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Abstract

In this article, I examine the contours of pan-Pacific revolutionary trade union interna-
tionalism from 1923 up through 1934, with special attention to the years 1928 to 1934,
which years are commonly understood in Communist International (Comintern) histori-
ography as the Third Period. The Third Period is typically viewed as being characterized
by “a loss of influence” on the part of the Red International of Labor Unions (RILU or
Profintern) as a result of the Comintern’s “left” turn. My research shows that in spite of
high levels of repression across Asia during the late 1920s and early 1930s and the con-
tinued existence of restrictive immigration and shipping laws in North America, the pan-
Pacific revolutionary trade union movement retained a visible presence across the Pacif-
ic. Sustaining this movement were two groups of actors. First, were Chinese and Japanese
seamen who, subject as they were to severe repression, understood that the strength of
their unions at the local scale depended at least in part upon support from overseas and
their ability to command space at the regional and international scales. Therefore, at great
risk, through face to face contact and the medium of print, they sought to forge pan-Pa-
cific ties of international solidarity. Second, were the Chinese and Japanese immigrant
Communists who, also at great personal risk and with their efforts also always subject to
repression and failure, sought to “jump” scales by boarding ships that came into North
American ports and on which Chinese or Japanese seamen worked. Together these im-
migrant workers and seamen were the “conductors of the [pan-Pacific] revolutionary
movement” linking up one side of the Pacific with the other.

Our Ranks are Growing

From the beginning of 1925, the ranks of our units of combat in the Orient have
begun to swell . .. [T]he Bureau of the port of Vladivostok has published with the
aid of a duplicator a bulletin in English aimed at American and Japanese crews . . .
Further, the bulletin prints an appeal to the seamen of Asia inviting them:

1) to struggle for equality on board ship, in other words there are no ‘foreigners’
among seamen and workers

2) to help workers from the Asian seaboard to free themselves from their Euro-
pean and native masters and from the exploitation of these masters

3) to resist in an organized fashion any kind of foreign intervention in the affairs
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of Asian countries All other seamen, declares the appeal, we must serve as con-
ductors of the revolutionary movement traveling from one shore to the other. We
must help our more backward comrades in Asia attain the front ranks.

“De La Presse Revolutionnaire,” ca. 1925!

In this brief statement issued by the Communist press following the convening
of the Congress of the Federation of Maritime Workers in January 1925 in Mos-
cow surfaced some of the contradictions that lay at the center of the Commu-
nist-led pan-Pacific revolutionary trade union movement.> On the one hand,
these were stirring words calling upon all seamen, regardless of nationality, to
join the ranks of the movement for social equality, the overthrow of the colo-
nialist system and imperialist intervention, and the emancipation of exploited
workers across Asia. On the other, this message of universal liberation and self-
activity among rank-and-file Asian workers was undermined by an evolutionist
mode of thought that saw the advancement of human consciousness as moving
from West to East. Yet it was the “seamen of Asia” who were urged to play the
leading role on the terrain of struggle, whether at the very intimate scale of the
ship, the national and regional scales of the struggle against colonialism, or the
scale of pan-Asian and international solidarity.

In approaching the subject of the pan-Pacific revolutionary trade union
movement, it is important to recognize that the history of the Red Internation-
al of Labor Unions (RILU or Profintern) has been largely neglected as a focus
of scholarly inquiry. Moreover, when studied it has been generally viewed as no
“more than a footnote in the history of the international labour movement.”3
Until recently, the lone exception was historian E.H. Carr who integrated into
his multivolume History of Soviet Russia a close examination of the history of
the Profintern up to 1928-1929.* Most importantly, Carr argued not only that
the Profintern, alone among Communist-led mass or auxiliary organizations,
“was distinctively proletarian,” but further that it “was the largest and most in-
dependent, and sometimes seemed to rival Comintern itself in importance.” In
the past several years, a number of other scholars have followed Carr’s lead.®
There is one question, however, that is for the most part only given brief men-
tion in the recent scholarship and that is the role played by the Profintern in Asia.

In this article, I will offer a glimpse, drawn from a limited set of materials
in the archives of the Communist International (Comintern), of the contours of
pan-Pacific revolutionary trade union internationalism from the mid-1920s up
through the early 1930s. In particular, I will trace the networks of communica-
tion, exchange and solidarity forged by Chinese and Japanese seamen together
with Chinese and Japanese immigrant Communists working in ports up and
down the Pacific Coast of North America as well as in the ports of New York and
Philadelphia. In doing so, I will grapple with the question of rank and file au-
tonomy. What were the connections between the activists engaged in the prac-
tice of proletarian internationalism in the harbors and on board the ships and
the hierarchy of Communist authority? Did authority descend in a clear unbro-
ken line from the leaderships of the Profintern and Comintern in Moscow to the
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regional representatives of arms of the Profintern such as the International Pro-
paganda Committee of the Transport Workers (renamed in 1928 International
Propaganda and Action Committee of the Transport Workers) (IPCTW)? And
did it continue on down to cadres working with regionally-based Pan-Pacific
Trade Union Secretariat (PPTUS) bureaus and Port Bureaus, and local Inter-
national Seamen’s Clubs?’

In seeking to make sense of these dynamics, I am drawing upon geograph-
er Neil Smith’s insight, which derived from the ideas developed by Henri Lefeb-
vre in his study of the production of space, that societies produce scale. Fur-
thermore, events are not necessarily confined to a single scale; and, crucially, the
hierarchy of geographical scales is “produced and reproduced in the landscapes
of capitalism.”® In addition, like Smith and others, I am applying David Harvey’s
“simple rule: that those who command space can always control the politics of
place even though, and this is a vital corollary, it takes control of some place to
command space in the first instance.”® And from there, I am drawing on geog-
rapher Don Mitchell’s application of Harvey’s rule to demonstrate that with con-
trol of some place, labor activists are in a position to “jump scales,” that is, ex-
tend their reach beyond their immediate locality, and organize simultaneously
at the local, national and, or international levels.1?

The years 1928 to 1934, commonly understood in Comintern historiography
as the Third Period, are typically viewed as being characterized by “a loss of in-
fluence” on the part of the Profintern in the industrialized countries of Europe
and America as a result of the Comintern’s “left” turn.!! My tentative findings
are that in spite of high levels of repression across Asia during the late 1920s and
early 1930s and the continued existence of restrictive immigration and shipping
laws in North America, the pan-Pacific revolutionary trade union movement re-
tained a visible presence across the Pacific. Sustaining this movement were two
groups of actors. First, were Chinese and Japanese seamen who, subject as they
were to severe repression, understood that the strength of their unions at the lo-
cal scale depended at least in part upon support from overseas and their ability
to command space at the regional and international scales. Of special relevance
here was the continuing and increasingly severe police suppression of Japanese
Communist Party (JCP) members and Japanese trade unionists in the early 1930s
and the Kuomintang (KMT or the Nationalist Party)’s bloody split with the Com-
munists in April 1927 and smashing of the revolution in China. Therefore, at great
risk, through face to face contact and the medium of print, they sought to forge
pan-Pacific ties of international solidarity.

Second, were the Chinese and Japanese immigrant Communists who, also
at great personal risk and with their efforts also always subject to repression and
failure, sought to “jump” scales by boarding ships that came into North Ameri-
can ports and on which Chinese or Japanese seamen worked. Momentarily
claiming enough control of some part of the deck to make contact with the sea-
men, they aimed at the very least to hand over revolutionary literature for dis-
tribution among the crew as well as back in China, Japan and across the West-
ern Pacific and at best to recruit the seamen into the movement as organizers
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and couriers.'? Importantly, it was the contradictions of their status as “aliens in-
eligible to citizenship” that could provide the possibility and ground for resis-
tance. Where mainstream American society and the US government construct-
ed Japanese and Chinese immigrant Communists as “alien” outsiders, the
immigrant activists themselves were able to take advantage of the contradictions
of their position.'? Even as they struggled in their localities inside the United
States to gain greater control over their lives, they also maintained active ties
with Communists and other Asian and non-Asian labor activists who were liter-
ally positioned outside the United States. Thus, Chinese and Japanese immigrant
Communists were able, from their respective positions, to “jump scales” and or-
ganize simultaneously at the local, national, and international levels. Together
these immigrant workers and seamen were the “conductors of the [pan-Pacific]
revolutionary movement” linking up one side of the Pacific with the other.

Establishing the Apparatus for a Pan-Pacific Revolutionary
Trade Union Movement

At the beginning of the twentieth century, international trade unionism took in-
stitutional form in two kinds of organizations, the International Trade Union
Secretariats (ITS) and the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU)
(better known in the aftermath of the Second World War as the Amsterdam In-
ternational). Founded in July 1921, the Profintern immediately stood in opposi-
tion to the IFTU, not only on an organizational level but also in terms of tactics
(such as its espousal of an “industrial strategy”) and its recognition of the im-
portance of organizing workers in colonial and semicolonial and so-called East-
ern countries. Among the most important vehicles formed by the Profintern for
carrying out its aims were the International Propaganda Committees (IPCs)
whose function was “to act as a revolutionary pressure group working to force
a corresponding secretariat [ITS] to admit revolutionary federations.” The first
IPC was formed by the transport workers at a conference held concurrently with
the founding congress of the Profintern in July 1921. This would become the
most important IPC in the field of pan-Pacific organizing.'#

Also of special importance in relation to the Pacific field was the executive
committee of the Profintern’s resolution on January 5, 1923, to establish port
bureaus in Rotterdam and Vladivostok.'> Although the latter was not as busy
and vital a port as was Hamburg—into whose harbor entered approximately a
thousand ships a month and which was the site of the headquarters of the
IPCTW—it was, from the perspective of the Soviets, “a gateway to the Pacif-
ic.”1® By the end of 1923, there existed in Vladivostok a Port Bureau whose
work “was closely connected with the work of the Bureau of the Profintern”
and whose “main activity . . . expressed itself in the work of the International
Seamens’ [sic] Club.”!”

Right from the beginning the Communist organizers charged with running
the Port Bureau and the International Seamen’s Club in Vladivostok empha-
sized that their efforts should be concentrated on producing literature in Chi-
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nese and Japanese and attracting foreign seamen, and in particular the large
numbers of Japanese seamen, to the club. Unfortunately, although “the meet-
ings and entertainments at the club were well attended by foreign seamen, Jap-
anese and Germans, principally the latter,” Port Bureau head losif Feinberg ac-
knowledged that, “There were not enough helpers at the meetings who spoke
foreign languages, consequently the main purpose was not achieved.” Thus, al-
ready organizers had identified what would emerge as one of the main chal-
lenges confronted by Communist leaders of the pan-Pacific revolutionary trade
union movement, that is, the lack of personnel conversant in “foreign lan-
guages” and in particular in Japanese and Chinese.!8

At the same time, organizing efforts lagged far behind on the other side of
the Pacific in the United States. The difference in level of organizing was a clear
illustration of Harvey’s “simple rule.” It was not until January 1927 that the
American Communist Party began “taking steps toward the formation of a Sea-
men’s Club” in New York City.!” The next fall, Party maritime workers formed
the Marine Workers Progressive League (MWPL) (renamed in 1929 the Marine
Workers League) (MWL). Still, for the most part no other International Sea-
men’s Clubs were established until MWL secretary George Mink initiated an or-
ganizing drive among seamen on both coasts as well as in the Gulf in 1929-1930,
and in accordance with the Third Period line the Party initiated the red maritime
union, the Marine Workers Industrial Union (MWIU). The latter held its found-
ing convention in New York City towards the end of April 1930.2°

Confronting the Challenges of Organizing Seamen who “are always traveling
all over the world,” Tan Malaka, January 15, 1925

According to “a report on the revolutionary movement among the transport
workers of the Pacific” produced by the Profintern in February 1924, Chinese,
Japanese and Indonesian transport workers were said to “have established the
largest organizations in the Far East.” Four months later transport workers from
the Pacific gathered for a six-day conference in Canton. Out of this gathering
was issued a manifesto addressed to the “toiling masses of the east” as well as
“the workers of Europe and America.” It urged an organized fight “against
world imperialists” as well as against those “who compromise with the imperi-
alists,” and called upon the so-called “Eastern masses” to form trade unions and
peasant unions, and for transport workers of the East to “affiliate with the rev-
olutionary transport workers of the world.” In addition, the conference resolved
to “create in Canton a Bureau of Transport Workers of the Pacific,” which would
“be composed of five members, one from China, Phillipines [sic], Dutch India,
British India, and Japan, respectively.”?!

These efforts raise the knotty question of autonomy and to what degree the
leaderships of the Profintern and, or Comintern controlled the movement to or-
ganize transport workers in Asia. My research demonstrates that those who
were actively involved in efforts to further the pan-Pacific revolutionary trade
union movement at the local and regional levels from bases in Vladivostok and
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across the Western Pacific were often either unwilling or unable to carry out di-
rectives issued by the center. First, Communist functionaries confronted impos-
sible odds, including often working in environments dominated by legal and ex-
tralegal forms of repression, which necessitated operating largely underground
and at great personal risk; coordinating work at local, regional and internation-
al scales, which entailed communicating across vast distances, bridging linguis-
tic, national and cultural barriers, negotiating a maze of shipping and immigra-
tion laws, and grappling with age-old prejudices such as Russian workers’
perception of “yellow labour;” and being obligated to act in accordance with a
centralized hierarchy of authority in spite of the remoteness of the periphery
from the center. In addition, there were the familiar problems of chronic short-
ages of funds and personnel resulting in burnout and illness, the lack of trained
staff including in particular persons fluent in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean,
and troubled relations between the Party and Korean cadres. With regard to the
latter point, what was of concern was the “question of the national move-
ment.”??

Moreover, the authority of the leadership of the Port Bureau of Vladivos-
tok did not remain unchallenged. According to Port Bureau head Feinberg,
whereas the city’s geographical proximity “to the countries of the Far East”
should logically have facilitated easy communication, in practice the latter was
hindered not only by “the secret nature of the work and the strict regime at pre-
sent existing in the various countries” but also by “the marked unwillingness of
the parties in the respective countries to deal with and take instructions from an
intermediary body like the Vladivostok Bureau and prefer to deal directly with
Moscow.”?* From the point of view of an organizer working inside China, the
above attitude translated into “Vladivostok ‘imperialism.””?* He explained that
for those in Shanghai who were engaged in “work among seamen,” the conflict
with the Vladivostok Bureau stemmed from inclusion of Shanghai “in the region
of Vladivostok.” The desire was not necessarily to “deal directly with Mos-
cow”—of this he made no mention—but rather that work in China “be carried
out only under control, or at least with the knowledge and corresponding Party
and professional organs of China.”?>

In this regard, correspondence by the Communist organizer Tan Malaka
(also known as Abdul Rachmann, Avon Rachmanoff, and Hassay) who was the
Indonesian representative of the Profintern in the Far East, offers a glimpse of
organizing at the local and regional scales. What is striking is the level of inter-
action between Malaka and seamen as well as other workers of different na-
tionalities that resided in or temporarily entered port cities such as Hong Kong
and Canton. Moreover, it would appear that rank-and-file seamen who were no-
torious for their mobility were paradoxically better able to communicate with
and organize fellow workers from many different places. Even as Malaka em-
phasized that the “mean [sic] difficulty is for us, that the seamen are always trav-
eling all over the world,” his own and other seamen union leaders’ accounts gave
evidence of both the difficulty and the “subversive” potential of this dimension
of maritime labor.?® For example, although members of the Hong Kong Sea-
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men’s Union generally returned to their home countries and villages rather than
to the union’s base in the port of Hong Kong, the very nature of their work en-
abled them to transcend the confines of place and nation and forge ties with sea-
men from other places and nations. Although in January 1925 the Singapore
government was actively engaged in obstructing any efforts to organize the sea-
men in Singapore as a branch of the Hong Kong Seamen’s Union, yet as soon as
Malaka returned to Hong Kong, he would “discuss this matter with the Seamen
leaders again.” Moreover, however successful the Singaporean government may
have been thus far in preventing an alliance of Chinese seamen from southern
China and Singapore, the possibility remained as long as the seamen continued
to practice their trade.?’

“Fellow Seamen!” organize “your fellow seamen in Europe and America!
We, as the elected executive committee of your union, will stop at nothing
to organise our seamen within and without the country,” — Declaration
of the Chinese Seamen’s Union to the Chinese Seamen, ca. August 1928.

First, during the 1922 mass strike in the port of Hong Kong and then in the eigh-
teen-month-long Canton-Hong Kong Strike of 1925-1926, Chinese seamen had
proved to be among the most militant.>® Following the bloody coup launched by
Chiang Kai-shek against the Communists in mid-April 1927 the Hong Kong
branch of the Chinese Seamen’s Union had been “smashed” and the union was
“forced to lead an illegal existence.”?® Yet, a year later, the Executive Commit-
tee of the Chinese Seamen’s Union called upon Chinese Seamen to organize
“your fellow seamen in Europe and America!” It urged seamen to remember
the “gigantic force of us seamen,” as demonstrated in “our powerful strikes in
1922 and 1925.730

Still, rhetoric aside, the leadership was faced with the formidable task of
having to organize under extremely repressive conditions. On a more pragmat-
ic level, in July and August of that year the Seamen’s Federation representing
Chinese seamen prepared reports detailing the weaknesses of their efforts thus
far and proposing ways to improve their organizing tactics. One of the issues sin-
gled out for special attention was the “close relation between the seaman and
nationalism.”3! At the same time, the Hong Kong-based Chun Hwa (China)
Seamen’s Federation reported that the ship proprietors sought to prevent “the
cooperation of seamen of different nationalities.”3?

A few months later, Chinese delegates to the Profintern Su Chao-jen, Dunn
Chun-Shia, and Ju Je-ei addressed the situation in a letter addressed to the Ex-
ecutive Committee of the Profintern. On top of “financial difficulties,” was the
language problem. They pointed out that “[m]ost of the Chinese seamen work-
ers do not understand foreign languages.” Nor was this simply a local concern:
“Now our connection with the seamen workers in other countries has been de-
layed by the ignorance of languages which means a great loss to the international
trade union movement as well as to the Chinese seamen.” Indeed, once they’d
“mastered the language, then we can send them to different countries.” But
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without this knowledge of “a foreign language,” even those “who have experi-
ence . . . cannot be active.”33

Here was evidence of Chinese seamen leaders’ growing realization that the
growth of the unions at home depended at least in part on the growth of the pan-
Pacific trade union movement and support from overseas. Interestingly, as critical
as the three delegates to the Profintern were of the Executive Committee’s past
actions, they never mentioned the issue of autonomy. This despite the fact that the
month before, the All-China Federation of Labor had criticized the All-China
Seamen’s Federation on this very issue: “[Y]ou are still indifferent toward the at-
traction of non-comrades into the unions. The party still dictates too much in mat-
ters affecting trade unionism, leaving no chances for the masses to participate.”3*

At the same time, the leaders of Chinese seamen were not silent on the mat-
ter of alienating workers through too radical forms of agitation. For example,
the Seamen’s Federation report for July 1928 noted that the plans for work in
the area of Hong Kong-Canton had “failed to accomplish anything because the
workers dreaded our propaganda.” In addition, the July and August reports re-
peatedly singled out for criticism the fact that “too much attention was given to
politics, too little to the masses,” and at the same time, not enough emphasis was
paid on the importance of “nationalistic aspirations” and antiimperialist strug-
gles in their work.?>

In the meantime, from the other side of the Pacific, Chinese immigrant
members of the American Communist Party were making efforts to develop ties
with Chinese seamen, recognizing that such mass “organizations like . . . the Chi-
nese Seamen’s Club, etc. really have tremendous possibilities for developmet
[sic] and work.” However, by the middle of May 1929, ties with the seamen’s
clubs remained weak to nonexistent. The Chinese Bureau reported that among
“NONE [sic] PARTY ORGANIZATIONS WHERE WE HAVE FRAC-
TIONS AND INFLUENCE,” was the Chinese Seamen’s Club in Philadelphia,
but that out of a total membership of eighty, only two were Party members. Fur-
thermore, at that time they had no fraction at all in the larger “Chinese Seaman
Club in N.Y.C.” whose membership totaled 200. (Although the term “fraction”
generally referred to small groups of Party members working within non-Party
“mass” organizations such as fraternal and cultural organizations, it was also ap-
plied to members of a foreign-language group working within the Party as a lo-
cal Party unit.) However, they had by no means abandoned the effort. In the re-
port adopted by the Buro of the Chinese Fraction at the Second National
Conference of the Chinese Fraction of the Workers (Communist) Party of
America held February 19-21, 1929, it was noted, “Our comrades are still work-
ing within the old organisations like the Seamen’s Clubs in Phia. [sic] and N.Y.
and the Unionist Guild in San Francisco.” Most frustrating was the fact that in
spite of efforts to “make connection with the Chinese seamen working on the
foreign ships along the West coast,” the fact was that “due to strict vigilance of
the ship owners and them immigration offecers [sic], we have not been yet suc-
cessful.” Still, the report’s list of “Concrete Tasks” to do as part of its “Worke
[sic] among Masses,” included the following item: “Work within the reactionary
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Seamen’s Clubs and attempt should be made to organise new progressive
seamne [sic] unions.”3%

“[T]here is no mention that the left should give particular attention
to the seamen’s movement, since the latter has great significance,”
—Yamamoto Kenzo, December 14, 1928.

Back in Vladivostok Japanese cadres working with the Port Bureau had long
been grappling with the challenges of organizing Japanese seamen and other
seasonal workers in the area and through this work at the local and regional lev-
els furthering the larger aims of the pan-Pacific revolutionary trade union move-
ment. On top of the mobility of workers, spying by the Japanese government,
conditions of poverty and a severe lack of funds, there was also the problem of
having to answer to Moscow. As Port Bureau head Yano Tsutomu remarked in
a letter to veteran Japanese Communists Katayama Sen and Omura K. in late
October 1927, “Unless Moscow approves something, we can’t do it, and Mos-
cow doesn’t give permission that often.”3”

Finally, on December 14, 1928 head of the Eastern Department of the
Profintern Leo Geller, Chairman of the IPCTW and Secretary of the Executive
Bureau of the Profintern T. Achkanov, H. Eidus, Japanese Communist leader
and representative to the Profintern Yamamoto Kenzo, African American Com-
munist leader and member of the Executive Bureau of the Profintern James W.
Ford, and two Japanese seamen from the Communist University of the Toilers
of the East (KUTV), met in Moscow under the auspices of the Bureau of the
IPCTW to discuss “questions regarding the organization of Japanese and Negro
sailors.” Yamamoto leveled his criticism:

[T]here is no mention of the link between the Japanese seamen’s trade unions and
the international seamen’s movement; there is no mention of the necessity for new,
more flexible tactics by the left wing with respect to the seamen; there is no men-
tion that the left should give particular attention to the seamen’s movement, since
the latter has great significance.3®

Like the Chinese labor leaders, here was another voice—this time belonging to
one who had entered the ranks of the Profintern leadership—calling for “new,
more flexible tactics” in the “left wing’s” relations with the international sea-
men’s movement, and for “particular attention” by the “left” to the seamen’s
movement.

Not a month later, at a meeting of the Executive Bureau of the Profintern,
Achkanov hammered home the point, declaring in his report on the activities of
the IPCTW that the drive to organize the unorganized “brings forward with all
insistence the question of the organisation of the coloured seamen.” Apparent-
ly, in New York following the tragedy of the sinking of the British steamship
Vestris on November 12, 1928 and the “campaign of the shipowners’ press
against the coloured seamen,” the Interclub there had begun “to develop a cam-
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paign for the organisation of coloured seamen.” However, there was in “the
USA insufficient support by the Party to the work of the International Seamen’s
Clubs and amongst the railwaymen.”3°

Oddly, Achkanov failed to acknowledge the initiative taken by the Inter-
national Trade Union Committee of Negro Workers of the R.I.L.U. in the wake
of the Vestris tragedy. This committee put forward an “organisational pro-
gramme and programme of action,” which called for the convening of an inter-
national seamen’s conference focused on “the organisation of ‘coloured’ sea-
men,” and spelled out demands for the abolition of the many existing forms of
discrimination against seamen generally and “coloured seamen” in particular.
Moreover, regarding the use of the term “coloured,” representative of the com-
mittee James Ford remarked that, “The question of ‘coloured’ seamen in gen-
eral (Chinese, ‘orientals,” Indians, etc.) has also been raised in all its interna-
tional implications.”*9

“First steps being taken” by the American Bureau
—PPTUS, January-May 1932

When next the “question of ‘coloured’ seamen” was raised at an institutional
level in the United States “in all its international implications” was two years lat-
er and on the West Coast of the United States following the establishment of the
American Bureau—PPTUS in San Francisco. At the outset, the bureau was in-
structed that it “should particularly concentrate on active work among the Jap-
anese sailors (this is fundamental) and also develop work among the Chinese,
Indian and other nationalities of sailors who come to American and Canadian
ports on the Pacific Coast.” At the same time, one issue was to be of “paramount
importance.” That was “the development of systematic work and a sustained
struggle against military threat, especially against the military activities of Japa-
nese imperialism in China and the feverish preparation for a military attack
against the Soviet Union.” It should come as no surprise, then, to discover that
Japan was the primary focus of the bureau’s efforts. Moreover, in an unusual
move that gave weight to the words of the Profintern leadership in Moscow,
Yano Tsutomu (alias Takeda) was sent to San Francisco at the beginning of 1932
to assist Harrison George in launching these new efforts. By contrast, it was not
until mid-March that the bureau minutes recorded “that after interview and in-
vestigation, the Chinese comrade, [Ol]den Lee, has been drawn into the Bureau
and will attend the next meeting, thus completing the Bureau organization.”*!

In early June, George submitted a report on the work accomplished during
his five-month tenure, including an evaluation of the immigrant comrades’ ef-
forts to make contact with seamen.

Here we find the first difficulty to be a lack of forces numerically; secondly, of the
forces available, many are occupied earning a living at long hours of labor during
the hours when ships can be visited; thirdly, ‘Party work’ of various kinds occupy
their free hours and it is not always easy to obtain the requisite attention to this
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important work of visiting ships; fourthly, the comrades have to be trained and en-
couraged in this work which is new to them; fifthly, the police obstacles and those
put up by the ship companies.

Given these circumstances, what is surprising is the fact that the activists had any
success at all in getting names—to date “over 300 Japanese seamen”—and “de-
veloping friendly contacts with seamen on about eight or ten Japanese ships,” and
in obtaining addresses of and, or potential contacts with “revolutionary organi-
zations” in Japan, China, and the Philippines. Apparently, “Pending the develop-
ment of reliable contacts among seamen,” they had “had to rely upon the mail for
getting the magazine into Japan.” Here, a cautionary note is called for with regard
to the veracity of such progress reports. In this instance, doubt is cast on George’s
assessment that “perhaps half of the amount printed have so far reached Japan”
by the reported experience of Japanese immigrant Communists. The activists who
handled the publication of the organ of the Japanese Workers Association, the
Rodo Shimbun (Labor News), in San Francisco had earlier communicated to
George that they sent only “several copies through the post” rather than trying to
mail the newspaper “to Japan in large quantities.” More crucially, they “couldn’t
say” to him “whether these copies were received in Japan or not.”*?

Eddy and George Report on Meetings with Leading Japanese
and Chinese Comrades while These Comrades Seek to Learn
From their Own and Each Other’s Experiences, June-October 1932

The importance of scale emerges with new clarity at this next stage in the de-
velopment of the activities of the American Bureau—PPTUS. Following reor-
ganization, the San Francisco bureau no longer included among its staff either a
Chinese or Japanese immigrant cadre. As a result, beginning in June 1932, in-
formation about the visiting of ships came in the form of newly appointed chair-
man Eddy’s reports on his meetings with Japanese and American comrades, and
George’s reports on meetings with Chinese comrades.** As follow-up, Eddy and
George were asked to “make inquiries” and, or “confer with the Chinese” or
“leading Japanese comrades” regarding the bureau’s decisions. However, im-
plementation of the bureau’s plans was necessarily left in the hands of the Asian
comrades themselves. Nor was there necessarily any attempt made to limit the
scope of their work to activities at a scale whose jurisdiction was directly under
Party control. In fact, quite the opposite was sometimes the case. For instance,
at the bureau meeting on July 27, it was decided that Japanese comrades should
function as the recognized intermediaries between the American Bureau—PP-
TUS and workers and organizations across the Pacific, while the less personal-
ized task of “general distribution of our literature” should fall to “American ma-
rine workers.” Eddy explained that “if they [the Japanese comrades] were to do
this general distribution of literature they would soon be exposed and thereby
make it impossible for themselves to gain admittance on board the ships, since
the docks are fenced off and permission must be obtained to go aboard.” In clos-
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ing, Eddy commented “that the Japanese comrades are energetically doing all
they can and showing real initiative in this work.” Clearly, in his capacity as chief
supervisor of the pan-Pacific arena from bases on the North American side of
the Pacific, Eddy recognized the vital role to be played by Japanese Immigrant
Communists in bridging the multiple barriers that divided the bureau from con-
tacts on the other side of the Pacific and thereby carrying out the bureau’s aims.
He also saw that the full potential of such a role demanded “real initiative” on
their part.**

Unfortunately, more often than not efforts to obtain assistance from Amer-
ican marine workers proved unsuccessful. This fact surfaced at the same meet-
ing. The issue that was front and center in the minds of both the “Chinese sea-
men and the National Seamen’s Union of China” and the Chinese comrades in
San Francisco, was the Jones-White Act of 1928. The Jones-White Act, George
explained, “among other things calls for the discharge of a number of Chinese
born members of the staff and replacing them with American born Chinese, so
that two-thirds of the entire staff on the ship are American citizens.” Apparent-
ly, the “SF Chinese comrades have four times tried to get our Marine Union in
SF to send a delegate to the SF “Yuen Lee’ to speak to them but so far our Union
failed to do anything.” The Yuen Lee (also known as Lien Yi) was the seamen’s
union controlled by the KMT.* For their part, the “comrades of China”
“blame[d] the American Party for not doing anything on this matter.” I would
note that under the leadership of first George and then Eddy the bureau re-
peatedly charged both the American Party and the Comintern with neglect.*¢

Yet, even in the face of this lack of concern on the part of the MWIU, the
Chinese comrades in San Francisco continued to struggle to build the union by
carrying “on much propaganda among the members of the “Yuen Lee’ for affil-
iation to our Union,” and by pressuring the union into acting on their behalf. In
this regard, they “suggest[ed] that our Marine Union in SF establish a Chinese
bureau or department, so that proper work can be carried on among the Amer-
ican Chinese marine workers.”#

Similarly, on the East Coast Chinese immigrant comrades had taken the ini-
tiative in seeking to recruit Chinese seamen into the MWIU. In a report sub-
mitted to the Central Committee of the CPUSA in May 1932, the Chinese Bu-
reau described their success:

One of the most outstanding acheivements [sic] is the penetration into the Chinese
Seamens Club (Lien Yee Sheli, reactionary mass organisation under the control of
Kuomintang) in Philadelphia. As the result of our work, practically all rank and
file membership of the Culb [sic] joined the Marine Workers Industrial Union in
Phila. (Those who joined number about thirty five) and the Old reactionary club
was declared disolved [sic].

Furthermore, the Bureau had already gone ahead with efforts to extend this suc-
cess in Philadelphia to other ports in the United States. The report noted, “A
Chinese Bureau of the Union was created to be responsible to the Executive



From East to West and West to East 111

Committee of the Union to work among the Chinese seamen. This has been
done in New York and Phila.,” adding that “San Francisco comrades are taking
steps towards this direction.”*8

An understanding of the importance of scale was key. Indeed, one of the ways
both Chinese and Japanese cadres sought to further their work in this arena was
to coordinate efforts at the local, regional and, or national, and international
scales. For instance, as reported by Eddy in early August, after learning that “on
one Japanese boat the entire engine department were members of the Sassinkai
(left trade union opposition in the seamens [sic] union)” but that “the comrade
who visited this boat” was unaware of the political orientation of the Sassinkai and
therefore “failed to give them our literature,” the Japanese comrades in San Fran-
cisco “immediately wrote to Los Angeles, the boat’s next port of call, telling them
to immediately get in touch with this group.” Nor did the effort to cooperate and
build alliances at more than the local scale end there. Eddy further noted,

The leading Japanese comrade, on his own initiative, drafted a letter embodying the
experiences already gained and how to proceed with the work in which he also asks
for criticism of the work, and the experiences of other Japanese comrades, which let-
ter was sent to all our Japanese connections in the USA, Canada and Hawaii.

In addition, it would appear that in some instances Chinese and Japanese com-
rades sought to learn from one another’s experience. For instance, in organizing
“a committee of 4 to be in charge of the distribution of the Chinese Marine
Worker and the visiting of Chinese ships” the Chinese comrades participated in
a “joint meeting” and looked to the Japanese comrades’ prior experience as a
model. Since they had to date “no connections with any other port in [reg]ards
to this kind of work,” they decided “that they would have to start making con-
nections the same as the Japanese comrades are doing.”*°

Not two months later, the Chinese comrades were reporting some success in
extending their network of contacts at both the local and national levels as well as
internationally across the Americas and the Western Pacific. PPTUS Bureau
member Jones relayed the specifics following his “conference with our Chinese
translator and the secretary of the committee for work among Chinese seamen.”

They report that 120 copies of the Sept issue of the seamen’s paper was distributed
among Chinese seamen in San Francisco. The balance of this issue being sent to
Chinese Workers’ clubs in America and to the Inter-clubs of the world . . . They
have given us 2[numeral unclear]| new addresses of Chinese seamen’s organisa-
tions, seamen’s boarding houses and clubs. Of these 4 are in Singapore, 3 in Cuba
2 in South America and also the Red Seamen’s Union of Canton. And 4 address-
es of contacts on ships whose home port is Vancouver.>?

The Chinese immigrant activists based in San Francisco had thus provided the
bureau with the means to begin building an apparatus that operated at the local,
national, and international scales and could thereby facilitate the spread of pan-
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Pacific networks of communication and solidarity among Chinese maritime
workers that could include South as well as North America.

That same fall, the Japanese cadres had arrived at a new strategy for mak-
ing contact with seamen.

Here the comrades at first, on the basis of the new objective approached the sea-
men under various camuflauges [sic], which did not work because it made the sea-
men suspicious when our comrades came to the question of the labor movement.
They now approach the seamen and speak to them about the conditions of Japa-
nese workers in America, and in turn ask them about their own conditions aboard
ship carefully leading from this to the questions of the situation in Japan includ-
ing that of the war.

Critically, it was in sharing their experiences as immigrant workers in America
who nonetheless continued to feel bound to their fellow compatriots as well as
to ideals of internationalism, that the Japanese immigrant comrades succeeded
in creating the possibility at least of dialogue with Japanese seamen. At the same
time, the risks entailed in carrying out this work remained unchanged.

Our Japanese comrades who in the first place have difficulty in getting on the ships
and if they work too openly would be prevented from further visiting and who
would also place the seamen that they speak too [sic] under suspicion, if they
worked openly, must therefore work semi-legally.”!

Here was made clear the paradoxical and highly insecure position of the
Japanese immigrant Communists as they endeavored to communicate with Jap-
anese seamen on the waterfronts and decks of Japanese ships in the ports along
the Pacific Coast of North America. On the one hand, the fact that the activists
were Japanese immigrants fluent in Japanese enabled them at least at the out-
set to approach and possibly board the ships under the guise of being like any
other Japanese compatriots. On the other hand, the activists’ political beliefs
and aims made them vulnerable at any and all times to discovery and being
barred from ever again boarding the ships. In addition, the risks of discovery
could jeopardize the livelihood and even life of the Japanese seamen with whom
the activist had been in contact and could also result in the activist’s arrest by im-
migration authorities and eventual deportation.

“Our motto is to not overlook one boat, but there’s about 151 boats that
anchor here, and there’s 129—130 wharves, so there are times when I see

the same customs officer or some such person, and I'll have to cancel or put
off going on board,” —No. 1 Organizer in San Pedro, December 7, 1934

I have been unable to locate cited reports from 1933. What I have found, how-
ever, is the handwritten “Fourth Report of No. 1 Organizer in San Pedro” in Jap-
anese for the period of November 25 to December 14, 1934, which offers a rare
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glimpse of this work from the point of view of a Japanese organizer. Organized
by date and ship visited, the report includes both recorded conversations be-
tween “Me” and “Him” and commentaries by the organizer. Significantly, the
organizer did not omit those interactions that indicated a lack of support for, and
thus his personal failure in advancing, the Communist cause.>?

Opverall, three themes stand out. The first was the transpacific and two-way
nature of communication between the immigrant organizer and the seamen. On
occasion, the exchange of information, news and literature was ongoing, fol-
lowing the schedule of arrivals and departures of ships on which the seamen reg-
ularly sailed. For instance, on the “Lapulata-Maru” ship, which followed a South
American route to Japan, the organizer reported “hav[ing] 4 or 5 friends on this
ship which I’ve talked to and obtained pamphlets from many times.” At the same
time, others could develop, perhaps most often on a ship on which there was a
core group of sympathetic seamen and a strong sense of worker solidarity. Such
was the case on the Lapulata-Maru, where there was general support for the
union and for “a general strike” in the face of any effort on the part of the com-
panies “to destroy the union.” In this instance, the organizer added, “One sailor
looked like he really wanted publications from SF/LA.” The organizer quoted
him:

I see that sometimes “Laborer’s [word unclear]” and “Pan-Pacific Worker” come
to SF/LA, but I hear that mostly from strangers, and I just can’t seem to get a hold
of them myself. I really want to read them.

This kind of comment was enough to offer the possibility of a new connection.
The organizer responded at once: “I handed him my address in SF/LA and got
his address in Japan.” For the moment, the interest was mutual: “He promised
to send me something from Japan.”>3

At times, however, even with the existence of a contact, communication
could go awry. The second theme raises the question of extreme effort involved
as well as high risks undergone by both the organizers and seamen who partici-
pated in these kinds of interactions. First, a huge number of ships docked in the
port of San Pedro. Second, on board the ships the seamen were often kept
“busy,” such that the organizer might have to hang around for several hours to
have a brief conversation, sometimes to no avail. Third and perhaps most im-
portantly, both the seamen and organizers on board ship were subject to ex-
tremely tight security. The seamen themselves occasionally requested meetings
off the ship, in the belief that they would be less likely to be apprehended on
shore and therefore have the opportunity for a more extended conversation.
Even then, however, the meeting might not take place. For instance, the orga-
nizer reported:

A sailor collected 10-odd fliers for me. We couldn’t talk in depth on the boat, so
we went to a place ashore with nobody around to talk. He said he would bring fliers
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back to Japan for me, and then promised to meet me at the decided place at 6:00,
but the sailor didn’t show up.>*

And even if no seaman was fingered, the publications themselves might be dis-
covered and destroyed. Apparently, when at least some of the seamen found
“these kinds of advanced publications” placed by someone “in the lavatory, and
around that area,” the seamen “just play dumb,” knowing already that if they
were found, “they would be thrown away.”>> More pointed was the comment of
another Japanese seaman: “It’s dangerous to pass them [publications] out on
board.”>°

The third theme highlights the lack of support on the part of “Caucasian”
comrades in the United States. At two points in his report, the organizer made
reference to this fact and to the negative impact upon his ability to carry out his
work. On the first occasion he wrote: “Not receiving any assistance from my
Caucasian comrades, I was unable to get any publications into the ship.”>” On
the second occasion, two days later, he was more biting in his criticism: “At this
important moment in time, having become unable to receive assistance from our
Caucasian comrades has put us in a troublesome state.”>3

What we have, then, is a story of persistent, creative, and daring efforts on
the part of both Japanese and Chinese immigrant Communists and Japanese and
Chinese seamen to engage in transpacific dialogue and exchange of information,
news and literature. Acting at great personal risk and with any approach how-
ever tentative continually subject to obstruction, both the immigrant comrades
and individual as well as small groups of seamen initiated and furthered transpa-
cific communication and in some cases forged bonds of comradeship and soli-
darity. Remarkably, even as they remained “aliens” at home in the United
States, the Japanese and Chinese immigrant Communists managed to extend
their political activism at the local scale to participation in pan-Pacific trade
union and Communist activism at the international scale on the waterfronts and
the decks of ships temporarily docked at the principal ports on the Pacific Coast
of North America and in the ports of New York and Philadelphia.
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