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FROM THE EARLY 1920s until the late 1950s, the U.S. Communist movement was a significant pole of attraction in African-American political and cultural life. Only a few prominent African-American poets, fiction writers, playwrights and critics-such as novelist Richard Wright-publicly boasted of party membership.  Yet it seems likely that Margaret Walker, Lance Jeffers, Claude McKay, John Oliver Killens, Julian Mayfield, Alice Childress, Shirley Graham, Lloyd Brown, John Henrik Clarke, William Attaway, Frank Marshall Davis, Lorraine Hansberry, Douglas Turner Ward, Audre Lorde, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Harold Cruse were among those organizationally affiliated in individualized ways.

A list of other African-American cultural workers who were, to varying degrees and at different points, fellow travelers, would probably include Ralph Ellison, Chester Himes, Sterling Brown, Langston Hughes, Paul Robeson, Theodore Ward, Countee Cullen, James Baldwin (as a teenager), Richard Durham, Alain Locke, Willard Motley, Rosa Guy, Sarah Wright, Jessie Fausett, Owen Dodson, Ossie Davis, Dorothy West, Marion Minus, Robert Hayden, Waring Cuney, and Lonne Elder III.

For five decades, students of the left have had access to the reasons why some Black cultural and intellectual figures were eventually dismayed by Communism, through novels such as Chester Himes' The Lonely Crusade (1947), Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (1952) and Richard Wright's The Outsider (1953), reinforced by Harold Cruse's brutal polemic The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual (1967).  (See note 1)

Less available were richly documented, independently critical, yet compelling explanations of just how and why the Communist movement wielded the attractive power that it did, despite all the obvious disadvantages of being regarded as a "communist" for Blacks as well as whites.  Then, during the 1980s, two scholarly works began to promote a rethinking of the relationship of Blacks to Reds: Mark Naison's Communists and Harlem During the Depression (1983), and Robin D. G. Kelley's Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During the Great Depression (1990).

Now we have four new books in 1998-99 that constitute a quantum leap forward in our ability to understand what was achieved by this symbiotic relationship, and what has been lost in one-sided assaults upon the legacy of Communist-led anti-racist struggles by McCarthyites, Cold War Liberals and some of the Communist movement's left critics, as well as by that movement's incapacity to understand and fairly represent its own remarkable history in the 1930s and 1940s.

The focus of three of the books is on culture, but together they provide a wealth of new detail and conceptual propositions that need to be critically assimilated by those committed to building an interracial movement for social transformation.

The indispensable foundation for appreciating this body of new scholarship is Mark Solomon's stunning narrative of the absorption of revolutionary Black Nationalists and other Black radicals into the post-World War I Communist movement.  His highly nuanced and finely researched The Cry Was Unity treats the consequences of this co-mingling for the development of Communist ideology and activity from the early 1920s through the first year of the Popular Front.

Solomon, a retired history professor from Simmons College, is in a unique situation to assess the experience.  He has been a participant in the anti-racist and radical movement since he was a teenager in the early Cold War years, and is the author of an earlier published doctoral dissertation from Harvard University called Red and Black: Communism and Afro-Americans, 1929-1935 (1988).

Solomon's approach is deftly elaborated in a short Introduction explaining his motivations for recreating the story of how the Communist movement "broke free from isolation and ideological abstractions to achieve a significant place in the battle for racial justice." In contrast to recent liberal discussions, such as President Clinton's "conversation on race," Solomon is pledged to review the early history of the anti-racist left because

The pivotal issues then were neither tactical nor sentimental; they involved the basic character of American society.  Capitalism's cornerstone was seen to have been laid by slavery and fortified by racism.  Therefore, the achievement of equality implied the ultimate transformation of the nation's economic and social foundation.  (xviii)

On the one hand, Solomon's book seeks to elaborate the "theory" of national oppression and the road to liberation worked out by U.S. Communists, Black and white, in their first decade and a half. On the other, his aim is equally to explore the practical activities against which the evolving theory was tested as this heroic, interracial organization rose up against white supremacism "with unprecedented passion as an indispensable requirement for achieving social progress." (xviii)

Most impressive is the way that Solomon triangulates the development of Communist theory and practice by examining Black Marxist activists and theorists, the national Communist party institutions, and the influence of Comintern (Communist International) policy.  In contrast to those who favor the "top down" or "bottom up" approaches to Communist historiography, Solomon presents us with what might be called a "force field" approach in which different elements gain hegemony at various points and under certain circumstances.

The fact that Comintern hegemony might be shown to be paramount over a period of decades and at moments of crisis does not negate how important it was for a group of Black party women in Harlem to raise an issue (unknown to the Soviet party) for debate and discussion.  Without that latter—the local vitality—the attractiveness of the party would be inexplicable (which certainly seems to be the case in many extant narratives of party history).

In rich detail, Solomon's book covers the period of nearly two decades from the founding of Cyril Briggs' magazine The Crusader after World War I to the launching of the party-led National Negro Congress in 1936.  Thus he follows Communist policy through three phases: from the view of a "colorblind" class outlook, to the theory of nationality, to the broadly based "Negro-labor alliance."

The overall structure of the book is divided into three components, recalling the traditional Hegelian triad.  The initial five chapters review the efforts of the first Black Communists to formulate a policy, their interaction with a vision of the Communist International, and the development of a theory (the view of African Americans as "a nation within a nation") and an organization (the American Negro Labor Congress) to realize this project.

Part II presents another six chapters, this time focused on the 1929-33 era of the ultra-revolutionary "Third Period." Solomon convincingly demonstrates his rather disconcerting view that unrealistic visions, aspirations and demands frequently motivated the most heroic projects.  From this perspective he discusses the astonishing courage of party practice in the Deep South, and struggles against eviction, hunger and lynching.

The book marches to a climax at the beginning of the Popular Front when, at last, in Solomon's judgment, the foundation of Black/Labor unity is established.  This is achieved through the success of Peoples Front policy in Harlem and the creation of the National Negro Congress, a multiracial organization under Black leadership.  Within this daunting framework, Solomon presents many discrete episodes worthy of at least a brief survey.

Pioneer African-American Communists

From the very first sentences of the first chapter, Solomon meticulously corrects the record of previous writings on Blacks and Communism, with the kind of scrupulous research only possible from the pen of a scholar committed to learning what really happened because the record matters for life and death struggles.

For example, contrary to earlier studies claiming that no Blacks were present at the founding of the U.S. Communist movement-and an alternative version that two attended-Solomon documents that only Otto Huiswood, born in the Dutch West Indies (now called Surinam) was present.  Huiswood would have been joined by his comrade from the left wing of the Socialist Party, Arthur P. Hendricks, who was born in British Guiana; but Hendricks had just died of tuberculosis.  (Possibly Huiswood's presence was not noticed by some who wrote reports on the meeting due to his light color.)

Although the two militants, and many who would join them, were Caribbean-born, Solomon views the pioneer cadre of U.S. Black Communism as a genuine Harlem-based alliance of immigrants from colonized nations and U.S.-born men and women.  The former tended to have a greater class and anti-imperialist awareness, and a more "assertive psychological makeup" (4), along with a greater degree of formal education.

It is significant that initially, Black revolutionists tended to gravitate around their own institutions, especially the Peoples Educational Forum in Harlem.  One group—Huiswood, Richard B. Moore, Lovett Fort-Whiteman and Grace Campell—soon joined the new Communist movement when the left wing of the Socialist Party was purged.  Another group-Frank Crosswaith, A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen-remained with the Socialists.

An additional important figure, Cyril Briggs, also from the Caribbean (he was born on the island of Nevis), was a journalist for Harlem's Amsterdam News.  Briggs was much inspired by the Easter Rebellion in Ireland and committed to the prospects of a decolonized Africa.  He launched The Crusader in December 1918, a dynamic organ of the "New Negro Crowd" that advocated "a renaissance of Negro culture and power throughout the world." (6)

Over the next six months Briggs' journal began drawing the links between capitalism and imperialism, and "projecting a shared proletarian identity between Black and white workers as the counterweight to the dominant system." (7) In Solomon's words, Briggs "merged Black Nationalism with revolutionary socialism and introduced the twentieth century global revolutionary tide to America." (7)

One of Briggs' signal contributions was that he devoted himself to solving the riddle of contradiction between a separate Black national destiny and achieving unity with Euro-American workers.  The first organizational expression of this perspective was Briggs' formation of the African Blood Brotherhood (ABB) in the fall of 1919, which was led by Caribbean-born radicals (with many World War I veterans in its ranks) and would grow to a membership of about 3,500.

The ABB was clearly independent of the Communist movement at the outset.  The various Communist factions were too busy vying for the Moscow franchise to pay attention, and Briggs was simultaneously influenced by an Afro-Centric movement called the Hamitic League, as well as by the rituals (passwords, secrecy, oaths) of the Irish Sinn Fein.

By 1921, when the ABB declared The Crusader its public organ and also gained some notoriety for its association with the armed resistance of Blacks against white attacks in Oklahoma, its leadership had evolved to pro-Communism.

According to correspondence located by Solomon in Comintern archives, Briggs was recruited to the Party by Caribbean poet Claude McKay.  This was facilitated by McKay's having introduced Briggs to a couple of Euro-American Communists with a special interest in Black Liberation-the famous cartoonist from Texas, Robert Minor, and the Jewish-American firebrand Rose Pastor Stokes.  These two were affiliated with the "Goose Caucus," which advocated parallel communist parties, one to be legal and aboveground, while the other party would remain secret and underground.

Still, more important than organizational affiliation is the manner in which Briggs creatively projected strategies and visions for liberation.  Blending a strong "sense of African identity and national culture with Leninist internationalism," he formulated arguments to combine a struggle for an "independent Negro State" (which might be in Africa, although not necessarily) in the process of fighting for a "universal Socialist Cooperative Commonwealth."

Briggs admitted that the independent Black state might not be the ideal route, but that it was understandably necessary in light of the need for "peoples of African descent" to "reclaim their distinct political and cultural heritage." To put it bluntly, "the Negro has been treated so brutally in the past by the rest of humanity that he may be pardoned for now looking at the matter from the viewpoint of the Negro than from that of a humanity that is not humane." (13)

The liberation of African Americans and the struggle for socialism worldwide was theorized by Briggs as an alliance in which a distinct Black agenda remained viable and central.  With Briggs' Communist membership, this program was further clarified so as to provide a clear alternative to the politics of middle-class reform organizations.  Briggs promoted a dramatic switch in the objectives of the African-American liberation movement away from assimilation into the bourgeois order and toward a goal of socialist transformation.  He also urged that the class composition of Black leadership be proletarian and no longer middle class, and that African Americans ally with Euro-American workers instead of white liberals.

Briggs and his comrades were well aware that racism was widespread in the Euro-American working class, and of the history of Blacks being betrayed by false white friends in the past. Thus he held that the left was obligated to aggressively educate against white supremacism in order to facilitate an alliance.

Analogous notions of African American autonomy and alliances also carried over to the predominant attitude of Briggs and his associates toward the Russian revolution.  Solomon observes that

The embrace of communism carried with it a promising connection with Soviet power as indispensable ally, patron, and spiritual guide.  For the new Black Communists the Soviets were an exhilarating source of strength, pride, hope and respect for Black interests.  Heretofore anonymous men and women would now have an international stage where they would be taken seriously and where power was manifest and at the disposal of the Black liberation struggle.  The greatness of Bolshevik power-as an anti-imperialist force, as liberator of labor, as cleanser and avenger of racism, as faithful ally-became an ardent belief and defining point of the African Blood Brotherhood.  (16)

Finally, Briggs certainly believed that, in the long run, Euro-American workers would come to recognize their commonality of interests with Blacks.  Yet he also held that, if Blacks were to devote themselves to the class struggle, there had to be an "acid test of white friendship"—which was the acceptance by Euro-Americans of the right of Black armed self-defense, even if such defense resulted in the killing of whites.  (17)

A Nation Within a Nation

Solomon argues that the pro-Communist evolution of the African Blood Brotherhood profoundly affected the American Communists.  A result was the ultimate transformation of the left-wing "color blind" view of race that prevailed in the early 1920s in both the Communist Labor Party and the Communist Party, most of which fused into the United Communist Party (UCP) in 1920.  (See note 2)  Leaders of the UCP did listen to and learn from the ABB, and their publications and resolutions began to resemble ABB ideas, with one exception—the Euro-Americans omitted the need to fight racism within their political party itself.

It is also true that the May 1921 convention that finally unified all Communist factions did not reflect the new alliance in the composition of its delegates nor in resulting resolutions.  Still, Solomon quotes from internal discussion documents (written under pseudonyms) that show a rich understanding of the complex strategic issues that needed to be addressed.

For example, there was now a recognition that the Black population could not be won over by abstract ideological professions of good will; Communists would have to respond specifically to the "Black ideology" that had developed due to white racist exclusionism.  They would also have to "humanize" their political dealings with African Americans, and fight aggressively for specific reforms (such as voting rights in the South) crucial to allowing Blacks to create their own conditions for developing activity and consciousness.

Simultaneously, Briggs was involved in a bitter battle with Black nationalist leader Marcus Garvey.  Solomon talks candidly of Briggs' collaboration with the Federal government's case against Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Association (which continually published the claim that Briggs was actually a European, until Briggs took legal action).  Moreover, destruction of the Garvey movement became the obsession of The Crusader.  (See note 3)

In this clash, Solomon sees central themes in the U.S. Black radical tradition.  Briggs held to the view that "racial consciousness alone was not enough to win freedom in the modern world, where power was based partially on race but centrally on corporate, class, national and military forces"; thus he championed alliances with progressive forces around a common interest in socio-economic restructuring.  (28)

Garvey, although anti-colonialist and anti-imperialist, in his determination to create a separate African-based territory, refused alliances with forces aimed at challenging those very seats of power.  Believing that, in the last analysis, white workers would side with white bosses against Blacks, Garvey alternatively attempted to negotiate with governments and even racist forces who likewise favored separation of the "races."

Nevertheless, the Communists would continue to see the ranks of the Garvey movement as a radicalized milieu from which potential recruits might be garnered.

Toward Self-Determination

In a chapter called "The Comintern's Vision," Solomon explains how the Leninist notion of the necessary alliance of working class and national liberation movements as "a linked social process" was closer to that of the former ABB members than the ideas of early Euro-American Communists such as John Reed.

At the 1922 Fourth Congress of the Comintern, in response to presentations by McKay and Huiswood, a multinational Negro Commission was set up under Huiswood's direction (and with McKay as a guest participant).  This body viewed the African diaspora peoples in the framework of colonialism, with Black Americans poised to play a key role in a global struggle requiring Communist backing of all movements of Blacks opposed to capitalism and imperialism.

This perspective probably set the stage for the slogan of "Self-determination in the Black Belt" (which was a region of the South with majority Black population) adopted by U.S. Communists six years later.  Although McKay departed from the conference en route to a stance as an independent radical (eventually converting to Catholicism before his death), Huiswood would become the first Black member of the Central Committee of the U.S. Party, now headquartered in Chicago.

A new figure emerging to prominence by the mid-1920s was Lovett Fort-Whiteman, an African American who had studied at Tuskegee, and who was closely associated with Robert Minor.  Fort-Whitman pursued earlier efforts to get the Comintern to back U.S. Black Communists in internal U.S. policy by forwarding the first concept of an American Negro Labor Congress.

Fort-Whiteman also developed the argument that Blacks perceive oppression as stemming from race more than class, and that such persecution had bonded Blacks of all economic strata together.  Marxism had to be recast to address this unique psychology, and practical work required a dual focus on both the South and problems specific to the great migration in the North (such as the housing crisis in urban ghettos).

Thus, in preparing for the 1925 American Negro Labor Congress (ANLC), Huiswood, Moore and others pleaded for the involvement of Black Communists on all party committees responsible for the gathering, for the party not to push itself aggressively, and for literature that took into account the special psychology of the Black proletariat.

This was ignored, and the event-which had only thirty-three accredited delegates-had a majority white audience who were entertained by Russian ballet and theater groups but no Black artists.  For the next year the organization stumbled along until a shake-up in which Moore replaced Fort-Whiteman as leader.  (The latter departed for the Soviet Union, where he would teach for a while and then be imprisoned and die in a labor camp.)  (See note 4)

Moore's leadership introduced a less sectarian phase of community and union work. Even followers of Lovestone's faction (near the end of its reign) now favored dumping the NLC, although their alternative was direct party recruitment.  But the advent of the Comintern's Third Period following the Sixth Comintern Congress ended any hope for a broader political strategy, due to its campaign against "social fascism" (the theory that Socialist parties were fascist in practice) and for United Front from Below.

Solomon is especially critical of the Third period for its ideological rigidity; he believes that the political line was really about Stalin's fight to dominate the Soviet Party and the Comintern, one that would be "ultimately drenched in Soviet blood." (68) He is also distressed by evidence of party members (almost all white and largely foreign-born in the early years) speaking an alien political language, and occasionally using "internationalism" to undermine racial priorities.

Moreover, he is dismayed at what he sees as arrogant and thoughtless efforts to substitute workers for the traditional middle-class leaders, accompanied by a blindness to the resentment expressed by African Americans aspiring to assemble their own agendas.

At the Sixth Congress of the Comintern no veteran Black Communists were present.  Instead, the U.S. party was represented by a young student at the Lenin school, Harry Haywood.

Haywood was influenced by a Siberian named Charles Nasanov, who had lived in the United States and saw U.S. Blacks as an oppressed nation with the right to self-determination.  He and Haywood shared the view that historical circumstances (slavery, betrayal of Reconstruction, imperialism) had prevented Blacks from joining whites in a single nation, resulting in a distinct cultural and psychological makeup.

Garveyism was regarded as an expression of authentic national strivings that would arise again-only next time Communists should be in the leadership.  Such an approach broke free at last from class-reductionist dogmas that relegated the anti-racist struggle to second place.  Rather, the Black movement was regarded as inherently revolutionary yet also an indispensable ally of the working class.

Haywood had no support in the early stages of the debate; but gradually it became evident that the Comintern leadership favored an alteration in Party policy toward African Americans.  The amended resolution provided "an ostensible middle ground .  .  .  based on the concept of a racial and national question-with national switching places with racial in parentheses." (77)

When the official resolutions appeared in 1928 and 1930, they explained a difference in the Communist policy in the North and South of the United States.  In the North, where Blacks were a national minority, the struggle would be for social and political equality; in the South, where Blacks held a majority in certain regions (the Black Belt), the African-American nationality had right to secede and form a separate republic if it so desired.

If a revolution were successful in the larger nation, however, Communists would urge the Black population to remain.  (If Blacks did opt to secede, Euro-Americans might reside in the Black republic with minority rights.)

Nevertheless, Solomon's opinion is that the nation thesis is flawed.  While Lenin was accurate in recognizing nationalist feelings among the Black population, he thought that these would be undermined by the expansion of the capitalist economy (industrialization, migration) because the economy was inseparable from that of the larger nation.  Communist defenders of the nation thesis such as James Allen believed that capitalism, having advanced as far as it would, was imprisoning the African-American peasantry in the region with no escape except social revolution.  (See note 5)

Yet Solomon is impressed with the effects of "self- determination" on party practice.  In everyday life it meant that Communists believed in the right of oppressed people to choose their own future, and the party throwing itself wholeheartedly into anti-racist struggles.  As a concept it meant the end of the subordination of race to class and paying close attention to all issues-cultural as well as political-that affected African America.

Solomon concludes that "national oppression" is the appropriate terminology for describing what happened to Black Americans.

There were contradictions, of course, to carrying out such a policy under the delusions of the Third period.  Communists held that revolution was on the agenda, so they crudely exposed liberal compromisers as social fascists, and they marched in parades under slogans urging defense of the USSR. Yet such fervent belief enabled the same Communists, Euro-American and Black, to brave police clubs-and bullets-as they organized election rallies, anti-lynching protests, funerals for martyred comrades, and fought back against evictions and police brutality in the streets of Harlem.

Likewise, the Communists' revolutionary dual union, the National Miners Union (NMU), took strong anti-racist actions.  In Pennsylvania, the NMU convinced Black miners to join striking white miners, and in Kentucky convinced white miners to desegregate the strike kitchen.  Most famously, the Communist-led National Textile Workers Union emphasized anti-racism in its leadership of the Gastonia Strike in North Carolina.

This was followed by a heroic campaign to organize the South, an effort that Solomon believes had been hampered by the Party's adherence to an earlier theory (when Jay Lovestone was in the leadership of the party) holding that the rural South was a reserve of reaction.  The new efforts resulted in the creation of a union of sharecroppers in Alabama, as well as impressive organizing activities in the face of murderous harassment in Tennessee, Louisiana, Mississippi, and elsewhere.

The party's steadfast opposition in the 1930s to any form of racial segregation, at a time when it was tolerated by liberals and other progressives, was also an outgrowth of its assessment of the party's failure to make gains in the 1920s.  Solomon says that the party came to the conclusion that "racial segregation and the savaging of black identity represented both an institutional foundation for American capitalism and its weak point."

Thus the toleration of any form of racism only bolstered capitalism and "wounded its most potent foes." The party had to create an internal culture qualitatively different from radical or liberal movements that "extended a hand to Blacks while allowing in [their] own structures the very circumstances that engendered inequality." (128)

Hence the party promoted a view of race chauvinism as the ultimate evil. Anti-Black racism served the ruling class; Euro-Americans could only purify themselves of its stink by personally engaging in militant "struggles against Negro oppression," which would also be a step toward dismantling the legitimate distrust by Blacks of whites.  (131)

Moreover, one could not expect Blacks to unite with Communists without taking steps to counter the special oppression of Blacks.  One Jewish party leader, Israel Amter, demanded that all white Communists should be prepared to violently avenge any insult against Blacks, even at the risk of death.

The center of CP and Young Communist League life became the interracial dance, even when it antagonized the larger community.  A more theatrical approach was the occasional mass trial of a Party member accused of racist behavior; this was carried out for purposes of public education.

Solomon compellingly recapitulates the anti-racist arguments developed by Communists, who tried to go beyond older appeals to "morality, abstract justice, and `healing' through `understanding.'"  Instead, Communists emphasized changing power relationships in the interests of all the dispossessed.

Rather than appealing to sentimentality and guilt, the effort was to win over white workers on the basis of their own needs.  This was possible because working class whites could never achieve what they wanted as long as racial division persisted.  Instead of being "pitied or patronized," Blacks were to be "welcomed as indispensable allies in the battle to change the world." (146)

This meant that whites should respect Black history and culture, as well as understand that the prerequisite for unity was Black self-organization and autonomous leadership.

A Legacy of Struggle

Among the most inspiring aspects of Solomon's research is his chronicle of the efforts of party members to fight racism on every front, starting with campaigns against hunger and eviction.  He provides portraits of many female and male activists, vignettes of martyrdom, and describes heroism by Blacks and whites.  The result of such selfless work was that thousands of Blacks joined unemployment councils, and hundreds applied for party membership and signed up for the party's legal defense auxiliary, International Labor Defense.

Simultaneously, an interracial culture emerged.  In the late 1920s "Negro Weeks" were launched by Briggs to celebrate revolutionary heroes such as Toussaint L'Ouverture and Denmark Vesey.  Whites did go into Black communities and serve on Black publications, but usually in subordinate positions under the supervision of Black communists.  What was expected of these whites was a record of fighting racism and respecting the abilities of Blacks.

In the early 1930s, the American Negro Labor Congress (ANLC), which regarded anticapitalism as a basis of the anti-lynching movement, collapsed and was followed by the League of Struggle for Negro Rights (LSNR).  The new party-led organization saw the campaign against lynching as the major manifestation of national oppression within its larger agenda of demands for justice.

Nevertheless, as an organization that was openly pro-Communist, the LSNR was somewhat in competition for space with the Party itself, and the Unemployed Councils occupied available space, too. Even when the LSNR developed its own leadership with Langston Hughes as honorary president, and an official membership of ten thousand, it did not reach much beyond the party's influence.

In contrast, the party's response to the Scottsboro Case (when nine Black youths were framed on rape charges in Alabama) was a breakthrough vindicating Communists' claims to sincerity about anti-racism.  Throughout the country activists, white and Black, gave their all to the slogan "they shall not die!"  Such activity was possible because they were imbued with the belief that the fate of the defendants was linked inextricably to their own lives.

Nevertheless, Solomon is harshly critical of the CP's sectarian policy toward middle-class allies—he even endorses criticisms of the "united front from below" policy made by the expelled Lovestone group.  However, he refutes the claims that the Communists wanted the nine youths to die as martyrs, and believes that charges about the Communists' inflammatory conduct toward the courts "were overstated and deflected attention from a racist judicial system." (203)

There was constant party-led anti-racist activity throughout the early 1930s.  The candidacy of African American James Ford on the CP ticket, the running of dozens of other Black Communist candidates, and the defense of Angelo Herndon, charged with insurrection for leading a demonstration in Atlanta, were important developments.  There were also numerous strikes in which the party played a role where race issues were important—St. Louis, Chicago, San Joaquin Valley, San Francisco, Birmingham, Louisiana and so forth.

Moreover, Harlem became a centerpiece for anti-racist activity, especially when U.S.-born Black party leader James Ford took control and Briggs and Moore were eased out. The latter tended to emphasize race issues more emphatically, and were sometimes accused of blaming white workers more than the bosses; but they defended themselves by insisting that forging unity should be more of a white responsibility than a Black one.

Solomon's biggest criticism of the party in this era is its conviction that it deserved sole leadership of the Black movement due to its possession of the correct revolutionary program.  As long as the party spoke of establishing "hegemony over the Negro liberation struggle itself," it would often antagonize those who questioned or opposed it and would negate its own claims to be fighting for self-determination.  (205)

Thus Solomon ends the book with a chapter and a half devoted to the development of the Popular Front, which he regards as a positive advance away from this posture.  In his view, the dropping of Third Period sectarianism primarily meant the opportunity to work with liberals and Socialists cooperatively, as well as taking a friendlier attitude toward churches, professional organizations, and so on. Some of the tactical flexibility was shown in holding together an alliance against the invasion of Ethiopia, and in the CP's intervention into the 1935 "Harlem Riot." (272)

The culminating event for Solomon is the founding of the National Negro Congress, launched in Chicago in 1936.  It was preceded by broad discussions and impressive organizational groundwork under the leadership of John P. Davis, a non-public Communist.  The perspective was for "a multiracial organization under Black leadership, working to build a Negro-labor alliance and advance civil rights on a wide front."  At the same time, Solomon cites internal CP material to show that Davis had the view that the CP should control the NCC to "guarantee its breadth and democratic character." (303)

This raises a question, which Solomon never clearly answers, about the exact nature of the party's understanding of "self-determination" when it came to trusting an independent Black leadership.  In any event, the organization was launched with over 800 delegates from 551 organizations that claimed to represent as many as three million people.  In a striking effort to demonstrate sincerity about the new unity, the party's old Socialist rival, A. Philip Randolph, was elected president.

[The second half of this essay, reviewing the titles by William Maxwell, Bill Mullen and James Smethurst, as well as some concluding observations, will appear in ATC 86, May-June 2000.]

Notes

· For the sake of consistency, "Black" will be capitalized throughout this essay when referring to the African-American nationality, despite spelling variations in original sources.  (Back to text) 

· Solomon's narrative runs counter to the version that, on orders from Lenin, the UCP briefly assigned a member named Zack Kornfeder to link up to radical Blacks in Harlem.  Solomon could find no evidence of such a command in the Moscow archives and no knowledge of such an episode among Lenin scholars.  Thus he makes a compelling case that this is part of the Cold War mythology exaggerating Comintern control of U.S. Communists and downplaying the autonomous contribution of U.S. Blacks.  (Back to text) 

· Robert Minor, the white Texan (but a militant anti-racist) in charge of "Negro Work" for the party, differed with Briggs and argued that defending Garvey against government persecution was the more appropriate strategy.  (Back to text) 

· It is unfortunate that Solomon says so little about the fate of Fort-Whiteman in light of his importance to the narrative.  If the information contained in Harvey Klehr et al, The Soviet World of American Communism (New Haven: Yale, 1998), 218-27, is accurate, no assessment of the African-American left's association with the USSR can be complete without a fuller discussion of the events and their significance.  (Back to text) 

· After 1935 the slogan was de-emphasized during the Popular Front, and then abandoned in 1943 (by party leader Earl Browder), revived in 1946 (following the expulsion of Browder), and buried in 1958.  (Back to text) 
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Old Negro, New Left: African-American Writing and Communism Between the Wars by William J. Maxwell (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999) 254 pages, $17.50 paperback.
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The New Red Negro: The Literary Left and African American Poetry, 1930-1946 by James Edward Smethurst (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999) 288 pages, $45 hardcover.

William Maxwell's 254-page New Negro, Old Left: African-American Writing and Communism Between the Wars (including a handsome thirteen-page insert of photographs and illustrations), puts cultural flesh on the organizational and political scaffolding constructed by Mark Solomon.  It also reconfigures in startlingly new ways the entire terrain of 1920s-'30s left-wing cultural production.

Maxwell's focus is on the movement of a number of African-American writers from a background of "New Negro" and "Harlem Renaissance" experiences toward the Communist movement in the interwar period.  His unique orientation emphasizes a mutual indebtedness, a two-way channel "between radical Harlem and Soviet Moscow, between the New Negro renaissance and proletarian literature." This interchange is the reason why the explanation for such a development "cannot be pursued without acknowledging both modern Black literature's debt to Communism and Communism's debt to modern Black literature."

Moreover, the importance of the Harlem/Moscow transit in Black cultural history also explains the reason why the disillusionment of a handful of African-American Leftists was expressed so fervently after the 1930s and has received so much attention.

Maxwell's emphasis on "Black volition" and the "interracial education of the Old Left" corresponds to Solomon's research; but Maxwell aims to enhance our understanding of African-American and "white" modern literature as well as radicalism.

Included among the misrepresentations of the relationship of "New Negro" (the term for militants in the Harlem Renaissance days) and "Old Left" refuted by Maxwell, are the pre-eminent readings of novels by Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison that view the relationship of the left to African Americans as one of manipulation; Black nationalist interpretations of the faults of earlier Black writing that are usually attributed to the malign influence of the white left; the claims of Black feminist and "vernacular" critics that the Communist tradition posited a hostility to Black folk materials; and the ironic exclusion of the Black/left relationship from recent arguments in literary theory about "mulatto modernism."

Maxwell's objection to these earlier treatments of the Black/left cultural relation is not due to a disagreement with the dismay of some of the critics about the left's illusions in the Stalin regime-a dismay that Maxwell shares.  His dissent is because of the failure of these earlier critics to recognize that the association had as great an impact on changing the U.S. Communist movement's culture and politics as vice versa.

Maxwell's effort to recuperate African-American agency in the relationship is based on his observation that Black pro-Communists were independently zealous in their support of what they took to be Soviet policy in the USSR and internationally; that neither Black nor white literary Communists took "dictation from Moscow"; and that earlier narratives of this symbiotic relationship have been too immersed in the Cold War fixation on evidence of "white seduction and betrayal of Black mouthpieces."

Moreover, what Maxwell calls "Black Communist initiative" is supported by the most compelling trend in historical and literary scholarship of the recent era, such as the aforementioned books by Robin Kelley and Mark Naison.  (5)

This is a trend to which Maxwell wants to make additions and corrections, primarily by extending the time-line backwards from the 1930s.  To Maxwell, the 1920s comprises the crucial moment when historical forces such as the Great Migration of Blacks to urban centers, and the Harlem Renaissance's pioneering of "Black routes into international modernity," produced a "Black working class protagonist" as a means by which socialism might be African-Americanized in the form of joining Marxism and the "vernacular culture of the descendants of African slaves." (6-7)

The resulting negotiations between Black militants moving toward Communism and the Communist institutions themselves can best be traced through literary-cultural expressions, especially the advent of "proletarian literature" and the Party's construction of a view of African America as a nation within a nation.

Maxwell's first and by far longest chapter begins the revision of the post-World War I cultural landscape through an examination of the poet-lyricist Andy Razaf, whose writings are used to present him "as a partial product and gauge of the place of Black bolshevism within the cultural field of the Harlem Renaissance." (15) Razaf, who had a special feeling for the experience of "service" work (he had held jobs such as operating an elevator), wrote first for Cyril Briggs' Crusader and then for midtown music publishers.

Maxwell's view contrasts with those of Harold Cruse, George Hutchinson and others, who hold that an attraction to Communism destroyed the potential evolution of the Renaissance-or else that the Renaissance came about by displacing post-World War I Black militancy.  Razaf, however, expresses an important trend of mostly Caribbean immigrants around The Crusader who saw the new Black Renaissance within a field of class relationships affected by the international crisis of capitalism and the impact of the Russian Revolution.  Indeed, part of the attraction to Moscow was based on a conviction that the Soviet leadership would assist the "special interests" of U.S. Blacks in relation to the left.

The Crusader view was that, with the Harlem Renaissance as a cultural center, the new urban African Americans (including Caribbean immigrants) would continue the struggle launched by Black World War I veterans, escalating it even into the international arena.  Maxwell sees the efforts of Howard University professor Alain Locke to promote his interpretation of the Renaissance as partly in competition with the pro-Bolshevik trend; he also regards the version fostered by the group around W.E.B.  Du Bois, which emphasized spirituals as the central Black musical achievement, as missing the boat in its failure to appreciate Razaf's focus on blues, jazz, films, broadcasting and vaudeville.

Chapter Two returns initially to The Crusader to examine its favorite poet, Claude McKay, and his book The Negroes in America (1923), as an example of the way in which Blacks shaped Communist policy.  Maxwell, from the perspective now established, provides compellingly fresh interpretations of McKay's poems "If We Must Die" and "The White City."

McKay's experiences in the USSR are also recounted, after which Maxwell offers an important interpretation of McKay's long-neglected one-hundred page Marxist treatise on Black America.  In particular, McKay viewed white workers as having developed a white supremacist "race-consciousness" on their own to defend privilege, and also in response to having assimilated a complex social psychology of Black sexuality rooted in the agricultural labor of early colonies in the South.

McKay's antidotes to racism involve "the modern upsurge of Black culture" (including sports) and "white feminism" (which needs to recognize that the "protective" role of white men against alleged Black rapists is posited on misogyny).  Maxwell's case is strong that "McKay's pre-echo of more recent, more exclusively academic work in African-American history, whiteness studies, cultural studies, and a post-Soviet Marxism without guarantees is valuable for its challenges as well as its flattering symmetries." (88)

Moreover, Maxwell provides evidence of the little-known text's influence on the Bolshevik leadership (especially Trotsky) and the role of its author's ideas in preparing for the Black Belt Nation thesis.

The third chapter shifts to McKay's coeditor on the Marxist Liberator, the Jewish-American writer Mike Gold, especially Gold's "anti-minstrel show," Hoboken Blues (1927), which reinforces from another angle a blending of Communist proletarian literature and the Harlem Renaissance.  Maxwell observes that Gold's manifesto "Towards Proletarian Art" parallels Alain Locke's "New Negro" perspective of drawing sustenance from the common people and soil.

He also notes that under Gold's editorship, The Liberator offered McKay's poetry collection Harlem Shadows as a subscription premium, characterized as a work of proletarian internationalism.  Moreover, Maxwell believes that Gold's 1923 book on The Life of John Brown is "an oblique reference" to his and McKay's collaboration.

Using careful textual analysis of primary documents, Maxwell shows that Gold's famous Puritanical attacks on Harlem cabaret culture in the 1930s Communist press were similar to those of Du Bois, and that Gold held a positive view of certain Black-specific cultural traditions rooted in spirituals, writings by Frederick Douglass, and perhaps non-commercial jazz.

This is a crucial corrective to those (especially Hutchinson, North and Cruse) who misread selected conjunctural writings of Gold as the defining anti-Renaissance moment of the left. It is also a useful entre to Maxwell's reading of Gold's Hoboken Blues (1927) as an effort to temporarily elude white identity and participate in the Harlem Renaissance.  Although Maxwell pulls no punches in noting paternalistic and ineffective aspects of the drama, he makes a powerful case that Gold's play is anti-minstrel in that it "embraces the identification of African Americans with pre-industrial values yet rejects the moment of censure and the imprisonment of these values within a rigidly racialized and rapidly fading arcadian memory." (119)

In mulling over Gold's surprising celebration of a non-proletarian protagonist, Maxwell considers the views expressed on "the race question" in light of McKay's opinions, and concludes that "McKay's simultaneous possession of the garlands of revolutionary and New Negro poetry is the standard of aesthetic achievement that Gold's play covets, a play that poses Sam's [the Black protagonist's] renaissance in Harlem as a lesson in proletarian revolution and a lesson to proletarian art." (120)

That Gold would later (in The Hollow Men, 1941) counterpoise proletarianism as the negation of decadent New Negroism cannot erase the view here and in other places of a "considerable harmony" that paved the way for a "depression-era re-emergence of the position in the renaissance field that spliced New Negro and working-class insurrection, a position that took a low profile during the second half of the 1920s but never vanished..." (122)

Moreover, Maxwell observes that a less selective examination of Gold's achievement than that offered by Gold-bashers suggests that his proletarianism was a "'normal' modernism" in its "scramble of interracial attraction and aversion." (123) Once again, we have evidence that the left's theory and practice (in this instance, Gold's view of proletarian art) evolved from a multifaceted dialogue with the cultural renaissance in Harlem.

Chapter Four is a turning point in the book, not only for its shift to the 1930s but also for introducing a gender critique of the Communist tendency to masculinize the very prospect of interracial radicalism.  Maxwell's focus is on the effort by the left to deconstruct the "triangular lynch myth" that involves a Black male rapist, white female victim and white male protector; this in turn produced a homosocial "anti-lynch triangle" premised on the interracial bonding of male proletarians against a misogynist view of white female accusers.

Maxwell traces the function of such triangular mythologies (right and left), culminating in a consideration of Langston Hughes' Scottsboro writings.  He concludes by considering the corrective work of Black Communist Louise Thompson, whose "reportage" managed to write "a way through Scottsboro's paired triangles against the exclusions of both the rape-lynch and the anti-lynch trios." (149)

The fifth chapter is the first of two focused on Richard Wright.  Here Maxwell claims that Wright's views of a Black southern nation, following Communist theory, resembled that of novelist Zora Neale Hurston's anthropological approach influenced by the work of Franz Boaz. This analysis is a continuation of Maxwell's method of challenging oversimplified oppositions.

Maxwell also effectively reconstructs Wright's career as a Communist, and the particular attraction of Stalin as a member of an oppressed minority group.  He then compares a number of texts by Hurston and Wright from the late 1930s to demonstrate the degree to which they shared sympathy for the rural Black folk under assault from the Great Migration.

The final chapter compares the "antibuddy" narratives of Wright's famous Native Son and his radical friend Nelson Algren's novel Somebody in Boots. These narratives of failed male bonding comprise sympathetic but informative critiques of the Communist project of interracialism.  But Maxwell's fresh and cogent contextualized rethinking of the novels is now enriched by a continuous backward look at previous discussions of the Harlem Renaissance/Marxist connections, the "interracial triangles" of the cultural discourse around Scottsboro, and the debate around rural southern folk culture.

New Negro, Old Left demands the attention not only of those who wish to be informed about the history of the African-American left, the Harlem Renaissance and proletarian literature, but also those seeking to gain an understanding of the potential relevance of contemporary critical arguments from scholars such as Eric Lott, David Roediger, Pierre Bourdieu, Eve Sedgewick, Hazel Carby, George Hutchinson, Michael North, Michael Rogin, Robin Wiegman and others.

Indeed, the book is so rich and pithy, so full of complex allusions (very often expressed through humorous "signifying" on phrases familiar mainly to those working in the fields), that its most important weakness may be that it is written in a style that will limit accessibility to the very large and diversified audience that the book deserves.  Yet careful readings and re-readings of New Negro, Old Left are worth the effort, for this is without doubt a pathbreaking and clarifying advance in our understanding of African-American literature, modernity, and the left.

What is especially sound and convincing in this achievement stems from Maxwell's thorough grounding in prior scholarship-his working through the arguments of predecessors in order to correct and advance them. This approach is most evident in Maxwell's insistence on rigorously historicizing and contextualizing conventional bifurcations and oppositions in order to demonstrate that, in the world of living cultural practice, various texts and careers do not fit into the prevailing narratives that have previously dominated the discourse of the Black/left interaction.

Repeatedly Maxwell demonstrates how selective quotations-from Mike Gold in relation to the Harlem Renaissance, from Wright in relation to Hurston-create false paradigms.  Yet Maxwell's method is not to reverse these paradigms, only to rethink them in terms of the actual aims, activities and views of the protagonists.

Often this requires our holding several contradictory opinions in mind at the same time-for example, in regard to Gold's opinions about jazz and Black culture, or the profound misogyny of much of the most admirable anti-racist discourse.  We come away from the experience with a more authentic apprehension of the ambiguities of cultural practice, even at the expense of losing some of those little boxes by means of which we had neatly classified earlier relationships.

Poets on the Left

Different in form, but complementary in content, James Smethurst's The New Red Negro is a powerful narrative of the evolution of a single genre.  It is also a long-overdue truth-telling that documents central links between African-American poetry and the Communist left. Thus it corrects the work of earlier scholars who have treated the left associations of Black poets in terms of anti-Communist conventions and clich<130>s that Smethurst deftly demolishes.

The book also rebuts those cultural historians who are intellectual prisoners of diminished narratives of twentieth century literature that isolate literary radicalism of "The Thirties" as a decade-limited "moment," rather than understanding it as a crucial stage in a longer-term, mid-century development.

This very ambitious book tries to argue a complex challenge to prevailing views of the evolution of African American poetry, revise conventional notions of literary classification, offer a theory for the various emphases in form and content of a range of Black poets over several decades, counter institutionalized amnesia about the seriousness and subtleties of political engagements, and speculate on the long-term impact of this mid-century experience.  Each aspect of the project is carried out with an impressively lucid writing style and a highly polished means of documentation.  (Smethurst's footnotes alone require meticulous study.)

The basic thesis of Smethurst's book is that the evolving ideology and institutions of the U.S. Communist cultural movement played a substantial role in shaping the form and content of African-American poetry in the 1930s and 1940s.  The primary poets in the study are Sterling Brown, Langston Hughes, Gwendolyn Brooks, Countee Cullen, Owen Dodson, Robert Hayden, Melvin Tolson and Margaret Walker; attention is also paid to Waring Cuney, Frank Marshall Davis, Richard Wright and several others.

While the range of relationships to Communist ideology and organizations among this group is diverse, Smethurst finds the influence most evident in the specificities of the gendered folk-street voice of much of this poetry, a result of a kind of "yoking" together of "cultural nationalism, integrationism and internationalism within a construct of class struggle." (10)

Once the leading poetry of the decade is discussed in this context, one can then gain new insight into such complex matters as the poetry's relation to rural and urban forms of African-American popular culture, and the interrelations between "high" and "vernacular" art.

Smethurst's Introduction incisively reviews the previous scholarship on Black poetry in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as drawbacks to extant memoirs of and scholarship about the cultural left. Among Smethurst's most convincing points are his sensible explanation of the ill effects of the tendency to separate the 1930s from the 1940s in regard to periodization, and his emphasis on the crucial mixing of "high" and "low" culture.

Less convincing is the assertion that the U.S. Communist cultural leadership welcomed the 1920s modernist revolution in literary form and sensibility.  In my view, this assessment contradicts the writings of the most authoritative Party critics: V.J. Jerome, John Howard Lawson, Milton Howard, A. B. Magil, Samuel Sillen.

It would have been sufficient to observe that perhaps Party critics did not recognize African-American or more "populist" versions of modernism for what they were, and that they held a double standard when it came to the treatment of writers who had or had not expressed dismay over the repressive nature of the Soviet regime.

Chapter One presents a kind of overview of the origin and evolution of Black writers and Communism from the post-World War I era. This is a vivid summary of some familiar episodes that also integrates new information and insights into the narrative.

Smethurst's characterization of the Communist approach to the "national question" as providing "a paradigm" with which African-American writers felt comfortable is impressive.  The chapter additionally contains a fabulous review of Communist cultural institutions (mainly journals) in relation to Black writers, as well as provocative considerations of masculinity and gender in recreating the "folk voice" before and during the Popular Front.

Chapter Two concentrates on the work of Sterling Brown, beginning with a fine recontextualization of his writing in relation to the Communist left as well as a useful explanation of Brown's distinction between a "Harlem" and "New Negro" renaissance.  Smethurst's observations about the parallels between Brown's cultural project and the Communists' evolving orientation are also exciting.

Equally noteworthy, the argument proves its mettle in the consideration of the poetry, starting with Smethurst's astute commentary on the poem "Southern Road" and continuing through a striking comparison of Brown's and Alain Locke's views of the respective contributions of Harlem and rural folk culture to the "New Negro" renaissance.

Chapter Three reconsiders Langston Hughes in relation to the Communist left. Although the story has been told before in biographies by Arnold Rampersad and Faith Berry, Smethurst manages to provide an impressively fresh version due perhaps to a more nuanced understanding of the Communist project.

The consideration of voice in the poetry is informative, and the discussion of Hughes' "Scottsboro Limited" is a fine contribution toward rehabilitating Hughes' 1930s cultural work. Smethurst concludes that Hughes' ability to ultimately establish a genuine base in the African-American reading public was intimately connected with his "engagement with the aesthetics of the Popular Front." (115)

In his fourth chapter, Smethurst switches the mode from a focus on individual writers to a thematic survey using categories such as "The Folk Documentary" and three versions of "Narratorial Consciousness." Among the writers treated in this framework are Richard Wright, Lucy Mae Turner, Frank Marshall Davis, Waring Cuney, Countee Cullen and Ida Gerling Athens.  The strategy results in stimulating and compelling readings of many texts.

Chapter Five inaugurates the consideration of the late 1930s and first half of the 1940s when poetic styles of the Depression era evolve to what Smethurst calls "neo-modernism" (which comes in "popular" and "high" varieties).  Here we have Langston Hughes discussed as an exemplar of the former, with sensitive readings of poems of the 1940s and a suggestive argument about Hughes as a forerunner of the Black Arts movement of the 1960s.

Chapter Six treats Gwendolyn Brooks as the paradigmatic figure of "high" neomodernism.  It begins with a much-needed challenge to prevailing images of Brooks' alleged distance from the left. Smethurst then shows how Brooks develops a heroic female subject in her poetry.

Chapter Seven repeats the effective strategy of the first half of the book by reviewing a range of Black poets (Margaret Walker, Robert Hayden, Melvin Tolson, and Owen Dodson) in light of the paradigms established in the preceding studies of Hughes and Brooks, as well as in relation to topics discussed in the first part of the book.

Smethurst frames his interpretations with a brief historical discussion of the transformation of the prevailing folk ethos between the 1930s and 1940s from South to urban North and West. This extraordinary volume concludes with suggestive observations about the implications of this cultural history for Black poets of the 1950s and after, and, more briefly, in relation to the phenomenon of the "New American Poetry" in the 1950s.

The Companion Front

Bill Mullen's Popular Fronts is distinguished by his intense focus on one particular arena of political and cultural anti-racist struggle and Black art-the city of Chicago, from the advent of the Popular Front to the Cold War. For this project he applies Yale professor Michael Denning's appropriation of the concept of "The Cultural Front" as the term of choice for leftists who saw "culture as one arm, or front, of a widening campaign for social, political, and racial equality." (2)

Although others besides Communists used that term, Mullen believes that the expression became especially important after the call for the People's Front coalition.  The call precipitated a shift from a proletarian revolutionary culture to a "people's culture" for the purpose of extending the country's democratic heritage.

The brilliance of Mullen's approach is that he gives a concreteness to this general development.  This is the same virtue found in the work of Solomon, Maxwell and Smethurst, and it is the one that makes all the difference.

The concern at this stage in scholarship is not merely exposing the proclamations of official Comintern documents to lay bare the realpolitik motivating political twists and turns (something in regard to which the four authors represent a range of views).  Mullen demonstrates that, whatever the intentions of Kremlin or CP bureaucrats, Chicago as a vibrant city had its own local history of left anti-racist activism that received a special stamp in early 1936.  At that time the National Negro Congress (NNC) was launched through the presence of nearly a thousand delegates from twenty-eight states, to an audience of an additional four thousand.  One of its themes was advancement of culture and cultural workers, alongside political demands.

This event introduced to Chicago a style of politics and culture that took root. By the 1940s many of the themes, slogans, demands, and cultural icons of this would-be "Negro People's Front" were virtually hegemonic on the South Side; the Chicago Defender, for example, without ever referring to the Communists or other left organizations, frequently presented the race-and-class based radicalism of the Communist Party.

Although the CP as a whole suffered an enormous crisis at the time of the Hitler-Stalin Pact, and even abandoned the Popular Front orientation for a period, Black Party members in Chicago continued to forge an alliance with The Defender and with Black liberal forces across the country to launch a famous boycott of the film "Gone With the Wind."

Simply put, Mullen's book aims to be a corrective to earlier treatments of the Popular Front.  It answers not only the negative ones that show a condescending attitude toward the accommodating politics and cultural strategies of the time; it also augments the positive ones that treat Euro-American culture primarily and fail to grasp that there existed a "companion front" for African-Americans.  The appeal of this companion front was so strong that it lasted far longer than the official Party policy and helped to shape anti-racist struggle in the Black community up to the present.

The specificity of Chicago provides a unique testing ground, for Chicago has been the cite of a recent revival of cultural scholarship that had hitherto been debilitated by a failure to understand the African-American cultural left beyond the canonical figure of Richard Wright.

Mullen's view is that what is usually called the 1930s-40s "Chicago Renaissance" is actually "the fruit of an extraordinary rapprochement between African-American and white members of the U.S. left around debate and struggle for a new `American Negro' culture," a "black and interracial cultural radicalism, best described and understood as a revised if belated realization of the Communist Party's 1936 aspiration for a Negro People's Front." (6)

On the one hand, "the 1936 opening of Chicago's black `cultural front' represented both a culmination and a new beginning for African-American engagement of and revision within the U.S. left." On the other, "Chicago's cultural `renaissance' and the CPUSA's Popular Front/Negro People's Front .  .  .  were events that were historically mutually constitutive and in many ways unthinkable in separation." (6)

The roots of revolutionary Marxism in Chicago's South Side (which by the mid-'30s was the largest concentration of Blacks in the United States after Harlem) can be traced back to World War I; Mullen cites The Whip and the Free Thought Society as the "genesis" of the local branch of the African Blood Brotherhood.

Subsequently, organizations such as the League of Struggle for Negro Rights, American Negro Labor Congress, United Front Scottsboro Committee and the National Unemployed Councils were "crucial chapters in black Chicago and the white-dominated Communist Party's reconsideration and reconstitution of each other." (7)

Mullen assesses the radical politics of Chicago as combining two elements: a broad interracial Popular Front on one hand, and a "companion" Negro People's Front in Chicago on other.  The latter is understood by Mullen as a "climactic `Black' moment in the history of U.S. radicalism when African-American political culture actively and willingly engaged, revived, reformed and deployed `Communism' in a manner generally consistent with official party policy, yet primarily derived from and utilized in relation to the `objective conditions' of life in Black Metropolis." (8)

These elements include a responsiveness to both the proletarian component of the population (men working in stockyards and steel mills; women as domestics) as well as its middle and upper classes aspiring to become "players" in the democratic capitalist system and its culture.  A special emphasis on Black churches was included as well.

Perhaps more emphatically than Smethurst, Mullen argues that the African-American cultural left prior to 1936 had been moving autonomously in a manner that would form a symbiotic relationship with the double Popular Front thrust.

Writers, artists and intellectuals such as Margaret Burroughs, Fern Gayden, Alice Browning, Theodore Ward, Gwendolyn Brooks, Horace Cayton, St. Clair Drake, Charles White, Margaret Walker and Frank Marshall Davis were evolving in that direction; they would make that orientation visible not only through individual writings but also through the "Negro in Illinois" project of the Illinois Federal Writers Project, the South Side Community Center, the Associated Negro Press, the Chicago Defender and Negro Story.

Moreover, at moments when the Communist Party seemed to diverge from the larger project it had helped to engender-especially during World War II-this trend not only continued but deepened and creatively developed certain aspects.

In particular, Mullen holds that in Chicago the Black cultural left "constituted among the most aesthetically and politically complex black art of the century, challenging the commonly shared assumption that Popular Front art universally succumbed to an ameliorated populist aesthetics or a mawkish sentimentality." (11)

None of this is to deny that there were tensions in the companion front; part of Mullen's story is of the struggles between the members of the "Black bourgeoisie" who ultimately controlled cultural institutions, and the militants who participated in them. Mullen takes note of the fact that very often radical ideas were disguised to appease the Black patronage class as much as to evade FBI surveillance.

Ultimately, the Chicago Renaissance was ended in practical terms through a combination of flight-in some cases flight into exile, in other cases into a Black bourgeois intellectual life.

The seven chapters of Mullen's book aspire to map out the political, cultural and geographical landscape of the companion front from the mid-'30s through World War II. He begins with a striking revision of Richard Wright's contribution to the phenomenon; by documenting Wright's atypicality, Mullen both gains a clearer perspective on his achievement and helps bring back into vision the many other cultural workers, institutions and activities hitherto obscured.

The second, third and fourth chapters treat key institutions of the Renaissance and Negro People's Front.  Foremost is the Chicago Defender, which after 1940 not only covered the pro-Communist left sympathetically but hired editors and writers from that milieu.  In contrast, the South Side Community Arts Center is noted for its interracial alliances among cultural workers.

Negro Story, published from 1944 to 1946, is reclaimed as helping to "foreground the short story as a genre for black radical voicing" through its blend of the tradition of "proletarian literature" and the racialized wartime experiences of Black women.  (16)

Shifting gears in the fifth and six chapters, Mullen turns to literary analysis of short fiction and poetry of the 1940s.  In the case of the former, the fiction record of Negro Story shows the "critical amnesia" which allowed the establishment of a select group of major Black writers to obscure their roots in the companion front and the contributions of lesser-known writers.  In regard to Brooks, especially "A Street in Bronzeville," Mullen offers an extraordinary interpretation of her writing as an "unsystematic feminist skepticism" of left culture within a radical framework, even as Brooks herself has denied any past association with the left.

Mullen's final chapter and his postscript focus on the combined effects of McCarthyism, post-war political splintering (due to the absence of a common struggle against international fascism), embourgeoisement, and the liberalizing of formerly radical institutions, for the legacy of the companion front experience.

Building A New Interracial Left

These four books definitively establish the Communist-led anti-racist movement in mid-century as fundamental for any future interracial socialist left. This is not to dismiss the substantial literature documenting the mistakes and delusions of the Communist movement-especially its reprehensible policies in World War II (including support of Japanese internment, opposition to the "Double V" campaign, and collaboration with the federal government's suppression of the civil liberties of Trotskyists).

Rather, it is to conclude that this unconscionable record only problematizes but does not negate the palpable achievements recorded in these remarkable books.  Together they embody a series of "lessons" that might be carried over as the starting point of any radical movement in the new millennium.

In addition, there are the methodological contributions of this literature to ongoing considerations about the cultural and political history of the left.

Three of the most important lessons might be summarized as follows:

• First, as we have seen from the experiences of the Communist movement in the 1920s, militancy, devotion to class struggle, and a fervent belief in equality are inadequate to build an interracial movement.  The nature of racism as both material and ideological oppression requires that socialist organizations and projects take special measures in order to transform their membership composition and their relationship to the struggle of people of color.

It is not enough to preach the need for unity and promise fair treatment.  Black history is replete with examples of betrayals by "white friends," and Communists were correct in understanding why there was the need for Black leadership of autonomous Black struggles.

• Second, the Communist movement, prodded by the arguments of Black revolutionaries from the left nationalist movement, as well as by the Communist International, developed a basic theory to explain both the historical reasons why "special measures" must be taken, as well as to suggest what these measures should be.

That theory is basically the view of "national oppression," as opposed to the stance that the issue to be addressed is simply racism (dislike of people who look different), injustice, and so forth.  Understanding African Americans as a nationality helps explain why nationalism of various forms has been an ongoing feature of the struggle, and why revolutionaries should not oppose this nationalist struggle but find ways to relate to it in order to assist its evolution in a radical, anticapitalist and internationalist direction.

The development of a proletarian-led nationalist movement with an internationalist vision is probably the prerequisite to a unified movement for socialism-a stage over which Marxists may not be able to leap.

The Communists chose to put this theory into practice by building a working class movement in two complementary areas: On the one hand, they struggled for an integrated CIO, that put the cause of anti-racism among its priorities; on the other, they promoted a Black-led labor movement with a broad social agenda, culminating in the National Negro Congress after 1936.

(Here it is worth mentioning that the precise decision-making procedures in the NNC are not fully discussed, and Solomon believes that at least one public leader was a secret Party member.  So the record of how, exactly, the Party maintained influence in an "independent" Black-led organization remains to be explored.)

From this perspective, it becomes clear why forms of affirmative action (such as taking special measures to insure that all barriers are removed from advancement to leadership of African Americans) are necessary within as well as without a socialist organization; why Black members should be the leaders in areas of Black work, but also in the general political life of the group; why cultural and psychological issues are of crucial importance; why "integration" or "assimilation" into the racist house of capitalism is an inadequate solution; and why an organization's membership must be re-educated to understand the complex and subtle ways in which paternalism and white privilege can exist despite one's best intentions.  (Recent scholarship has especially emphasized how the choice of European ethnic groups to identify as "white" assisted, and still reinforces, the racist order.)

In regard to this last point, the Communists were especially effective in demonstrating to their own membership the truth that the struggle against racism is in everyone's interest, not just that of African Americans.

Euro-American members came to see that their own best hope for the future was interconnected with Black liberation, to the point of supporting Black self-defense against other Euro-Americans.  In general, anti-racism became the duty of every Communist, not just Black members.

• A third lesson from the Communist experience suggests the manner in which substantial numbers of African Americans will possibly come to join a socialist organization.

Some, of course, may join out of individual friendship with members who have won their confidence on the job, as neighbors, or in a common struggle.  However, if the organization adheres to the kind of attitudes promoted by the Communists, broader layers of the most politicized vanguard of the Black struggle will come increasingly to respect the socialist movement; eventually cadres will enter, first by ones and twos, and then these will come to play the key role in the recruitment of thousands more. (But it is also the duty of Euro-American socialists to themselves actively assist in this effort to change the composition of the organization.)

With an organization, like the Communist Party, willing to defend the Black population from exploitation in general-not just around obvious "political" cases, but against police brutality, eviction-the culture of the movement will become increasingly hospitable to people of color.

The Dream of Cyril Briggs

Of course, these four books begin-but they hardly end-the crucial discussions that need to take place in regard to the above "lessons," a discussion in which a new generation of activists and Marxist scholars of all colors and both genders will have to participate along with veterans.

For example, one of the themes most stressed by Solomon is the central role of ideology, vision, and a unified organization.  In fact, even false visions and a relatively undemocratic military command-type organization seem to have the ability to empower anti-racist activists.  Solomon's own point of reference here is the mistaken view that the Black belt in the South was the basis of a potential Black Republic.  (See note)

However, there is also the issue of just how empowering was the false view that the Soviet Union represented a genuine stop forward into the socialist future, a country in which workers' rights were supposedly defended and racism virtually expunged.

Clearly the belief that the beginning of a new world already existed gave much self-confidence to a struggling group of Black and Euro-American Communists in an adversarial position.  But what about a balance sheet measuring these benefits against the deficits of having a mostly false dream, and adjusting national political priorities to the needs of a foreign dictatorship?

Even if one puts aside (for the moment) all the complex debates about whether Communist policies in Germany, Spain, the colonies, etc., actually advanced or retarded anti-fascism and socialist movements, we need to ask ourselves: In the long run, were the gains of a self-comforting illusion worth the betrayal of idealistic rank-and-file Party members by leaders who banked their reputations on false information about the Stalin regime?

Was it worth the long-term discrediting of Marxism among millions who, to this day, identify socialism with the Stalinist horror?

In addition, the ongoing controversy about the politics of the Popular Front is raised implicitly and explicitly in these writings.  By and large, the view of Solomon-that local practice was the crucial test for the Black movement; that the Third Period was at best a trial run to learn first-hand the futility of sectarianism-seems to be vindicated by the three other scholars.

Still, since Solomon ends in 1936, and Maxwell and Smethurst are primarily focused on cultural practice, only Mullen explicitly treats the Popular Front throughout its two phases (before and after the Hitler-Stalin Pact) as both a high point and something of a model to be emulated.  And he does this in a nuanced fashion, emphasizing the semi-autonomy of the companion front.

Nevertheless, Mullen tends to treat the Popular Front orientation through euphemisms such as "coalitionist politics." (6) Since no critic of Popular Front politics ever objected to coalitions-indeed, the Trotskyist and left socialist critics were for coalition politics in the days when the CP was for a "United Front from Below"-this formula is likely to be seen by those skeptical of the Popular Front as side-stepping the hardest and more troubling questions.

On what basis should one develop alliances with non-socialist and non-working class forces so as to advance the struggle on all fronts, building for the day when authentic economic and political reconstruction are truly on the agenda?  In my view, it is impossible to reach a final judgment on the actual degree of autonomy of the companion front during World War II without a candid, comparative appraisal of the CP's practice on a national level (and its international positions).

Finally, there is the issue of the uniqueness of the modern African-American Liberation movement as a paradigm for a "new" twentieth-century social movements requiring a rethinking of classical Marxist projections about the likely course of social advance.

Many of the points of analysis about African-American "national oppression" seem appropriate not only to other populations of oppressed nationalities in land areas of the U.S. historically linked to these groups (especially Chicanos, Puerto Ricans and Native Americans), but also to a number of non-European immigrant nationalities (Latinos from Latin America, Asian Americans, Caribbeans) and even to women.

To what extent is the declaration of a "national oppression" decisive to the recognition of the legitimacy of autonomous struggles, self-leadership, the need for affirmative action, the recognition of the importance of psychological and cultural issues?

Is it possible that one aspect of Communist theoretical work (and corresponding practical intervention) in relation to African Americans is that it simply instigated a rethinking of narrower interpretations of Marxism, a rethinking that is necessary for socialists of future generations to eventually realize the liberatory dreams of Cyril Briggs and all who came after?

Note

It's worth noting that Solomon's opinion is that, even in those periods when the Communists' view was clearly that the Black Belt Republic was not a "given" but that the choice was up to the Black population, such a strategy was inappropriate.  This raises the ongoing question of the meaning of self-determination.  For example, after the late 1930s the Trotskyist view was consistently that the issue of a separate state must be settled by the oppressed nationality itself, which could, in fact, opt for a land-based separate state even if socialists thought this was unworkable or undesirable.  How can one talk of "self-determination" if certain options for self-rule by people of color are ruled out in advance by the white majority? (Back to text)
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