-
tiong as to the right to independent national existence of these numerous small
relics of peoples which, after having figured for a langer or shorter period on the
stage of history, were finally absorbed as integral portions into one or the ather of
those more powerful nations whose greater vitality enabled them to overcome
greater obstacles. '™

The fogical extension from Marx or Engels would have been to identify the Blacks of
America as a national minerity or as a nationality, but not as a nation. For Marx and
Engels, the nation was a quite particular historical phenomenon:

Since the end of the Middie Ages, history has been moving towards a Europe made
up of large national states. Only such national states constitute the normal political
framework for the dominant Furcpean bourgeois <lass and, in addition, they are
the indispensable prerequisites . . . without which the rule of the proletariat cannot
exise. !>

Engels’s historicism branded the nation as an instrument of the bourgeoisie; its
emergence was concomitant to the development of a bourgeois society, a capitalist
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society. And once nation and then the transnational became realized, it was possible
far an international revolutionary movement to command the society that had pro-
duced it. For Marx, both language and culture appeared to be secondary phenomena,
the first to be associated with nationality, the second, with the dominant cass. Usnfor-
tunately, throughout the nineteenth century and into the next, much of the theoreti-
cal gramimar brought by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and other Marxists to the analysis of
American phenomena and processes was similarly naive. It was naive because of 1ts
ahistoricity and its tendency toward the use of aggregative concepts to the point of
superfluousness. Ultimately, its naivete was contradictory: at the historical point of
massive immigration, the application of race and class, the grammar's two most
fundamental categories, presumed the existence among the majority of American
workers of a white working class; thus the eventual appearance of a Black nation
suggested an opposite historical momentum.!* Lenin proved to be the theoretical
aud idealogical midwife, but it was Stalin, it came to be believed in the American
Commaunist Party and by its historians, who had provided the theoretical basis for the
party’s position that Blacks were a nation within a nation, “If there was 2 ‘genius’ in
this scheme,” Theadore Draper would declare, it was undoubtedly Stalin ™ How-
ever, the contrast between Stalin and Engels and Marx was dramatic. In what was to
be one of the most frequently cited justifications for the Comintern’s “Negro pro-
gram,” Stalin had entirely forsaken analytical sophistication:

A nation is 2 historically established, stable cornmunity of people, coming into exis-
tence on the basis of a community of language, territory, economiclife, and psycho-
logical constitution, which manifest themselves 1n a community of culture '™

This extraordinary passage is perhaps characteristic of Stalin’s theoretical contribu-
lions to Marxist theught and to world knowledge. Firsg, it too is ahistoric, since no
contemporary nation has emerged in this way; second, it is abstract and vague,
utitizing such phrases as “psychological constitution”; third, it is tautological: com-
maanity manifests itself as community; and finally, it is not Marsian, tending as it does
toward an evolutionary paradigm as opposed to that of historical materialism. Its one
apposite feature was that it was in keeping with the ideclogical and programmatic
opportunism that characterized Stalin's ilmmediate predecessor. The policy imphica-
tions of this passage fit quite well into the rationalizations found in “Lefi-Wing”
Compnism. This is, perbaps, another sort of proof that the policy was a gloss on the
history of Black movements and not the independent product of the Soviet Union’s
pohitical elite. Like formulations on other national liberation struggles one discovers
i1 Comintern declarations, it was political opportunism scarching for theoretical
justifications. It thus represented the critical importance to the Soviet Party of form-
ing alliances with movements that were emerging from theoretically “precapitalisi”™
societies, Given historical necessity, Marxist-Leninism compromised itself theoreti-
cally with nationalism, and as such institutionalized the force that had brought the
Second International to its submission, It might be said in the most simple-minded
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reading of the dialectic, that the Third International was a synthesis of the thesis
{socialism} and anti-thesis {national chauvinissm) of the Second.

As the official policy of the American Communist Party, self-determination-the
Black Belt Thesis—would survive Stalin, but only barely, And even while $talin was a
dominant figure in the world Communist movement, it would have its ups and
downs, responding to the national and international dynamics of the revolntionary
movement,

The policy of Negro self-determination has tived twice and died twice, After over-
throwing Lovestone’s “revisionisin,” Browder made self-determination one of the
cardinal articles of faith of his leadership. In November 1043, long after it had
ceased to show any signs of life, he delivered a funeral oration over the corpse of
self-deterrnination; he explained that the Negro people had already exercised the
historical right of scif-determination—by rejecting it. After overthrowing Brow-
der’s “revisionism,” Foster made seif-detenmnination one of the cardinal articles of
faith of his leadership. In 1946 self-determination was reincarnated in a slightly
watered-down version-—as a programmatic demand and not as an immediate
slogan of action.

Ir 1958, the Communist leadership again buried the corpse of the right of self-
determination. It decided that the American Negro people were no longer a “stable
cornmunity”; that the Negro national question was ne longer “essentially a peasant
question”; that the Negroes did not possess any distinctively “commeon psychologi-
cal make-up™; that the main currents of Negro thought and leadership “histori-
cally, and universally at the present time™ flowed toward equality with other Ameri-
cans; that the American Negro people did not constitute a nation; and therefore
that the right of self-determination did not apply to them,'%

Lenin had compelled the American Communist Party 1o take the Black Americanasa
critical element in its policy and organization. Stalin, himself a member of a Russian
nationsl minority, had been the authority through which the Comintern and the
American Communist Party had come to recognize Blacks as an oppressed nation. ™
And for a while the policies directly influenced by these two Bolsheviks had been
successful: thousands of Rlacks came into the crusa during the 19308 in response to
the party’s attentions and expressed intentions.™ However, in the background were
the uma and the Brotherhood. They had established the political and ideological
preconditions for the party’s policies and its snccesses. It was the oxia that had
embadied the Black radical tradition and primed the Black masses with a sense of
nationhood. It was the uwia and the ass through which many of the carly Black
activists in the party had passed. And it was the vnia and the Brotherhood that
had demonstrated the capacities of Blacks to organize politicaily and respond ideo-
logically. It remains a selling point on the nature of the early American Commu-
nist movement that the significance of these examples had to depend upon Soviet-
directed policy fo be revealed.
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In the light of this account of Russian and Comintern intervention into the affairs
of the American Communist Party, it would appear to be a historical irony that it was
through Du Bois’s work that a first reassessment of Marxian revolutionary theory was
attempted. Tt was Du Bois who introduced into American Marxism a critical inter-
pretation of the nature and significance of revolution—based in large measure on the
developments of the Russian Revolution and the American Reconstruction period.

Du Bois and Radical Theory

As 2 Black, Du Bois was sensitive to the contradictions in American society, in
particular to the material force of racism. He was even more comscions of racism since
in his early years he had been cocooned from it. He was a young man by the time he
was forced to openly confront the culture of racism. Later, as a Black scholar, he had
had an immediate and profound experience with the false histories produced in that
culture. Both his training at Harvard with its history departiment largely influenced
by German historiegraphy, and his studies in Berlin had feft him with an acute
sensitivity for myth and propaganda in history. And as we have suggested earlier, as a
critic of Muarx, Du Bois had possessed no obligations to Marxist or Leninist dogma,
nor to the vagaries of historical analysis and interpretation that characterized Ameri-
<an Communist thought, Given these attributes, enveloped by the events of the post—
World War I period, Du Bois obtained the skills to seize the advantage created by this
crisis of capitalism:

[Slomebody in each era must make clear the facts with utter disregard to his own
wish and desirve and belief. What we have got to know, so far as pogsible, are the
things that actually happened in the world. . . | [Tihe historian has no tight, posing
as scientist, 10 conceal or distort facts; and until we distinguish between these two
functions of the chronicler of human action, we are going to render it casy for a
muddied world out of sheer ignorance to make the same mistake ten times over.
{p. 722}

He had written these words with American historiography i mind. Bat we may also
assume he had an additional application at hand.

Among the several truths that Bu Bois set out to establish in Black Reconstruction,
there were a number that related directly to Marxist and Leninist theory. Specifically,
his ideas concerned the emergence of capitalism; the nature of revolutionary con-
scionsness; and the nature of revolutionary organization. As we recall, first Du Bois
would insist on the world-historical significance of American slavery in the emer-
gence of modern capitalism and imperialism. In this, he went nio further than Marx,
but this is merely where he began, Next, he would demonstrate, historically, the

industrial working class. Fimally, with Lenin in mind, Du Bois would question the
presurned roles of a vanguard and the masses in the development of revolutionary
consciousness and effective revolutionary action.
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With regard to the first issue-~the relationship between the destruction of slavery
and the ermergence of modern capitalist and imperialism—Du Bois argued that the
American Reconsiruction period was the historical moment in the developing world
systemn. This was the moment when world capitalism assumed the character that
would persist into the twentieth century:

The abolitier: of American slavery started the transportation of capital from white
1o black countries where slavery prevailed, with the same tremendous and awful
consequences upon the laboring classes of the world which we see about us today,
‘When raw material could sot be raised in 2 country like the United States, it could
be raised in the tropics and semi-irepics under a dictatorship of industry, com-
merce and manufacture and with no free farming class,

The competition of a slave-directed agriculture in the West Indies and South
America, in Africa and Asia, eventually ruined the economic efficiency of agricul-
ture in the United States and in Furope and precipitated the modern economic
degradation of the white farmer, while it put into the hands of the owners of the
machine such 2 monopoly of raw material that their domination of white labor was
more and more complete, {p. 48}

According to Du Bois, this was not a necessary development but the one that followed
upon the dismantling and destruction of the “dictatorship of labor” established n the
southern United States during the Reconstruction:

[T]here began to rise in America in 1876 a new capitalism and a new enslavementof
labor. . ..

‘The world wept because the exploiting group of New World masters, greed and
jealousy became so fierce that they fought for trade and markets and materials and
staves all over the world uniil at fast in 1914 the world flamed in war. The fantastic
structure fell, leaving grotesque Profits and Poverty, Plenty and Starvation, Fmpire
and Democracy, staring at each other across World Depression. {p. 634}

But rather than seeing this process as inevitable due to the contradiction between the
modes of production and the relations of production, Du Bois argued that it was
made possibie by the ideologies of racism, and, to i lesser extent, individualism. {t was
these ideclogies as historical forces that had precluded the emergence of 2 powerful
labor movement in the United States—a mavement whose nuclens wonid have con-
sisted of the nine million ex-slave and white peasant workers of the South. The force
of these ideologies manifested itself after the war when these workers did not move to
the next logical step: the institutionalization of their historical convergence in order
to dominate the Reconstruction’s “dictatorship of labor” Without this movement, the
revolution begun in 18ss with John Brown’s Kansas raids could not continue ™ The
failure to achieve a consciousness of themnselves as a class was not a consequence of the
absence of the concentration of production in agriculture, as some Marxists might
presune, for in the North workers had had this experience, yet their labor movement
was predominantly trade-unionist.’® On the other hand, in the South, where the
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character of production with regard fo the concentration of labor was more ambigu-
outs, it was these workers, Black and white, whe had produced the “General $trike”
decisive in ending the Civil War,

The General Strike had not been planned or consciously organized. Instead, what
[u Bois termed & “General Strike” was the total impact on the secessionist South of 2
series of actions circumstantially related to each other: some 200,000 Black workers,
maost of them slaves, had becomne part of the Union's military forces. These, and an
even larger iumber of Blacks, had withdrawn their productive labor and paramilitary
services from the Confederacy, gransferring a substantial portion of them to the
Union. In addition, tens of thousands of slaves and poor whites had emigrated from
the South. The former were escaping slavery, the latter their poverty and the demands
and ravages of a war in which they had no vested interest. The result was to critically
weaken the secessionists, The ordering of these diverse actions was then a conse-
quence of the sociai order to which they were reactions. The contradictions within
southern society rather than a revolutionary vanguard knit these phenomena into a
historical force. After the war, a different ordering would be required to integrate
these phenomena into a political movernent. This could be accomplished if only the
ruling ideologies of the sodiety were transcended. This was not done.

[T]he power of the Negro vote in the South was certain to go gradually toward
reform.

It was this contingency that the poor whites of all grades feared. it meant to them
areestablishment of that subordination under Negro labor which they had suffered
during slavery. They, therefore, interposed by violence to increase the nmatural
antagonism between Southerners of the planter class and Northermners who repre-
sented the military dictatorship as well as capital. . ..

The efforts at reform, therefore, at first widely applauded, one by one began to
go down before a new philosophy which represented understanding hetween the
planters and poor whites. . .. [E}t was accompanied by . . . cagerness on the part of
the poor whites to check the demands of the Negroes by any mmeans, and by
willingness to do the dirty work of the revolution that was coming, with its blood
and crass cruelties, its bitter words, upheaval and turmoil. This was the birth and
bemy of the Ku Khax Klan. (p. 623)

But it was not merely a matter of the antagonisms of the poor whites against the
Blacks being revitalized by the prominence assumed by the latter during the Recon-
struction. The “decp economic foundation” for these antagonisms was in fact being
chaflenged by proposals 1o radically alter land tenure put forward by Black legislators.
Rather, it was the remnants of the southern ruling class that focused the attention of
poor whites on to the Black workers. The ruling class had been so weakened by the
war that for the first time it was forced to aggressively recruit poor whites as its aflies,
“The rmasters feared their former slaves. . . . They Hed about the Negroes, . .. They
forestalled the danger of a united Scuthern labor movement by appealing to the fear
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and hate of white labor. . .. They encouraged them to ridicule Negroes and beat them,
kill and burn their bodies, The planters even gave the poor whites their daughters in
marriage” {p. 633).

It was in this fashion that the bond between the two elements of the southern
working class failed to materialize. By necessity, Du Bois felt, Blacks fixed class aili-
ances with northern capitalists and petit bourgeois Radical Republicans. Both alli-
ances were by nature short-lived. Once Northern capital had sufficiently penetrated
the southern economic sector so as to dominate its futare development, it ceased to
depend on Black electorates and state legislatures responsive 10 Blacks and the radical
petit bourgeoisie. The alliance ended with the withdrawal of Federal troops from the
Sonth and the destruction of the governments supported by the bureaucracy of
occupation, By the 1880s, the under-capitalized character of southern agrarian pro-
duction was established and the need for external soarces of raw materials more than
apparent. In Mexico, the Philippines, Haitl, the Caribbean and Pacific islands, and
clsewhere, nosthern capitalists constructed their own forms of shavery: but ones for
which they could not easily be held accountable or among which they would be
compelled to live.

Turning now to the question of revolutionary conscivusness and organization, it is
again Du Bois’s presentation of the General Strike that provides a critique of Marxist
thought. But first we should recall just what constitited Marxist theory in America at
the time.

At the time of Du Boig’s writing of Black Reconstruction, Marxism came in several
forms depending on which revolutionary or inteliectual tradition one considered.
Raphael Samuel has maintained that such “mutations of Marxism” were to be ex-
pected and, indeed, had been preceded by changes in Marx’s own writings: %!

In Russia Marxisin came inte existence as a critical trend within populism, in italy
in the form of a syncretism with positivist sociclogy, in Austria—and Bulgaria—in
tandem with the thought of Lassalle. Second Indernational Marxism was a het-
erodox affair, with numerous tendencies competing for political attention, and
nothing approaching a finished body of doctrine. Marxism was necessanly super-
imposed on preexisting modes of thought which it incorperated rather than dis-
placed, and which were regarded as being intrinsic to the new outlook. . . .

The contours change radically in the period of the Third International, but
Marxism, despite its increasingly Party-minded character, was very far from being
hermetically sealed. in the 19206 there was a vigorous, indeed furious, philosophi-
cal debate within the Soviet Usnion itself, with rival schools contending in the name
of dialectical materialism.'¥

But generally, in the order of prestige in revolutionary secialism, first were the avail-
able works of Marx and Engels and their nearest contemporaries in Enrope and
Russia,'®* These constituted the classical fexts of Marxism. Second, there were the
works of the Soviet intelligentsia, Plekhanov, Lenin, Bukharin, Trotsky, and Stalin,
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From 1917 o, these writings became miore significant to the socialist movement, With
the bureancratization of the Russian Revolutian and the institutionalization of the
Comintern, Stalin and his interpretations of Lenin’s thought ultimately superseded all
other Marxist writers in anthority.

All serious theoretical work ceased in the Soviet Ulion after collectivization.
Trotsky was driven into exile In 1929, and assassinated in 1940; Ryazanov was
stripped of his positions n 1931 and died in a labour camp in 1939; Bukharin was
sitenced in 1920 and shot in 1938; Preohrazhensky was broken by 1930 and perished
in jait in 1938. Marxism was largely rednced to a memento in Russia, as Stalin’s rule
reached its apogee.1®

In the United States, dichotomies reflecting the conflicts in Furope and Russia conld
be found. But in America, Party propagandists were much more prominent than
independent theorists. The presence of theorists in the party had been substantially
reduced by the events of the late 19205 and early 10308, The expulsions of a “Trots-
fkyite” left followed by the “Lovestone” right; the spectacle of the purges of veterans of
the Russian Revolution from the Bolshevik Party; the compromises of the Popular
Front period after 1933; and the protracted demise of capitalism, had ali tken their
toll, especially on revolutionary theory:

Marx's emphasis upon the historic inevitability of revolution had diminishing
importance for Party members and left intellectuals alike in the thirties. Commu-
nists may have claimed Marxism as their own, but it was merely a ceremonial claim
after the Popular Front had been announced. There were, however, few times in cp
history when Marxist theory was applied in a serious and sustained analysis of
American society. And even the non-Communist intellectual . . . made only infre-
quent and incormplete stabs at such analyses %

Revolution had been relegated to the background while more pressing needs—Ilike
support for the New Deal; the pursuit of “collective security” for the Soviet Union; the
organization of the new unionism represented by the Congress of [ndustrial Organi-
zations (c10); and the fight for state assistance to the unemployed and elderly—
assumed priority, Finally, though Marxism might continue to develop elsewhere
within the nesus of Communist Parties, in Furope its further elaboration in the
thirties seems o have been confined to Germany, France, and Ttaly. And even then, as
Perry Anderson snggests, the tradition was strained:

Astonishingly, within the entire corpus of Western Marxism, there 1s not one single
serious appraisal or sustained critique of the work of one major theorist by an-
other, revealing close textual knowledge or minimal analytic eare in its treatment.
At most, there are cursary aspersions or casual cornmendations, both equally ill-
read and superficial. Typical examples of this mutual dovenliness are the few vague
remarks directed by Sartre at Lukdes; the scattered and anachronistic asides of
Adorno on Sartre; the virulent invective of Collettl against Marcuse; the amateur
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confusion of Althusser between Gramsei and Collett; the peremptory dismissal by
DPella Volpe of Althusser.?®”

Sull, much was in disarray.

Despite the shared premise that hiuman emancipation was to be identical with the
achievement of the socialist revolution, the writings produced by Marxian theorists
contained serious disagreements and differences with respect to the historical pro-
cesses and structural elements involved in the emergence of the revolution. Among
the arvas of contention were questions regarding the nature of class consciousness;
the role of a revolutionary party; and the political nature of the peasantry and other
“precapitalist” laboring classes. Since it is impossible t6 even summarize the volume
of conflicting opitiion to he found in Marxist Hierature, we will concern ourselves
with only those aspects to which Du Bois addressed himself 1

Marx and Engels had argued that the alienation intrinsic to the capitalist mode of
produciion, the contradictions arising between that mode and the social relations
accompanying it, and the extension of expropriation could result in a socialist revoln-
ten led by the indnstrial working classes. Though the revolustion #tself was not
intevitable {that would have amouuted to economic determinism), the role of this
specific kind of worker in such a revolution was certain,!™ The historical dialectic
identified the industrial worker—the proletariat—as the negation of capitatist society;
the force produced by capitalism that conld finally destroy it. Capitalisra pitted one
class, the bourgeoisie, against another, the proletariat. 'This was the specific character
of the class straggle in capitalist society, However, since there were more than two
classes in all the nineleenth-century societies that Marx and Engels studied, it became
necessary for them to identify and assign to these other dasses particular historical
roles, The petit bourgeoisie were both nominally and historically the middlemen of
capitalism: its managers, technicians, small merchants, and shopkeepers. Unlike the
bourgeoisie, the petit bourgeoisie did not own or contro} the means of production,
Sl 1t was a clasy whose members recognized their dependence on the bourgeoisie
for social privileges. Their political lovalties were to the bourgeoisie and as such
they were understood to be reactionary by their class-nature.'™ A fourth class, the
lumpen-proletariat, too, was reactionary. The class was characterized as one that fed
off the profetariatin a parasitic manner. The lumpen-profetariat were the thicves, the
thugs, the prostitutes, “people without a definite occupation and a stable dormicile™#?
It was from this class that the society recruited many of those who would form its
coercive instruments: the army, the state militias, the police. The fifth class was the
peasantry. This was the class that came closest to the poor whites and Black workers of
the antebellum period in terms of its systemic refationship to industrial capitalism, its
social organization, and its historical origins.!™ For Marx and Engels, the peasantry
was a remmnant of the precapitalist society. But unlike other residues from feudalism,
for example, the clergy, the aristocracy, and the artisan-crafismen, the peasantry
continued to be of importance in capitalist society. Both the peasantry and the bour-
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geolsic had been negations of feudalism, however the peasantry’s “narrow-minded”
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self-interest had been intent on destroying feudalist relations by moving historically
backward to small, individual land-holdings aud away from the inclusive, nationally
integrated ecenomic structuzes for which the bourgeoisie aspired. In feudalism, the
bourgeoisie had been a historically progressive contradiction, and the peasantry a
historically reactionary negation. With the destruction of feudalism by capitalist
forces, the peasantry became reactionary in a different way. The peasantry was now a
potential ally of the bourgeoisic 1o be poised against the political force of industrial
tabor and the socialist revolution.

Lenin and Trotsky, coming from Tsarist Russia, a society dominated by a peasant-
stshsistence or “backward” economy, saw the peasantry differently from Marx or
Engels.’* In the central and western Russian countryside at the end of the nineteenth
century, the remnants of Russian “feudalism”™ were to be found in the aristocracy and
the poor peasantry. There were, too, the kulaks consisting of a rural bourgeoisie
supported by capitalist agriculture, and a middle peasantry essentially locked into
modified forms of subsistence agriculture. The roving peasantry, the rural proletariat,
according to Lenin, emerged from the poor peasants who worked either for the kulaks,
the landlords or some exceptional middle peasants, Both Lenin and Trotsky agreed
that the rural relations of production were subject t¢ “internal” antagonisms of class
struggle { kidaksversus poor peasants) and, most importantly, that the peasantry could
be an ally to the working-class movement. 1n 1901, for example, Lenin had observed:

Qur rural laborers are still too closely connected with the peasantry, they are still
too heavily burdened with the misfortunes of the peasantry generally, to enable the
movement of rural workers to assume national significance either aow or in the
immediate future. . . the whole essence of our agratian programme is that the rural
proletariat must fight together with the rich peasantry for the abolition of the
rernants of serfdom, for the cut-off lands. '™

But in 1905, after several years of recurring peasant uprisings, his view of the “rural
proletariat” was more sanguine: “We must explain to it that its interests are antago-
nistic to those of the bourgeois peasantry; we must call upon it to fight for the social-
ist revolution.!™ Though Trotsky and Lenin were opposed to the “Black Partition”
{Marx’s terin for the extra-legal seizure and breaking up of land into small, individual
hoidings), they saw it as a tactic for momentarily attracting the peasantry to the side
of the revolution. Once the dictatorship of the proletariat was secured, other arrange-
rments could be made for the peasants. 1%

Part of the reason for the judgments made by Marx or Eagels of the peasantry had
te do with the conditions of work that circumscribed peasant production and the
social relations that fixed the peasants into prescribed links of exchange. Marx saw the
peasantry as a “vast mass” consisting of functional clones: simple cultivators, proxi-
sriate but without significant intercourse; lacking in all but the most ruadimentary
political organization or consciousness.’’” Engels, too, was impressed by the “great
space” that peasants occupied, and ascribed to them a tradition of submissiveness and
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loyalty to particular masters.”™ Neither suggested that the peasantry was capable
of independent political action. And if we compared the descriptions found in Marx
and Engels of peasant life with those of Du Bois concerning the slaves and poor
whites, we would discover striking and impostant simiarities. Of the slave workers,
D Bois commented:

[Bicfore the warn, the slave was curiously isolated; this was the policy, and the
effective policy of the slave system, which made the plantation the center of a black
group with a network of white folk around and about, who kept the staves from
contact with each other. Of course, clandestine contact there always was; the pass-
ing of Negroes to and fro on errands; particularly the semi-freedom and mingling
in cities; and yet, the mass of slaves were curiously provingial and kept out of the
carrents of information. (pp. 121-22)

in the masters’ domiciles, the complexities of the relationships between labor and the
exploiters of labor many times incduded bonds of sentiment, but more importantly
and persistently the house servants had realized “The masters had stood between
them and a world in which they had no legal protection except the master” And that
“The masters were their source of information”’(p. 123). Earlier in the work, Du Bois
had suggested, “Any mass movement under such circumstances must materialize
slowly and painfully” (p. 57). And of the poor white workers, ignored as he helieved
by the American labor movement, the abolitionists, northern: capitalists and southern
planters, Du Bois reckoned similarty pessimistic judgments could be made. He reiter-
ated Francis Simking's and Robert Woody's bleak description of their conditions

A wretched Jog hut or two are the only habitations in sight. Here reside, or rather
take shelter, the miserable cultivators of the ground, or a still moze destitute ¢lass
who make a precarious living by peddling “lightwood” in the city. . ..

These cabins . . | are dens of filth. . . . Their faces are bedaubed with the muddy
accumulation of weeks. . .. The poor wretches scem startled when you address
them, and answer your questions cowering like culprits. {p. 26)

Du Beis added that the poor whites were also bound o the master class: “Indeed, the
natural leaders of the poor whites, the small farmer, the merchant, the professional
man, the white mechanic and slave overseer, were bound to the planters and repelled
from the slaves. . . . {Tihe only heaven that attracted them was the life of the great
Southern planter” (p. 27} Yet in the midst of the Civil War, it was tliese two peoples,
the Black and the white workers, who had mounted the rebellions, the “Geperal
Strike,” which had turned loase the revoluticnary dynamics that Du Bois would
describe as “the most extraordinary experiments of Marxism that the world, before
the Russian revolution, had seen” (p. 358). One hundred thousand poor whites had
deserted the Confederate armies and perhaps a half million Black workers had aban-
doned the plantations. It was the same pattern, indeed, that would come to fruitionin
Russia, Like the American slaves and the poor whites, in the midst of war the Russian
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peasantry would desert their armies in the field. Their rebellion, too, marked the
beginnings of revolution.

Like most informed men and women of his timne, Du Bois was deeply nnpressed by
the Russian Revolution and he believed he could write and speak of it without having
“to dogmatize with Marx or Lenin”#™ He had referred to what he considered a
significant element of the revolution as early as 1017 when he criticized the American
Soctalist Party's ideologues for praising the successes of the Russian peasantry while
ignoring the achievements of American Blacks:

Revohztion is discussed, but 1t is the successful revolution of white folk and not the
unsuccessful revolution of black soldiers in Texas. You do not stop to consider
whether the Russian peasant had any more to endure than the black soldiers of the
24th Infantry,'*

The processes of the Russian Revolution were a framework for his interpretation of
Reconstruction becanse it, 100, had begun among an agrarian, peasant people. It was
a characteristic shared by all the revolations that Du Bois linked in significance to the
American Civil War and its Reconstroction: that is, France, Spain, India, and China
{p. 708). In addition, since before his visit to the Soviet Union in 1926, he had
been cautious about the nature of class-consciousness among workers 1n Russia, the
United States, and elsewhere, In 1027, when he had returned from the Soviet Union,
he had written:

Does this mean that Russia has “put over” her new psychology? Not by any means.
She is trying and trying hard, but there ave plenty of people in Russia who still hate
and despise the workingman's blouses and the peasant’s straw shoes; and plenty of
workers who regret the passing of the free-handed Russian nobility, who miss the
spiendid pageantry of the Czars and who cling doggedly to religious dogma and
superstition, *!

And despite his note to the tenth chapter of Black Reconstruction, which explained
why he was not using his original title for that chapter {“The Dictatorship of the Black
Proletariat in South Careling”),'® Da Bois knew the Russian Revelution was a dic-
tatorship of the proletariat that was less democratic and less dependent upoen con-
scious action of the workers than was to be found in the post—Civil War period in
America:

Asthe |Russian] workingman is today neither skilled nor intelligent 1o any such ex-
tentt ag his responsibilities demand, there is within his ranks the Communist Party,
directing the proletariat toward their future dictatorship. This is nothing new. '8

And i 1938, Du Bois would declare:

When now the realities of the situation were posed to men, two radical solations
were suddenly resorted to: Russian communism and fascism. They both did away
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with democracy, and substituted oligarchic control of government and industry of
thought and action, Communism aimed at eventual democracy and even elimina-
tion of the state, but sought this by a dogmatic program, laid down ninety years ago
by a great thinker, but largely invalidated by nearly a century of extraordinary
social change 1

Like Lenin, but for different reasons and in a different way, Du Bois had realized that
Marx had not anticipated the historical transformations of capitalism, specifically, the
complicating phenomena of imperialism. And caution, as well, was required in any
application of Marx to the situation of American Blacks:

It was a great loss to American Negroes that the great mind of Marx and his
extraordinary insight into industrial conditions could not have been brought to
bear at first hand upon the history of the American Negro between 1876 and the
World War, Whatever he said and did concerning the uplift of the working class
must, therefore, be modified so far as Negroes are concerned by the fact that he had
not studied at first hand their peculiar race problem here in America.'®

This left a monumental gap in the analysis of capitalism and its developments, assign-
ing Marx’s own work to a specific historical period. Dn Bois would condude, while
working on Black Reconstruction, that “we can ounly say, as it seems to e, that the
Marxian phifosophy is 2 true diagnosis of the situation in Europe in the middle of the
nineteenth century despite some of #s logical difficulties” 1%

in American Marxism, Lenin had largely replaced Marx as the definitive revolu-
tionary thinker by the early 19205, Where Marx had anticipated and depended upon
the rise of class consciousness, Lenin had posited the party inits stead. For Lenin, the
party, a small group of trained, disciplined, aud professional revolutionisss, con-
stituted a necessary first stage in the development of the dictatorship of the pro-
fetariat. The party wonld deliberately and scientifically create the conditions for the
evolution of worker consciousness and for socialism. Where Marx had presumed that
a bourgeels society established by a bourgeois revolution was a necessary condition
for the evolution of a conscious socialist movement. Lenin, in April of 1937, would
declare that the process had been completed in Russia in less than three months ¥

Du Bois had been skeptical of Marx and Lenin on both scores. In Black Recon-
struction, he reviewed the events of the American post bellum with a Hegelian sense
of the “cunuing of Reason.” The slaves freed themselves, Du Bois thought, not by
way of an objective consciousness of their condition but rather by the dictates of
religious myth:

The mass of slaves, evens the more intelligent ones, and certainty the great group of
fiekd hands, were in religious and hysterical fervour. This was the coming of the
Lord. This was the fulfillment of prophecy and legend. it was the Golden Dawn,
after chains of a thousand years. It was everything miraculous and perfect and
promising. {p. 122}
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And the other figures in the drama of emancipation, from Lincoln down te the poor
whites, were hustas much overtaken by the unintended consequences of their actions:

Lincoln had never been an Abolitionist; he had never believed in full Negro citizen-
ship; he had tried desperately to win the war without Negro soldiers, and he had
emancipated the slaves only on account of military necessity. {p. 153}

Freedom for the stave wag the logical result of a crazy attempt to wage war in the
midst of four million black slaves, and trving the while sublimely to ignore the
mnterests of those skaves in the outcome of the fighting. {p. 11}

Leaders, then, led I increments. The northern field officers who put the fugitive
slaves to work did not intend to free them . .. but they did. The Confederacy moved to
preserve slavery . .. it helped to end it. Groups moved to the logic of immediate seif-
interest and to historical paradox. Consciousness, when it did develop, had come later
in the process of the events, The revolution had caused the formation of revolutionary
consciousness and had not been caused by it. The revolution was spontaneous.

To the second point, the precondition of bourgeois society, Du Bois maintained
that no bourgeois society was the setting of this revolution. The dominant ideology of
the society was that of the plantocracy, a dictatorship of labor and land with no
democratic pretensions. But of more significance, the ideology of the plantocracy had
not been the ideology of the staves, The slaves had produced their own culture and
their own consciousness by adapting the forms of the non-Black society to the can-
ceptualizations derived from their own historical roots and social conditions, Insome
instances, indeed, elements produced by the slave culture had become the dominant
ones in white southern culture. The process had spanned generations: “[TThe rolling
periods of Hebrew prophecy and biblical legend furnished inaceurate but splendid
words. The subtle folk-lore of Africa, with whimsy and parable, veiled wish and
wisdom; and above all fell the anointed chrism of the slave music, the only gift of pure
artin America” {p.14). This was the human experience from which the rebellion rose.
Torn from it were the principles of “right and wrong, vengeance and love . . . sweet
Beauty and Truth” that would serve as guideposts 1o the ex-slaves, }t was the tradition
critical to the framing of the survival of these new people.

Du Bois, despite all the diversions and distractions of intellect, social origins, and
ambitien that had marked his even then long life, had at last come to the Black radical
tradition. In the midst of the most fearsome maelstrom his age had seen, and with the
pitiable reaction of the declared revolutionary opposition in mind, his purposeful
interrogation of the past had led him to the hidden specter of Black revolutionists.
Their revolution had failed, of course. And with its failure had gone the second and
truer possibility of an American democracy. But until the writing of Black Reconstruc-
tion, the only mark on American historical consciousness left by their movement had
been a revised legend of their savagery. Dru Bois had understood, finally, that this was
insufficient. “Somebody ineach era,” he had written, “must make clear the facts” With
that declaration, the first ledger of radical Black historiography had been filled." 158

In Black Reconstruction, Du Bois had striven to enrich the critique of capitalism
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and bourgeois society that had merged inte the dominant strains of Western radical-
ism. He had ne choice if he was to comprehend the crises of war and depression that
devastated the world systern in his lifetime, and the rebellion and revolution in Asia,
Europe, Africa, and the New World that were their concomitants. Du Bois came to
believe that the preservation of the capitalist world system, its very expansion in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, had involved the absorption of new sources of
fubor power, not by their conversion inte wage labor but by coercion. Characteris-
ticaily, capitafist imperialism had magnified the capacity for capital accumulation by
force variously disguised ag state nationalism, benevolent colonialism, race destiny, or
the civilizing mission. Except in scattered instances, the peasantries of the Third
World had become neither urban nor rural proletasiats but near-slaves, For most,
their social development had been effectively arrested. The result, relative to their own
recent pasts and the situzation of European workers, was retardation. Indeed, whole
populations had been eliminated either during “pacification” or through forced la-
bor. The belief that capitalism would advance African and Asian and other peasan-
tries had for the most part proved to be misplaced. Beyond Western Europe, the
capitalist world system had produced social and economic chaos. No theory of his-
tory that conceptualized capitalissn as a progressive historical force, gualitatively
increasing the mastery of human beings over the materizl bases of their existence, was
adequate fo the task of mraking the expetiences of the modern world comprehensible.
for Du Bois, America in the first half of the nineteenth century, a society in which
manufacturing and industrial capitalism had been married to slave production, had
been a mucrocosm of the world system. The advanced sectors of the world economy
could expand just so long as they could dominate and raticnatize by brute force the
expicitation of essentially nonindustrial and agrarian labor. The expansion of Ameri-
can slavery in the nineteenth century was et an apachronism but a forewarning. But
s0 1o, he believed, was is defeas,

It was also true, as Marx, Engels, and others had anticipated, that there were
contradictions to the world economy and the systems of coercion upon which it
depended. However, Du Bois came to percelve that they were not limited w0 the
vontradictions discerned by the radical Western intelligenssia. In the long rus, that is,
by the heginnings of the twentieth century, the vision of the destruction of bourgeois
society entertained by Western socialists had been shown to be of only partial rele-
vance. The working classes of Furope and America had indeed mounted militant
assaults on their ruling classes. But in defeat they had also displayed their vuiner-
abilities 1o bourgeois nationalism and racialist sentiment. Elsewhere other realities
had too come to the fore. The shocks so Western imperialism, which in the previous
century had appeared to European radicals to be at the margins of the world revolu-
tien, were by the 19308 occupying center stage. The Indian Mutiny, the Boxer Re-
bellion, the nationalist struggles that had erupted in the Sudan, Algeris, Morocco,
Somalia, Abyssinia, West and southern Africa, and carried over into the twentieth
century—the “people’s wars”—had achieved major historical significance in the revo-
butions in Mexico, China, and Russia. And in every instance, peasants and agrarian
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workers had been the primary social bases of rebellion and revolution. Nowhere, not
even in Russia, where a rebellious urban proletariat was a fraction of the mobilized
working classes, had a bourgeois social order formed a precondition for revolu-
tiopary struggle. Revolutionary consciousness had formed in the process of anti-
imperialist and nationalist struggles, and the beginnings of resistance had often been
initiated by ideological constructions remote from the proletarian consciousniess that
was a presumption of Marx’s theory of revolution, The idiom of revolutionary con-
sciousness had been historical and cultural rather than the “mirror of production”
The oppositions that had struck most deeply at capitalist domination and imperial-
ism had been those formed outside the logic of bourgeois hegemeny, In Black Recon-
struction, Tht Bois had tried to give these processes a concrete, historical appearance.
Again he had had very little choice in the matter. The ideclogy of the Black struggle,
the revolutionary consciousness of the slaves, had appeared to his Westernized eyes,
part legend, part whinsy, part art, Yet he realized it had been sufficient to arouse them
into mass resistance and had provided them with a vision of the world they preferred.
Their coliective action had achieved the force of a historical antilogic to racism,
slavery, and capitalism,
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